
  
    
      
    
  


		
			SILVER PIROUETTES

			

			SELECTED POEMS

			

			GYÖRGY FALUDY

			

			(1910 – 2006)

			

			TRANSLATED FROM THE HUNGARIAN BY PAUL SOHAR

			



Művészeti és Irodalmi Jelen Kft.

www.irodalmijelen.hu



Copyright © 2019 by Paul Sohar





Cover painting © Jean Foos, Review, 2015, oil on paper, 22 x 36 inches



Author photo by Bahget Iskander

All Rights Reserved



ISBN978-615-81134-1-0




György Faludy arrives bearing a truth that burns deep in our bones—that mankind is not benign, that suffering is meaningless, and that love, like death, is inevitable. He might be speaking of his own poetry when he writes, “this land can be frighteningly cruel / but its plain face cannot tell a lie.”

—Yves Sorokobi, editor and publisher, TheWriteDeal Press











György Faludy: A Hungarian Poet of the World

			

			Born in 1910, György Faludy lived through almost all of the twentieth century and witnessed many of its major events. In the 1930s he was already an established poet in Hungary, but at the advent of World War II he had to escape Budapest because of his Jewish origin and socialist politics. Traveling through France and North Africa he eventually ended up in the United States where he joined the Army and served in the Pacific. After the war he spurned the offer of US citizenship and went back to liberated Hungary; an ardent socialist, he was eager to help build a new, democratic country on the rubble of the War. But soon the Stalinist regime arrested him as an American spy and kept him at the infamous Recsk forced labor camp until Stalin’s death in 1953 when the camp was dismantled. During the 1956 Hungarian Revolution he fled the country again and started a new life of exile, first in England and then in Canada until the collapse of Communism in 1989, when he was finally able to go back to Hungary, where he was showered with prizes. He continued to write and give public readings till he died in September 2006. The New York Times observed his passing in an obituary. His poetry remains as contemporary and relevant as ever.

				Faludy was an overnight sensation at the age of twenty-five with his very personal take on Villon in his Hungarian translations, especially when he expanded on them with his own Villon pastiches. His masterly use of traditional forms, filled with contemporary language and up-to-date social concerns, remained the hallmarks of his poetry for the rest of his long creative life. It is impossible to convey the spirit of his poetry in a translation that totally ignores the form, the armature for his poems, but concentrating on form alone can easily distort the message.

				The latter was always a focal point of his poems, and in that he was an unusual modern poet: he always had something to say. He was not a purveyor of mood pieces, a builder of images for their own sake; neither was he an uncritical preacher of political positions like many of his contemporaries, East and West, who sought to discharge their perceived obligation to society by brandishing the latest slogans and conspiracy theories. And whenever he found himself drawn by a poem into any of those genres, he would always manage to raise his head above the poetic flow and reach for the life preserver of a critical comment. He let himself be over-whelmed by passion only in his torrid love poems, but even there his mind remained an interloper peeping in the window.

				This selection of Faludy’s poems offers a little journey of discovery in his poetic landscape, which takes us from Faludy the realist thinker with a critical view of history—and whose desperate tone is tempered by unflagging humanism—to Faludy, the poet, animated by his irrepressible spirit, who lived life to the fullest to his last day, marrying at the age of ninety a woman sixty years younger, eating and drinking and smoking as he liked, and most of all, writing poetry that combined his love of life and all humanity with historical depths and a sense of wonder. His ability to resonate with his and other cultures of all ages lent a transcendental quality to his poetry, and now that he is dead it puts him among the immortals of world literature.

			

			***

			

			Faludy has a square named after him in Toronto as well as in London, but his poems in English translation are hard to come by. Silver Pirouettes is designed to remedy this situation. It was first published as an e-book by TheWriteDeal, a publisher of world literature in translation, which unfortunately had to close down. Thanks to Ragged Sky Press, the book has a second life in print edition, which has now been made available by Irodalmi Jelen in this electronic format.

				The poems are generally arranged in chronological order as dated by the poet; however, poems written at a date later than the event they record are placed in the context of the poet’s biography.

				Names of places, persons and events not expected to be familiar to the reader are explained at the end of the book; in addition, more material related to Faludy can be found on www.raggedsky.com.

				Most of the source material for these translations came from a collected Faludy volume published by Püski (New York, 1980): Faludy György Összegyűtött Versei. The late poems were found in magazines, anthologies and Digitális Irodalmi Akadémia website. Each poem has its Hungarian title in parentheses for readers who want to check out the original.

			




			EARLY POEMS

			

			(1935—1939) 

			SONNET FOR A STORYBOOK

			(Szonett egy mesekönyv elé)

			

			This book will take you across the 

			border of the world you see: to a land 

			where toy soldiers’ hearts can bloom, 

			and wonders are reality.

			

			What happens there, never did,

			 and yet, will never go to sleep. 

			Its writers followed a higher law 

			and dug into the secrets of the deep.

			

			As a child you could hear every tree

			 converse and see the unity

			 of the world in every deer.

			

			Where did they all disappear?

			Sail the soul stream to its doors.

			Look down deep. Drop your oars.

			

			Budapest, 1935 

			MICHELANGELO’S LAST PRAYER

			(Michelangelo utolsó imája)

			

			Earth is your anvil, and my Lord, you swing

			your arm in an arc that only the sun can pursue. 

			I’ve been up on the boards of a scaffold

			for seventy-six years without ever seeing you.

			

			Under my chisel much marble has crumbled, 

			from my hands many a torso and idol have grown, 

			but I have never found you, you fleet rainbow,

			although you were glowing inside every stone.

			

			I’m a lump of stone now, prey to the bite

			of a hundred thorny brambles, rude and crude,

			 but in my soul there’s still a heavenly light.

			

			I’m in my body’s prison, yearning to break free.

			Strike me down if you can still love an old sinner,

			Sculptor-God! You strike your marble striking me.

			

			Florence, 1935

			CHINESE POEM: THE ARTS

			(Kínai vers: A művészet)

			

			A tiger is stretched out over the pond for a bridge, on its back

			 you can walk to a man-made island and to a pavilion that stands 

			softly and in perfect symmetry by itself among violet ripples, 

			and it’s made of all blue and all green and all-through porcelain.

			

			The merry-makers like to sip wine, stealing passing pleasure here,

			 their shirts are apple-blossom white, or rose-colored, sunset hue, 

			one of them is gazing in a daze, another’s sipping yellow wine,

			 and the third, dropping his head on one shoulder, is writing poetry.

			

			But look: in the lake, the bridge is gently rocking, a jade crescent, 

			and see the madness, the delirium on the bohemians’ brows, 

			see how their whole attire shakes, and see a pavilion standing 

			upside down, with all of it porcelain, liquid and pure.

			

			Budapest, 1937 

			CHINESE POEM: THE ROSE BARQUE

			(Kínai vers: A rózsabárka)

			

			The barque sways like a cormorant

			on the dreaming wine of the evening sea.

			

			I’m standing on shore. My eyes hunger for 

			a smile from the barque, addressed to me.

			

			Mimosas hang in withered bunches

			from the pale blue, proud mast.

			

			I can recognize her from her dress

			and from the fan she’s holding fast.

			

			I drop a single rose stem in the water 

			and watch it float in the thickening dark;

			

			perhaps the wind will change direction 

			and carry my rose stem to her barque.

			

			Budapest, 1937 

			TESTAMENT (Fragments)

			(A testamentum)

			

			Homage to François Villon

			

			I roam alone in the autumn mud 

			with the Reaper close on my heels

			and frost on my hair, the girls of the street

			 do not offer me their boobs and squeals;

			 even the stars are dimmer in the evening,

			 they don’t glow like once they glowed:

			I commend my sinful soul to heaven 

			and my scrawny shell to the muddy road.

			

			And yet, how I feared death at one time,

			 I recall as a schoolboy, a teenage brat,

			 with my evening prayers done, half asleep,

			 I was often thunderstruck by that, 

			struck by the horror in the dark,

			that someday I would have to die, 

			I’d be unaware of ever having lived, 

			seen pine trees, the moon, the sky,

			

			that generations would come and go but

			I’d have no words, no songs to embrace,

			 rabid fate that refused to feed me 

			would be kneading mud on my face: 

			we’re all destined to drop dead like beasts, 

			and in the grave I will not feel anything, 

			not even the pleasure of resting there, 

			and there never will be an awakening.

			

			So friends, turn your backs on my grave,

			go where sweeter smelling flowers grow; 

			maybe in the year two thousand

			the world will still want to know

			how that rascal Villon kissed,

			how he guzzled grief from a golden bowl, 

			how he sailed off on a one-way trip, 

			half asleep and without a goal.

			

			Budapest, 1936 

			DANSE MACABRE (Fragments)

			(A haláltánc ballada)

			

			Homage to François Villon

			

			Enthroned sat the King. In his full head

			of hair there were seven stars for a crown.

			Hordes of conquered nations were

			worshiping him, abjectly bowing down.

			The Big Dipper swirled around his navel,

			on his left shoulder a full moon shone,

			t the clown was in tears at his feet.

			“You fool, why the tears,” from the throne

			the king spoke, “there’s no heart that can top

			my sword, the world is mine!” But by dusk

			a mere skeleton staggered up to him and

			blew the king away like a speck of dust.

			—All of us are tyrants, that’s true,

			years fly by as fast as a moment sprints,

			by your blood you spilled like dew,

			have mercy on us, Jesus, the Prince!

			

			The Slut was staring at her mirror’s cracks: 

			“The cascades of my hair are still bright red,

			how come no one of that fickle crowd 

			ever comes around to share my bed? 

			My lap still aches for a hot kiss,

			the roses of my nipples are still firm…” 

			And roaring with laughter, the last beau 

			entered through the window, claiming his turn. 

			“Up, Sarah, up, let us join the dance, 

			we are at your dead lovers’ wake,

			let’s have a nuptial feast now for 

			your withered, dormant groin’s sake!” 

			—We all wallow in lust, that’s true,

			 years fly by as fast as a moment sprints, 

			by your blood you spilled like dew,

			have mercy on us, Jesus, the Prince!

			

			The Alchemist looked past the furnace 

			at the clock that was ticking no more. 

			“God or devil, give me one more day 

			and I’ll possess the secret lore, 

			solve the riddle that used to glow

			from every crucible at me,

			all I need is just one more day 

			to solve life’s greatest mystery. 

			“It’s not for you to solve,” a voice’s 

			cold touch punched him in the chest 

			and the last retort exploded.

			“You’ll go to sleep now with the rest.” 

			—We all pursue the secret, that’s true,

			 years fly by as fast as a moment sprints, 

			by the blood you spilled like dew, 

			have mercy on us, Jesus the Prince!

			

			Clanging alarm bells, the plague arrived 

			and grabbed the Bishop’s gracious reams 

			of facial fat on Easter Sunday

			in front of the cathedral of Rheims: 

			“I wrote this song especially for you, 

			let’s go, my lord. I’ll sound my bells,

			whether you’re a pope or prophet, dressed

			in dawn-colored mist, whatever else, 

			a holy man or a ugly heretic 

			burning with sooth at the stake,

			say your mass below—and I’ll laugh above, 

			sitting on the dome while you bake!” 

			—Hypocrites we are, that’s true,

			years fly by as fast as a moment sprints, 

			by your blood you spilled like dew, 

			have mercy on us, Jesus the Prince!

			

			The old Peasant was waiting for him 

			after sunset in the quiet yard. 

			“A withered body is of no use,

			

			we die like beasts, it’s not too hard. 

			Brother Reaper! Do me one favor! 

			Our soil’s so poor, so little it yields. 

			Please enrich it by scattering bits 

			of my body all over the fields!”

			The Reaper nodded and took him, slowly 

			scattering him in row after row, 

			like autumn breezes sprinkle leaves,

			like wheat the Peasant used to sow.

			—The earth is waiting for us, too,

			years fly by as fast as a moment sprints,

			by your blood you spilled like dew,

			have mercy on us, Jesus the Prince!

			

			Budapest, 1936

			FIRST EXILE

			

			(1939—1946)

			REFUGEES IN PARIS, 1939

			(Párizs, 1939)

			

			

			Our tight budget only afforded cornmeal. 

			We cooked up a two-kilo batch in a big pot 

			on a hotel hotplate. It bubbled. When done,

			 we poured it out on a round table, hot.

			

			The City lit up our nights, shaken by trucks below.

			We ate the corn cake three times daily in little cuts.

			We tried adding milk when we had it, but to no avail.

			The cold cake kept on punching us in the guts.

			

			But we were floating above our flesh, didn’t bitch, 

			lucky to be paupers in Paris and free. Then one night 

			a patron of the arts took us out to dinner. He was rich,

			

			and so was the meal, oysters and wine. He fetched 

			us back to our room by car. On the hotel sidewalk, 

			we corn-cake connoisseurs, helplessly retched.

			

			Budapest, 1994 

			MOROCCO (Selections)

			(Marokkó)

			

			

			I. Refugees in the Glass-Blowers’ Alley

			(Az üvegfúvók sikátorán)

			

			The flask is spinning, blown by

			an old, rainbow-colored beard.

			At first the two of us watch with smiles.

			but soon we feel like crying, blue,

			a couple of cracked goblets, never 

			to be melted down and made new.

			

			

			II. The Funnel Cake Vendor

			(A fánksütő)

			

			A fat, old Moor. He surveys the street 

			from his high perch

			above the kettle. He may hide a smile 

			behind his stare.

			People stop by for cakes. Some on the run, 

			some with a lurch.

			He can see them all end up going down 

			the same old aisle.

			He lives in blue smoke. When the street 

			empties out, and no one’s around,

			he keeps sitting there with arms folded, 

			placid Buddha style.

			

			

			III. Typhoid Epidemic without Serum

			(Tífuszjárvány, szérum nélkül)

			

			This is a hospital a curse defiled.

			Arab women line up, each with a sick child

			like a wilted flower, clinging to its ma. 

			The doctors—nine young men—play chess 

			all day and all night with death. 

			Some of the games end in a draw.

			

			

			IX. Morocco

			(Marokkó)

			

			I stocked up on carrots yesterday;

			by today, they’ve turned to an ochre paste. 

			Women of thirty have desert-like skin, 

			filled with cracks and gone to waste.

			The night may bring an astronomy show, 

			but the sun is a wild fire-wheel,

			it sows and reaps only rot and ruin,

			its spices numb me with their drunken zeal.

			Death hangs out on every corner,

			it won’t spare you if you’re young, 

			it sits down with you for your meals, 

			even feigns your lover’s kissing tongue. 

			Folks back home in Europe worship 

			pious display and a wan pie in the sky;

			 this land can be frighteningly cruel, 

			but its plain face cannot tell a lie. 

			I did not write this poem alone.

			I just sit here in silent listlessness, 

			basking in the thrill of being stripped 

			naked by my muse, the fear of death.

			

			

			XVII. I Swim out to a Rock in the Atlantic

			(Kiúszom egy sziklára, 1)

			

			I was raised on the superstitions of science and 

			politics. Sitting on a tall

			lone cliff, having swum out here to be alone, 

			now I start vomiting it all.

			

			

			XVIII. I Swim out to a Rock, No. 2

			(Kiúszom egy sziklára, 2)

			

			I’ve burned all my bridges behind me, and 

			I’m glad they’re gone in flames.

			I have a long way to go, keep learning, and 

			the more I learn, the less I understand.

			The fresh breeze cuts into my face, the blade 

			of youth is unbroken in my hand.

			I’ve become the host of quatrains, metaphors 

			and stray dogs.

			I have no country, no passport. I swim among 

			battleships, my pride untouched;

			my defense comes from poetry,

			and my consolation from lust.

			

			

			XIX. A Belly Dancer’s Death

			(Egy chleugh táncos halála)

			

			When I reached Jema el-Fra I could see 

			her body being lifted from the dirt,

			her face stained by the sulfur-yellow paint 

			of non-existence; it had the last word. 

			Killed by the man she had betrayed. 

			Two were holding the murderer down,

			three others were kicking him, then the parade 

			was followed by everyone in town,

			leaving me alone with the mirror-like 

			puddle of blood. It was alive, not still. 

			The dust refused to drink its fill.

			I was recalling the words she used to tell, 

			her peacock-blue hair, and the honey smell 

			of her body she’d used as her banner

			and a pillow for the night. How could I pay 

			my respects to her bitter-sweet memory?

			I sat down by her remains bequeathed to me, 

			and then started shooing the flies away.

			

			

			XXIII. Leftover Ice Cream

			(Fagylaltmaradék)

			

			Having lost the bliss of sleep,

			I was roaming the alleys of the old town.

			Two little urchins were huddling in

			a wastebasket in front of a pastry shop. 

			They were loud and lively, licking 

			the dried-up remains of ice cream 

			from filthy paper cones. But 

			they were startled at my sight.

			I spread out my empty hands to them.

			Have no fear of me, my brothers!

			I, too, am chased by the police and dung flies.

			I, too, live in a garbage dump,

			licking the memory of a sunken continent,

			so rotten and yet so sweet.

			

			

			XXVII. Two Arabic Quatrains

			(Két arab négysoros)

			

			From the Healer Avicenna:

			

			From the light-robed planets to the secret 

			stuck in mud, all’s open to the eye:

			all knots in my hands have come undone 

			except for the master knot of getting by.

			

			From Ibn Zaitun al-Cordobi:

			

			Since you left me alone, the ground 

			has gotten harder under my feet.

			With you the nights were white. Without you 

			the darkness of daylight is complete.

			

			

			XXIX. Rocky Desert Scene

			(Kősivatag)

			

			By the time the sun rose

			we had drunk milk, chewed on some dates, and set off 

			on the long journey again

			under barren, cantilevered cliffs, skirting scree towers 

			with a Michelangelo backdrop. 

			Not a soul down there, on the trail,

			and not a whisper of a cloud up in the sky.

			Unseen bacilli: rose-colored dust swimming in my eyes. 

			That’s how the caravan trudged on,

			followed by nothing but murderous sunlight, sterile solitude, 

			gentle breezes, silence, dry clumps of dirt. 

			That’s what the morning was like till noon.

			And the same thing in the afternoon,

			as if life was yet to begin or had already come to an end.

			

			

			XXX. The Lame Camel

			(Sánta teve)

			

			The large, spotted camel started limping.

			We were late getting to our noontime rest stop: 

			a well without a drop of water. Around it, 

			wilted bushes. The drivers divided the spotted 

			camel’s load among the others and then 

			hung the bridle strap on a boulder.

			We got moving without any further delay. 

			The crippled beast was sitting dispassionately 

			in grainy sand, turning his back to us,

			like one who knows and accepts the law of the desert. 

			In the last bend of the valley I turned back again, 

			and my eyes met with his.

			I’d never been so ashamed in my life.

			But I detected even more shame

			in the lame animal’s eyes.

			

			

			XXXI. Dusk on the Dunes

			(Alkony a dűnén)

			

			We’re sitting on the dunes at dusk, watching the sand between our toes, 

			the grains of sand rushing and rolling 

			in and out, as the water flows.

			The sand dune is also an hourglass; 

			whatever is up at the top today 

			will be tomorrow in a lower class. 

			The wind, too, is to blame,

			it builds a thousand new dunes

			but never twice the very same.

			My hand is clasped around your wrist, 

			my thumb pressed against a red 

			artery, feeling your bloodstream 

			throbbing and surging again ahead. 

			That’s how my blood flows in this husk, 

			and what does my body say to yours? 

			We’re hourglasses quietly sifting dusk.

			

			

			XXXV. Sultry Night, No. 3

			(Fülledt éjszaka, 3)

			

			Hugging your neck, I’m sipping crystal 

			nectar from the corners of your eyes. 

			As if we were asleep, between 

			our faces virginal silence lies.

			

			But down below the cruel duel is

			about to commence. I can tell

			by the way you stretch your midriff, waiting 

			for me to impale the lips of your shell.

			

			The moon stands out in the palm court 

			bathing our pillow in copper red.

			

			Hold me with both hands, mount the fort 

			and blow the trumpets of your charms! 

			You moan, and I start to nibble on

			the drooping grapes of your underarms.

			

			

			XXXVII. Sultry Night, No. 5

			(Fülledt éjszaka, 5)

			

			The room begins to spin, dance, 

			and vanish. Your face is amethyst,

			ultramarine and ivory.

			A flood drags us in its fist

			toward a waterfall, carrying

			our limbs chained into one.

			Joy is now biting our flesh, our

			skin and tendons are gone,

			ripped off like a shirt; wings grow

			on our shoulder blades and fling

			us flying into outer space.

			I can’t see a thing beyond your face 

			when pleasure playfully grips 

			a beautiful smile on your lips.

			

			Morocco, 1940–41

			SUNSET IN SAN FRANCISCO

			(Alkony San Franciscóban)

			

			Sunset caught up with me on Market Street. 

			First a white tide on the sidewalk hit me hard. 

			Blind human figures in stone were stumbling in it 

			yet sparkling like marble when roughly carved.

			

			For a moment the life of the street was frozen. 

			Nothing living could be seen except the tide 

			and a band of butter-tone oil burning 

			below on the Pacific Ocean side.

			

			Sunrays shot out like on the Japanese flag. 

			The greedy lips sticking to my hips 

			signaled schools of goldfish arriving 

			and nibbling on my fingertips.

			

			Cherry juice and wine trickled on my uniform. 

			Where are you? I heard my love’s voice near me rise, 

			but I stood still, knee-deep in blood oranges, 

			bronze swords swimming in my eyes.

			

			Then the pink glow drifted up to the clouds, 

			leaving the sidewalk for shadows to pave. 

			The slender houses levitated in blue 

			like the dead rising from the grave.

			

			San Francisco, United States Army, September 1943 

			AURORA BOREALIS

			(Aurora Borealis)

			

			Between clouds I looked up at the sky and down on the ground:

			snow clouds, snow cover, the same above as below.

			The freeze was sitting everywhere, busy at work:

			its huge green needle had the whole Bering Sea to sew.

			

			After landing we hunted Japanese soldiers for seven days. 

			I shared my army ration with seals at the watering hole.

			I didn’t question the wisdom of it. I only saw Eskimos 

			and a painted top hat on the top of a totem pole.

			

			In the hammock of fog, I was bundled up in fur coats 

			that swallowed up the body like the snow a heavy gun: 

			that’s how I lived from day to day. I hadn’t even thought 

			of you till yesterday evening when the patrol was done.

			

			The light! The light! I heard the cook from the kitchen, 

			and when I stepped outside, there it was above the ice: 

			like a fluffy muslin curtain it billowed, swayed, and swung, 

			swimming closer and away, reminding me of something nice,

			

			but what? I stood there pondering. Ruffled shadows were 

			rocking the light. With my hand on the doorknob behind, 

			I stared entranced. A hard voice from inside woke me up: 

			The door! Suddenly you spread your skirt over my mind.

			

			Kodiak, Alaska, March 1944 

			1944: MOUNT OROHENA

			(1944: Orohena)

			

			The black lawns of English castles used to be 

			my favorite color in addition to the killer green 

			of tropical plants, until one morning we sailed 

			past Orohena, basking in Tahiti’s sheen.

			

			Beyond the power of pen, so delicate, live 

			with triumphant green and a touch of gold, 

			a dreamscape of an alien imagination 

			that sent my mind into stories never told.

			

			Since then, when I shut my eyes, 

			instead of black, this is the color I see 

			in a wild, drunken reverie.

			

			When I’m dying, instead of Nothingness, 

			I’ll have a plain curtain descend:

			the greenery of Orohena without an end.

			

			Tahiti, United States Army, 1944 

			1945: THE JAPANESE

			(1945)

			

			A half a minute before the crash

			the young kamikaze enjoys

			a smile: these are the lovers of death,

			these demented teenage boys.

			

			Generals and officers after a lost battle 

			cut open their bellies in one breath, 

			with a fancy dagger.

			They are the lovers of death.

			

			And the howling sergeants who 

			set off the shell by hand 

			when the mortar is kaput and, 

			cheering on their death, they stand.

			

			Plus admirals and lieutenants

			who burst into laughing barks

			before jumping off the burning

			destroyer to feed the sharks.

			

			If they’re out of ammo, they place

			cocked hand grenades right

			beneath corpses,—these are the lovers

			of death, the ones we have to fight.

			

			In service in the Pacific, 1945

			THE RED BYZANTIUM

			

			(HUNGARY, 1946–1956)

			 

			1949: WATCHED BY THE AVO, THE STATE SECURITY (Fragment)

			(1949)

			

			The chief let us have our newspaper’s car 

			on a nice but not quite warm day in May,

			for my wife and me to get away from Budapest 

			to Lake Balaton. We had the best driver, too. 

			Almost at once I spotted the AVO car

			twenty meters behind us. “They don’t 

			let us live,” I said to Zsuzsa. She looked: 

			“Stop this nonsense. Just a couple of 

			young men on the way to Balaton.”

			“Not so young, and I doubt if men is the right

			word. They’re shadowing us. You’ll see

			when they turn off the highway where we do.”

			“You’re imagining things.” But indeed,

			they followed us off the highway to a small beach. 

			Aching for water, I already had my bathing suit on 

			and started stripping in the car.

			The driver burst out laughing. “What’s wrong?” 

			“The plainclothesmen are undressing, too.” 

			I crawled out of the car. A little way off,

			the agents were standing in soiled boxer shorts. 

			I was already twenty meters from shore

			 when both of them dove in after me.

			Perhaps their orders were to hold me back 

			by the ankles if I tried to swim to Istanbul

			via the Sio Canal and the waves of the blue Danube.

			The water was icy. I swam out far, hoping

			one or both might drown, but they proved

			stronger swimmers than I.

			Back on the beach with Zsuzsa and a towel, 

			I noticed other sun-worshippers smiling 

			at the sight of the AVO agents in shorts, 

			shivering and drying themselves in 

			the cold wind, stamping their feet,

			like two stray ducks. But I cannot claim victory 

			in that battle, either. Maybe my first defeat.

			

			That’s how it all started…

			

			Budapest, 1997 

			TORTURED RHYMES*

			(Kínrímek)

			

			Alas! Alas!

			Whacks and kicks are flaming

			in my aching ass!

			

			Will this ever pass?

			A ten-year sentence means the end!

			Alas! Alas!

			

			Maybe twenty years!

			My body will scream for hers before 

			a girl appears.

			

			Siberia!

			What’s the use of pleading

			with Beria!

			

			The tundra calls;

			it wants my frozen fingers and

			my frozen balls.

			

			And the AVO pack!

			They all had a hard-on while

			whacking my back.

			

			Alas! Alas!

			They’ll hang me,and I too

will feel theweight of my ass.

			

			If I ever go free,

			I’ll tell about this wretched pack

			in my poetry.

			

			*The AVO men kicked me around on the floor and then had me stand against a wall for 24 hours; that was when I came up with these lines in my head; 1950. —Footnote by the poet 

			AN EVENING AT RECSK

			(Recski est)

			

			Lights out. Most are asleep. Come you mates to the straw mat, 

			come Dosztál, Ver, Nyeste, Berzsenyi, let each do his part, 

			come Sipos, Györgyey, Egri, B. Rácz, Földváry, Csendes, 

			Gábori, Garamvölgyi! Come on, it’s time to start!

			

			We look like a gaggle of ghosts huddled around a chimney pot.

			It’s so good to invoke the spirits together with ease:

			Györgyey can give another installment from Monte Cristo, 

			and Csebe can whistle the air from Thaïs.

			

			Would you like me to lecture on Plato or Erasmus? 

			Or Nyeste on Einstein? Or do you expect from me 

			a lecture on the god of Plotinus? Who can recite 

			poetry, classical or modern, from memory?

			

			Whatever you like. And don’t worry about collapsing, 

			we’ll gain new strength from the use of the brain 

			at every night. The spirit can mobilize the body,

			a secret all Europe had sought for centuries in vain.

			

			Plato on the program? My wrists and knees are frozen stiff, 

			my stomach is an empty balloon. But you guys

			can make me feel better by the way you watch out for me 

			more than yourselves. And now it gratifies

			

			me to return the favor. Return the love lavished on me 

			during the day, drop by drop, every drop you install 

			inside me. By the evening I am an overflowing tank, 

			spilling its contents amongst you all.

			

			What would you like to hear from the Symposion?

			I have an easy job, because so many hidden springs 

			burst forth inside a man. The torch of my spirit aflame, 

			my body a worn-out skin without my whisperings.

			

			Could that be me? I’ve discarded the burdens of

			the body and turned heavier. How solid, real and dense

			is the immaterial! The world is more transcendental

			than I ever imagined. Sensual pleasure grows a new sense

			

			vibrating in my head. Any of you cannot get it? 

			Happiness is to live or die amongst you day by day.

			The universe has become both grander and more torturous. 

			Was it worth searching for? Isn’t this the only way?

			

			Forced labor camp at Recsk, 1951 

			THE CANINE SQUAD

			(A vérebek)

			

			It’s about last night and the hounds 

			that had arrived a few months ago, 

			six behemoth dogs delivered 

			with an officer of the AVO.

			

			We paid little attention to them. 

			What more did we have to fear 

			from these beasts, being already in 

			the aim of all kinds of killing gear?

			

			The guards picked some of the prisoners 

			to train the dogs for the capture scene 

			in front of headquarters barracks, 

			almost a little grassy village green.

			

			“Get the robber!” the guards, running 

			behind, sicked a dog on the half-dead men. 

			When they reached the robber,

			they jerked the dog back, but only then.

			

			Or not. I was often roused from my sleep 

			by barks on my old stone-cold mat 

			at the changing of the guards,

			but slowly I got used to even that.

			

			I only wondered why the AVO showed 

			no mercy toward their natural friends, 

			they were just as cruel beating and 

			kicking these beasts as our lower ends,

			

			the way they tossed stones at them 

			and smashed squirrels just for sport, 

			and the way they pulled the legs off 

			quiet little lizards of every sort,

			

			and driving their vehicles

			they drove off the road just to hit

			a creature like that or a sky-blue

			bloom, just for the hell of it.

			

			On the outside I liked dogs and they 

			liked me, but these beasts did appear 

			different; I couldn’t stand their company, 

			and I was overcome by fear

			

			if I ever had to work near them.

			There was a calf-faced, milk-white bitch

			I feared more than any of the others:

			she liked to turn halfway toward me, which

			

			was her way of keeping an eye on me. 

			“Leave me alone,” I thought, “you ugly beast! 

			I stink, and my toothpick legs

			would not provide you with a fancy feast,

			

			my body could be used as a skeleton 

			for demonstration in biology class 

			plus I’m innocently being

			held here against the law by crass

			

			mistake, just like almost every other 

			prisoner. Let’s end this game!

			And stop it, you blood-thirsty beast!” 

			But she kept staring at me, all the same.

			

			*

			

			Last night in my sleep I heard

			fierce barking in front of our door

			and the guard taking the lock off

			in elaborate preparation for

			

			announcing a name to be called,

			someone to interrogate.

			This was the time for the AVO

			to look into the conspiracy the great

			

			notorious Gábor Péter, the Head of 

			State Security himself hatched 

			and was very likely to get some 

			bystanders brutally dispatched.

			

			Almost as if the barracks had been cut in half, 

			the cold wind went whistling through,

			and suddenly I found the milk-white dog 

			lying next to me. I was without a clue.

			

			She stretched and stayed still

			except for licking my brow quite busily. 

			I kissed her soft fur under her throat 

			and hugged and pulled her closer to me.

			

			“Where the hell are the damned dogs?” 

			the guard was curious outside.

			A falsetto voice piped up in the dark:

			“They joined the other side.”

			

			The guards had a good laugh. Across from me 

			Ziegler and Somogyi sat up in the bunk

			and between the two of them 

			there was a warm and heavy bulk,

			

			caressed by four loving hands.

			“Water we have, and here they can rest, 

			but what about food?” I fell asleep 

			with the dog’s head on my chest.

			

			*

			

			We woke up together and then

			I had a long, arduous and hard

			day in the mountains and got herded 

			back only an hour before dark.

			

			Just below headquarters we saw five

			of the dogs, lying, soaked in their blood,

			only the white one was still alive, stuck

			between wire fences, covered with mud,

			

			she was circling on three legs

			with her head hanging very low;

			caked with blood and clay,

			the white fur lacked its former glow;

			

			she’d stop now and then and 

			hesitantly yowl like someone who’s 

			surrendered but still wanted

			the AVO barracks to get the news.

			

			Only a hundred paces separated me 

			from the fenced-in ditch.

			If I crossed over, I’d be shot from

			the guard tower. The poor bitch

			

			had blood bubbling from her flanks. 

			And all I could do was just stand. 

			“Poor Hungary!” I let out a sigh and 

			covered my eyes with a hand.

			

			*

			

			Now I’m back, lying on my straw mat, 

			it’s already dark out. Dried-up leaves 

			are my two hands by my sides. 

			A bat has landed on my knees.

			

			My lungs are whistling. Fever shakes me.

			From my flank blood is seeping away.

			I know it’s only in my imagination, 

			but it’ll stay there till my dying day.

			

			Recsk, Hungary, 1951 

			MANDELSTAM ACROSS THE BARBED-WIRE FENCE

			(Mandelstam a kerítésnél)

			

			Osip, you disrupted me just now. I was squatting 

			down to a spring in an andesite hollow, 

			dangerously close to the barbed-wire fence

			at the edge of a disrobing autumn forest, where the sight 

			of the freshly fallen leaves under my knees 

			suddenly joggled me out of the prisoner role.

			The colors, the infinite variety of shades!...

			

			Before getting up I bent down again to inhale 

			the fragrance of the forest’s mass grave. The sky 

			was still blue but the evening star was already 

			sparkling through the bare branches.

			How much beauty nature offers even in this wretched camp, 

			I sighed, and then I saw you, Osip Mandelstam.

			

			You were standing by the fence, wearing a hat and sport coat. 

			The barbed wire showed through your body; 

			your face was white, young and calm.

			I’d been expecting you. Many a times I’d thought of you

			even before my arrest, in bed, trying to cool my sweaty palms 

			on the wall beside me, and here when woken by the guard dogs. 

			We had so much in common, sharing the same fate!

			I hesitate to brag about it, but the two of us were the only two 

			poets who dared to tell the truth about Stalin,

			and in poems written right under his watchful mustache. 

			Is that a shrug? Yes, I know we were not brave,

			(I feel free to speak in your name; we lived through the same) 

			we were not brave; we were already gripped by fear

			when the poem came to us; we were trembling 

			while writing it down; but we really started trembling 

			when it was finished and we noticed it had become 

			organically part of our being, our flesh and blood; 

			and we tried to snatch our eyes away from the mirror 

			that was sucking the life out of us; and we started 

			dangling our frozen ankles under our desks.

			Did you too raise your arms? What else would you

			like to add to my story? Yes, we did more than just fear.

			We passed our poems around, underground, without a care, 

			perhaps because a hundred little signs were telling us 

			that—poem or no poem—we were doomed,

			and not just for what we wrote but for what we were…

			

			But why am I talking to you about life when we have 

			so much more to say as one of the dead to another? Or 

			are you still alive, in the gulag, somewhere in Siberia? 

			And writing poetry in your head after a grueling day? 

			How are you bearing up? Or have you given up, frozen 

			or starved to death, or beaten to a pulp? 

			Why don’t you answer me?

			

			The gong was banged for the march back to barracks. 

			I started running at once to cover up my brief absence 

			from the pickaxe, but my eyes kept returning to the scene. 

			Was he too gone already? No. He was still standing 

			before the fence in a hat and a sport coat. 

			Barbed wire was running through his chest.

			

			Recsk penal labor camp, Hungary, 1951 

			THE SUPERMAN

			(A felsőbbrendű ember)

			

			Today I happened to get a lucky break:

			instead of having to work my tail

			off in the quarry, I am among peaceful 

			flowers, in a gardening detail.

			

			And standing here I slowly realize 

			something I would not have believed before: 

			to wield a hoe for twelve hours in mild 

			sunshine can hardly be called a chore.

			

			I’m with the carnations, and professor 

			Sárospataki is in a mass

			of roses. But above us, on the hilltop, 

			stand around the camp’s high brass:

			

			the camp commandant, the mine master, 

			and four other officers, all full of nerves, 

			anxious to give the visiting Soviet 

			colonel’s jeep the welcome it deserves.

			

			He’s round-headed and silvery-haired, 

			heavy-set but fast on his feet.

			The driver with a cottage-cheese face 

			stays and spits from the driver’s seat.

			

			The AVO officers can’t seem to decide 

			how and how many times to salute 

			this superman who’s come to grace 

			the camp with his brass-covered suit,

			

			but the colonel pays little attention 

			to the reception, barely pokes the rim 

			of his hat and starts out down the hill. 

			The nervy AVO-men all run after him.

			

			The Russian greets Sárospataki in 

			Hungarian, holding out a hand: 

			“Good morning! I want another nice 

			bouquet of roses! Yes? You understand?”

			

			Behind him six AVO-men pant,

			shuffle and watch in sweat:

			what can they do for the visitor?

			Only Sárospataki doesn’t let

			

			the VIP faze him: foreign conquerors 

			and rulers are nothing new to our fate. 

			“Assorted, as usual?” the prof asks.

			“Yes, assorted roses, two kilos by weight.”

			

			“Assholes!” The camp commander fumes 

			in fury, ready to reach for his gun. 

			“Can’t you guys ever remember?

			Get the kitchen scale! And on the run!”

			

			The professor is quietly cutting

			the roses. It would not take a rich

			imagination to read his mind

			by watching his pencil moustache twitch.

			

			Across the valley the quarry wails, 

			and the prison smell of lentil soup

			arrives on the summer breeze from

			the camp canteen. A couple of skeletons troop

			

			in the valley, a litter on their shoulders. 

			An inmate’s knees drop into the loam. 

			The Russian colonel looks around him 

			with a beaming face. He feels at home.

			

			The kitchen scale is on its way, and fast. 

			Joseph Stalin! Franklin D. Roosevelt! 

			It’s time I learned how a superman and 

			the roses of a rosy rose garden smelt.

			

			Recsk, 1951

			STARVATION (Fragment)

			(Éhség)

			

			Not so bad in the blue sunshine.

			Inside the barracks mud swells the floor.

			At night in there I get to grow fins

			and frail little wings by day to soar.

			

			My skin is harder than the hardest oak: 

			I tucked myself inside so as not to feel 

			the biting freeze, the punches on my face. 

			I’ve become a pit inside a crusty peel.

			

			I totally discounted my intestines 

			when hunger nearly devoured me; 

			now I think of food and get 

			almost blinded by its scarcity.

			

			But the fleas feasting on my dick 

			still bug me, I’ve had enough! 

			Who needs such luxury at Recsk? 

			Tomorrow I’ll cut the damned thing off.

			

			True love? Great beauty? Freedom? 

			Stuff of dreams, good for neverland. 

			My sacral bone is broken glass.

			It hurts me to sit. I’d rather stand.

			

			So I stop with the cruel pickax

			in my hand, on a snow-covered road.

			The guard watching me can see

			I can’t even lift that heavy load.

			

			He’s at me next, kicking, beating and 

			striking me dead. Cloud laceworks call 

			me to a wildly blue sky. In one breath, 

			I can take in and forget it all.

			

			Only two days ago Jóska died

			of starvation, today it was time

			for Szuka to drop dead in the snow.

			May they rest in peace and tender lime.

			

			Recsk, Hungarian gulag, 1951 

			LIFE AND DEATH MONOLOGUE

			(Monológ életre-halálra)

			

			Take a frenzied lover who loves to tread

			on the underfoot foliage of an autumnal park 

			with his face dripping under a collapsing sky, 

			that’s the way I loved to roam this world. 

			Or else like a traveler in foreign parts,

			on a stroll through a new city the first night, 

			running from place to place, insatiable, 

			tasting his sweet sweat in a happy daze that 

			he’s arrived in the city of his dreams where 

			everything’s new, the lights in the shops, 

			the color of the drinks in the cafés,

			the waves of passersby—as if on a holiday— 

			the wild rosemary scent of freedom, and he 

			already plans on staying forever—like that tourist, 

			that’s the way I liked to see the world.

			

			Intoxicated by the Edenic nectar of earth, 

			I embraced every idea, object, deed,

			and person with the desperation of a drunk 

			hugging the lamppost in the street.

			That’s what made the world so beautiful 

			for me; the starry sky a Gobelins tapestry, 

			the three dimensions of space around me 

			a storehouse of adventure bales

			where the face of my clock was a table 

			set for twelve, and the ticking seconds

			 were drops of heavy honey flow. 

			That’s how I became the lover of earth,

			her frenzied fan, the Romeo of clouds, 

			the troubadour of cities long dead,

			the wood-carver of gothic lace in rhyme, 

			the skinny-dipping pagan priest, 

			till I finally ran out of time

			as a passing natural phenomenon

			in a sea of phenomena that go on and on.

			

			Recsk labor camp, Hungary, 1952, composed in head 

			FAREWELL TO RECSK

			(Bucsú Recsktől)

			

			What is the lesson to be drawn? My old inmates all keep asking about the secret that sustained us at Recsk. I can only speak for myself, but let them all come and testify if I speak the truth!

			

			

			1.

			

			First, let me thank nature all

			around us for its crucial role,

			on my eardrums I could feel

			the music of the spheres resound,

			the mountains and the open sky

			softened our prison bars,

			because I wore the helmet

			of the solar system on my head, 

			Venus sprinkled her blue sparkles 

			into my squinting, sleepy eyes, 

			the sun in winter was an apple,

			 in summer it bloomed into a rose;

			 rain came down in arrowheads 

			or greenish lances at other times, 

			but the smoke-dark evening shower 

			poured on us a glass-bead chain; 

			the Shakespearean forest land! 

			let’s not forget its magic touch,

			 every tree I could lean against 

			turned into a chandelier;

			my drops of blood, splattered on

			freshly crushed black granite stones: 

			red-dotted ladybug wings 

			scattered by my feet;

			and the giant eagles circling

			above the mountaintops! I’d reach 

			out into the sky to get

			hold of their retracted claws;

			the Calvados taste of wild apples;

			in February the rusty crown

			of the still bare-branched beech,

			roseate with eager buds;

			the caressing wind from the west

			laden with the soothing hope

			that the West is not too decadent

			yet to have forgotten us at last;

			the tiny babbling spring that showed 

			my wretched face in a better light,

			for that’s what the Nymph of Recsk was, 

			compassion for the fellow man; 

			and the roots we decided to

			re-classify as creeping nuts

			and snapped them up from the shovel 

			along with the adhering mud;

			and the trees! the trees! and their last 

			soft sighs in between the chop-chop 

			of the axe and the scream of the saw. 

			I listened to the falling trees 

			with an easing of the mind,

			You’re a step ahead, I said,

			but I’m not too far behind.

			

			

			2.

			

			Before Recsk I’d never paid

			attention to my body’s role.

			Living was my business. But

			then my body took control.

			My beard began to soften,

			my skin though turned quite tough 

			and numbed its nerve ends wisely 

			in order to better stave off 

			the effects of being hog-tied

			and beaten on my feet,

			so into the bunker of my

			hundred pounds I could retreat,

			crawling further and further

			inside to dull the pain,

			and when my back was lashed

			by a ten-week autumn rain

			I barely took notice

			and felt the flow about

			as much as the one

			in a nearby waterspout.

			My stomach with the might of

			millstones managed to digest

			raw buds, mushrooms, and acrid beads 

			of juniper and all the rest 

			of the gourmet delights

			good nature’s chef creates

			for all; whenever I moved

			my muscles put on their brakes,

			for my body was telling me

			I had to save my breath,

			sabotage could save my life,

			but working I would starve to death; 

			outwardly I shrank, becoming

			coarse and fossilized, 

			invisible sulfur flames were

			burning hot inside:

			I captured every sound with

			the ears of Dionysius

			but sleeping I would turn stone deaf 

			to everything encircling us; 

			the eye in the back of my head

			was something no one ever saw,

			it searched out the space behind me 

			like a deep-sea lobster claw;

			and our sense of smell! when caught 

			standing around idly in the wood, 

			taking a break maybe, we could 

			sniff out our approaching guards, 

			like frightened deer their hunters, 

			from at least a hundred yards;— 

			but what more can I say about 

			all this? I learned to live

			extra- and introverted in one,

			sensitive and insensitive;

			I learned my multi-parted body

			and all its components conspired

			in great secrecy in order

			to save me before I expired,—

			me, I say, because I also learned

			as long as I’m alive my fate

			belongs to two of us; my body

			has a soul too for a mate,

			although every inch of me is

			a brother, a comrade-in-arms, a friend, 

			I am not a sum of them, at 

			the skin my being doesn’t end.

			

			

			3.

			

			We had no pen, no books; to our

			depth no news or mail were ever sunk, 

			we had to make do with a mess kit 

			and one half of a wooden bunk,

			we lived with stoolies and slave drivers, 

			they beat us and kicked us till half gone 

			from starvation and the shivers 

			with the lime pit looking on,

			seven days a week we worked

			and without a hope we went to bed,—

			 our eyes met in silence saying:

			you too are among the living dead. 

			And yet—what was it in most of us 

			that somehow sustained the soul?

			Back then I only sensed it but now I know 

			the secret of that horrible hellhole.

			

			

			4.

			

			When you’ve lost just about everything, there’s no joy, no bread, 

			and tyranny has your hands tied: you still have the power and 

			the right left to you to use your free will, to choose between 

			good and evil. This choice is your refuge that preserves your

			innermost self, a citadel within you, impregnable to any foe,

			for if they knew about it, all their sieges would be useless. Want to 

			know what’s good, what’s evil? The outside world has no clear answers. 

			In prison though, we were all naked, the inmates and the guards. 

			What’s evil? You squeal on your neighbors for a ladle of grub,

			and your face blackens while you’re munching on the extra bean stew. 

			What’s good? Preserve your human dignity and serenity! 

			Give help, solace, courage! There’s so much for you to do!

			Be generous and soft-hearted! You’ll see how pleasant and

			easy it can be! And if not: be noble out of selfishness,

			your meaningless existence will suddenly take on meaning.

			A good deed is paid for in cash, on the spot. Your mates will look 

			up at you; the turnkey will turn pale and the stoolie will fall

			in love with you. And if no one’s there: you’ll still feel the warmth 

			in your rags in winter, and instead of sweat in summer your 

			chest will bear cool dewdrops. Cheer up, that’s how you can 

			repay the loan your body gives your soul. Now it’s your spirit

			that moves you, keeps you alive; to be more precise, the spirit above

			 your spirit. It won’t make me great if I puff myself up like a blimp, 

			thereby diluting my dilute individuality till it splits, like 

			Arkhishev and Gide believed at our century’s start. Self-worship

			is of no help. Don’t glory in what nature has already given you, 

			the beast in a human form; accept it and then move on, because

			your true life begins when you rise above yourself.

			But how? It’s a complex world. Need a script? I haven’t one.

			If your schooling lacked in ethics, if your judgment is too shaky, 

			turn to esthetics, or trust your taste,

			or else, look around yourself and ask: who are you?

			a newborn chick produced in the depths of an incubator?

			the burnt gunk in the kettle left by Rousseau, Marx and Rosenberg?

			Pavlov’s dog, drooling at the mouth with saliva?

			Skinner’s rat that reacts only when poked at?

			or a wretched convict with just enough free will left to protect your honor but not yourself?

			This is how we could’ve mused at Recsk.

			I lived through it all but put it all together only in retrospect. 

			And I couldn’t have put together a thing,

			had I not been put in jail, where I learned to think, 

			already past the midpoint in my life.

			

			

			5.

			

			And what is the best part of the lesson? 

			While erotic desires slowly 

			abandoned my plundered body 

			love remained its steady resident.

			Zsuzsa became a weightless cloud of silver as she kept 

			hovering in front of my eyes even when they slept;

			amidst constant toil and torture, in the grips of cruel hunger pains 

			or blind unconsciousness, love remained to fill my veins, 

			love, the eternal flame that burns but doesn’t scorch,

			love beyond mere mating urge, beyond the hormones’ work,

			beyond sex organs’ juice

			beyond Boccaccio’s smirk,

			maybe Dante’s dream

			and Apollo’s muse.

			

			Tell Freud for me he is a jerk.

			

			

			6.

			

			The suffering. I’d had it coming to me for quite a while.

			Had I not surrendered to it, I’d still be an unsated hedonist.

			Some were guzzling its cold stream like spring water,

			some turned into zombies while others couldn’t stop their wails. 

			Now I am ashamed to say it was easier for me, all my pains 

			and troubles were numbed when I wove them into poetry. 

			And if they resisted, I rebelled, saying what’s the use? 

			Will our years of suffering bring progress to Hungary?

			

			Let us free our minds of Recsk; it’s gone. But let the lesson stand:

			if we are the better for it, then better is the land.

			

			Budapest, 1954

			SECOND EXILE A

			

			LETTERS TO POSTERITY

			

			(1956—1989)

			 

			THE VANISHED PEOPLE

			(Az eltűnt nép)

			

			The ocean is a turquoise ribbon below, 

			in the sizzle of quiet summer heat. 

			I’m standing with my host couple, 

			the Vajtays, Szabolcs and Maria. 

			Miklos points at the ruins: 

			“This was their last refuge,

			with water behind them. And the Incas 

			poured down from the mountains. 

			How many arrowheads are buried here! 

			The siege probably went on for

			quite a while. But the numbers were 

			against the defenders and they lost. 

			Look at this singed stone!

			And those who did not burn inside 

			were cut down. The Inca invaders 

			were not kind to the weak either.

			Give the gatekeeper a few pennies 

			and you can dig as much as you want. 

			How many gold bracelets come to light! 

			And how beautifully crafted!

			And then get melted down. That’s the final 

			step in the eradication of a culture.”

			“But you didn’t say,” Szabolcs asks, 

			“what they called the vanished people?” 

			“Can’t tell. No records left. It’s almost 

			as if the Hellenes were unknown to us.

			The way, some day, our name too will vanish…” 

			The air feels like rotten glass.

			We stand there, silently looking at our feet.

			The ocean is a turquoise ribbon below

			in the sizzle of quiet summer heat.

			

			Lima, Peru, January 1957 

			FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA

			

			It was twenty-four years ago, the first time I read Lorca,

			maybe five or six of his verses. My body temperature

			shot up to fever pitch, to thirty-seven-point-two centigrade;

			two lukewarm shaving brushes stuck to my face;

			I was gasping for air with pleasure; around me 

			light loops started to whirl; I jumped into

			the fountain of his metaphors, letting the streams

			splash against the hollows of my shoulders; life and death 

			lost their quotidian tedium; black mares with 

			unshod hooves were beating the meter of a verse;

			I could hear the orchestra of assonance from far away; 

			I felt I was growing bigger than myself and as carefree 

			as if caught in the midst of wild love-making, happy and 

			yet very tense at the same time.

			This is how I felt about Lorca twenty-four years ago 

			and I’m getting the same thrill today.

			

			London, 1959 

			NOTEBOOK SCRIBBLES

			(Noteszlapok)

			

			Progress (Haladás)

			

			Progress promised by Darwin, Hegel, 

			Marx, and Ford is here according to plan. 

			We keep perfecting the machine with zeal, 

			instead of perfecting man. 

			At a feast of huge proportions

			we eat up the soil under our feet

			and the atmosphere above.

			The framework sways to a mournful beat.

			The devilish gadget gobbles up

			energy and vomits merchandise.

			If kept running, it’ll eat us too,

			if not, we’ll starve and see our demise.

			

			*

			

			“Prosperity comes from productivity.” 

			The axiom is proven every day.

			And what comes from prosperity? 

			Heartbreaking decadence and decay.

			

			*

			

			The technocrat is best at making money 

			by his nature, not just greed. 

			He manufactures everything he can

			but nothing that we truly need.

			

			*

			

			We entertain ourselves with chat about 

			business, jobs, food, cars, and bedroom play. 

			Only cavemen have no history,

			yet there’s no tomorrow without yesterday. 

			We’ll leave no gravesites for distant 

			descendants—if any—to explore,

			and even the end of endless progress 

			will not mean progress any more.

			

			

			Rationalism and Empiricism (Ráció és empíria)

			

			In wretched medieval times

			those ancient dolts were

			thinking with their eyes shut.

			What did the new age bring?

			We keep our eyes open, but

			we no longer think.

			

			

			The United States (Egyesült Államok)

			

			Collecting trash is our life.

			The cities are falling apart.

			The more electricity we burn,

			the more noticeable the dark.

			

			

			„Quantitative changes lead to qualitative transformations.”

			(A mennyiségi változás)

			

			The more cars are made,

			and the more cars are sold,

			the trashier they become.

			(Ditto the customers, the makers, and 

			the mechanics, young and old.)

			

			

			Hassidic Wisdom (Zsidó szállóige)

			

			A Hassidic rebbe used to say:

			Good thing God doesn’t live

			on earth. He’d get his windows

			smashed every day.

			

			

			62 Birckbeck Road

			

			This is where we live. Our new address.

			Furnished with secondhand stuff,

			but we have a mess

			of books and read a lot.

			Who needs more for happiness? 

			We’re glad to be alive. The purpose 

			of life is to be and not to possess

			

			

			The Clock (Az óra)

			

			My poem knows a lot more than I: it 

			just happened without my help. 

			Its author needs more salt, 

			much like a chronometer may.

			But if you just take a look at my poem’s face

			you’ll know what I don’t: 

			the time of the day.

			

			

			Exile (Emigráció)

			

			Tangier, Rio, Venice—

			three continents are mine.

			And how many things come to my mind,

			things that at home

			I was forbidden to mine!

			

			

			Homesick, You Ask (Van-e honvágyam, kérded)

			

			So many of my relatives and friends 

			have been humiliated, 

			tortured and killed

			by one regime or the other. After those foul 

			first two acts, I’d rather see the third

			here in London. Thoughts of the dead hurt 

			as much as they would at home. 

			But here I’m allowed to howl.

			

			

			A Modest Declaration (Szerény deklaráció)

			

			Instead of Soviet bosses,

			Yankee idiots,

			Communist censors,

			and party secretaries,

			here I have money, comfort and success 

			even though I’m driven less 

			by blind ambition than

			the conscience of a man.

			

			London, 1958–1963 

			LOVE LETTERS TO THE DYING LOVED ONE

			(Szerelmes versek egy haldoklóhoz)

			

			

			(I Draw All the Curtains)

			(A függönyöket mind behúztam)

			

			I draw all the curtains

			to be alone with you.

			Sunshine sears me like long faces do; 

			but dim light stops the flow of time. 

			We take our walks around 

			midnight, when the streets 

			are deserted, no one to see us.

			We descend on steep

			Hammers Lane to the park.

			Four years ago when we moved here, 

			you said you’d never seen 

			a more beautiful park:

			beryl-green grass, Shakespearean stage sets, 

			pagan mistletoe, dream world, 

			erotic moss, and giant trees

			bending down to the paths.

			The gravel crunches under our feet. 

			With one hand I’m holding yours 

			and with the other—don’t look!—I 

			furtively check my pocket 

			for the syringe

			and the mortal dose of morphine.

			There’s a hiss in the air. You let out a moan.

			We stop under an enormous tree.

			The sky, too, is a cruel cave’s

			dark vault, about to bury us.

			

			London, June 1963

			

			

			(We Spend All Day Together)

			(Együtt vagyunk egész nap)

			

			We spend all day together. Maybe ten, 

			fourteen hours, talking. As if trying

			to mend my soul with the fraying tissues 

			of your body. Usually it works.

			The nightmares are held back till the night.

			The latest turned me into a deep-sea diver,

			I was swimming inside you,

			right by the algae of your lungs,

			among the blooming lianas of your veins, 

			like a restless fish in an aquarium. 

			Suddenly very small, almost invisible 

			cells started raining down, as if someone 

			were sprinkling finely ground paprika on you. 

			Sticking to your veins, they grew into

			slimy vines and, reaching past your heart,

			 they spread all over your spine, all the time 

			swelling and dividing until your body 

			was swarming with bracken,

			my god, where have you gone? I was choking

			and howling in fright. You were holding my wrists:

			“Don’t worry, you silly-billy. The soul is immortal.”

			

			London, June 1963

			

			

			(Passing the Rose Bushes)

			(Kikísértem Évát a rózsafák közt)

			

			Passing the rose bushes I see Andris off

			along with Eva, who’s taking him for the summer. 

			You’re standing in the front window, deadly pale, 

			waving to them with a fragile hand.

			And then you turn away. The car begins to move.

			Do you know you’ll never see him again?

			I’d better be on my guard, not to let on!

			I drag myself back across the front yard at a snail’s pace. 

			You’re sitting in the blue armchair, lips tight, 

			trying to read my eyes:

			what is it that still ties me to you? Good manners, duty, 

			or everlasting love?

			Another minute and you relax again.

			“Tell me more about yourself,” at last you whisper 

			faintly. “There’s so much you’ve been holding back.” 

			And I talk. But you can guess

			what’s on my mind. And it’s no good

			complaining about that to each other.

			The two of us are sitting here together,

			eye to eye with death and a summer sunset.

			Our boy’s off. A child is a child,

			cold and unforgiving.

			He’ll hate you for abandoning him 

			and me for staying behind.

			

			London, July 1963

			

			

			(Your Sleep Is Undisturbed)

			(Nyugodtan alszol)

			

			Your sleep is undisturbed. Slumped down 

			in my chair I’m looking at your hands. 

			How fragile, how slender and long!

			The bones in every finger distinctly show, 

			their chalk seems to light up under the skin 

			and through the skeletal sac.

			

			My mere existence is a shameful act,

			I know, and so is my garishly good health 

			sporting a cold and naked chest 

			under my shirt. It was no use

			hoping and waiting for a miracle.

			No miracle can save you now.

			

			There’s no mercy. Even if I were 

			to leap after you, we’d never meet. 

			There’s no echo to your wails. 

			No one stirs on the other shore.

			The chalk will crumble. Nothingness?

			What’s that? An empty snail shell.

			

			London, July 1963

			

			

			(Every Morning You Look)

			(Minden reggel sárgább és fáradtabb vagy)

			

			Every morning you look yellower, more fatigued.

			When I comb your hair, it crumbles.

			Your arms are dried-up vines. Your neck has 

			swelling cocoons of cancer. Our window 

			faces a bright blue sky and uncaring cliffs.

			

			Even your pain is gone. I’m sitting by your bed, 

			holding a coffee cup. Green welts and

			purple scar tissue have taken over your breasts.

			I’m fantasizing that you’re not yet to go,

			and I have another half a year with you.

			

			My love, you seventy-pound ghost, 

			what can I say? I bless this day, because 

			your pastel-gray eyes are still beautiful, 

			there’s still some life in your body’s wreck, 

			and it’s all for the good. As good as it’ll get.

			

			Soprabolzano, Italy, August 1963

			

			

			(You’re Asleep)

			(Elaludtál. Hullahegyes az állad)

			

			You’re asleep. Your chin is cadaver sharp.

			A waning moon spills light on the windowsill. 

			Your wrist in hand, I’m hypnotizing you: 

			“Don’t leave me! Live! Will it, for that’s my will!” 

			I whisper it a thousand and more times like

			a broken record. Trembling lips cannot lie. 

			Yet I watch you with the cruel smugness 

			of the living over those about to die.

			

			To you the body was only a bed for the soul 

			to sleep in until one day it would find

			another place to stay. I felt they both would 

			wither together along with the mind, 

			like you now. No radiation, magic spells

			or love help; there’s no antidote that I know.

			You are a barque about to sink now;

			your arm a fraying rope. Time to let go.

			

			Soprabolzano, Italy, August 1963

			

			

			(Go Back Five Thousand Years)

			(Ötezer éve a kötelet hoznám)

			

			Go back five thousand years, and by now 

			I’d have rope ready to tie you up real tight

			to stop your spirit from fleeing and haunting me.

			Today I wish the ancients could be right.

			

			A thousand years ago you’d have had the whole 

			family, living and dead, around an oil lamp, 

			waiting to catch the moment when your spirit 

			stepped out of your body and on heaven’s ramp.

			

			Now man’s expired animal remains are trash; 

			forget the oil lamp, forget the loops of rope. 

			But the five senses cannot quite tell us all 

			about the universe. That’s my only hope.

			

			Soprabolzano, Italy, August 1963

			

			

			(The Trails of Night and Day)

			(Fekete-fehér kígyók)

			

			The trails of night and day have spawned 

			snakes with stripes of black and white.

			

			You question me why I stay beside you 

			when you can only feed horror’s appetite.

			

			Don’t I loathe the bedsores on your back, 

			you ask, the suffocating, rattling cough?

			

			And the blood, the wails, the sweat?

			Why do I need to see you off?

			

			“What can I do for you?” you hiss, telling me

			 to run so that for the next ten years

			

			you won’t scare me as a vampire, a succubus, 

			a monster when your ghost appears.

			

			There are strangers caring for you. Or else 

			you want me to stay away out of vanity

			

			saying you’re not afraid of death, you know 

			the way there and do not need me.

			

			“Beat it!” you rattle. You want me to leave you 

			and the mountain for Verona below,

			

			to forget you as you are and invoke you

			like I did in prison in a private show;

			

			as the image of harmony and beauty

			in an astral body hovering in the air;

			

			you want me to go on to Florence,

			to Via Salutat, take a hotel room there;

			

			you want me to fetch daisies and cornflowers 

			to Hora in Botticelli’s Spring because

			

			your lips and eyes look so much like hers… 

			When you’ve moved from the material body

			

			to its immaterial new home, you might 

			remember me and visit me for a wildly

			

			amorous adventure on a moonless night.

			

			I’ll never know for sure whether my arms 

			had your comet-fog body to wrap.

			

			But since you loved me, you youthful dead, 

			you’ll be merciful to me and leave my bed 

			with the silver dew of pleasure in my lap.

			

			Soprabolzano, Italy, September 1963 

			HOMAGE TO LI HO, CHINESE POET

			(Li Ho versek)

			

			Do Not Plant Trees (Ne ültess fát)

			

			Do not plant trees. Their heavy shade 

			suffocates the garden.

			You’ll lose the hair of your lawn.

			In the foliage a demon dwells.

			Go to sleep under a crystal moon

			in a window facing south.

			Just another fall, what else?

			

			

			Dusk I (Alkony I)

			

			Trees turn cold just before dawn or dusk. 

			One minute and the fest turns to vinegar

			on the wine-taster’s tongue.

			Hoofprints of white sand and amethyst on the shore.

			A night-green bat flies off.

			The tender little creek bursts into sobs 

			when she accidentally bangs her head 

			against a dark boulder 

			during her evening stroll.

			

			

			Dusk II (Alkony II)

			

			A young fisherman’s sitting on the shore, 

			dreaming of a fabulous catch.

			The bird of dusk is flapping its huge, 

			dove-gray wings.

			The crocodile leaves muslin behind it

			on the lake.

			Beside that veil,

			fizz-frogs spit up pearl necklace rings.

			

			

			Despair (Kétségbeesés)

			

			I was out riding in the hills

			aimlessly all afternoon.

			The scent of the forest soaked

			through my shirt and pantaloons.

			

			It didn’t help. Now I shake,

			standing out here in the porch.

			My shoes have holes. Every night

			bouts of fever light a torch.

			

			Am I all burnt out at twenty-two? 

			I’m turning gray. And losing heart. 

			When I sit down to write a poem 

			my trusty old table falls apart.

			

			

			Moon, Forest, Waterfall (Hold, erdő, vizesés)

			

			Satin jacket on a chair. 

			Freshly minted coin moon, 

			by tomorrow fully round. 

			Mountaintops, no longer bare, 

			their distant range cannot be found 

			clothed in the cobalt of the skies. 

			Dusk is dragged to the fields 

			in wagons of enormous size.

			The road is an opal cord

			among the pines at night

			with a broken end to hold.

			The waterfall hangs all white.

			Seems to stand still, frozen there.

			Satin jacket on a chair.

			

			

			End of April (Április végén)

			

			The end of April again. How many were there before?

			The puddles are steaming, the street is aglow.

			

			The land is green in a thousand-mile radius; soon

			the childish, archaic beard of wheat sheaves will appear.

			

			Watching himself reflected in a pond, a white rooster crows.

			Down below, small fish blowing soap bubbles.

			

			Round rocks in the creek: they all speak at once;

			spots of moss among them: patina that pennies grow.

			

			A mulberry tree with arms wide open on a hilltop: ready

			 to dig its claws into the soft underbelly of passing clouds.

			

			The strawberry smell of love all around. I, Li Ho, the

			 descendant of a royal line, now a hired hand, come to a stop

			

			and tremble from joy

			as I bow my head down to the dirt

			before the universe.

			

			Tangier–Toronto, 1974–79 

			INSTEAD OF A HOMELAND

			(Haza helyett)

			

			Instead of a homeland, the home of a friend, 

			the backyard, the wine and crystal clear talk, 

			enriched with values, not volume, and with

			the classics, not what the slogan-chanters squawk;

			

			what should we talk about facing the dashboard? 

			what else, but the absolute; you always insist; 

			the unattainable; music against the din; 

			Socratic dialogue against the chic verbal mist;

			

			we’re above ruined towns in a burning lake, 

			seeing neither reality nor real dreams; 

			but the final storm that’s about to break

			

			will not quench your fire. Behind you tall pines 

			and organ pipes. You, too, bear up like the one

			born on the hill of skulls, under similar signs.

			

			Toronto, 1980 

			WHAT I BRAG ABOUT

			(Mire vagyok büszke)

			

			Cats have never taken to me;

			dogs never bark at me,

			but they come running to me to

			rub their long chins on my knees;

			I pick but a single

			violet

			from a flower-filled vine;

			and, should I ever step on an ant, 

			I can hear its blood-curdling whine.

			

			Toronto, 1970s

			PLASTIC PALM TREES

			(Plasztik pálmafák)

			

			Plastic palm trees line the highway:

			they resist the twists of hurricanes.

			Take a walk; you’ll be watched from barred 

			windows by fearful eyes. Here terror reigns.

			

			The bookstores are stocked with pornography; 

			the arcades of the university attract 

			cocaine and heroin dealers in droves, 

			and the cover-page film star cannot act.

			

			Rabbit-faced lemmings behind steering wheels. 

			Only the young have a human face until they

			 get puffed up from boredom and business spiels.

			

			In Third World countries poverty 

			enfeebles and kills; here the same thing 

			is done by pernicious prosperity.

			

			Los Angeles, 1981 

			SPINOZA

			

			He had a splendid face, if the portrait done 

			by Rembrandt is authentic. He toiled 

			huddled in a fly-ridden, spider-webbed room

			

			without the hope of appreciation

			or recognition; for a pittance he ground 

			diamonds while in his head

			he polished the facets of the universe.

			

			And so it’s understandable that

			he sometimes captured an impertinent fly,

			stuck it into the nearest spider web, 

			and watched the struggling prey

			

			getting tied up and sucked dry by the spider, 

			but sometimes even the best of us 

			give in to the joy of a perverse desire.

			

			Toronto, 1982 

			FOR THE ANNIVERSARY OF ZSUZSA’S DEATH

			(Zsuzsa halála évfordulóján)

			

			Twenty years gone. But never quite: 

			you let me hear the beauty of your tone, 

			you look straight at me with your dove-

			gray eyes every time I am alone;

			

			your blond hair melds with dusk,

			the parabola of your breast touches me 

			coming from Nothing on a cool night. 

			Thanks for having kept me company.

			

			This is the last one of our many good-byes.

			Can’t kid myself about seeing you again.

			Our Light will not open its portals twice.

			

			The fog devours us one at a time, alone. 

			But as long as I’m here the kiwi wings of 

			your eyebrows will always have a home.

			

			Toronto, September 22, 1983

			SECOND EXILE B

			

			ONE HUNDRED SONNETS

			 

			A LINE OF POETRY (S. 1)

			(A verssor tőr)

			

			A line of poetry should be a dagger 

			I can stick into my soul. I clutch

			you with my eyes, and you become a spirit 

			so as to open yourself to my touch.

			

			These sonnets were hatched on the cliffs

			of our loneliness for people who’ll devour

			the whole world by the end of the millennium

			without knowing love poems’ sweet power.

			

			But I also meant these verses to yield 

			a way to keep us together, a shield 

			against our mortality.

			

			I gave them an impossible aim;

			they are to fan the eternal flame

			of my posthumous vanity.

			

			Toronto, 1979 

			PLASTIC, CONCRETE (S. 10)

			(A plasztik győz)

			

			Plastic, concrete, soulless matter, find 

			it easy to defeat us. 

			We’re splitting the mind

			as well as atoms. For wan

			

			consolation, we still have

			Salamis and Marathon.

			Decadence is a plague.

			There’s no antidote,

			

			no clover on our graves;

			death rays for a suicide note.

			Esau sold out for a bowl of lentils.

			The moon is black, cloud-bound.

			

			“My love,” you say, “we may have 

			a little more time to look around.”

			

			Malta, 1966 

			A GLIMPSE OF THE FUTURE (S. 11)

			(Melletem ülsz a lócán)

			

			You’re sitting next to me on a bench with a book 

			and my arm behind your shoulders while

			a late sunset sketches the rim of the horizon 

			with its yellow beams in Claude Lorrain style.

			

			Shall we jump forward by eighty years? 

			The house is long gone. Neon signs loom 

			from a deluxe hotel, and among them floats

			 the space once occupied by our room,

			

			our happy home. Our urns are both in shards.

			Who is there to listen to these ravings

			from behind hard matter’s prison bars?

			

			Should I make my peace with our cage or dare 

			my chin to seek you out? My lips let go 

			of their boat in the streams of your hair.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			SILVER PIROUETTES (S. 12)

			(A tér mélykék árnyéknak nőtt bokádhoz)

			

			Your ankles grow deep-blue shadows for space, 

			the universe has you for its vault.

			Palm trees sprout deep-green explosions behind 

			your shoulders. And the clock has stalled.

			

			Your face is my reliable sundial,

			the light in the window dances its ballet, 

			my May is jasmine in your armpit;

			our nearest neighbor is in the Milky Way.

			

			Furniture swings with us like a circus trapeze 

			without weight. Sometimes I look back: 

			dust lashes the five continents and seas,

			

			but on your divine empire the sun never sets; 

			what we have here is melodious, oceanic peace 

			and up there the moon swirls silver pirouettes.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			NIGHT RITE (S. 15)

			(Miért ülsz a szobában?)

			

			Why sit in your room? To write, meditate, 

			study, or rest? Hard to tell. I never spy

			on you. But sometimes, late at night you call

			 me for a walk, when there’s a starry sky.

			

			The road is a dusty white riverbed. No one 

			around. We keep up a vigorous pace

			as if fleeing this world. Below us the sea

			whacks its knuckles against the shore’s rock face.

			

			This silent stroll is an enchantment, a rite,

			a bath in the wind. I steal a glimpse of you:

			starlight dresses you in armor on your right,

			

			and the long arm of moonlight reaches toward 

			your forehead, catches up, and there 

			in the middle it raises its silver sword.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			WITHOUT LOVE (S. 16)

			(Aki szerelem nélkül él)

			

			Without love people turn dry and bent 

			on evil like loud politicos. 

			That’s how I lived for two years,

			

			expecting nothing, in death rows 

			where death was busy teaching fear, 

			though it seemed a welcome end.

			

			I watched you sleep this morning

			behind the silver bars of light

			sliced by the shutters, and I stepped out 

			to the terrace with an artist’s delight:

			

			the sea was bowing on blue bent knees 

			in front of me; the sun was spinning as

			a pagan jewel; I stood in a sunray world, 

			made of mystical yet tangible mass.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			LOVE SONNET (S. 21)

			(Hol válik el húsodtól lényed)

			

			Your flesh and soul play hide and seek, 

			I can’t decide just which is which: 

			your knees as mystic idols peek 

			at toenails with a fetish twitch.

			

			Celestial sonnets serenely ring

			with your shoes tapping on the stairs,

			our heavenly love starts quickening 

			the ringlets of your pubic hairs.

			

			And what else? You incarcerate

			my flesh while opening a gate

			to new views for my spirit part.

			

			With every breath I say: I love

			you, though a leopard and a dove

			destroy you daily in my heart.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			ANOTHER VINTAGE (S. 25)

			(Más évjárat, más nemzet)

			

			Another vintage, another nation, 

			but we’re all headed the same way. 

			Coincidence cannot force us 

			to become its easy prey.

			

			What we learn together today

			will serve tomorrow as our tie.

			What is the purpose of the past?

			To be recounted with a sigh.

			

			I’ll never know you well enough.

			Every word of yours brings a surprise.

			Your mind always cuts me off.

			

			Every day my love of you seems new. 

			You’re so hard to take to but so wise 

			that I immediately took to you.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			THE BARS OF MY RIBCAGE (S. 32)

			(Bordáim rácsa közt)

			

			The bars of my ribcage hold a beast, 

			its name is lust, its tread is light,

			it’s panting for you. My kissing lips 

			are embedded in your skin. Day and night

			

			I seek you. Your body stands between us; 

			how could you let that transpire?

			You’re asleep, but you still elude me 

			behind live walls of flesh on fire.

			

			But it’s not your scoundrel body I entreat!

			Like the devil, I bought your soul.

			Who cares about the beauty of your feet,

			

			your rounded buns, your bodily guise?

			I turn away to look for you;

			to see you better, I close my eyes.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			YOU WENT TO SICILY (S. 33)

			(Szicíliába mentél)

			

			You went to Sicily. I shut all the shutters, 

			all the windows, and the gate.

			I serve you up on our table, nude, 

			wrap your hips in a sonnet, and wait.

			

			You slip in and out of the mirror glass; 

			if I look at you, you go up in blue mist.

			I can’t sleep. Neither can you, I hope. 

			But every part of me celebrates our tryst.

			

			I’ve become a projector, and I must begin 

			screening our love story on a wide white wall. 

			I am a clamshell and I lock you in.

			

			Taormina’s sunset glow begins to fail.

			Cast your stretching shadow toward me: 

			between us nothing but a thin, airy veil.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			FEARING YOU (S. 34)

			(Mikor először a szemedbe néztem)

			

			When I first looked in your eyes my heart 

			started banging wildly against my chest.

			We went home, and for three nights

			the happiness would not let me rest.

			

			Since then silver knights roam the sky 

			and swans as if pulled by a rope.

			Glass bells and blackbird songs wake me, 

			from a dream-filled kaleidoscope.

			

			For twenty-five years I watched death reap 

			a rich harvest all around.

			Only pain could make my spirit leap.

			

			But how will I fare now, made all new? 

			I’m happy. The ground feels softer under me,

			I may start fearing you.

			

			Malta, 1966 

			A SURA ON THE BEACH (S. 38)

			(Dél volt, a strandon ültünk)

			

			Noontime on the beach. “Quick,” you whispered, “look up there!” 

			The sun was spinning, a silver hole. Right next to it, in deep blue,

			 there were seven wild geese circling with half-open wings, 

			white, purple, and perhaps juniper-green, too.

			

			With heads haughtily turned away, on crystal cushions of air, 

			they didn’t even quake, far above without an earthly care. 

			How splendid, I thought. Impossible to see anything 

			like it in this life again. Maybe just a vision up there.

			

			I got a kink in my neck, I couldn’t keep it craned.

			Neither could you. Kids were gamboling in the sand.

			The sun was turning black. Ten transistors blared

			

			a sura from the Koran. When we looked up again, 

			the geese were gone. Your face was flushed.

			We both gasped for air. We’d seen divinity made plain.

			

			Tangier, 1978 

			THE AMPHORA OF THE SEA (S. 37)

			(Egy amforát dobott ki a tenger)

			

			The sea washed an amphora ashore, a princess sat 

			beside it crying, because it was too heavy to bear,

			and she prayed until a genie appeared, and for one dirham 

			helped her take her treasure home on a white mare.

			

			We’re staying here at the gate of the Mediterranean, 

			facing the Atlantic. You found a clay oil-lamp, 

			possibly Punic, on the first day, at your first step. 

			You only had to bend down for it to the sand.

			

			How many ships have sunk passing through the gates 

			of the ashen ocean here! The corpses stayed afloat, 

			the pitchers, strongboxes, gold coins and plates

			

			sank to the bottom. Some of them grew coral limbs.

			They languished below for two thousand years.

			But the fickle sea sometimes shows off her things.

			

			Tangier, 1978 

			AT WESTMINSTER (S. 41)

			(A Westminsternél nézünk)

			

			We’re looking up with stiff necks and 

			dread at the sky above Westminster to see 

			the dark storm-cloud there, made heavier 

			by the foul flatulence of industry,

			

			chlorides, phosphites, carbon monoxide, 

			sulfur smell, all the waste gases that fly 

			and make up the killer smog. But then 

			we spot an M.P. we know walking by.

			

			He too looks up with us. What’s to be said? 

			“A little breeze can blow a lot of things away,” 

			he assures us. But you shake your head.

			

			“What’s wrong?” he asks. You brashly say: 

			“Blow pollution away? No breeze can do that; 

			it’s pollution that’s bound to blow us away.”

			

			London, 1967 

			ONE MORE CONVERSATION (S. 42)

			(Még egy beszélgetés)

			

			One more conversation; we’re rich

			in words. The winds of years form a queue 

			behind my head; here is one more poem 

			I want to scribble all over you.

			

			Take the chase; one day you try to tackle 

			Saint Thomas; Plato’s your target next; 

			whether running or sitting down, we cannot 

			catch up with each other’s latest interest;

			

			stars invade the sky slowly and dress 

			our paths down here in scents. To bottle 

			the heavenly perfume of happiness

			

			would indeed be quite a stunt:

			woe to those who capture it,

			hail to those lost in its hunt.

			

			New York, 1968 

			IN PRAISE OF LIBRARIES (S. 47)

			(A jó könyv rózsakert zsebedben)

			

			A good book is a rose garden

			in your pocket, you claim,

			except its leaves never wilt.

			Heine more aptly said the same:

			

			when you enter a large library

			and close the door on the world outside, 

			you leave behind all fraudulent lore, 

			the world of lust and greed and pride.

			

			And then what? Maybe your humanity 

			will grow as you step into a better 

			and happier world of humility,

			

			where these two-legged, living toilet bowls, 

			hungry for TV and brutality, will never 

			besmirch you with their slimy souls.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			AT THE TIP OF MANHATTAN (S. 50)

			(Ülünk Manhattan csúcsán)

			

			We’re sitting at the tip of Manhattan, 

			in the smell of tar, sea, and gasoline, 

			lapped by grass-green waves and 

			the noisy New Yorker spleen.

			

			What are they all so busy at?

			Profit is their only interest;

			their bloated bellies have ponds of

			industrial waste to roll in and digest.

			

			Can’t you just hear a thunderclap,

			picture a bomb from the blue,

			swelling like a mushroom cap?

			

			There’ll be nothing else any more, 

			not even a recorded voice to ask: 

			Who started it? What was it for?

			

			New York, 1968 

			YOUR BUTCHER KNIFE (S. 52)

			(Nem váglak ketté lélekre meg testre)

			

			I cannot help you wield the knife 

			that cuts you in half, leaving me 

			with only the spirit half while you 

			lock your flesh away in a nunnery.

			

			My wild ears are whirlpools that

			suck in the breath fugues coming from you, 

			and if I really had the gumption, 

			I’d fondle even your shadow, too.

			

			If my five senses flee my control

			you start ricocheting in my head,

			neither as flesh nor as soul:

			

			and I give you birth, because I know 

			I lust for you and it’s this lust I love 

			that at once fulfills me and lets you go.

			

			Without lust, a lover is never better off; 

			without lust, only god can love.

			

			London, 1967 

			BEING SHORT OF MONEY (S. 53)

			(Ma híjával voltunk a pénznek)

			

			Being short of money we were able 

			to offer only chit-chat to each other 

			today across the empty café table,

			

			then we walked. Not a word about the fact

			of the neglected meal, neither from you—nor me.

			Where did you acquire such tact?

			

			My body used to trouble me a lot

			in America, overseas,

			until I took charge of it at Recsk

			in my own way.—With the years

			

			my adventures grow in sweetness 

			until in the garden of my memory 

			a feast and a spell of starvation 

			begin to taste the same to me.

			

			London, 1967 

			ERASMUS OF ROTTERDAM, NO. 2 (S. 55)

			(Tőled tudom a leckét)

			

			I’ve learned my lesson from you,

			that every dogma tends to drool,

			the best way to choose between two wrongs 

			is not to fish in a stinking pool;

			

			that we have to keep our eyes peeled, 

			watch and read, always more and more, 

			till the pain of learning feels

			more like pleasure rather than a sore,

			

			remember the boulder in the bog:

			stand up straight, you humanist,

			don’t let your haughtiness befog

			

			the mirror of your ego pond— 

			why keep always wooing yourself? 

			Your true self starts one step beyond.

			

			Philadelphia, 1969 

			ERASMUS OF ROTTERDAM, NO. 3 (S. 56)

			(Hányszor hány bőrt nyúztak)

			

			A priest’s bastard! Renegade monk!

			How often they’ve enjoyed skinning you! 

			But for me it hasn’t been much easier, 

			being a Hungarian and a Jew.

			

			I used to fall asleep in your library,

			and how I liked to squeeze your hand!

			We saw Suleiman, Stalin, Hitler and

			the inquisitors playing in the same band.

			

			In the past five hundred years 

			we’ve fought for the same Europe. 

			Fanatic flogs and bigoted jeers

			

			often forced us both to flee,

			but exile saddened and delighted us; 

			redemption mixed with tragedy.

			

			Philadelphia, 1969 

			THE SKY IS SWARMING (S. 59)

			(Fehér halakkal van tele az égbolt)

			

			The sky is swarming with a school of white fish, 

			and I begin to doubt my own reality.

			It’s a nightmare! “Dreams are worthless,” 

			from the next room you call out to me.

			

			You’ve turned into blinding brightness, melting 

			the details of your body. Tell me, how can I, 

			a mere mortal man, bear so much happiness?

			Come down from the clouds and sit nearby,

			

			with me. The hem of the sea turned blue 

			beneath the ruddy rocks. Beauty touched by life! 

			But even when I’m lifeless dust and through,

			

			you, caryatid, my angel, you’ll stand

			on guard for me. An eternal full moon shines 

			on your legs planted like swords in sand.

			

			Fowey, England, 1967 

			TROUBADOURS (S. 62)

			(Hajatok szellőbársonyát)

			

			A breeze flutters the velvet of your hair into my eyes, and

			I see you songsters with love balloons flying from your hands; 

			your arms were taut arches, your breasts filled with songbirds, 

			the beauty of Romanesque vaults hovered over your chants.

			

			Gaucelm Faidit or Peire Vidal: mimosa saplings, myrrh branches, 

			dawn, freedom, kindling flare. Yours were youth, the sword, 

			and the metallic taste of hunger; the Cruel Lady fetish; 

			levity too heavy to bear; a shirt in scarlet, the painful chord;

			

			a horizon always too far; verses in twenty lines, tied 

			together by rhymes, fleeting melody. Then what? You died. 

			I’d better shut up, because our history is a funeral march,

			

			and fame, too, can parch. You donned the shroud without a sound.

			Birdfeeders and Cathar crosses marked your graves under a larch.

			Then soldiers strutted in and buried the burial ground.

			

			Valencia, 1974 

			GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA (S. 63)

			(Piros köntösben állsz)

			

			You stand wearing a red mantle under the tower 

			of your memory. Esthetics is ethics to you.

			It’s not the earth but the universe on your young 

			shoulders that pulls you down. You pursue

			

			harmony among atoms, beliefs, and scholars.

			You test magic words before the locked gate 

			of secrets by the dozens. Women leap

			into your beauty’s gleaming mountain lake.

			

			In you, the body-and-soul interplay 

			was stormier than in any other man. 

			Today you haunted us two visitors all day.

			

			You’re too far away. A confession stall

			hides your memorial plaque. Yet we’d gladly 

			huddle with you in the cathedral wall.

			

			Toronto, 1975

			THE SCENERY (S. 64)

			(Ott egy román ív fent a dombon)

			

			The scenery. Over here yellowing 

			foliage. Iron-green pines over there. 

			A factory. Its smokestack a gun 

			firing pollution into the air.

			

			A Romanesque arch on a hill.

			Its silent beauty almost hurts.

			A concrete tenement nearby.

			Better life. So say the nerds.

			

			In sharper focus. But listen to me:

			look at your clothes in old photos

			or your parent’s house and you’ll see

			

			how low we have already sunk.

			On the backs of our necks is

			the foot of ugliness and bunk.

			

			On the train in Spain, 1974 

			LEARNING (S. 65)

			(Ha az ember nagyon sokat tanult)

			

			There’s no such thing as too much learning, 

			it never replaces sentiments.

			What is the past and present for? 

			To talk about it among friends.

			

			Where is the universe from,

			matter and soul, what are they for?

			The sad cypress, the darkness, used to

			frighten me, but not anymore.

			

			What’s the lush beauty of fall 

			beyond the puffs of fog that pall?

			It sleeps on my doorstep with me,

			

			it gives me reason to exist 

			and floats around my head as grist

			for my unrelenting poetry.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			WAS IT MY DAD? (S.70)

			(Apám volt-e?)

			

			Was it my dad, the wrath of fate,

			or genes that determined for me

			—whether I wanted it or not—

			to have free will, the will to be?

			

			You claim your forebears under your skin 

			make you do all the things you do; 

			nurture, life and the millstones 

			of time leave little room for you,

			

			no more freedom than handcuffs would. 

			Shackles? I’ve shed all that was crammed 

			or drummed into me, bad or good,

			

			and even let you, too, roll off of me 

			as I’m writing this poem to you.

			I am, and must be, ruthlessly free.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			PHILADELPHIA (S. 73)

			(Az ablakfélfa megremeg)

			

			The window sash begins to rattle. 

			Look below. The young rabble of 

			moist groins are here, ready for 

			quick mating instead of flimsy love.

			

			It’s their right. As far as they

			are concerned, duty is dead.

			Nobody taught them anything.

			What music? They make noise instead.

			

			Discos are closed, a new day

			about to break, and mobs flood the street 

			where they howl, fight and bray.

			

			They own nothing but the latest fad 

			and money, houses, cars and girls. 

			Maybe that’s why they seem so sad.

			

			Philadelphia, 1970 

			COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY (S. 74)

			(Ezek azt hiszik)

			

			China is a paradise, that’s the game 

			one group of students likes to play, 

			while others can only be free in Moscow 

			where the state has withered away;

			

			and yet a third faction preaches suicide, 

			saying a country is hopelessly corrupt 

			unless it chants the new enlightened creed 

			and designs itself to self-destruct.

			

			They’re not only a danger to themselves but

			to others, and I pass among these students 

			quickly and with my mouth firmly shut

			

			about this best of all better schools:

			the students are taught to turn out theories, 

			and theories turn them into raging fools.

			

			New York, 1970 

			ALADDIN’S LAMPS (S. 76)

			(Kihunyt városok felett)

			

			Aladdin’s lamps, the stars above 

			the city have long lost their sheen. 

			The field has turned into a highway, 

			and the forest into a magazine.

			

			Oil is consumed by marshes,

			and oxygen by industry,

			the lakes are spawning rotting fish, 

			sulfur spices up the sea.

			

			But the placid public mood

			sees no sword to be wary of;

			our son will starve tomorrow,

			for us plenty is not enough.

			

			We’ve conquered nature all right,

			but it’s our nature we should rise above.

			

			Toronto, 1972 

			THE GREAT HUMAN FARM (S. 77)

			(Kikelt a nagy embertenyészet)

			

			The great human farm has hatched a new 

			swarm to erase all past mistakes.

			Before them, nature on her knees 

			and the broken mirrors of the lakes.

			

			They struck the coming future dead 

			out of simple carelessness.

			But who cares as long as culture can 

			retain its comforts, more or less?

			

			They want more and more gasoline, 

			like cancer patients need morphine, 

			these tapeworms of the great machine,

			

			these squinting fish heads behind the wheel. 

			Who will save you from these living dead? 

			Stacks of books and discs will help you heal.

			

			Toronto, 1973 

			THE HORN OF PLENTY (S. 78)

			(Plátó, Krisztus, Voltaire)

			

			Plato, Christ, Voltaire—did not 

			produce a horn of plenty. Instead, 

			technology provided us

			with shelter, work, and bread.

			

			But we could not handle prosperity, 

			our springs of spirit ceased to foam, 

			and we started giggling like

			the nouveau riche of ancient Rome.

			

			We’re too far off on the wrong track. 

			Looking for their human masters, 

			slaughtered horses are staring back.

			

			There’ll be no wagon and no bus,

			no place for us to run when the rotten horn 

			of plenty comes crashing down on us.

			

			Charlotte, North Carolina, 1972 

			MAJORA, THE TECHNOCRAT OF TANGIER (S. 79)

			(Majora, a technokrata)

			

			Our neighbor. Forty, stocky but spry Swiss 

			engineer. Could be German, Belgian or Finn. 

			The cop on our street says hello to him. And how

			the hookers squeal under him! Hired by King Hassan 

			himself. When he goes off to drill for oil in the desert 

			he leaves the lights and the TV on, the faucets running.

			

			His night table is crisscrossed by cognac rings

			and so is the book he borrowed from Lili a year ago. 

			Writing checks and reading instruments take up his time. 

			He’s cajoled us into his place a few times. We drank. 

			Even his boredom is deadly. A technocrat freak, the idol 

			of our century! Lili wanted to puke.

			

			He drove out in his new luxury car at full speed 

			just yesterday. His eyes were on the balconies:

			did everyone see his car? The gate crunched the two feet

			

			of a little dog behind him. He surely didn’t care.

			No use squashing him. What’s the point getting rid of him? 

			The sperm cells of our murderers are swimming in the air.

			

			Tangier, 1978 

			WE DON’T LIKE TO TALK ABOUT IT (S. 83)

			(Nem szeretünk erről beszélni)

			

			We don’t like to talk about it.

			No one can speak with ease

			about the death of an individual.

			It’s worse when it comes to a species.

			

			In a few years bread, meat, electricity, 

			and water will be gone; the air pestilent; 

			but while dumbing down, hustling, mating, 

			no one likes to think about the end.

			

			Still alive, we let our brains rot away; 

			what else could help this selfish society 

			but a bomb with a deadly ray?

			

			And what if it fails to appear?

			Then let’s fight our final battle

			in this open sewer here.

			

			Charlotte, North Carolina, 1973 

			YOU DIDN’T, BUT I SAW IT BEFORE (S. 84)

			(Te nem láttad; én láttam 36-ban)

			

			You didn’t, but I saw it before, in ’36.

			The snake about to strike! Chicks and geese 

			go crazy in the coop. I’m in disgust.

			What can I say? One can only laugh at these.

			

			A rich man can do anything he wants, 

			except do something in his self-defense. 

			And don’t excuse the common folk!

			It’s in the roots that rot must commence.

			

			The fools at the top in plush armchairs, 

			believe that suicide is good for business, 

			generals brag yet only fear is theirs;

			

			suppliers are happy with a fat advance: 

			they’re selling the rope for their hanging 

			at a discount, with a song and dance.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			BRIGHTON (S. 85)

			(Andris várt ránk Heathrow-n)

			

			Our son picked us up at Heathrow, headed for Brighton. 

			Above us screaming planes, around us a street 

			lined by ruined, burned-out plants. And there’s

			a pub with the roof sunk in. My silence is discreet.

			

			Not a soul among the broken windows.

			From faraway a departing siren toots.

			The wind rattles rubble-dust and dirt.

			A dead tree grows tiny crows for fruits.

			

			The car keeps moving. We exchange furtive looks 

			and then avert our eyes. Is there anything to say? 

			Greed has turned us into hapless, wasteful crooks

			

			without brains, but at least this way we cannot see 

			we’re facing the end, or else we’re already 

			past it, past the question: To be or not to be.

			

			Brighton, United Kingdom, 1978 

			MY NURSERY (S. 86)

			(Gyerekszombámról nem beszéltem neked)

			

			I never talk to you about my childhood 

			even though my room is always with me, 

			the windows, the mirror where the little boy 

			lived, and the crows nesting on the balcony,

			

			the old beggar in the cracks of the ceiling 

			above my bed, my teddy bear with bits 

			of porridge on his mouth I used to feed,

			and the wolves watching me in the shutter slits;

			

			I feel they didn’t vanish with the past at all,

			and you can see them in the bombed-out building 

			as soon as you walk through the torn-down wall,

			

			see the boy in the mirror, the teddy bear in slime,

			 all the things that helped me once and still 

			endure against the raging waves of time.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			THERE ARE NO FURROWS (S. 88)

			(Homlokomon nincs ránc)

			

			There are no furrows on my forehead 

			even though I’ve just turned sixty-five. 

			You’ve placed so many protective bell 

			jars over me to keep me alive!

			

			One look from you, and there it was.

			On waking, inside the shut lids of my eyes

			I see another joyful day ahead, because

			I know the love of your spirit never lies,

			

			and that I’ve given you so little back 

			in return, except that I run to your lap 

			with every new poem or problem I crack,

			

			and that I’ve introduced you to every deer

			in the forest of my soul while keeping

			all my wolves securely penned up in here.

			

			Toronto, 1975 

			SHADOWS GROW LONGER (S. 89)

			(Szobáinkban megnőtt az árnyék)

			

			Shadows grow longer in our apartment: 

			every year new skyscrapers rise 

			against the pale blue sky around us, 

			competing for the Sore Thumb Prize.

			

			These steel-trestle birdcages will

			be our burial monuments

			when only winds will blow the sirens

			 in Toronto. Well, the view offends,

			

			but the flowers make a colorful fair 

			in our window boxes, this is how 

			they want to repay our loving care;

			

			and pigeons stand up on tiptoes

			every morning on the ledge to

			greet us by knocking on the windows.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			WHAT IF PLATO CAME TO LIFE (S. 91)

			(Mi volna, hogyha Plátó…)

			

			How would it be if Plato came to life

			and stopped in to visit us sitting here tonight 

			with airplanes flying by the windows like 

			huge stars and in magic electric light?

			

			We could greet him in his native tongue

			and set him down to sheep cheese, ham and wine; 

			he’d eat and drink and listen to Bach on 

			the radio and believe we were divine.

			

			We’d have to tell him what he saw was all 

			material and fine, but the quality of life 

			was poor and our culture about to fall

			

			under dolts and crooks who don’t know how 

			to lead, inspire and defend us. As if 

			we had anything worth defending now.

			

			Toronto, 1977 

			IN THIS MURDEROUS AGE (S. 98)

			(E gyilkos, szörnyű korban)

			

			In this murderous age of horrors 

			we often ponder the fate of dead 

			cities that were once so much alive, 

			but then their spirit fled.

			

			People are numb like cows now,

			wines have soured to lemonade,

			and every day brings closer

			the inquisitors’ parade.

			

			I’ve been looking for my niche

			in libraries for paltry wages:

			that’s why now I am so rich,

			

			and on parchments I can enjoy 

			the company of the dead with you 

			on the sky-blue horses of joy.

			

			Toronto, 1975 

			AN AIRPLANE FLIES OUT (S. 100)

			(Repülőgép száll ki minden felhőből)

			

			An airplane flies out of every cloud

			over Central Park. We’re on the wrong page 

			of history. Why did philosophy come first 

			and only then the triumphant machine age?

			

			Why not the other way? What if Archimedes 

			had built cannons and nuclear bombs fell 

			while Nero was crooning over Rome’s demise? 

			Now we’d have crumbling concrete gnomes to tell

			

			about the past and defunct rusting machine parts. 

			A crystal dawn moment: here we’d be strolling 

			in conversation about virtue with pure hearts

			

			and without shame. How happy we could be! 

			The mind as a light eagle would circle above. 

			And Socrates would be the next passerby we’d see.

			

			New York, 1968

			LATE POEMS

			

			(1989–2006)

			 

			TO TRANSYLVANIAN POET SÁNDOR KÁNYÁDI

			(Kányádi Sándornak)

			

			For a long time I desperately tried giving you 

			a sign of life. But now I can only think 

			about it mutely. Please forgive me for 

			bucking like a horse at a chasm’s brink.

			

			Will my body give out due to daytime tortures, 

			night-time lightning bolts, or at a basic level but 

			without a soul? Still, I hope that when I 

			step out of here with my eyes firmly shut

			

			I’ll catch a glimpse of Transylvania’s glow 

			and you in the same moment. In my limp left

			 arm on the bed I see the Maros River flow.

			

			You sit down beside me. Your hand seeks 

			my wrist while my spastic, blue fingernails 

			dig into Gyergyo’s snowcapped peaks.

			

			Budapest, 1989 

			ROME, 1992

			(Róma)

			

			To see Rome for the first time is a great 

			adventure, magic mixed with shocking joy— 

			but for the last time before the new dark age, 

			it’s a pleasure no sense of doom can destroy.

			

			The moon among the arching plane trees 

			along the Tiber still has a foggy face to show, 

			the two young beggars on Ponte Sisto play 

			the same music they did sixty years ago;

			

			the dried-up ivy vines creeping up on

			the yellow plaster walls like demon claws; 

			the footsore smoothness of the cobblestones, 

			honed by millennia without a pause;

			

			a front door flying open often reveals

			more stone statues and a flowerbed;

			no cure for pain, no drunken aroma;

			bright days fade into nights colored by lead;

			

			Santa Sabina invites me to live under 

			not a baroque but a medieval vault; 

			the restored Sistine Chapel looks as if 

			in fifteen-twenty time had called a halt;

			

			at three a.m. the taxi driver’s kicking rage 

			at his dead car ends in a laughing sigh; 

			over the Sea of Ostia a huge needle is 

			sewing together the ripped-up sky;

			

			a sign on the statue of Giordano Bruno 

			advertises a rock concert: not to be missed; 

			we have motorcycles running around our feet 

			like exuberant children dropped in our midst;

			

			I’d sit down with the young on the Spanish 

			Steps if I were not so wretchedly old;

			at night the bushes are bustling with lovers, 

			busy taking on the long night’s mold;

			

			on Sundays they sit around all day long 

			at the leisurely tables of sidewalk cafés, 

			eating, drinking, having fun, regardless 

			of crises, hardships and official frays,

			

			and fraud, lies, mafia—because they live in 

			this world as they can, expecting nothing else. 

			I envy them awfully. They don’t pin 

			the woes of their nation to their lapels,

			

			they don’t care who’s Lombard or Greek, 

			Germanic by descent, a Goth or a Jew, 

			and if they are supposed to be the sons 

			of a dying nation, they haven’t a clue;

			

			they don’t grieve over lost battles or 

			count on miracles they cannot see, 

			reality to them is more than dreams, and 

			they know exactly who they happen to be.

			

			Rome, 1992 

			YIN AND YANG

			(Jing és jáng)

			

			Yin and yang—why don’t we make it plain? 

			Yes or no; earth or sky; body or soul; 

			strife or peace; private or public; 

			vice or virtue; jockstrap or camisole?

			

			Given all these choices, which side 

			are you on? Or you don’t feel at ease 

			with these wild swings? You don’t really 

			need an opposite for every one of these?

			

			How do you like to judge great minds, 

			by theory or ethics? Do you follow your 

			reason or the path your gut reaction finds?

			

			One hundred and forty-four choices hang 

			in the balance. Which will be yours? 

			You’d better flee any form of yin and yang.

			

			Budapest, 1994 

			TO SUFFOCATE OR STARVE TO DEATH

			(Megfúlunk vagy éhen halunk)

			

			We’ll suffocate with industry unchecked 

			and die of starvation if we decide to leave 

			it off and devour one another. The old 

			cannot see the cruel dilemma and believe

			

			it doesn’t exist. Others bask in the hope 

			that the fearful symmetry of Nature will 

			restore itself or a heavenly miracle 

			will level this deadly battle hill.

			

			The young sense the future’s threat.

			But what can they do? Not a thing.

			They live in the moment and don’t fret

			

			about the soiled air corroding the moon, 

			and why bother with immortal works when 

			in front of them they see mortality loom?

			

			Budapest, 1996 

			DIOGENES OF OINOANDA

			(Diogenész Oinoandából)

			

			Late in his life, Diogenes, a rich merchant 

			of the city of Oinoanda, decided to deploy 

			his wealth in a worthy tribute to Epicurus, 

			the wise man of consolation and joy,

			

			by erecting a hundred-foot-wide marble wall 

			in his city’s lovely poplar-verdant bliss 

			and having a sculptor inscribe on it 

			the wise man’s eternal verities

			

			with an introduction he added

			on his own: NOW THAT MY LIFE BEGINS ITS DIM 

			DEMISE, ITS DUSK, I CAN SEE MY LIFE AS A WHOLE, 

			I FEEL MY INNER ESSENCE SING A HYMN

			TO EPICURUS WHO’S SO OFTEN HAD A THOUGHT 

			WITH WHICH TO CONSOLE MY SOUL.

			IN ORDER TO SHARE SOME OF THESE WITH THE WORLD 

			I HAD MY FAVORITES CARVED IN STONE.

			

			Thus Diogenes eighteen hundred years ago. 

			Let me ask: now that doomsday is about to fall, 

			is there anyone around

			to erect such a monumental marble wall,

			

			or at least stand up for half a minute and proclaim to the world 

			where the grove of consolation grows

			while our rotting earth is about to be flooded by the seas.

			Epicurus? Who’s that? No one around here knows.

			

			Kas, on the coast of Turkey, 1996 

			DOUBLE DEATH

			(Kettős halál)

			

			Way back, in the park, envy used to mar 

			my delight in watching children at play, 

			the envy of them entering a better world. 

			Nowadays, pity makes me turn away.

			

			It’s been like this for thirty-seven years.

			Nightmares break my sleep. My hair gets soaked in sweat.

			I can’t help it, the problem keeps me awake.

			I twist my knees together till they’re wet

			

			and I plow my thighs with ten fingernails. 

			Blood spurts out. Why the torture, why the fret? 

			How come my anxiety attack never fails,

			

			even though I should know there’s no reprieve? 

			My own impending death can rattle me enough, 

			but it’s mankind for whom I really grieve.

			

			Budapest, 1996 

			KEKOVA

			(Kekova)

			

			German tourists and the Russian mafia 

			have not yet taken over this tiny town. 

			Fishing nets out in the sun, the grass still has 

			a scent, and butterflies flip up and down.

			

			There’s a two-thousand-year-old amphitheater, 

			but no bars, no discos, and in the café

			these modest country folks speak softly 

			and still bake fresh bread every day.

			

			By every morning they paint the sea blue 

			under the huge mountain. The timid railing 

			of silent joy embraces this happy crew.

			

			Please don’t ever advertise this place,

			let me have a few more moments of bliss 

			before becoming another nuthouse case.

			

			Kekova, on the Turkish coast, 1996 

			LIKE ERASMUS AND MORE

			(Mint Erazmus meg More)

			

			I used to see Paradise in the near future

			like Erasmus and More five hundred years ago, 

			with patience and horror-stricken respect, 

			until nineteen fifty-nine when I came to know

			

			that the blessed, huge train of industry is 

			also delivering a huge doomsday machine; 

			its wiping out of all trees, beasts, and humans 

			with poison was earlier unforeseen.

			

			I’d hoped for an unlimited number of years

			for mankind, but now we may have less than fifty.

			No solution in sight. Most people share my fears,

			

			but there’s no man or god to answer my pleas. 

			If I could find one I’d stagger there on foot 

			and beg for help on my rickety, aging knees.

			

			Budapest, 1996 

			OUR EARTHLY HABITAT

			(Földi szállásunk)

			

			In my youth—long ago or not so long?—

			a thousand stars lit up the night sky’s coulisse 

			while I stood in the garden, shaken by this 

			immensely mysterious masterpiece.

			

			Today we may have five or six stars burning, 

			but they bring no awe, inspiration, or scent; 

			things we used to have every night but now 

			we have to find on an unknown continent.

			

			Standing in front of my window I see

			the hills of Buda fading into fog,

			sad gray. Their contours make a potpourri

			

			with clouds and sky. They used to be green, 

			their peaks firmly drawn by a heavy line. 

			Where will our earthly habitat careen?

			

			Budapest, 1996 

			THE NEW EUROPE

			(Új Európa)

			

			We’ve got appointed bureaucrats

			now in Brussels to oversee

			the economy, every plant, bank, and store.

			They call that modern democracy.

			

			The chancellor—we’re all for him—

			has a voracious appetite and thirst,

			but he wraps the continent in rosy mist,

			and we keep producing till we burst.

			

			Or are we perhaps on the slippery slope

			of suffocation and mortal combat for bread?

			How much longer can we hope

			

			to manage with less soil, water, and air? 

			Hard to predict. But one thing is clear, 

			that we will surely have darkness to spare.

			

			Budapest, 1997 

			CONSOLATION

			(Vigasztaló)

			

			For sixty years in a bare room, my friend V. I. 

			scratched away at his repulsive, raggedy plays 

			with pride because he felt sure to inherit 

			Shakespeare’s mantle by the end of his days.

			

			W. K. had no interest in women, money, news, 

			job, politics. He collected toy soldiers of lead

			and paid attention to nothing else. That was the sole 

			source of serenity in his life till he was dead.

			

			Others manage to acquire similar relief

			by a more common form of defense such as 

			a political system, religion, a cult belief;

			

			all these fancy toys can help you through 

			the pain of living and dying in this world 

			with consolation. Who cares what’s true?

			

			Budapest, 1997 

			THIS COMING CENTURY

			(A jövő század lesz a végső)

			

			This coming century is bound

			to be the final; mankind will wane, 

			it’s no use trying to reach out to them. 

			Enjoy! Stuff yourselves! Drink till insane!

			

			Stop saving and start squandering. 

			The wasting wind of time will turn 

			you all to dust. Your grandchildren 

			will have no use for your silent urn.

			

			Where is love, where is beauty? 

			Where did you mislay poetry, 

			conversation, libraries, and bowers? 

			They’re all dying or about to flee.

			

			Go winter in the Amazon Valley,

			in great luxury before it dries,

			summer in Bali or Saint-Tropez

			(no one can ban your paradise),

			

			but if you can’t afford these tours, 

			take a short trip to the TV set, 

			listen to ersatz music or films, 

			things that will not make you fret,

			

			don’t let politics involve you

			beyond an empty belly laugh,

			take a good note of commercials,

			things for sale require an epitaph.

			

			Budapest, 1997 

			THE DAYS TO COME

			(Jövendő napok)

			

			History cannot be foretold.

			Our girls are prettier than the past, 

			the boys are full of sport and joy, 

			and their ignorance is vast.

			

			Seven nations make nuke bombs, 

			like they made guns way back when. 

			If asked, they nicely explain: We 

			make them to keep from using them.

			

			The Chinese are well over a billion. 

			But why on earth should we care? 

			They just work in silence. But what 

			if they start asking for more air?

			

			The mighty polar ice floes are 

			melting under the polar bears. 

			Can we weave more levees against the 

			rising oceans out of prayers?

			

			The Hungarian Plains will turn to

			a desert dust bowl, gray and forlorn. 

			Only a voice from High could help, 

			but our God never blows his horn.

			

			Budapest, 2002 

			THE DANUBE

			(Duna)

			

			It was a winter day some eighty-five 

			years ago. My granddad, the wise, 

			led me to the very edge of Pest 

			and pointed to an open field of ice 

			from the terrace of a riverside café. 

			“There, the other side over there is Buda,” 

			he explained, “and at our feet is 

			the great river. They call it Duna.”

			I took a good look, but instead of water 

			I only saw a wide ditch of ice and snow. 

			“Where” I asked after a while, “are those 

			people down there trying to go 

			stumbling on the frozen tide

			with a bridge right here that could 

			take them safely to the other side? 

			Have they perhaps gone mad?” 

			“They’re saving on the bridge toll,” 

			answered my father’s wise old dad.

			

			Budapest, 2002 

			A NONAGENARIAN REMINISCES ABOUT THE YEAR 1912

			(1912)

			

			A feeling from my infancy often intrudes 

			into my memory. Peaceful and heavenly 

			embraces warm me! The magnificent boobs

			of nannies, ladies, aunts and neighbors smother me.

			

			They primly take me to their breasts. With pleasure I 

			stretch out my limbs on the gentle slopes until 

			the joy of snuggling fills me from the tip of my 

			nose to the smallest of my toes with a thrill.

			

			Enormous bosoms were the style of the day.

			Too bad, fickle fashion has swept them away.

			Today’s cold lemon breasts could well be from Mars.

			

			Now well-supported, bulging tits are not our feast. 

			Not on display. Let me ask you at the least, 

			where have they gone, those splendid dairy bars?

			

			Budapest, 2002 

			BUTTERFLIES

			(Pillangók)

			

			Around my lamp the shadow of

			a huge insect used to swirl.

			In the street a blue butterfly

			used to flit and come to rest

			on the flaxen hair of a girl.

			

			Who can recall such scenes today? 

			Where have all the wonders gone, 

			the taste of water, the silence of

			the night stirred only by horse hoof beat, 

			and the wondrous freshness of dawn?

			

			Who controls the weather now? 

			Who brings winter in summer time? 

			Who’s melting Greenland’s ice 

			behind us? Who’s killed the grace 

			of spring and fall with grime?

			

			The warlords reeking of gasoline

			deny any responsibility.

			No use at all fighting them,

			you cannot make any headway.

			Just tell it all to your tea.

			

			Your master is your destiny,

			it’s dumb and useless fighting it. 

			Ask for no more than what you have; 

			watch your TV or go become

			 a good-looking chick’s favorite!

			

			Budapest, 2002 

			THE CABBAGE MOTH

			(Káposztalepke)

			

			My eyes are on the tiny terrace garden 

			under a forebodingly dark sky.

			From the left a white cabbage moth 

			comes flying in between the high

			

			supporting walls. Most likely this 

			morning gave him these carefree wings, 

			but he should know this evening will 

			see the end of his happy flutterings.

			

			And soon he exits to the right,

			his visit to earth a hurried one,

			just like ours, his schedule tight.

			

			The clouds are heavy with rain to pour.

			Two drops, and the moth will be gone.

			Funny, I think. For me, it’ll take no more.

			

			Budapest, 2003 

			1924: SILK STOCKINGS

			(1924)

			

			Austrian women started wearing flesh-colored 

			stockings in the summer of twenty-four.

			We vacationed in Wolgangsee. The horror 

			of it shook my mother to her core.

			

			“Sluts! They’re displaying their naked legs, 

			may the marrow in their bones wither away! 

			It’s a crying shame! How come they don’t get 

			arrested for that? Jenő, what do you say?”

			

			My dad rejoined: “Whether they be maidens, 

			young or middle-aged women, or dear old eggs, 

			why should they be ashamed of and conceal 

			the color of their ankles, knees and legs?

			

			And in the newsreels I saw the British 

			King’s wife wearing stockings like that.” 

			“May they all go to hell with a silly smile,

			and you stop talking about that sluttish old bat.”

			

			That winter she, too, switched to the new style.

			

			Budapest, 2003 

			LATE LOVE POEM

			(Szerelmes vers)

			

			You’re at the door. I won’t let you in.

			No matter what you say, and you say nothing new. 

			The years have raised a fortified wall between us: 

			you are twenty-seven, I am ninety-two.

			

			The future is yours, I used to be strong,

			but the price of my treasures have gone down, 

			you swear by the computer,

			I still give Gutenberg’s galaxy the crown.

			

			I’d sworn to defend old age from myself, 

			I could not imagine, could not understand

			the power of love. Now I’m sitting beside you, 

			stroking your long hair with a shaky hand.

			

			Without each other we couldn’t live.

			Yet the horror strikes me every day;

			the loan of time given to me is now long

			overdue. It will soon be time to pay.

			

			In our happiness you don’t stop to wonder 

			who will be with you for the next sixty years. 

			There are many better than me. But none the same. 

			Thinking of you alone, I’m overcome by tears.

			

			Budapest, 2003 

			GOING BLIND?

			(Megvakulok?)

			

			Last night I stayed up late as usual, 

			reading reams of poetry in bed.

			Now it’s ten a.m. Gorgeous winter day.

			Tiny scraps of clouds overhead.

			

			I raise my arms toward them with joy,

		(for greeting the sky this’ll do),

			till struck by horror: I can see my hand, 

			but my fingertips are out of view.

			

			The silver frame is bent out of shape

			on the Italian painting over the easy chair. 

			I jump up on it and the frame feels straight 

			to my touch, no curves anywhere.

			

			I sit down to the table and reach

			for the paper nonchalantly even though 

			I suspect the worst of it is yet to come, 

			yet to bring upon me my worst woe.

			

			The headlines give my eyes no problems, 

			but the shorter lines in the column text 

			are nothing but long, dirty-gray spots, 

			only the breaks among them show at best.

			

			I’ve been expelled from the Eden of reading, 

			I can’t tell who wrote the letter in my hand, 

			nor the one I myself might have written. 

			All the books in my library are banned.

			

			So that’s it. Is there any poetry left in me?

			Will I ever write another poem in this life?

			What next? I shuffle on the sidewalk,

			on my left, a crutch. On my right, a wife.

			

			Budapest, 2006 

			FOR NUREYEV’S DEATH

			(Nureyev halálára)

			

			“Those who didn’t see him in his youth 

			know nothing about him.”

			—A British critic

			

			“Haughty and yet glum and gay I am, my ethics is kinetics, 

			I know all about gravity, and to me it’s no deity,

			I only have to wish and my body conquers matter, 

			my arm becomes a command, a battle cry or a plea.

			

			On stage where there’s no prompter, no mercy:

			I am a compass, a scale, a spindle, wings unpacked, 

			the ballerina balloon, catching my hand in flight. 

			The spectators only pale mirrors of my festive act.

			

			How many arrows the cruel corners of my lips can issue!

			My splendid thighs are comets swimming in silvery fog.

			No one can resist my clavicles left exposed to view.

			

			My pupils: double lasers with death ray under their control; 

			don’t look, there’s no one among you people I could love. 

			You want my soul? It’s nowhere. My body is my soul.”

			

			Budapest, 1992 
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			NOTES

			

			MANDELSTAM ACROSS THE BARBED-WIRE FENCE

			I sighed, and then I saw you, Osip Mandelstam. Osip Mandelstam, the notable Russian poet, was arrested in 1939 without any further notice from the Soviet authorities; it was reasonable to suppose he was still alive in 1950 in the Soviet Gulag, but after the fall of the regime it became known that he was executed shortly after his arrest.

			

			“QUANTITATIVE CHANGES LEAD TO QUALITATIVE TRANSFORMATIONS.” This is a basic law of materialist dialectics; first formulated on an objective idealist basis by G. Hegel, it was creatively developed along dialectical materialist lines by the classical Marxist-Leninist writers.

			

			TROUBADOURS (S. 62) Gaucelm Faidit or Peire Vidal: mimosa saplings, myrrh branches. Gaucelm Faidit and Peire Vidal were medieval French troubadours.

			

			GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. Pico, 1463–1495, was the quintessential Renaissance man; a poet, a scholar, a mystic, and a lover to rival Casanova.

			

			DIOGENES OF OINOANDA Diogenes of Oinoanda. This otherwise unsung Diogenes apparently lived about 500 years after his more famous namesake with the lantern, and Epicurus, the philosopher, but still in ancient times, in the Hellenistic period that flourished all over the Middle East. 
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