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belonged to the League of Nations, but they disappeared from the
map of Europe as a result of the secret clauses in the agreement of
1939.

I hope yvou will forgive my laying bare a memory like a wound. This
subject is not unconnected with my meditation on the word reality,
s0 often misused but always deserving esteem. Complaints of peo-
ples, pacts more treacherous than those we read about in Thucydides,
the shape of a maple leaf, sunrises and sunsets over the ocean, the
whole fabric of causes and effects, whether we call it Nature or
History, points toward, 1 believe, another, hidden reality, impene-
trable, though exerting a powerful attraction that is the central driv-
ing force of all art and science. There are moments when it seems
to me that 1 decipher the meaning of afflictions which befell the
nations of the “other Europe,” and that meaning is to make them
the bearers of memory—at the time when Europe, without an ad-
jective, and America possess it less and less with every generation.

It i1s possible that there is no other memory than the memory of
wounds. At least we are so taught by the Bible, a book of the
tribulations of Israel. That book for a long time enabled European
nations to preserve a sense of continuity—a word not to be mistaken
for the fashionable term historicity.

During the thirty years I have spent abroad, I have felt | was more
privileged than my Western colleagues, whether writers or teachers
of literature, for events both recent and long past took in my mind
a sharply delineated, precise form. Western audiences confronted
with poems or novels written in Poland, Czechoslovakia, or Hungary,
or with films produced there, possibly intuit a similarly sharpened
consciousness, in a constant struggle against limitations imposed by
censorship. Memory thus is our force; it protects us against a speech
entwining upon itself like the ivy when it does not find a support on
a tree or a wall.

A few minutes ago | expressed my longing for the end of a con-
tradiction which opposes the poet’s need of distance to his feeling
of solidarity with his fellow men. And yet, if we take a flight above
the earth as a mgtaphor of the poet’s vocation, it is not difficult to
notice that a kind of contradiction is implied. even in those epochs
when the poet is relatively free from the snares of history. For how
to be above and simultaneously to see the earth in every detail? And
yet, in a precarious balance of opposites, a certain equilibrium can
be achieved thanks to a distance introduced by the flow of time, “To
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see’”” means not only to have before one's eyes. It may mean also to
preserve in memory. “To see and to describe” may also mean to
reconstruct in imagination. A distance achieved thanks to the mystery
of time must not change events, landscapes, human figures into a
tangle of shadows growing paler and paler. On the contrary, it can
show them in full light, so that every event, every date becomes
expressive and persists as an eternal reminder of human depravity
and human greatness. Those who are alive receive a mandate from
those who are silent forever. They can fulfill their duties only by
trying to reconstruct precisely things as they were and by wresting
the past from fictions and legends.

Thus, both—the earth seen from above in'an eternal now'and the
earth that endures in a recovered time—may serve as material for
poctry.

4

I would not like to create the impression that my mind is turned
toward the past, for that would not be true. Like all my contem-
poraries, [ have felt the pull of despair, of impending doom, and
reproached myself for succumbing to a nihilistic temptation. Yet, on
a deeper level, I believe, my poetry remained sane and in a dark
age expressed a longing for the Kingdom of Peace and Justice. The
name of a man who taught me not to despair should be invoked
here. We receive gifts not only from our native land, its lakes and
rivers, its traditions, but also from people, especially if we meet a
powerful personality in our early youth. It was my good fortune to
be treated nearly as a son by my relative Oscar Milosz, a Parisian
recluse and visionary. Why he was a French poet could be elucidated
by the intricate story of a family as well as of a country once called
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Be that as it may, it was possible to
read recently in the Parisian press words of regret that the highest
international distinction had not been awarded half a century carlier
to a poet bearing the same family name as my own.

I learned much from him. He gave me a deeper insight into the
religion of the Old and New Testaments and inculcated a need for
a strict, ascetic hierarchy in all matters of mind, including everything
that pertains to art, where as a major sin he considered putting the
second-rate on the same level with the first-rate. Primarily, though,
[ listened to him as a prophet who loved people, as he says, “with
old love worn out by pity, loneliness and anger™ and for that reason
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