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Preface

BY CHARLES SIMIC



ZBIGNIEW HERBERT (1924–1998) was one of the most original and memorable poets of the twentieth century. His Polish compatriots, Czeslaw Milosz and Wyslawa Szymborska, may have received the Nobel Prize, but as the appearance of The Collected Poems, 1956–1998 in English recently demonstrated, he was in every respect their equal. This publication of his complete prose ought to increase his stature even more among those who know Herbert only as a poet and not as the fine prose writer that he was. It will come as a surprise to his readers that in his essays, unlike those by most other poets who write prose, his focus is rarely on poetry. Herbert wrote about painting and architecture. Or rather, he wrote three books about his travels in Greece, Italy, France, and the Netherlands, to see art. The author, he tells us at one point, is not a professional historian, but a story teller, and in truth many of the essays are dedicated to friends and often read like good after-dinner talk. The result is a book about art that is unlike any one has ever encountered, by a man who had lived through some of the most violent and tragic years in modern history and whom one would not expect to take a calm appraisal of our common past.

Born in Lvov, one of the most dangerous places in the world to be from 1939 to 1945, Herbert survived the occupation of his hometown, first by the Soviet Union and then by the Nazis who transformed the old city with its mixed population of Poles, Russians, Ukrainians, and Jews into a veritable hell. In 1944, before Lvov was once again taken by the Soviets, Herbert’s family escaped to Kraków where he attended lectures at the university and drawing classes at the Academy of Fine Arts while obtaining a degree in economics at the Trade Academy and eventually a law degree at the Nicholas Copernicus University in Toru[image: image]. As a member of the anti-

Communist Home Army during the war, he was regarded as politically suspect and not employable in important positions. He worked as a primary school teacher, an editor of an economic journal, a shop attendant, a timekeeper in a cooperative, an accountant, a bank clerk, and a librarian. Occasionally, he published theatre and music criticism and reviews of exhibitions, but not until 1950 did his poems appear in a magazine, and his first book, Chord of Light, did not come out until 1956 when he was already thirty-two years old. Unwilling to submit to the official party line in literature and write political propaganda, he could not make a living as a writer. One tough year after the war, he had to supplement his income by selling his blood.

Herbert later attributed his reluctance to fall on his knees before the new masters not to his bravery or strength of character, but to his sense of taste. He found everything about Communism ugly, especially its rhetoric. Aesthetics played a subversive role in his refusal to become one of the corrupted. Philosophy, too, I would imagine, which he studied first in Toru[image: image] and then at the University of Warsaw where he moved in 1950. “Let words mean only what they mean,” he quotes another writer in one of his essays. In his poems, too, Herbert sought semantic transparency. For him, a bird is a bird, slavery means slavery, a knife is a knife, death remains death. This was a view of language guaranteed to make life difficult for an individual living in a totalitarian country. As for poetry, its task, he wrote as early as 1948, is to render justice to the visible world, justice and beauty. Here’s one of his many fine early poems that does just that. It recounts a complex experience in a language that manages to be both plain and memorable.


A HALT

We halted in a town the host

ordered the table to be moved to the garden the first star

shone out and faded we were breaking bread

crickets were heard in the twilight loosestrife

a cry but a cry of a child otherwise the bustle

of insects of men a thick scent of earth

those who were sitting with their backs to the wall

saw violet now—the gallows hill

on the wall the dense ivy of executions

we were eating much

as is usual when nobody pays

(trans. by Czeslaw Milosz and Peter Dale Scott)




From the very beginning, Herbert’s poems had one notable quality; many of them dealt with Greek and Roman antiquity. These were not the reverential versions of ancient myths and historical events one normally encounters in poetry in which the poet neither questions the philosophical nor the ethical premises of the classical models, but were ironic reevaluations from the point of view of someone who had experienced modern wars and revolutions and who knew well that true to Homeric tradition only the high and mighty are usually glorified and lamented in their death and never the mounds of their anonymous victims. What drew him to the classics, nevertheless, is the recognition that these tales and legends contain all the essential human experiences. To have a historical consciousness meant seeing the continuity of the past as well as recognizing the continuity and the inescapable presence of past errors, crimes, but also the examples of courage and wisdom in our contemporary lives. History is the balance sheet of conscience. It condemns, reminds, robs us of peace, and also enlightens us now and then. In his view, our predicament has always been both tragic and comic. Even the old gods ended just like us. This is how he describes their decline in an essay called “Sacrifice” in The King of the Ants.


Stained tablecloths, traces of cigarettes around the small plates on the conference table of Olympus, unchanged napkins wilting flowers in crystal vases, and a monotonous menu, a poor choice of wine—that itself bore witness to the gods’ profound crisis. Gods didn’t turn up or willfully left the conferences, they partook of gods’ gifts unaesthetically (and against the rules), they slept at the table or emitted loud bodily noises. The fate of the world was slipping out of their hands…“We could have foreseen such an end of the world,” Zeus said to Hermes, “we’re not immortal, hélas, but the way this is proceeding is abominable in form; it’s shocking. We will leave nothing behind, not even a fond memory. But not everything in our time was bad—we have to do something about it,” Zeus said to Hermes.



Herbert claims that even as a youth he did not thirst for originality, which he saw as easier to achieve if you scorn the past and don’t respect either its authorities or its traditions. This positivist theory of “progress,” which lurks in the background of every avant-garde movement in art and literature, he had no use for. He found this attitude alien, even odious. He always wanted to adore, to fall on his knees and bow down before greatness, even if it overwhelmed him and terrified him—for “what kind of greatness would it be if it didn’t overwhelm and terrify”? Nonetheless, Herbert is well aware that history doesn’t know a single example of art or an artist ever exerting a direct influence on the world’s destiny. The conclusion he draws from that melancholy knowledge is that artists, writers, and poets ought to be modest and “conscious of their limited role and strength.” If this sounds like an aesthete’s credo, it is not. Herbert’s wish was to abolish the antagonism between art and life which the Romantics erected and modern poets and painters largely embraced. If this marvelous collection of his essays and short pieces proves anything, it is that art and life are part of the same fabric of human experience.

There exists a false view, Herbert writes, to the effect that tradition is like a fortune, a legacy which we inherit mechanically, without effort, while in fact every contact with the past requires an effort and a labor from learning about the past to verifying that knowledge through direct contact with its works of art. The task he sets himself in these pilgrimages is to find, after the horrors of war and totalitarianism he had just witnessed, some values worth living for. His essays combine leisurely traveler’s accounts intermixed with descriptions of paintings and churches he sees, towns he visits, their history, the people he encounters, the food he eats, the wine he drinks, and all sorts of other matters of interest to this exceptionally erudite and entertaining man who is our guide. For instance, writing of the Perugian republic, he remarks that “they were vengeful and cruel, artistically refined enough to slaughter their enemies on beautiful summer evenings.”

Herbert never had much money, but he went everywhere, at one point even having the crazy notion of visiting every cathedral in France. As a foreigner, and a kind of amateur scholar, he sees in these art works what professional academics and natives do not. This is the continuous delight of these essays. We are led by an eye that reacts in a fresh and inspired way to objects and events that do not exist for the practical eye. “There’s no path to the world but the path of compassion,” he says at one point. It surprised me to hear him say that, but after recalling the care he took to get every little detail right of whatever he saw in his travels, I began to understand what he meant, and so will you. This is a rare book, written by a very great poet and very wise man.

CHARLES SIMIC








Introduction

BY ALISSA VALLES



THE HALF-CENTURY SPANNED BY the essays in this volume began in Poland with the chill of Stalinism settling on the scene of devastation left by the Nazi occupation, and ended at a time when the elation of 1989 and the fall of Communism had been overshadowed by the economic, social and political turmoil of post-Communist reality. Although Zbigniew Herbert was born in 1924 in an independent Polish state, for the greater part of his life he had little cause to believe he would end his life in one, or indeed in any kind of Poland. He led a life of incessant movement, driven by internal and external causes, all of which are in varying measures reflected in his prose. Herbert moved in flight—from armies and repressive authorities, and in pursuit—of freedom, knowledge and beauty, and on occasion, medical care and income. He had before him a long tradition of Eastern European writers who traveled to Western centers of culture—Paris, London, Berlin, Rome, after the war increasingly New York—seeking points of connection with European or Western tradition and an escape from a politically oppressed or culturally oppressive native country.

But though it was nothing new for Polish poets to dream of an independent homeland while bivouaking in foreign café’s, Herbert’s angle of vision differed significantly from that of many of his (chiefly Romantic) predecessors. Not only had he come of age in a war born in the heart of Europe, seen intellectual, political and physical brutality overwhelm the continent and his own country used as a site of mass slavery and slaughter, but at the very moment that Western nations celebrated the liberation from Nazism and Fascism, they had abandoned the Poles and their exiled government to the mercy of Stalin. The consciousness of that betrayal, most painfully embodied in the story of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, imbued Herbert’s attitude toward the West with a deep ambivalence. From that clash of old veneration and fresh pain sprang the sharp irony that characterized his world view and his writing from the start.

In 1944, following the retreat of German forces, Herbert fled westward from his birthplace, Lvov, on the eve of its re-occupation by Soviet troops. He, his parents and his sister landed in Kraków, where he studied economics and (on a more casual footing) painting and acting. His parents eventually settled in Sopot on the Baltic Coast, while Herbert worked toward a masters in law at the old university of Toru[image: image], where he also pursued graduate studies in philosophy with his first important mentor, professor Henryk Elzenberg. Even after he decamped to Warsaw in 1950, Herbert continued to correspond with Elzenberg, justifying his decision to give up the academic study of philosophy in favor of poetry:


[In philosophy] I look for emotion. Powerful intellectual emotion, painful tensions between reality and abstraction, yet another rending, yet another, deeper than personal, cause for sorrow. And in that subjective cloud, respectable truth and sublime measure are lost, so I’ll never be a decent university philosopher. I prefer suffering philosophy to brooding on it like a hen. I would rather it be a fruitless struggle—a personal cause, something going against the order of life—than a profession.



During the years when Herbert was publishing his first poems and reviews in periodicals, he reported to Elzenberg on his reading and sent him early unpublished poems, as well as the essay “Hamlet on the Border of Silence,” included in the selection of short prose in this volume. This essay is an initial working-through of the notion that philosophy must be “suffered” or “lived through,” and that one pays for intellectual clarity with heartbreak, humiliation and at dark moments in history, death. The tragedy of Hamlet helps Herbert begin to articulate a stance of tragic humanism which, too uncertain to be a faith, nevertheless constituted a strong frame for his subsequent explorations and aided him in his resistance to the stifling ideological atmosphere of the 50s, when his elected “master” Elzenberg himself, forced into early retirement, became a victim of the side-lining of non-conformist (non-Party) intellectuals.

The political thaw that followed Stalin’s death made it possible for Herbert—and a number of his gifted contemporaries—to publish a first poetry collection in 1956 without compromise to censorship. Herbert rapidly followed his debut Chord of Light with a sizeable second collection, Hermes, Dag and Star, roughly half of which was made up of prose poems. In 1958, the young poet with a growing reputation received a stipend from the Ministry of Culture for travel in Western Europe, and Herbert set out on his first expedition to France, Italy and England. In Paris he formed important friendships with members of the Polish émigré community, notably with the artists Józef Czapski and Jan Lebenstein, and with Czeslaw Milosz, who was both mentor and rival to him, an increasingly difficult combination in the years that followed.

These wanderings, from which he returned to Poland in 1960, resulted in the essay collection Barbarian in the Garden, published in Warsaw in 1962. In a brief preface to the book, Herbert wrote that he thought of the book simply as an “account of a journey”:


The first, a real journey to cities, museums and ruins. The other a journey through books on the places I visited. The two ways of seeing, the two methods, are interwoven.

I didn’t choose the easier form of an impressionistic diary, because in the end that would only lead to a litany of adjectives and aesthetic exaltation. I thought that I should convey a certain amount of information on remote civilizations, and given that I am not an expert but an amateur, I refrained from all the delights of erudition: bibliography, notes, indices. I set out to write a book for reading, not for scholarly study. In art I am interested in the timeless value of a work (Piero della Francesca’s eternity), its technical structure (how stone is laid upon stone in a Gothic cathedral) and its connection to history. Because the lion’s share of the book is devoted to the Middle Ages, I decided to include two historical essays, on the Albigensians and the Templars, which speak of the sound and fury of the era.

If I had to choose an epigraph for the whole book, I would take a sentence from Malraux:

“That evening, while Rembrandt is still sketching, all the famous shades and shadows of the cave painters closely follow his wavering hand, which will grant them a new afterlife or a new oblivion”.



The essays in Barbarian are also a roughly chronological journey, from the prehistoric caves of Lascaux to the Greek presence in Italy in the 7th and 6th centuries BCE, to the Romans in Arles in the 1st century AD, to the six pieces centered on the late medieval era and early Renaissance, capped with a final tour of Northern France spiked with epigraphs from Rousseau and Nerval, who bring us up to the modern age. Caves, reintroduced into eighteenth century gardens at Ermenonville as refuges from the corruption of human society, bring the narrative full circle. Cities like Paris, with its “chatter of lights” become sites which one must flee if one wishes to preserve one’s sensitivities. Only art—the “warm touch of the Lascaux painter”—can make human beings feel briefly at home in a world ‘rushing towards death’.

In the 1960s, Herbert again spent long stretches of time in Paris, making it his base for an expedition to Greece and Italy in the fall of 1964 with his friends Zbigniew and Magdalena Czajkowski, and marrying Katarzyna Dzieduszycka at the Polish Consulate in Paris in 1968. The Greek excursion led to another series of essays, most of them published in Polish journals between 1966 and 1973, but put out as a book, Labyrinth on the Sea (1999), only after Herbert’s death. Why the manuscript of Labyrinth languished in the editorial offices of the publishing house Czytelnik in Warsaw from 1972 to 1981 is difficult to prove—but it is not hard to make an educated guess. During the 70’s Herbert had become increasingly engaged in political protest in Poland, and in that period his name appeared on a list of authors subject to censorship. Mr Cogito (1974) was the last book he published at Czytelnik; archive research has shown that one poem intended for inclusion in that collection, “Mr Cogito’s Heraldic Meditations” was removed by the censor. No censor would have been pleased to run into himself, even transposed to Periclean Athens, as he would have reading “The Samos Affair”:


It is a thing worth reflecting on that the immediate consequence of the Samian war was the introduction of censorship—the first in Athenian history—which forbade comic poets to represent persons on stage under their true names…. It testifies to a profound internal crisis beginning to show.

The drastic controls on freedom of speech prove that the popular mood must have in fact been quite different from the official enthusiasm and optimism.



After martial law was declared in December 1981, Herbert did not publish anything he wrote with state publishers but instead published with émigré or underground presses, until the dissolution of the Communist regime in 1989.

Like Barbarian, Labyrinth traces a path forward in time (and geographically northward) from a prehistoric culture—the Minoans of Crete—through the Mycenean era up to the summit of classical Greece, the Acropolis, to the Etruscans in Italy and the Romans in England. The two collections share an acute interest in changing conceptions of beauty, in patterns of conquest, empire and decline, and in the manifold ways the past is discovered, invented or erased by successive generations. In his encounter with Greece, Herbert deepens his search for the sources of European civilization, while focusing more squarely on the nature of myth, its porous border with history, and its relation to physical landscape. He also continues a meditation, initiated in Barbarian, on the coexistence of cruelty and aesthetic refinement in human cultures. The apparent paradox of the Inquisition being born at the same time as the masterpieces of Gothic architecture receives a more emblematic statement in the image of the Etruscans flogging their slaves to musical accompaniment.

Herbert’s essays do not attempt to formulate any systematic theory of culture. The closest he comes to a general view is concisely put toward the end of his short essay “Animula”: I always wished I would never lose the belief that great works of the spirit are more objective than we are. And that they will judge us. Among the “great works of the spirit” he counts both myths and made objects. His aim is to be a conduit of cultural tradition, in his words, to “exert my whole sensibility and understanding so that the Acropolis, the cathedrals, the Mona Lisa would be repeated in me.” This striving is linked here (and in the poem “Mona Lisa”) to a sense of guilt for having survived the war in which so many exact contemporaries had perished. He concludes the essay with a view of tradition that echoes T. S. Eliot’s famous essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” with an added political twist:


There exists a false view to the effect that tradition is like a fortune, a legacy, which we inherit mechanically, without effort, and that is why those who object to inherited wealth and unearned privileges are against tradition. But in fact every contact with the past requires an effort, a labor, and a difficult and thankless labor to boot, for our little ‘I’ whines and balks at it.



Although the reference to the Communist world is unmistakable here, Herbert engages in cultural criticism of a kind that can often be just as easily understood to refer to the West as to “People’s Poland.” Herbert’s contact with the West (and the liberal cultural movements of the sixties) prompted a hardening of his attitude toward the avantgarde, or the radical left as manifest in culture and art. This was particularly true of the time he spent in the United States.

In 1968, Herbert’s Selected Poems in English appeared at Penguin, and he made his first transatlantic journey, giving readings in New York, Berkeley and Los Angeles. He returned to the U.S. for the academic year of 1970–1971 as a visiting professor of European literature at what was then California State College in Los Angeles. While in California, he formed warm friendships with a number of American poets, Philip Levine and Henri Coulette among them, and although he did not report on America in essay form, the poet Larry Levis, who at that time taught at Cal State, left an account of his encounters with Herbert in Los Angeles. Lecture notes left in Herbert’s archive bear witness to the time and attention he devoted to his students at the college, despite his rather stunned response to the limitations of their education. Alongside his classes, he also held informal meetings with aspiring poets, which he by all accounts greatly enjoyed. But unlike Czeslaw Milosz (by then settled in Berkeley) who found in America’s literature and above all its natural world an enduring fascination and inspiration, Herbert’s interests and projects remained anchored in Europe.

Traces of the American experience can be found in later writings, as for example in a talk he gave at a Polish poetry festival in 1972, “The Poet in Face of the Present”.


A few months ago I returned from America; the necessity of “engagement” came up regularly in private conversations with my American friends. The term itself is vague enough to put one off using it. The majority of young people in the West who dabble in film, art, or literature, loudly declare they are on the side of the “Left”—variously understood, or rather, read. And I often wonder why the work that results from this essentially noble stance is intellectually immature, as if the proclamation of humanist ideals led the artist into the realm of banality.



This talk was given in the context of arguing against a tendency among the younger “New Wave” poets in Poland to make their anti-Communist stance the main content of their poems. The polemic gave rise to one of Herbert’s finest poems, “To Ryszard Krynicki—A Letter,” which affirms the duty of poets to rise above the level of politics, no matter how just their political cause. His confrontational relations with the younger poets—Adam Zagajewski, Stanislaw Baranczak and Ryszard Krynicki among them—gradually developed into warm friendships and differing degrees of mentorship.

After a few years back in Poland, in 1975 Herbert and his wife again decamped, this time to Berlin, where they remained until early 1981. Herbert had more of an intellectual community in Berlin than in the United States, and he was warmly embraced as a poet in Germany, and before long also in Holland. In 1976, Herbert made a first visit to the Netherlands, where he participated in the Poetry International festival in Rotterdam and visited museums in Amsterdam and other cities. Dutch art and culture became Herbert’s next major object of fascination and study, and in the course of the following decade and a half (with another Dutch visit in 1988) he wrote the essays in Still-Life with a Bridle, which appeared in Poland in 1993. Here Herbert brings to light the submerged passions of an apparently staid and sober culture, rendering vividly the drama of water, the drama of commerce, science, and, in the title essay, the dramatic biography of Torrentius, a painter of the most becalmed of genres, the still-life. In Dutch culture, with its anti-heroic bent, Herbert finds myth almost entirely subsumed by objects—the new heroes—and the gods and theologies of the Greeks and Italians stripped down to the bare, hushed interior of a Calvinist church and the dry QED’s of Spinoza. Herbert is fascinated by the tension between the Dutch passion for material goods (often involving foreign conquest) and their religious rationalism and austerity, by the way the mystical impulse, banished from spiritual life, entered the life of science and commerce. In his essay “The Bitter Smell of Tulips” he expresses his particular fondness for “follies in the sanctuaries of reason.” Herbert’s last trip abroad, undertaken when his health was in severe decline, was a last visit to Amsterdam to see an exhibition on 17th century “tulipmania” at the Nieuwe Kerk, one of the city’s largest cathedrals.

 

ALTHOUGH HERBERT CONSIDERED HIMSELF lucky to be able to travel widely during a period when freedoms were so severely curtailed or denied without appeal to the vast majority of his fellow Poles, it is important to realize the difficulties accompanying these travels and the unwanted attention they attracted. The application for a visa for foreign travel was a long and tortuous process requiring not only long queues, arbitrary waiting periods and tedious forms, but also unpleasant encounters with the security police. A postcard to Katarzyna, sent in France in 1958, shows that Herbert thought he was already under surveillance. In a letter to Czeslaw Milosz, written in 1969, Herbert described an interrogation to which he was subjected upon returning to Poland from France.



I hadn’t expected to feel the touch of the gentlemen in little black suits. They phoned me on the day after I arrived* (it was Easter and I thought “they” too would be eating sausage and drinking). Then there were regular daily “conversations” lasting many hours, not at headquarters God forbid but at the top of the Metropol hotel with a window open on the courtyard. I could go out the window and not come back and my friends would say I’d been drunk, that I’d always had nihilistic tendencies, there you go. […] They were interested in many things, among them Trotskyite movements in the West, but mainly the émigré’s, whom they would most like to lure into their pit. They asked me all about you too, whether you might not come back, and I summarized The Issa Valley for them and analyzed your poetry, pretending you interested them as the best living Polish poet. I played the fool, but it was no fun. I was alarmed to find that I wasn’t used to it anymore, that I wasn’t good at strolling around with shit on my head, and that I’m a coward because I fear for the rest of my life. It made me sick (insomnia, depression) but I’m fine now and working.



Naturally, there were also economic constraints: although Herbert first went abroad in 1958 on a grant from the Ministry of Culture, the sums he disposed of were modest indeed. His essays give occasional glimpses of the circumstances under which he made his pilgrimages to ancient sites and great art collections, and the ways he found to extend his meager resources over as many days and miles as possible, as on Crete, “more frugally than ever dividing my melting drachmas, to trick fate out of one more day, two more days….” He travels on crowded buses and trains, subsists on humble (but tasty) meals and sleeps in cheap hostels, doing without cabs, rental cars, complimentary soaps, and other luxuries. His essays are constructed from copious notes and sketches made in museums, libraries and at the sites of ruins, churches, battlefields, as well as at the various public establishments where he sits recovering from hours of wandering, watching locals go about their daily lives, and interacting with them as naturally as a traveler’s odd status permits.

One model traveler for Herbert is Montaigne, as we discover from a brief essay of 1966, “Monsieur Montaigne’s Voyage to Italy.” Although Montaigne seems less interested in art than in the gastronomies and technologies of the regions he visits, he has the gift of “perspicacity and curiosity,” the ability to listen with unfailing attention to “everyone and everything.” Herbert particularly values encounters with what he calls the “inimitable, individual beauty of life,” which he feels has become elusive to modern travelers, who move too rapidly across continents and whose experience is at every point mediated by timid convention and commercial cliché. In his own travels, he continually courts the “benign divinities of Nature and Accident,” delighting in ferry delays, storms at sea, outdated guidebooks, inaccurate directions, unplanned meetings, unexpected glimpses of the raw edges of life; he seeks to recover the living emotion with which earlier human beings might have regarded the great edifices or landscapes with which they dwelled.

Herbert is everywhere in his prose engaged in a polemic against ways of reading and writing history he considers false—whether narrow, petty, self-indulgent, expedient, naïve or cynical. He is everywhere alert to history written under the spell of what Czeslaw Milosz (in The Captive Mind) called the “Hegelian sting”: the temptation to see force triumphant as historical necessity. In the talk “The Presence of History,” given in Germany around 1975, as in the essay in Barbarian in the Garden entitled “Defense of the Templars,” Herbert uses the Hegelian notion of the “high tribunal of history,” to assert the duty of a chronicler of historical events to “weigh the sacrifice” of those who fought in vain for ideals or principles. Herbert knows better than most that the viewpoint of history’s underdogs is not by definition truer than that of its usual narrators, the conquerors. But the voices on both sides must be heard, and Herbert is always keen to take on the defense of the noble loser. Human acts have a certain weight, which it is a historian’s task to register, without pretence of perfect objectivity, to the full reach of his or her faculties of reason and empathy. When professional historians neglect this task, others must pick up the slack. Otherwise the field will be stampeded by demagogues seeking to justify their own power plays or “inspire” peoples to violent acts by feeding them distorted tales of ancestral battles, triumphs and humiliations. And quite apart from any practical application, the act of doing justice to the past (speaking of it justly) is a consolation for the irredeemable losses of history and, for Herbert, a value in itself requiring no justification.

 

DURING A STRETCH OF time partly overlapping with the composition of Still Life with a Bridle, Herbert also worked on a collection of short prose pieces which re-imagine and fill out ancient myths; the project was left unfinished but a version of it was published posthumously as The King of the Ants. The pieces are not linked directly to travel, but may be traced back to Herbert’s early “character sketches,” to the prose poems or fables included in his volumes of poetry, and to the “apocryphas” of Still Life. The editor of the Polish edition of King of the Ants, Ryszard Krynicki, attempting to reconstruct the complicated history of the project, points to a handwritten booklet with the title Bajki (Fables), put together by Herbert and given to a friend in 1953, as evidence that the poet’s life was from the very outset accompanied and fed by experiments in fabular prose. Krynicki points to Berlin and 1979 or 1980 as the probable place and time of origin for King of the Ants, which Herbert first called Atlas and furnished with epigraphs from Flaubert’s Dictionary of Received Ideas. The work may be seen as Herbert’s own Who’s Who of received heroes, or as a manual for de-and reconstructing myths; for Krynicki it is, in any case, a summary of an essential theme in his writing, as well as one of Herbert’s most personal works.

The American edition of King of the Ants appeared several years before the Polish edition and did not include all of the pieces and fragments included by Krynicki; but in my view its subtitle, “mythological essays,” reflects better the unfinished and open form of the book than Krynicki’s subtitle, “a private mythology.” John and Bogdana Carpenter write in the preface to their 1999 translation: “In his prose essays Herbert never simply retells a myth; instead, he presents a re-creation of it and emphasizes a narrative. The old story or fragmentary text serves as a canvas for a new story that he carries far from its original point of departure. It is a springboard for a broader exploration of human behavior…The “mythological essay” becomes a twentieth-century philosophical parable.” The form allows Herbert a playful freedom from the gravitas of human history with which he grapples elsewhere. On the one hand, these narratives carry an implicit challenge to the controlling idea of modern man that he is, as Mircea Eliade put it, “the result of the course of Universal History,” rather than of mythical events which must be periodically re-enacted and reiterated.* On the other hand, the satirical tone and deep ironies of the myths reiterated and comically altered by Herbert also work to deflate the pseudo-mythologies propagated by some modern political and religious movements.


 

THE SELECTION OF SHORT prose in this volume is taken from a fat prose collection published in Poland in 2001 under the title The Gordian Knot. The book offers a recapitulation of major preoccupations in Herbert’s work and is particularly valuable for the way it shows the arc of evolution of his thinking about poetry, from the dapper battle-cry “Poetry in a Vacuum?” (1948) to “A Word for the Poetry Evening…” (1998), an attempt to place himself in the Polish poetry tradition, balancing, as he says “between irony and sublimity,” and also between poetry and prose. I tried to adhere to a principle of selection which would most effectively render that evolution. I left out reviews of local art exhibits and Polish publications inaccessible to an English-language readership, and included only pieces touching directly on poetic or artistic craft and cultural tradition, or themselves constituting a literary project. There are no letters here—private or public—simply because I feel Herbert’s voluminous and rich correspondence deserves a volume to itself. Nor did I include fragments or variants beyond the ones included in the Polish edition of The King of the Ants. Herbert’s archive continues to yield new material, but unfinished or abandoned archival texts require a different format for publication, one offering a fuller scholarly apparatus than the present volume can accommodate.

As editor of this book, I was asked by the Herbert estate to revise Jarosław Anders and Michael March’s translation of Barbarian in the Garden to accord with the most recent Polish edition, correcting minor errors and omissions. Upon request, I also added to John and Bogdana Carpenter’s translation of King of the Ants all texts absent from the American edition but included in the Polish edition, reordered the contents according to the latter, and corrected one error, the translation of the title of “H.E.O.” as “Eos,” due no doubt to the fact that the translation was undertaken on the basis of an unedited manuscript. In all cases I have tried to fit my additions to the style of the original translations, and above all to respect Herbert’s own style, which I consider one of the triumphs of the 20th century.









BARBARIAN IN THE GARDEN

translated by

Michael March and Jarosław Anders











LASCAUX


Si Altamira est la capitale de l’art pariétal1

Lascaux en est Versailles.

HENRI BREUIL




LASCAUX IS NOT on any official map. It does not exist, at least not in the same sense as London or Radom. One had to enquire at the Musée de l’homme in Paris to learn its location.

I went in early spring. The Vézère Valley was rising in its fresh, unfinished green. Fragments of landscape seen through the bus window resembled canvases by Bissière. A texture of tender green.

Montignac. A village without interest, save a plaque commemorating a worthy midwife: “Ici vécut Madame Marie Martel—sage-femme—officier d’Académie2. Sa vie…c’était faire du bien. Sa joie…accomplir son devoir.” Expressed most delicately.

Breakfast in a small restaurant, but what a breakfast! An omelette with truffles. Truffles belong to the world history of human folly, hence to the history of art. So a word about truffles.

They are an underground mushroom preying on the roots of other plants. To uncover them you need dogs or pigs, conspicuous, as everyone knows, for their perfect sense of smell. A certain fly also signals the presence of this gastronomic treasure.

Truffles fetched a high price on the market so the local peasants were overcome by a real truffle fever. The soil was burrowed, the woods ravaged; the trees now stand pitifully dry. Large areas of cultivable land became barren because the mushroom produced a poisonous substance. Besides, it was very capricious and more difficult to domesticate than the ordinary mushroom. Nonetheless, an omelette with truffles is delicious and the smell, as the dish has no taste, is incomparable. Just like the poet Tuwim’s mignonette.

One leaves Montignac by a motorway that rises, winds, enters a forest and suddenly ends. A parking lot. A stand with Coca Cola and color postcards. Those who are not satisfied with the reproductions are led into a yard, and then into a concrete cellar resembling a military bunker. Metal valves close like a strongroom door and for a moment we stand in darkness awaiting the initiation. Finally, the second door opens, leading inside. We are in the cave.

The cold electric light is hideous, so we can only imagine the Lascaux cave when the living light of torches and cressets set into motion the herds of bulls, bison, and deer on the walls and vault. In addition, the guide’s voice stammering explanations. A sergeant reading the Holy Scriptures.

The colors: black, brown, ochre, vermilion, crimson, mallow, and limestone white. Their vitality and freshness surpassing Renaissance frescoes. The colors of earth, blood, and ash.

Images of animals, mostly in profile, are caught in motion drawn with both an expansive vigor and the tenderness and warmth of Modigliani’s women.

The images appear chaotic, as though painted hastily by a frenetic genius using cinematic techniques, with close and long-range shots. At the same time they present a coherent, panoramic composition which seems to disobey all rules. They vary from a few centimeters to more than five meters. One finds palimpsests: in short, a classical disorder which simultaneously conveys an impression of perfect harmony.

The first room, called the room of the bulls, has a beautiful natural vault, as though constructed from frozen clouds. Ten meters wide, thirty meters long, it can hold a hundred people. The Lascaux zoo opens with the image of a bicorn. This fantastic creature has a mighty body, a short neck, and a small head with two immense, straight horns. Its small head resembles a rhinoceros, yet it is unlike any living or fossil animal. Its mysterious presence forewarns that we shall not view an atlas of natural history but a region of ritual, incantation, and magic. Historians agree that the Lascaux cave was not a place of habitation but a sanctuary, the underground Sistine Chapel of our forefathers.

The Vézère River curves among limestone hills covered by forest. At its lower reaches, just before it flows into the Dordogne, a large number of caves inhabited by Paleolithic man were discovered. His skeleton, found in Cro-Magnon, resembles contemporary man’s. The Cro-Magnon probably originated in Asia and began his assault on Europe after the last glaciation, some thirty or forty thousand years before the Christian era. He pitilessly exterminated the less advanced Neanderthal, usurping his caves and hunting grounds. Mankind was born under the star of Cain.


Southern France and northern Spain were the territories where the new conqueror, Homo sapiens, created a civilization later called the Franco-Cantabrian culture. It developed in the early Paleolithic, also named the “reindeer” era. From the mid-Paleolithic the environment of Lascaux became a real Promised Land, flowing not so much with milk and mead as with the hot blood of animals. Like cities that later grew near the trade routes, the stone-age settlements were founded on the tracks of migrating animals. Every spring, herds of reindeer, wild horses, cows, bulls, bison, and rhinoceri crossed this territory to the green pastures of the Auvergne. The mysterious regularity and the blessed lack of memory in the animals, who yearly followed the same trail to certain death, was as miraculous for Paleolithic man as the Nile floods for the ancient Egyptians.

A powerful supplication for the eternal preservation of the natural order can be read from the walls of Lascaux. That is probably why the cave painters are the greatest animal artists in history. For them, unlike for the Dutch masters, an animal was not an element in a tame landscape in pastoral Arcadia; they saw it in a flash, in dramatic flight, alive but marked for death. Their eye does not contemplate the object but fetters it in its black contour line with the precision of the perfect murderer.

The first room was probably the site of hunting rituals. (They came here with stone cressets for their guttural rites.) It takes its name from four huge bulls, the largest being more than five meters long; these magnificent animals dominate a herd of horses painted in silhouette and fragile deer with fantastic antlers. Their stampede blasts the cave. In their inflated nostrils, the condensation of hoarse breathing.

The room leads into a blind, narrow corridor. What the French call “l’heureux désordre des figures” reigns here. Red cows, small childish horses, and bucks dance in all directions in indescribable chaos. A horse on its back, hooves stretched towards the limestone sky, gives evidence of a practice still current among primitive hunting tribes: animals are driven with fire and loud noise towards a high cliff and topple to their deaths.

One of the most beautiful animal portraits in history is called the “Chinese Horse.” The name does not signify its race: it is a homage to the perfection of the drawing of the Lascaux master. A soft black contour, at once distinct and vanishing, both contains and shapes the body’s mass. A short mane, like that of a circus horse; impetuous, thundering hooves. Ochre does not fill the body; the belly and legs are white.

I realize that all descriptions, all inventories are useless in the presence of this masterpiece, which displays such a blinding, obvious unity. Only poetry and fairy-tales possess the power of instant creation. One should say, “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful horse from Lascaux.”

How to reconcile this refined art with the brutal practices of the prehistoric hunters? How to consent to the arrows piercing the flesh of an animal, an imaginary murder committed by the artist?

Before the Revolution, Siberian hunting tribes lived in conditions similar to those of the “reindeer” era. Lot-Falck in Les rites de chasse chez les peuples sibériens writes: “A hunter treated an animal as a creature at least equal to himself. Noting that an animal must hunt, like himself, in order to live, man thought that it had the same model of social organization. Man’s superiority was manifest in the field of technology through his use of tools. In the sphere of magic, the animal was attributed with equal powers. On the other hand, an animal is superior to man in one or many respects—its physical strength, agility, perfect hearing, and smell, all the virtues highly prized by hunters. In the spiritual realm animals were credited with even greater virtues—a closer contact with the divine and with the forces of nature which they embodied.” This is still just about comprehensible to modern man. The abysses of paleo-psychology begin with the bond between the killer and his victim: “The death of the animal depends, to some extent, on the animal itself; it must consent to be killed, it must enter into a relationship with its murderer. That is why the hunter cares for the animal and tries to establish close relations. If the reindeer does not love its hunter, it will not bow to its death.” So hypocrisy is our original sin and strength. Only insatiable, murderous love explains the charm of the Lascaux bestiary.

To the right of the room of the bulls, a narrow cat-like corridor leads to the part called the nave and apse. On the left wall a large black cow catches our attention with its perfect outline, and two mysterious yet distinct signs placed under its hooves. These are not the only signs before which we stand helpless.

The meaning of the arrows piercing the animals is clear, since the magical practice of “killing the image” was known to medieval witches, frequently performed in Renaissance courts and even preserved until our rational times. But what are those quadrangles with a colorful chessboard pattern under the hooves of the black cow? L’abbé Breuil3, the pope of pre-historians and a prominent expert not only on the Lascaux caves, saw in them signs of hunting clans, a remote heraldry. Another hypothesis put forward is that they are models of animal traps; another sees in them designs of huts. For Raymond Vaufrey, they were painted leather coats, similar to those still to be found in Rhodesia. Though these assumptions are plausible, none is certain. Also, we are unable to interpret other simple signs: dots, dashes, squares, and circles, and the geometric figures found in caves such as Castillo in Spain. Some scholars timidly suppose that these were the first attempts at writing. So only the concrete images speak to us. Amidst the raucous breathing of the Lascaux animals, the geometric signs are silent; and perhaps will remain silent for ever. Our knowledge about our ancestors is modulated by a violent cry and a deadly hush.

On the left side of the nave, there is a beautiful frieze of deer. The artist has depicted only the heads, necks, and antlers; they flow like a river towards the hunters hidden in the bush.

A composition which trivializes the violence of our contemporary masters: two soot-black bison with their rumps turned to each other. The one on the left displays raw flesh through a torn patch of skin. Heads raised, hides bristling, front hooves thrusting. The painting explodes with a dark, blind power. Even Goya’s bullfights are but a vague echo of this passion.

The apse leads us towards a falling aperture, called a shaft, to a meeting with the ultimate mystery.

It is a scene, or rather a drama, and as becomes an ancient drama, it is played out between a limited number of protagonists: a bison pierced by a javelin, a man lying on the ground, a bird, and the faded contour of a departing rhinoceros. The bison is seen in profile, but its head is turned towards the spectator. Intestines spill from its gut. The man, his image simplified as in a child’s drawing, has a bird’s head with a straight beak, four-fingered hands thrown out and stiffly outstretched legs. The bird, as though cut from cardboard, is placed on a stick of straight line. The entire image is drawn with a thick, black line and filled with only the golden ochre of the background. It is distinguished from the paintings of the hall of the bulls and the apse by its raw, almost clumsy facture treatment. It attracts the historian’s attention not so much on artistic grounds as for its iconographic expressiveness.

Almost all Franco-Cantabrian art is non-narrative. To present a hunting scene one must introduce man’s image. We do know some carvings of faces and human figures, but man is virtually absent from Paleolithic painting.

L’abbé Breuil viewed the scene in the shaft as a plaque commemorating a hunting fatality. The bison has killed the man, but the animal’s lethal wound was probably inflicted by the rhinoceros who joined the fight rather than by the javelin thrown at its back. Perhaps the immense stomach wound was produced by a simple stone-catapult whose vague outline protrudes under the animal’s legs. And finally, the stylized bird without beak and almost without legs is for Breuil a sort of funerary column such as the Alaskan Eskimos use to this day.

This is not the sole exegesis, and because it seemed too simple to the prehistorians, they gave free rein to their imaginations. One interpretation seems interesting and worth summarizing. Kirchner, a German anthropologist, boldly proposed that the scene did not depict hunting. The man on the ground had not died on an animal’s horns, he was a shaman in an ecstatic trance. Breuil’s interpretation did not account for the presence of the bird or the bird-shaped head of the prostrate man. These elements became the focus of Kirchner’s theory, which was based on the analogy between the civilization of the hunting tribes in Siberia and the Paleolithic civilization, and referred to the ceremony of cow sacrifice described by Sieroszewski4 in his work on the Yakuts. During this ritual three totems were indeed erected and crowned with figures resembling the bird from Lascaux. The Yakuts usually performed these rites in the presence of a shaman who would fall into a trance. Now we must explain the meaning of the bird in the ritual.

The shaman’s task was to accompany the soul of the sacrificed animal to heaven. After an ecstatic dance, he collapsed onto the ground as if he were dead; so he had to employ an assisting bird spirit, in whose nature the shaman participated, a fact emphasized by wearing a cloak of feathers and a bird mask.

Kirchner’s hypothesis is very striking, but it does not explain the meaning of the rhinoceros, which undoubtedly belongs to the scene, withdrawing peacefully as if proud of the crime committed.

Yet another reason that this scene is important and unique: it is one of the first representations of man in Paleolithic art. What a striking difference in the treatment of human and animal forms. The bison is suggestive and specific; one can feel not only the substance of its flesh, but also the pathos of its agony. The small figure of the man is extremely simplified, a barely recognizable sign of a man: a protracted, rectangular trunk with sticks for limbs. It is as though the Aurignacian painter were ashamed of his body, longing for his forsaken animal family. Lascaux is the apotheosis of those creatures which evolution left in their immutable form.

Man destroyed the order of nature by his thought and labor. He sought to create a new order through an array of self-imposed prohibitions. He was ashamed of his face, a visible sign of difference. He often wore masks, animal masks, as if propitiating for his own treason. When he wanted to appear graceful and strong, he changed his dress and became a beast. He returned to his origins, joyfully submerged himself in the warm womb of nature.

In the Aurignacian epoch the images of man take the form of hybrids with the heads of birds, apes, and deer: for example, in the cave of Trois Frères a human figure is dressed in animal hide and antlers, with large arresting eyes, which is why prehistorians call him the “god of the cave” or “the wizard.” One of the most beautiful etchings depicts a fabulous animal carnival. A crowd of horses, bucks, bison, and a dancing man with a bison’s head who plays a musical instrument.

The idea of an absolute, mimetic animal representation, inseparable from the picture’s magic function, was probably the reason the ancient painters began to use pigments. The ancient palette is simple and can be reduced to red and its derivatives, plus black and white. It seems that prehistoric man was unresponsive to other colors, like the Bantu tribe today. Anyway, the old scriptures of humanity, Veda, Avesta5, the Old Testament, the poems of Homer, are faithful to this limited perception of color.

There was a great demand for ochre. Prehistoric stores were found in the caves of Les Roches and Les Eyzies with traces of large-scale quarries in the Tertiary Sounds near Nantron. Pigments were formed from minerals: manganese was the base of black; ferrous oxides the base of red. Minerals were ground to powder on stone plates or animal bones like the buffalo shoulder-blades found in Pair-non-Pair. The coloring powder was stored in hollow bones or small sacks suspended from belts similar to those used by the Bushman artists6 before their annihilation by the Boers.

Pulverized pigment was mixed with animal grease, marrow, or water. Contours were drawn with a stone point; and the paint was applied by finger, fur-brush, or twigs. Sometimes it was blown through a special pipe: perhaps the technique used in Lascaux where large surfaces are covered by a coat of uneven colors. This procedure gives the effect of soft outlines, a grainy surface, an organic texture.

The surprisingly skillful painting and drawing techniques of the Aurignacian, Solutrean, and Magdalenian periods have led prehistorians to speculate that art schools existed in those times, removed from our own by many millennia. This seems corroborated by the development of Paleolithic art from the simple outlines of hands in the caves of Castillo to the masterpieces of Altamira and Lascaux.

The chronology of Paleolithic art is difficult to determine; however, more reliable dating may be based on the evolution of tools. In this thin span of human history (thin only for us, because of the lack of written materials and the small number of remains for the vastness of the epoch) the clocks measure neither hours nor centuries but tens of thousands of years.

The early Paleolithic, the era of reindeer and rational man, lasted some fifteen to twenty-five thousand years, terminating in the fifteenth millennium before the Christian era. It is divided into three periods: Aurignacian, Solutrean, and Magdalenian. The climate stabilized during that period, giving birth to Franco-Cantabrian civilization. The nightmare of glacial catastrophe—white ice masses moving in from the north, more devastating than volcanic lava—vanished. Yet this warming brought about the culture’s downfall: by the end of the Magdalenian era, the reindeer had migrated to the north. Man remained alone, deserted by gods and animals.

What is the place of Lascaux in prehistory? We know that the cave was not decorated at a stroke and that it contains a palimpsest of paintings from different millennia. Basing his findings on an analysis of style, Breuil decided that the main paintings were made in the Aurignacian period. Their chief characteristic was a certain kind of perspective. It is obviously not a convergent perspective, which requires a knowledge of geometry, but rather a “twisted perspective.” Animals are usually presented in profile while parts of their bodies—heads, ears, and legs—are turned towards the spectator. The bison’s horns in the shaft scene have the shape of a slanting lyre.*

The story of the discovery. It is September, 1940. France has fallen to the Germans. The Battle of Britain is approaching its climax. Far away, in the margin of events, in a forest near Montignac a scene from a novel for adolescents is taking place, an adventure which was to give the world one of its greatest prehistoric finds.

No one knows when a storm overturned a tree, uncovering the hole which excited the imagination of eighteen-year-old Marcel Ravidat and his companions. The boys thought that it was the entrance to an underground passage that led to the ruins of a nearby castle. Journalists invented a dog that fell into the hole, becoming the de facto discoverer of Lascaux. It is more probable that Ravidat had the soul of an explorer, though he cared less for fame than for treasure.

The hole was eighty centimeters wide and seemed as deep. But a stone thrown into it took an unusually long time to reach the bottom. The boys enlarged the entrance. Ravidat was the first to enter the cave. Someone brought a lamp, and the paintings buried underground for twenty thousand years were revealed to human eyes. “Our joy was unbounded. We performed a wild war dance.”

Fortunately the youths did not explore the caves on their own but called their teacher, M. Laval, who in turn summoned Breuil, who lived in the vicinity at the time and arrived nine days after the discovery. The academic world learned of the discovery only five years later, at the end of the war.

The boys deserve, if not a monument, at least a plaque no smaller than the one dedicated to Marie Martel, midwife and officier d’Académie. Their hometown Montignac became famous. And fame brought substantial profits. The town got improved bus connections, and a variety of cafés, with names like “The Bull,” “The Bison,” and “The Quaternary” multiplied, and more than twenty families now live on the sale of souvenirs. Perhaps Ravidat will open a restaurant and as an old man will sit around the fireplace telling the story of his discovery to the tourists; or he will get a degree in archeology. It is improbable that he will ever accomplish anything to rival this. To tell the truth, no one has heard of him since.

Less than a kilometer from the cave, a private prehistorical enterprise was built. The owners of a nearby meadow discovered something that resembled an entrance to another cave and found some insignificant fossils. They built a hut to contain these “exhibits” and in order to make the museum appear scholarly, decorated the walls with charts from which one can learn that there were four glaciations: Günz, Mindel, Riss, and Würm. A shrewd peasant, smelling of sheep’s milk cheese, is ready to provide further information on paleontology for one franc.

Because we live in doubting times, the authenticity of the cave paintings was questioned. It began in 1879 with the discovery in Altamira by Marcellino de Sautuola. The Jesuits were suspected of forging the paintings and bringing them to the attention of scientists, waiting for a debate to break out. Then they would reveal the deception to discredit the claims of the archeologists who were threatening to extend man’s knowledge beyond biblical interpretation. It took scientists twenty years after the discovery to establish the authenticity of Altamira.

Their skepticism is quite understandable if we recall the famous affair of the Piltdown skull7, on which the most prominent archeologists wrote for twenty years until it turned out to be a forgery. A forgery of genius, it was said, because it was prepared meticulously by someone who had access to collections of similar finds and knew the secrets of the laboratory.

The processes that can be applied to a piece of bone to render it “Paleolithic” are much simpler than painting enormous cave surfaces. The latter requires a team possessing both knowledge and extraordinary artistic talent. Besides, it would be an endeavor whose cost was utterly disproportionate to all profit.

What provokes most suspicion in the mind of the layman is that some reproductions, including those published soon after the discovery, differ in detail from the paintings to be seen in the grottoes. It is suspected that some details deemed essential by prehistorians were added. In magazine reproductions of the shaft scene, the prostrate man has no phallus. This fragment was simply obliterated by editors mindful of their readers’ moral sensibility. Since many Paleolithic statuettes and etchings are connected with fertility rites and emphasize and enlarge the genitalia, the whole affair is cleared up.

While visiting the Lascaux caves, I myself felt skeptical for a moment about the astonishing freshness of color and the perfect condition of the relics. But the explanation is simple. For thousands of years the caves were covered by earth so they remained in stable physical conditions. The humidity produced a translucent coat of salt that preserved the painted surfaces like varnish.

In the summer of 1952, while visiting the caves of Pech-Merle, the poet André Breton decided to solve the problem of authenticity by a simple experiment. He scratched a painting and, seeing that color came away on his finger, resolved that the work was a recent forgery. He was fined (for scratching, not for his beliefs), but the affair did not end there. The Societé des Gens de Lettres called for an investigation into the authenticity of the painted caves. L’abbé Breuil regarded this request as inadmissable in his report to the high commission for historical monuments. The method of scratching did not enrich the arsenal of archeological research on prehistoric art.

 


I RETURNED FROM LASCAUX by the same road I arrived. Though I had stared into what some call the abyss of history, I did not feel I was returning from another world. Never before had I felt a stronger or more reassuring conviction: I am a citizen of the earth, an inheritor not only of the Greeks and Romans but of almost the whole of infinity.

This is precisely human pride and a faith cast into the vastness of the heavens, space, and time: “Poor bodies that perish without a trace, let humanity be nothing to you; from the earth with its traces of the Aurignacian half-beast and traces of vanished kingdoms, feeble hands dig up images which, whether evoking indifference or understanding, testify equally to your dignity. No greatness can be separated from its support. The rest are passive creatures and thoughtless worms.”

The road opened to the Greek temples and Gothic stained glass. I walked towards them feeling the warm touch of the Lascaux painter on my palm.








AMONG THE DORIANS


The only harmony that gives the soul a perfect1

tranquility is the harmony of the Dorians.

ARISTOTLE




I TRIED TO CONVINCE Naples of the artistic merits of silence. In vain. Some aesthetics are based on noise. So I used a terrorist argument: “Listen, Naples, Vesuvius never sleeps. If a tremor should foretell disaster, no one would even hear it. Remember Pompeii’s fate. Of course, I don’t demand that you imitate its grave peace, but observe a little moderation, as Pericles recommended. I mention this name not without reason. For you border Magna Graecia.”

There were only two relatively quiet places: the Museo Capo di Monte and the elevator at the Albergo Fiore. The museum is situated in a large park on a hill, where the town’s murmur resonates like the voice of an old record.

I came to a halt most frequently at Mantegna’s portrait of young Francesco Gonzaga. The boy is dressed in a pale-pink lucco and cap, from which a fringe of evenly cropped locks protrudes. Maturity and adolescence contend for possession of his face. A sharp eye, a strong masculine nose, and a childish, puffy mouth. The background is a magnificent deep green, alluring like water under a bridge.

The elevator at the Albergo Fiore was also a work of art. Spacious as a bourgeois sitting-room with intricate golden ornaments, a mirror and a settee, upholstered in red plush, of course. The salon rises slowly, sighing all the way for the nineteenth century.

I stayed at the Albergo for patriotic reasons (the owner was a compatriot) and ulterior motives (it was cheap). Signor Kowalczyk had fair hair and an open Slavonic face. At night we talked over wine about the complexities of the war, the vices of Italians, the merits of the Poles, and the influence of pasta on the soul. When on the first day I confessed to him my dream of visiting Sicily, Signor Kowalczyk reached into his desk drawer and generously handed me an unused train ticket to Paestum which had been left by a tourist.

Paestum is not Syracuse, but it is still Magna Graecia. Without much regret I abandoned the possibility of visiting the Blue Grotto. I knew Capri, that “Island of Lovers,” quite well from a charming pre-war song; and I did not want to spoil my sense of it by confronting my ideal with reality. As it turned out, Paestum would have been worth the pilgrimage even on foot.

The Sunday train reaches Paestum almost empty. Most tourists get off between Sorrento and Salerno where they are greeted by small carts drawn by donkeys festooned with flowers.

From the station you follow a straight, cypress-lined road to the Gate of Mermaids, where you enter a town inhabited by high grass and stone. The Greek colonies in Italy were by no means peaceful oases. The mighty wall, in places seven meters thick, offers immediate evidence of this. From their stony, unyielding homeland the Greeks crossed “the wine-dark sea” on their quick ships to a country warmed by the fires of many generations. Ancient necropolises dating back to Paleolithic times attest to their presence.

The greatest period of Greek colonization occurred between the eighth and sixth centuries B.C.E. It was purely economic, thus differing from the previous wave of Greek expansion which reached the coasts of Asia Minor some centuries earlier and had a political basis—the pressure of the Dorians arriving from the north.

The first Greek conquests were unsystematic, piratical looting raids. A legend soon followed, claiming the lands before the first Greek cities had been built on them. For Homer the territories west of the Ionian Sea had been the domain of fable. But already poets were busy populating the foreign rivers, sea-coasts, caves and islands with Greek deities, mermaids, and heroes.

Odysseus, razer of cities was not a colonizer but a characteristic representative of the precolonial epoch. On his return from Troy, when he razed Ismarus, the city of the Ciconians, he was only interested in ship-worthy spoils—female slaves and treasure. No exotic charms could hold up his stubborn voyage to his stony homeland. The poetry of Hesiod shows even more clearly the attitude of the archaic Greeks, those noblemen tied to the soil, for whom the songs of wandering poets were often substitutes for travel.

Some ancient authors thought that the phenomenon of colonization was rooted in personal causes: a family quarrel or contested inheritance. One should not reject this explanation which points to underlying social transformations, the loosening of the strong tribal bonds prevalent during the time of the Trojan expedition. Thucydides and Plato give another interpretation that is both simple and convincing: lack of land. Sicily and the southern part of the Apennine Peninsula posed tempting prospects for agrarian and mercantile colonization.

However, these lands were not a no-man’s land. The Greeks won them from the Barbarians by sleight of hand or by force, with less cruelty than the Romans (those Prussians of the ancient world), though not without bloodshed. They were primarily concerned in securing coasts for their ports. Local populations sought shelter in the mountains, and observed the conquerors’ fat city with loathing. Cicero evocatively described the coastline as an ornamental band sewn on to the broad cloth of semi-barbarians, a golden band frequently stained with blood.

Poseidonia (Paestum in Latin) was founded in the middle of the seventh century B.C.E. by the Dorians who had been expelled from Sybaris by the Achaeans. The Greek settlements in Italy fought for hegemony as ruthlessly as in Greece itself. Attempts were made to unify southern Italy through a league of towns. This idea, as scholars have inferred from excavated coins, was to be furthered by the Pythagoreans from Croton2. It was they who turned the powerful city of Sybaris which at its peak counted one hundred thousand inhabitants, into a heap of rubble. The alliance of the Poseidonians with the victors was highly rewarded. Their wealth was based on the trade in corn and oil. Before too long, ten temples graced the town.

The temples were not just manifestations of a religious spirit or, as is ceaselessly repeated, the celebrated Greek love of beauty. Art, especially architecture, played an important role in the colonies by defining Greek identity against the surrounding peoples. A Greek temple on a hill was like a banner hoisted over a conquered land.

Greek civilization in Italy reached its zenith during the Periclean period in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E. The merchant towns became havens for scholars, poets, and philosophers; the latter gained considerable political influence. Both Croton and Metapontum3 were ruled by the Pythagoreans. Those who have read Plato’s Republic will not be surprised by the popular rebellion of circa 450 B.C. against the philosophers who used the worship of numbers as a pretext for ordering the compulsory registration of men, and used the occasion to imprison all those suspected of anti-Pythagorean sentiments. An ordinary citizen becomes impatient with abstraction; he prefers dull, bureaucratic corruption to sages.

Not far from Paestum was Elea, home of Parmenides’ philosophical school founded at the turn of the sixth century B.C. It succeeded the Ionian school as the second important link in Greek thought. Pre-classical Greek philosophy is from the colonies.

Perhaps it is naïve, though not implausible, to claim that the perpetual state of danger in the Greek polis caused the Eleans to preach the consolatory doctrine of the immutability of the world, the constancy of existence. But the still Eleatic arrow of Zeno was not proven by history.

Poseidonia was captured in 400 B.C.E. by the Lucanians from the surrounding mountains. Seventy years later, they were slaughtered by King Alexander of Epirus, the nephew of Alexander the Great, in a gesture of Hellenistic solidarity. After his death, the Lucanians regained control. Their occupation must have been brutal as even speaking Greek was forbidden.

The new liberators were the Romans, with whom the Greeks could easily consort. Paestum became a Roman colony supplying Rome with ships and crews. When the Republic was troubled (after the battle of Cannae4), the Poseidonians offered all the golden urns from their temples to aid the war. The Romans graciously refused and rewarded the colony with the privilege of minting its own coin.

Finally the god of the sea, Paestum’s patron, admonished his worshippers by raising the coastline. The local river, Silarus, lost its outlet and dissipated into marshland. Strabo complains about the bad air in the neighborhood. What the barbarians had been unable to do was achieved by malaria.

In the Middle Ages Paestum had become a caricature of a city, inhabited by a small Christian community housed in clumsy little dwellings built of ancient rubble clinging to the old temple of Demeter, which had been transformed into a church. In the eleventh century the decimated dwellers of the malarial city yielded to the pressure of the Saracens, fleeing eastward by the same path taken by the Lucanians in their flight from the Greeks.

In Capaccio Vecchio, where the Poseidonians found shelter, a church was erected, dedicated to the Madonna of the Pomegranate. The Madonna has the face of Hera. In May and August the inhabitants of the area form a solemn procession carrying to the church little barges decorated with flowers and candles, which resemble the Greek offerings to Hera of Argos twenty-six centuries ago.

In the middle of the eighteenth century, a road was laid in the vicinity of by then non-existent Paestum. Three Doric temples were discovered by accident, one of them among the best-preserved in the world: the Basilica, the Temple of Poseidon, and the Temple of Demeter. They were filled with a crowd of pious oaks.

A meal on the veranda of a modest trattoria, face to face with the art of the Dorians. One must dine with moderation, unhomerically, not to embarrass them. No hunks of meat or craters of wine. A bowl of salad with garlic will suffice, accompanied by bread, cheese, and a quarter liter of wine. The wine resembles Vesuvian Gragnano, but unfortunately it is a rather poor relative of this noble vine. Instead of an aoidos5, a Neapolitan tenor on the radio lures his beloved to Sorrento.

So I see them for the first time in real life, with my own eyes. In a moment I can go there and put my face to the stones to test their smell, pass my hand along the columns’ fluting. One must free oneself: forget all the photographs, diagrams, guides seen, all the lectures on the immaculate purity and loftiness of the Greeks.

My first impression borders on disappointment: the Greek temples are smaller, lower than I expected. They stand on a flat plain under an immense sky, which flattens them even more. An exceptional topographical situation, as the majority of sacred buildings were erected on hills and absorbed the lines of the mountain landscape, which gave them wings.

In Paestum, where nature refused to assist, one may study the Dorians in a cool, dispassionate manner. It is the proper approach for this most masculine architectural style, whose austerity is like the history of its northern creators. Thickset, solid, and athletic as befits an age of heroes chasing game with a club. The lines of the columns in particular display a clear musculature. The broad capital strains under the architraves’ weight.

The Basilica is Paestum’s oldest building, founded in the middle of the sixth century B.C.E. It was first thought to be a public building because its façade has an uneven number of columns, unknown in Greek temples. Its distinct entasis, the thickened middle section of the column, is the most visible evidence of its archaic age. It is covered with a mighty echinus shaped like a flattened pillow. The upper section of the column is slender in comparison to the base, which counters the impression of heaviness and the density of the vertical elements.

The delicate wreath of leaves between the stem and the capital is another detail—rare in Greek temples—which art historians claim to be of Mycenaean origin.

The columns, massive as the bodies of Titans, no longer support the roof, only the remains of the architrave and frieze. Wind and storms have severed the top of the Basilica. Fragments of triglyph and a moving trace of the anonymous builders: a U-shaped hollow made by a rope used to lift the sandstone.

To enter one must mount three steps intended for giants rather than people. Not everything in Greek art obeys human scale.

The temple’s interior lay-out is simple. The central area is an enclosed, rectangular chamber—called naos—dark as a ship’s hold. Once it accommodated a statue of the god with his thunderbolt at rest. It is a place for priests rather than worshippers, the distant echo of a subterranean cave.

The altars at the front of the temple indicate that sacrifices were celebrated outside. The peristyle and pronaos were too narrow for mass processions. For the majority of believers a temple was to be viewed from outside, and so Greek architecture concentrated on height, the spacing of columns, the proportions of the stone mass and placement of ornaments, rather than on new interior designs.

To the south of the basilica stands one of the most beautifully preserved Doric temples. Though originally ascribed to Poseidon, re-examination of its cult objects have reclaimed the temple for the wife of Zeus, Hera of Argos. Once thought to be the oldest sacred edifice in Paestum, it is now seen as the youngest of the preserved Doric temples of Poseidonia—a classic example of Doric style—built around 450 B.C.E., only several years earlier than the Athenian Parthenon.

The temple’s mass is compact, yet lighter than in archaic structures. Its proportions are perfectly balanced; the separate elements form a clear, logical whole. The Dorian artist worked in both stone and the empty spaces between the columns, shaping air and light in an Orphic text.

The horizontal lines are not perfectly parallel. Optical correction (an invention of the Parthenon’s architect, Ictinus of Miletus) was used to bend the straight lines inward, causing an effect of compression. The Dorian architects knew that to the viewer the top portion of the vertical columns would create an impression of a widening of the upward lines, a rending asunder of the temple. Hence, the external columns incline inwards. The temple of Hera departs from this rule through what a contemporary painter would call its facture treatment. The exterior columns are vertical, but their fluting leads the eye to produce the effect of an inward bend.


Despite these architectural subtleties, Hera of Argos has the ponderousness and austere necessity of old Doric buildings though it belongs to the classical era. The ratio of the columns’ diameter to their height is 1:5. The top sections of the capitals, the square abaci, almost touch. They are by no means a decorative element, for they actually support the triangular gable of the temple which is half the column’s height.

The temple of Demeter is at the southern edge of the town’s sacred zone. In fact, it was devoted to Athena. This was revealed by the recent unearthing of statuettes and an inscription in archaic Latin: Menerva. Constructed at the end of the sixth century B.C.E., its columns have the distinct entasis and flattened echinus of the Basilica. Apparently a pure example of Doric art.

Yet a pure architectural order rarely occurs outside of textbooks. Two Ionian capitals were recently unearthed in the temple of Demeter. Some art historians place the two styles in sharp opposition, as creations of divergent tribes and mentalities. The Doric columns are said to be masculine, heavy, expressing power, while the Ionian supports are feminine, full of Asiatic grace and lightness. In fact there was a mutual influence of styles—differences were less emphatic than the classifiers would like.

Paestum’s three temples represent the three epochs of the Doric order: the Basilica is archaic; Demeter covers the transitional period; Hera evinces the mature Doric style. For this alone, Paestum is worth visiting as one of the most important and instructive complexes of ancient architecture.

Noon: the asphodels, cypresses, oleanders stand motionless. A steamy silence shot through with crickets. The sacrifice of fragrances rises endlessly from earth to heaven. I sit inside the temple and watch the erring of shadows. It is not an accidental, melancholy wandering of darkness but a precise movement of lines dissecting the right angle. It suggests that Greek architecture originated in the sun.

It is more than probable that Greek architects knew the art of measuring with shadow. The north-south axis was marked by the shortest shadow cast by the sun at its zenith. The problem was to find a way to trace the perpendicular to that shadow and thus to find the basic axis, the holy orientation: east-west.

Legend attributes this invention to Pythagoras, emphasizing its importance with a tribute of a hundred slain oxen. The solution was brilliantly simple. In a right-angle triangle with a ratio of 3:4:5, the square on the hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares on the other two sides. This theorem, the torment of schoolchildren up to today, had immense practical consequences. If a rope marked with this ratio were stretched between three vertices so that the shorter side of the triangle overlapped the noon shadow, the perpendicular would mark the east-west direction. This triangle, called Pythagorean, was used to delimit the height and the spacing of columns.

It is not without significance that this triangle seemed to fall from the heavens, and therefore had a cosmic dimension. The architects of the Doric temples were less concerned with beauty than with chiselling the world’s order into stone. Like Heraclitus and Parmenides they were prophets of the Logos.

The beginnings of the Doric style are unclear. Vitruvius6, the architect of the emperor Augustus, probably relying on Greek tradition, provides a fairy-tale genesis which he traces back to Dorus, the son of Hellen and the nymph Orseis who once ruled Achaia and the entire Peloponnese. He asserts that the first builders did not know the correct proportions and “searched for such rules that would make columns beautiful and able to support great weights.” They measured a man’s footprint and compared it to his height. Finding that a foot equalled one-sixth of a man’s height, they applied this ratio to a column with its capital. In this manner, Doric columns began to reflect in architecture the power and beauty of a masculine body.

The northern invaders, the Dorians, used the experience of the peoples they conquered, the Mycenaeans and the Cretans. Through our deepening knowledge of archaeology and history, we have replaced the popular phrase “the Greek miracle” with a search for the rungs of evolution, the struggles and influences of many centuries. The basic plan of a Doric temple in all likelihood descends from the megaron, the central chamber of a Mycenaean palace. On the other hand it is the transposition of age-old wood building techniques to stone, as evidenced in such architectural details as the triglyph—which was once the carved fore-section of a roof beam. Of course, wooden structures have vanished along with three centuries of experiments.

The great epoch of stone construction from the beginning of the seventh century B.C.E. developed only due to structural changes in the economy and society. The Greek polis housed not only rich merchants, local landowners, but also impoverished masses and slaves who served as the main labor force in the quarries. From second-hand descriptions of working conditions at the gold and silver mines in Egypt and Spain, one may imagine something vividly reminiscent of forced labor camps. We should not fail to remember, says a British scholar, “the blood and tears shed over the raw materials of Greek art.” It has been suggested that these realities prompted the two worlds of Plato’s cave, and Tartarus and the sphere of the clear heavens where souls rid of their bodies reach a state of blessed peace.

A stone was not just a material, it possessed a symbolic meaning, was a venerated object as well as a divining tool. There was an intimate bond between stone and man. Promethean legend tells us that stones were blood relatives of men. They even retained the scent of the human body. Man and stone represent two cosmic powers, the movement of gravity and grace. A rough stone falls from the sky. Submitted to an architect’s toil, to the suffering of number and measure, it soars to the dwelling of the gods.

The following Orphic text leaves no doubt on this subject. It has a poetic beauty that makes it worth quoting:


The sun gave him a stone

capable of speech and truth

so people called it a creature of the mountains




It was hard strong black and dense

its sides were marked

with streaks resembling wrinkles




So he washed the wise stone in a living spring

clothed it in pure linen

fed it like a small child

made offerings as to a god




With powerful hymns he kindled life in it




Then he lit a lamp in his clean house

rocked it in his arms and held it up

like a mother embracing a son




You who want to hear a god’s voice

do the same

ask him about your future

for he will tell you everything in truth



A stone, excavated by prisoners of war, was dried in the sun, for water—as Heraclitus says—is the death of the soul. It was then taken to the building-site where the most difficult art of stone-cutting commenced. It was called the secret of architecture, and the Greeks were its peerless masters. Since no liquid mortar was used, the contacting surfaces had to fit perfectly. Even today the temples appear to be chiselled from a single stone. A balanced construction necessitated the knowledge of weights and the resistance of materials. The heaviest stones supplied the foundation while the hardest occupied the building’s upper reaches. The period of construction was comparatively short. Temples were erected almost at one stroke. Additions or corrections were rare.

The word “ruin” does not apply to a Greek temple. Even the most decayed are not assemblages of crippled fragments, a confused heap of stones. Even the half-buried drum of a column or a separated capital have the completeness of a finished sculpture.

The beauty of classical architecture can be expressed in numbers and the proportions of particular elements as they relate to each other and to the whole. Greek temples live under the golden sun of geometry. Mathematical precision carries these works like ships over the fluctuations of time and taste. With a slight twist of Kant’s view of geometry7, one could say that Greek art is apodictic, an imperative of our consciousness.

Symmetry, understood as both an aesthetic rule and as an expression of the order of the universe (and may we not say the same of the symmetrical fates in ancient tragedy), is based on a module reproduced in all units of the construction. “Symmetry originates in proportion, and the proportion of a building means measuring its elements as well as the whole according to one fixed module”, says Vitruvius, with Roman simplicity. In reality the matter is far from simple.

It is debatable whether the Doric temple’s module was its triglyph or the radius of its column. Some theoreticians see the prime proportion as the ratio of a column’s height to the entablature which contains the frieze, cornice, and architrave. The difficulty resides in the fact that architects working within the same order express this relation in different proportions. Vitruvius claims that the essence of Ionian style is a 1:6 ratio, while Alberti8 draws a 1:3.9 proportion for the same style. Moreover, an analysis of the buildings shows that theory did not coincide with practice.

One can explain that all values and measures were estimations due to the imperfection of tools and resistance of materials, but this does not clarify all the questions.

The search for an absolute canon, a unique numerical key to the structures of a given order, is an insipid academic game detached from reality and history. The orders evolved. This is clearly seen in Paestum when one compares the archaic Basilica with the mature Doric style of the temple of Hera. The height of the columns progresses from eight modules in the primitive order to eleven and later thirteen.

The quest for linear as opposed to angular proportions was another important error of the academic researchers, who torment defenseless blueprints with their rulers and triangles. They did not take into account either the height of buildings or the point from which they were viewed. Thus the theory of an angular denominator applied to Greek architecture clears up many misunderstandings and helps us to see the real significance of a canon in art. Canons were changeable values which varied according to the temple’s size. The ratio of entablature to column corresponded to the height and distance at which the building was to be viewed. Paestum’s sacred edifices were situated in its center and were viewed from a slight distance, which explains among other things the powerful entablature of the temple of Hera.

And so Greek art is a synthesis of reason and vision, geometry and the laws of the eye. This is also manifested in departures from the canon. Where a geometrician would draw a straight line, the Greeks introduce barely perceptible horizontal and vertical curves: the inclination of the temple’s base, the stylobate, and the inward bend of the corner columns. This aesthetic retouching gave a building its vitality—a truth utterly neglected by its classicist imitators. The Madeleine in Paris and Soufflot’s Pantheon compared to their original inspirations are like birds from an ornithological encyclopedia compared to birds in flight.

One might ask why the Doric, to our sense the most perfect of architectural orders, yielded to other styles. A Renaissance theorist explains: “Some ancient architects claimed that constructing temples in the Doric order should be abandoned since the style had wrong and improper proportions.” Later there were wide-spread discussions about triglyph spacing—so that they were placed over each column and interkolumnium, on the axis of column and interkolumnium, or at the corners of the frieze—though the problem was ornamental rather than structural. It was a sign that temples had ceased to be the sites of ritual. They became town decorations.

Doric art was linked more profoundly and strongly with religion than later architectural orders of Antiquity. It was visible even in its materials. The marble of the Ionian and Corinthian styles lent chill, stiffness, and pomp: the graceful gods lost their power. It was significant whether the offering to Athena was made in gold and ivory or in rough stone. For the Dorians this goddess was a nomadic princess, a blue-eyed girl with the muscles of an ephebe who could tame wild horses. Dionysus, once the patron of dark forces and orgies, changed into a jovial, bearded drunkard.

To reconstruct a Doric temple fully one should paint it in bright reds, blues, and ochre. The most ruthless restorer would wince at such an ordeal. We wish to see the Greeks washed by the rains, white, devoid of passion and cruelty.

For a complete reconstruction one must also recreate what went on in front of the temple. What is a temple without ritual? The skin torn off a snake, the mere surface of the mystery.

At dawn, when the deities of the heavens were worshipped, or at sunset or nighttime, when subterranean powers were the object of the cult, a procession headed by a priest approached the altar in front of the temple

“…Nestor, the aged lord of chariots9, washed his hands, handed out barley, and praying long to Athene, cut the hair from an animal’s head and threw it in the fire. Then the others at prayer threw the crushed barley grains before them. Suddenly the son of Nestor, the manly Thrasymedes, stepped forward and struck a blow; the axe cut the sinews of the neck and stunned the heifer. At this the daughters and sons sang out…

“Then they raised the animal’s head and held it far from the earth with its wide roads. Prince Peisistratus cut the throat; red blood gushed out, and the breath flew from the bones.”

So it was. Now excursions linger and a guide’s passionless voice gives the temple’s dimensions with an accountant’s accuracy, providing the number of missing columns as if to apologize for the ruin. He points toward the altar, but this forsaken stone stirs no emotions. If the tourists had any imagination, instead of clicking their Kodaks, they would bring an ox and slaughter it in front of the altar.

A brief bus trip gives absolutely no sense of what a Greek temple is. One must spend at least a whole day in the ruins to understand the life of stones in the sun. They change with the time of day and year. In the morning the Paestum limestone is gray, at noon—honey, with the sunset—scarlet. I touch it and feel the warmth of human flesh. Green lizards run across it like shivers.

The day declines. The sky is bronze. The golden chariot of Helios rolls down to the sea. At this hour, Homer says, “all paths darken.” In front of Hera’s temple the roses Virgil sang of—Biferi rosaria Paesti—decant10 their fragrance. The columns drink the sunset’s living fire. Soon they will stand in the darkening air like a charred forest.








ARLES


for Mateusz




THOUSANDS OF COLORFUL lanterns hanging over the streets cast a clownish hue on the faces of the people milling around. The open doors and windows are full of music. The squares spin like carousels. As if you have stepped into the middle of a huge feast. That is how Arles seemed to me on the night I arrived.

I had rented a room at the top of a hotel which faced the Musée Réattu in a street narrow and deep as a well. I could not sleep. It wasn’t the voices, but rather the town’s penetrating vibration.

I walked the boulevards towards the Rhône. “Oh, quick river, issuing from the Alps, rolling the nights and days alongside you, my desires are where nature leads you, where love leads me,” sang Petrarch. The Rhône is in fact powerful, dark and heavy like a buffalo. A bright Provençal night, cool, though with a hidden heat at its apex.

I return to the town center following traces of voices and music. How to describe a town that is not of stone but of flesh? It has a warm, moist skin and the pulse of a snared animal.

I drink Côte du Rhône at the Café de l’Alcazar. Only the color reproduction above the bar reminds me, that this was the subject of Van Gogh’s famous Le café de nuit and that he himself lived here in 1888, having arrived in Provence to capture a blue deeper than the sky and a yellow more dazzling than the sun. Do they remember him here? Is there anyone alive who saw him in the flesh?

The bartender informs me reluctantly that sure, there is one pauvre vieillard who can tell you something about Van Gogh. But he is not here at the moment; he usually comes in the morning and likes American cigarettes.

So I started my sojourn not with the Greeks and Romans, but with the fin de siècle.


The following day I was shown the old man at the Café de l’Alcazar. He was dozing over a glass of wine, propped on a cane, his chin resting on his clasped hands.

“They tell me you knew Van Gogh.”

“I did. Who are you? A student, a journalist?”

“A student.”

I see that I have blundered. The old man closes his eyes and loses interest. So I reach for the American cigarettes. The bait works. The man inhales with relish, empties his glass and looks at me attentively.

“You are interested in Van Gogh?”

“Very much.”

“Why?”

“He was a great painter.”

“So they say. I haven’t seen any of his pictures.”

His bony finger taps the empty glass. I fill it obediently.

“Well then. Van Gogh. He is dead.”

“But you knew him.”

“No one knew him. He lived alone, like a dog. People were afraid of him.”

“Why?”

“He ran around the fields with these huge canvases. Boys used to throw stones at him. I didn’t. I was too small. Three or four.”

“So you didn’t like him?”

“He was very funny. His hair was like a carrot.”

The old man suddenly bursts out laughing. He laughs long, heartily and with satisfaction.

“He was a very funny man. Il était drôle. His hair was like a carrot. I remember it well. You could see it a long way off.”

That is more or less the sum of the little man’s memories of the prophet.

I dined in a small restaurant off the Place de la République. The Provençal kitchen, which I got to know on a limited scale and in third-rate places, is magnificent. First comes a tin tray divided into compartments with hors d’oeuvres: green and black olives, pickled onions, endives, and spicy potatoes. Then a delicious fish soup, cousin of the queen of soups—the bouillabaisse of Marseilles, in simple words, a fish bouillon enhanced with garlic and spices. Sirloin fillet baked in pepper. Rice from the neighboring Carmargue. Wine and cheese.

More reproductions of Van Goghs on the wall: Le Pont-levis, Les oliviers, Le facteur Roulin. “A good fellow,” wrote the painter, “since he refused payment, we ate and drank together, which was more expensive…But that was nothing since he posed very well.”

The owner did not know the master, but he remembers a family story often told by his mother. One afternoon this crazy painter rushed into their vineyard shouting for them to buy a painting. They barely managed to shove him out of the gate. “He wanted only fifty francs,” the patron concludes with a bottomless melancholy.

During his stay in Arles and nearby St Rémy, Van Gogh completed hundreds of paintings and drawings. None remain in the city, whose citizens petitioned the authorities to place him in an asylum. The document was published in the local newspaper and may be seen in the Arlaten Museum, to the eternal disgrace of its authors. The grandsons would easily excuse their grandfathers’ cruelty, but not the fact that they let slip through their fingers the fortune now represented by the slightest sketch signed “Vincent.”

Time to start my more methodical sightseeing.

The fertile Rhône valley has attracted colonizers from time immemorial. The first to come were the Greeks, who founded Marseilles in the sixth century B.C.E. From its strategic and mercantile site in the Rhône delta, Arles began as a small trading post within that powerful Greek colony. Not surprisingly, few remains have survived.

The real growth of Arles and of the whole of Provence came in Roman times. The town was called Arelate and was planned with real Roman panache and urbanist talent. Its rapid development began when Marseilles, allied with Pompey, rebelled against Julius Caesar. The city was stormed in 49 B.C. with the aid of war ships built in the shipyards of Arelate.

New colonists came to Arles: the poor citizens of Latium and Campania, and the veterans of the VI Legion1. Hence the official, rather long name of the city: Colonia Julia Arelatensium Sextanorum. Perfect roads, mighty aqueducts, and bridges bound the conquered land into one administrative and political organism. After the cruelties of the conquest, the bounty of a new civilization descended upon Provence.

The cult of the good emperor Augustus is still alive on the banks of the Rhône, and people speak of him with as much affection as my Galician grandparents used to speak of Franz Joseph. The emperor’s beautiful head in the Arles collection of stone carvings is full of energy and gentleness. This sculpted portrait presents the young ruler with a beard worn like a black mourning band, commemorating his adopted father, the divine Julius.


The pagan sculpture collection is modest. It holds no masterpieces, nor even outstanding works like the Venus of Arles, a copy of Praxiteles’ statue found among the ruins of a theater in the middle of the seventeenth century and offered to Louis XIV. Some heads, sarcophagi, fragments of bas-reliefs, two charming dancers in flowing robes in which the wind has petrified. The best sculptures still harbor the Hellenic tradition, but many bear the stamp of a somewhat provincial, lumpish Gallo-Roman craft. Here one has the opportunity—not available in collections of masterpieces—of observing mediocre art, that semi-artistic handicraft, which, though void of genius, is solid and centuries later will flower as Romanesque sculpture.

The clock strikes noon. The keeper closes the lapidarium, comes up to me, and in a conspirational whisper offers to show me something that is not yet available to the public, but should impress me more than all the sculptures on display. I expect a newly-discovered Venus. We descend the winding stairs to the cellars. The torch lights up a wide vaulted stone corridor split by a low portico. It looks like a casemate or an entrance to an underground temple.

In fact it is a Roman food-store: Arles was both a mercantile and a military settlement. The underground storage-room is impressive. To dazzle me further, the keeper throws in some information about the disposition of particular products. “Here, where it was dry, they kept grain. In the middle, where the temperature was stable, casks of wine. Cheese ripened down there.” I don’t know how accurate this information is, but this simple man’s enthusiasm for Roman housekeeping is so great that I agree without protest. Now I know what excites the imagination of the descendants of the Gallic tribes. Not triumphal arches or emperors’ heads but aqueducts and granaries.

“And don’t forget to visit Barbegal2,” says the keeper in parting. “It’s a few steps from the town. Within walking distance.”

On a slope—what appear to be the remains of huge steps leading toward a non-existent temple of giants. Yet there is nothing sacred in the ruins, just an ingenius watermill with eight levels with water forming an artificial waterfall which moved the paddle wheels. In spite of its ordinary function, the structure is considered one of the most interesting artifacts of Roman stone architecture.

The most monumental memento left by the Romans is the amphitheater.

It was built on a hill. Two floors of mighty arches with Doric pilasters at the bottom and Corinthian columns at the top. A bare construction of Cyclopean boulders. No trace of “lightness and charm,” as a naive admirer of the Romans wrote. A place just right for gladiators and amateurs of strong emotions.

I am shown around by an invalid who lost a leg in the First World War. It is late autumn and tourists are scarce. He has just closed his ticket office and wants to chat with someone.

“The old days were better. I lost my leg on the fields of Champagne, and what’s my compensation? A miserable job. Under the Romans I would have had a house of my own, and a vineyard, a piece of land, and free tickets to the circus.”

“But in that circus people were torn apart by wild animals.” I try to spoil his pastoral image.

“Maybe somewhere else, but not in Arles. All sorts of professors came here and didn’t find a single human bone. Not one.”

All right, all right then. Sleep quietly, old veteran, who would so lightheartedly trade Foch3 for Julius Caesar and de Gaulle for Augustus. I did not expect that the Romans, who for me are “flat like a flower in a book,” could still command such vivid human emotions.

The amphitheater’s walls were so thick that during the barbarian raids the construction was turned into a fortress. Inside, streets were laid, with a church and some two hundred houses. This strange hybrid remained till the seventeenth century. Now the houses have vanished without a trace; the immense oval of the arena is covered with yellow sand. On this sand, in dazzling sunlight, I saw a bullfight. The famous Antonio Ordofiez “worked” with the bull in a cowardly and graceless manner. Thirty thousand spectators, that incorruptible judge of caesars and games, howled long, loudly, and with contempt.

The site of the muses, the nearby ancient theater is smaller, more private and “Greek.” The theater is really a pitiful ruin, with two protruding Corinthian columns, described by poets as embodying an ineffable purity and beauty.

Our forefathers were far less inclined than we to set up museums. They did not change old objects into exhibits enclosed in glass cases. They used them for new constructions, literally re-embodying the past in the present. That’s why a visit to a city like Arles, where epochs and stones intermingle, is more instructive than the cold didacticism of a systematized collection. Nothing can tell us more about the duration of human artifacts and the dialogue of civilizations than the sudden encounter with a Renaissance house, unacknowledged by guide-books, built on Roman foundations with a Romanesque sculpture over its portal.

For centuries the ancient theater was treated nonchalantly and turned into a quarry of ready-made sculptural fragments. It was even a battlefield for the old and new creeds; a fanatical deacon brought a crowd of believers to destroy this testimony of ancient beauty.

In Arles, the period of Roman glory barely lasted three centuries. In A.D. 308 Constantine the Great arrived with his court. What an ennoblement of the ancient Greek trading-post! A vast palace was built for the emperor, of which only the baths have survived. They were supplied with water from mountain springs seventy kilometers from the town.

A century later Emperor Honorius4 describes Arles as follows:

“This place is so conveniently situated, its trade is so animated, and the travelers who stop here so numerous, that it is easier to exchange products from all parts of the world here than anywhere else. Whatever the opulent East has to offer, or fragrant Arabia, Assyria or Africa, inviting Spain or fertile Gaul, you can find here in abundance, as if they were local products.”

Less than a century later, the Visigoths had conquered Arles and Marseilles.

Yet it was not a sudden descent into night, at least not for Arles, which remained a stronghold of the non-existent empire. The Roman walls and columns withstood the pressure of time. There were games held in the circus and performances in the theater up to Merovingian times. Unstopped by rubble, the fountain still trickled in the Forum. The apogee of barbarism came in the seventh and eighth centuries.

The power of the Roman provincial governors was taken over by the bishops and archbishops (a natural rather than a legal succession) called defensores civitatis by grateful citizens. One should not be surprised that in these times of turmoil, art ceased to be of first importance. Roman temples simply became the sanctuaries of a new creed. The Mother of Christ moved into Diana’s house.

Nevertheless, objects of considerable aesthetic value have survived from the period of invasions. They possess a certain symbolic character: they are the tombs.

They occupy a huge necropolis called Alyscamps (a corruption of elissi campi—Elysian Fields) reaching back to ancient times, an immense salon of death where the deceased held their rendez-vous. The world renown of this legendary place—it was claimed that Roland and the twelve peers of Roncevaux were buried there—gave rise to a rather macabre custom. The coffins of those who declared a wish to be buried in Alyscamps were entrusted to the waves of the Rhône. A special undertakers’ guild fished them out when they reached Arles, charging the so-called droit de mortellage for their services.

From the time of the Renaissance, Alyscamps was a real mine for lovers of bas-reliefs which were frequently stolen in order to decorate palaces and temple portals. Charles IX, the rapacious ruler, ordered a barge to be loaded with such a quantity of these priceless treasures that it sank to the bottom of the Rhône near Pont Saint-Esprit.

What remained forms part of the collection of Christian art displayed in an old church. The simplicity and beauty of the old sculptures contrasts unpleasantly with the bombastic Jesuit baroque of the interior.

Were it not for the subjects taken from the Old and New Testament and the Christian symbols, one could think that they were bas-reliefs from the late Roman era. The Crossing of the Red Sea (now in the cathedral) could easily be placed on a triumphal arch praising the heroism of Roman legions. The ancient tradition is vital until the end of the fifth century. It is then replaced by geometric ornaments, stylized leaves. Art begins anew with an alphabet of forms.

Only a small part of the immense field of the dead that was once Alyscamps has survived. Twelve funeral shrines have turned into rubble. The remains of the stone sepulchres seem to float along an avenue lined with old poplars toward the church of Saint-Honorat, built in Provençal style with a dome and octagonal spire and openwork windows in which fire once blazed. The dead steered toward its radiance like sailors toward a lighthouse.


Dans Arles où sont les Alyscamps5

Quand l’ombre est rouge sous les roses

Et clair le temps

Prends garde à la douceur des choses



The poet completely misses the mood of the place—where it is impossible to detect any sweetness. This collection of old stones and trees is austere and full of pathos, like a volume of history turned into marble.

It is curious that Provence, a country with both a distinct geographical physiognomy and a distinct civilization, did not create a strong political organism which would have aided its survival as a sovereign state. The rule of the Provençal dukes lasted five centuries (from the tenth to the fifteenth), yet it was constantly interrupted by foreign interventions: by the kings of France, German emperors, and the dukes of Barcelona, Burgundy, and Toulouse. This “eternal preface” (not only to Italy but also to Spain) shared the fate of all lands lying on a crossroads. It was too weak to resist its powerful neighbors. In addition, the hot temperament and anarchistic spirit of the Provençal people discouraged attempts at unification.

Arles was well-equipped in both the material and spiritual domains to become the capital of Provence. The city council was relatively strong and the voice of the local archbishops could be heard far beyond the city walls. Numerous ecumenical councils were held here and in the Middle Ages Arles was called the “Gallic Rome.” The crusades greatly stimulated trade and intellectual life. In 1178 when Frederick Barbarossa was crowned in Arles in the St. Trophime Cathedral, it seemed that the illustrious epoch of the Augusti and of Constantine would return.

If I say that this cathedral—counted among the great treasures of European architecture—is proof of Arles’s glorious past, this might evoke an image of a huge edifice dripping with ornaments. In fact, this church, dressed in a stern cassock of gray stone, squeezed into a row of houses, is so modest that but for the sculpted portal one could pass without noticing it. It is not a Gothic cathedral that slices the horizon like lightning and dominates its surroundings, but a building whose greatness resides in its proportions—rooted to the ground, squat but not heavy. The Romanesque style, particularly the Provençal Romanesque, is the true daughter of antiquity. It trusts geometry, simple numerical rules, the wisdom of the square, balance, and weight. No juggling with stone, but a sober, logical use of the material. One receives aesthetic satisfaction from seeing that all the elements are visible, uncovered to the observer’s eyes so that he can clearly recreate for himself the process of construction, dismantle and assemble in his imagination stone by stone, volume by volume, something that possesses such a convincing and overwhelming unity.

The portal is richly sculpted but the whole composition is controlled by the architect’s hand. Bas-reliefs emerge like whirlpools in a big river, but do not lose touch with the main current.

Above the main entrance, an oval aureole encircles a Christ in majesty, with a thick, semi-circular braid of tightly interwoven angels above him. A frieze with the Apostles. To the right—a procession of the saved. To the left—the dense, stout crowd of the damned. Between the columns resting on the backs of lions—the hieratic saints like uplifted tombstones. The entire composition is inspired by Graeco-Roman and early Christian sculpture.

Among the Old and New Testament scenes, somewhat to our surprise, we discover Hercules. What is a Greek hero doing on the Romanesque portal? Killing the Nemean lion. Yet it is not a misplaced page from mythology.

The Middle Ages knew no rigid division of epochs. Human history was a well-knit texture, a tapestry. The heroes of old returned to earth in images and legends to buckle down and labor in service of the new creed. The tireless Hercules combats sin in the figure of the Nemean lion.

The cathedral’s interior is a harbor of peace. The portal was a song of hope and fear; it led into a vestibule of eternal silence. The central nave and the side naves are narrow, which gives an illusion of height, but not of vertical lines flying into infinity. The vault is a full arch, like a rainbow above a landscape. Day penetrates through small windows in the thick wall, but the cathedral is not gloomy. It possesses an inner light, seemingly independent of any exterior source.

Abutting the cathedral there is a monastery with a central courtyard. A small boxwood garden, like a pond, surrounded by a cloister. It was built during the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, thus it is half Romanesque and half Gothic. Yet the Romanesque frame is so strong that at first one does not notice the mixture of styles.

Above the delicately drawn arcades rise the massive walls of the cathedral and the heavy graded roof of the monastery. According to all rules such surroundings should smother the monastery courtyard, deprive it of air, turn it into a stone-faced well. And it is incomprehensible how the masters of living stone managed to transform this cramped space into a garden full of delicate lightness and charm.

The sculptures decorating the cloister are of varying artistic value, but at least a few are undoubted masterpieces: especially St. Stephen, the first patron of the cathedral; Gamaliel6, the finder of his relics; and St. Trophîme. That Greek apostle with his beautiful flat face surrounded by a cascade of hair has an open mouth and huge, wise eyes which sink into one’s memory for ever.

Arles was the capital of Provence till the end of the twelfth century. The Cathedral of St. Trophime is the last edifice of the glorious epoch. Later the political center shifted to Aix, and economically Marseilles came to dominate its old rival. Since that time Arles has been a quiet country capital. A humid wind blows over it from the sea and the Camargue, the soaked Rhône delta where herds of wild horses and bullocks graze. A scorching breeze from the Alpilles brings the scent of lavender, heat, and almonds.

There are no big events. The emperor no longer comes to town. But the calendar is full of holidays, feasts, and bullfights. On such occasions Arles revives. The Boulevard des Lices teems with visitors.

On my last day in Arles, I went to pay tribute to Mistral7.

The Provençals remember him with the same keen sentiment as the good King René, the Andegavenian Duke, the Count of Provence—the last ruler to defend their independence. He was a typical member of the Mediterranean race. He liked and patronized music, painting, and spectacles. He wrote poems and was a decent jurist; mathematics and geology were also among his passions. Though historians cite his lack of political and military talents, legend does not bother with such trifles. The people of Provence will remember that le bon roi René introduced the cultivation of a new kind of grape—the muscat.

Mistral was the son of a peasant; his rule over Provence was truly regal. Moreover, he restored it to life. The poet’s father read only two books: the New Testament and Don Quixote. One needed the faith of a knight-errant to exhume the great poetry of the troubadours stifled for seven centuries—and to do it in a language ousted from schools and government and reduced to the level of folk dialect.

The beginnings of the Provençal revival were modest. Despite its lofty aims, Félibrige, an association founded by seven young poets in 1854, could have been easily transformed into a merry company of glass and gill worshippers, but for the genius and diligence of Frédéric Mistral, the félibre with the “Charming Glance.”

His first long poem Mireio, published in 1859, was received with enthusiasm not only by his friends but also by the highest literary authorities in Paris. This event decided the poet’s career and the fate of the movement. Mistral’s entry into literature was unusual. In the age of declining romanticism, there emerges a poet that is the embodiment of romantic ideals: a spontaneous folk singer writing in the tongue of the most perfect medieval lyrics. If he had not existed, he would have been invented, like Ossian.

Its very spontaneity, lightness, and natural charm guarantee the lasting value of Mireio. “I have conceived a love affair between two children of Provençal nature, different in their social status, and then entrusted this yarn to the winds and surprises of life…’ The poem could be called a folk Pan Tadeusz8, a rich presentation of works and days, beliefs, habits, and legends of the Provençal countryside. The critics’ enthusiasm was so great, that for the sake of comparison Homer, Hesiod, Theocritus, and Virgil were dragged down from the Pantheon.

The Provençal Virgil did not confine himself to poems and dramas. He edited “The Provençal Calendar,” a journal that outlived its creator; he worked on the systematization of Provençal spelling and compiled a work which today would require a team of specialists. Two thick tomes in quarto (more than two thousand pages) are entitled Lou Tresor dóu Félibrige ou Dictionnaire provençal-français. It is not an ordinary dictionary, but a real Provençal encyclopedia containing, apart from its impressive grammatical and lexical material, historical notes, descriptions of customs, beliefs, and institutions, as well as a collection of riddles and proverbs.

Mistral was not only an outstanding poet, but also a vigorous organizer. His dedication transformed Félibrige from a company of merry banqueters into an organization which aimed to preserve the language, freedom, and national dignity of Provence. This manifestation of cultural identity gradually changed into a semi-political movement. After many years every attempt is made to blur the contours of this confrontation.

In 1905 Mistral, the heir of the troubadours, received the highest literary award, not from the hands of a beautiful châtelaine, but through the bequest of the inventor of dynamite. With the Nobel Prize he founded an ethnographic museum devoted to Provence, which is still housed in the Hôtel Castellane-Laval, a Renaissance palace in Arles—the favourite city of the author of Mireio. Recalling his early days, he says: “In those naïve days I did not dream of Paris. If only Arles, which dominated my perspective like Virgil’s Mantua, would take my poetry for its own.”

The Place du Forum, despite its name, is small, quiet, with a cluster of trees in the middle. Two Corinthian columns and fragments of an architrave are built into the ugly wall of an apartment building—evidence of a better past.

In the square Mistral’s monument stands in the shadow of plane trees, a very accurate representation of the poet: a broad-brimmed hat (as if sculpted especially for pigeons), fine beard, waist-coat buttons, even shoelaces. The monument’s celebrated model participated in the unveiling cerenomy by reciting the first stanzas of Mireio, instead of a speech.

He lived to a ripe old age and fate granted him a peaceful death on the eve of a great massacre. At the end of his life he was already a living monument, receiving homage like Goethe in Weimar, not only from poets and snobs, but even from the President of the Republic.


His death proved his true significance for Félibrige. The organization began to wither, turn provincial, and disintegrate. Though meetings are still held, authors write, and magazines are published, they are but a distant echo of the enthusiasm and momentum of the first félibres. Provence is no longer the exotic country of the Romantics. Publishers in Paris are not waiting for a new Mistral. Was he the last of the troubadours?


And no one knows

Through what wild countries

This wandering rose returns.
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