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Gunnar Ekelof

Born in Stockholm in 1907, the son of a
wealthy broker, he for a while studied at the London
School of Oriental Studies. Later at Uppsala University
he studied Persian and Sanskrit. His first published
collection of poetry, Sent pa jorden [Late on Earth, 1932]
was identified with Surrealism. The book has been called
by the poet “a death book™ or “a suicide book”. Fiir-
jesing [Ferry Song], 1941, which Ekelsf termed his “per-
sonal break-through”, has a renewed interest in early
oriental poetry and mystic thought patterns. Non Serviam
[1945], with a Joycean allusion in the title, gives the main
gist of the poet’s insight to that time. In Strountes [Try-
flings, 1955] the poems are often whims, with puns. The
title alludes to an aphorism by the Swedish poet Almg-
vist [1793-1866]. According to Fehrman “the implica-
tion of the word and concept Strountes [lit. trash] for
Ekeldf becomes almost metaphysical: he wants ‘to
squeeze its meaninglessness’ out of reality and at the
same time to seek an ironical redemption. He continues
in a similar way in Opus incertum [1959] — the playfully
ambiguous title words are originally the name of a spe-
cial kind of Classical walling — and A Night in Otoéac
[1961]. Consciously he there persues the anti-aesthetical,
anti-poetical, sacrificing his rich, earlier controlled artis-
tic means for an ascetic, often burlesque sketch form.”
His latest collections, 15 in all, so far, Diwan [1965] and
Sagan om Fatumeh [The Tale of Fatumeh, 1966] have
led many to consider Ekel6f as perhaps unequalled
among his European and American contemporaries.

As translator Ekelof’s “elective affinities”
are to be found among such writers as Baudelaire, Rim-
baud, Whitman, Samuel Butler, Joyce, D. H, Lawrence,
Auden, Apollinaire, Desnos, Nelly Sachs, and others.

Gunnar Ekeldf has been translated into
French by Jean-Clarence Lambert [Seghers], into
German by Nelly Sachs [Suhrkamp], into Spanish by
Octavio Paz, into English by several translators, among
them Robert Bly [Hudson Review, Winter 62-63], Muriel
Rukeyser[Selected Poems, Twayne Publishers, 31 Union
Sq.w, nyc], Frederic Fleisher, [Seven Swedish Poets
Cavefors, Malmao).

Relatively Ilittle known in the English-
speaking world Gunnar Ekel6f in his native Sweden is
about as well established as a living poet can be. He has
won all national literary awards except the Nobel: he
received the Grand Prize for poefry from the Danish
Academy in 1964, and the prize from the Scandinavian
Council for his Diwan in 1966, In 1958 he received an
honorary doctorate at Uppsala University and the same
year became a member of the Swedish Academy. His
more recent books of poetry have remained for months
at the top of the Swedish best-seller list of poetry [there is
such a thing!]. He is revered, especially by the genera-
tions of poets of the 1940’s and the 1950’s whom he has
greatly influenced. L.S.

Choros

so has it always been so shall it always be
until the last man dreams fire and it all ends
until we set ourselves in rebellion against it all
and annihilate ourselves
break out of the circle and escape from reality

and breathe in so deep that we lose consciousness
so deep that the whole Milky way sears our lungs
and disappears into Northwest
with a clear face

[from Sent pa jorden 1932]

Sung

This evening is full of starlight.
The air is cool and clean.
From the moon flows a gleam
down over everything.

A window, a blossoming branch,
that is enough:

No blossom without earth.

No earth without space.

No space without blossom.

*suNG refers to the Sung dynasty.

from Firjesang [Ferry Song] 1941

Absentia Animi

Inautumn

In autumn of your leave-taking

In autumn when all gates stand open to meaningless pastures
where unreal mushrooms go rotten : ’
and water filled wheel-tracks are heading

to nothing, and a snail is heading to

a frayed butterfly is heading

to nothing, which is a faded rose o
the smallest and ugliest. And the insects, stupid devils
brittle-legged, drunk in lamplight in the evening

and the lamp itself sighing sinking

about the zero of the sea of light, thought’s polar ocean
with its long waves )

quietly seething foam

of series divided by series

of nothing through nothing to nothing

thesis antithesis synthesis abrasax abraxas Thesis

(like the sound of a sewing-machine) .

And spiders spin their webs across the silent night

and cicadas scrape

Meaningless.

Unreal. Meaningless

In autumn

My poem rustles

Words do their work and lie there

Dust rains over them, dust or dew

till the wind whirls up and lays (them) there (and) .
elsewhere

. he who partout seeks the meaning of all things has long

since realized
that the meaning with the rustling is the rustling
which in itself is something other than
wet rubbers through leaves
absent-minded footsteps on the park’s carpet
of leaves, affectionately adhering
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to wet rubbers, absent-minded steps
You are lost, most lost
Don’t be in such a hurry
Wait a while
Wait
In autumn when
In autumn when all gates
it so happens that in the last slanting ray
‘ after a day of rain
with long pauses hesitating
as if caught in the act

an overlooked blackbird sings in a treetop
for nothing, for the throat’s sake. And you see
his treetop standing against the sky’s pale background
close to a single cloud. And the cloud swims
like other clouds, but also overlooked, hors saison
essentially long ago and somewhere else
and in itself [like the song] already other than

Eternal rest

Meaningless. Unreal.
Meaningless. I

sing sit here

of the sky of a cloud

I wish nothing more

I wish myself far far away

Iam far away [among evening echoes]

Iam here

Thesis antithesis abrasax

Youalsol

O far far away

swims in the bright sky

over a treetop a cloud

in happy unconsciousness!
O deep down in me

the eye of black pearl reflects from its surface
in happy half-consciousness
the image of a cloud!

Not a thing that exists

1t is something else

It is in something existent
but it does not exist

It is something else

O far far away

in what is beyond is found
something very near!

O deep down in me

in that which is near

is something beyond
something beyond-near
in what is near and far
something neither-nor
in what is either-or;
neither cloud nor image
neither image nor image
neither cloud nor cloud
neither neither nor nor
but something else!

The only thing that is

is something else! *

The only thing that is

in that which is

is something else!

The only thing that is

in this which is

is that which in this

is something else!

[O the soul’s cradle-song
the song of something else!]

(6]

non sens

non sentiens non
dissentiens
indesinenter
terque quaterque
pluries

VOX

vel abracadabra

Abraxas abrasax

Thesis antithesis synthesis which again becomes thesis
Meaningless.

Unreal. Meaningless.

And spiders spin their webs across the silent night
cicadas scrape

In autumn

from Non Serviam 1945

Fable

A lambchop resolved:

I will not be eaten.

Soon he lay full of worms
rotten and forgotten

Deep in the refuse-can
he waits for resurrection
of all flesh, Doomsday,
instéad of digestion

O porkchop, contemplate
that lambchop’s fate,
Praised or decayed

will you be with the dead ?

No, sociable and sound
welldone and spiced just right
in every worm'’s despight

1 die for the butcher’s hound.

These walls shield one from nothing

the walls have not even a secret to conceal
No way to seein

All the echoes here are dead

in rainstorm, in rainstorm

Here all the walls have overflowed

There is no thirst that is not quenched
The clouds hold no other thunder

than blank clashing rain on leaves
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These walls shield one from nothing

Here everybody is drained and without strength
Only the last flies live out

frantically their toy-life

Be quiet, be still and wait

Make yourself quite empty and still

That is the condition of the ticking clock
of this dead electric light which signifies nothing
but that it is night |

of the drop which falls

somewhere in the empty room

infinitely remote, already infinitely long ago

So shall you sit and wait for someone

someone definite or indefinite, yet someone
in this demolished world

When they slip out through the graveyard gates
on Easter night, on Baster night

When the dead go out and look over the town
on a moonlit night, a moon-night

Then eternal homelessness claims it right

its right in all the other dead

The dead, they jog along to their old lots

pretty soon, pretty soon:

Demolished, destroyed houses —

There are no ways in, no, there are no ways in

There are no kitchens, no best parlors

Mary is not there, we cannot see Henry or Paul

or any bark-canoe, or any armless doll

We have a few flowers, these dead are saying

and offer a sheaf of straw without a top

a shelf of straw without top

They head for doorways, for bedroom-doors

where they have every right to be let in

They bang the ghost-iron, they grind the attic keys
They hold up memories, they knock the knuckle-bones
the knuckle-bones, the knuckle-bones

O the homeless dead:

They do us no harm

they just keep us from rest

This is how things stand: they miss

a finger, a toe, an arm

perhaps a whole chest

that olden and modern witches have stolen
and ground to powder for new love-potions

The living often do us evil

The dead do us no harm

The living are the greedy ones

The dead, they are the ones that feed us
The dead are the feeding ones

Don’t you know it is you who will come 5
you yourself, but to no god '

to Nothing* ’

Its doors stand open

. Its doors are banging in some wind

What is in there
what do you offer me? -

O, something anyway!

There is a little fluff, some specks of dust

a broken cog-wheel on the dirt floor

and a few chunks of slag as in some closed down works
although there might never have been one somehow

The Turnip-head and the Sausages Fable

A big cabbage-head is thinking

but not of cabbage-soup:

It thinks of Africa’s small bland meat-balls
leaping suspended over the savannah

What does a frankfurter think of ?

Its cooking-wrinkles will tell it:

It thinks of the Paloopsychological
p’Institute at Princeton

— And the white pepper and the syrup

the nice Jamaica peppercorns. . .

No, sausages, return to your source!

Yes, frankfurter! Frivolous pork!

Return to life and your terms

which are also the ending:

You cannot become what you were

You don’t want what you become. . .

— You cannot be what you want

with any volition at all, cabbage-head!

Go on, stand on'your.root

and if of necessity you must speak

then move the root of all evil

just a trifle, and sideways

don’t sit there yapping on your stalk

but pull yourself together

Atleast try to become something

or you won'’t become even brussels sprouts. . ,
— And in the sweat of my brow shall I

a genuine smoked-in-juniper-smoke salami
have to listen to all that stuff '
which would have shocked the best boloney
What am I saying: a speckled horse-sausage!
O culture ! No culture!

Turnip! Turnip! Franks and pork-sausages!
Youstand in our gardens

or hang in our kitchens

like monuments to either

the week’s worst day of left-overs

or six left-over days a week!

Who is coming, you ask
You want someone to come

Us humanity impedes
the humanness



6 asif it were a voice out of hell
a shackle on the foot
yet another fellow bright to the death
and everything is lit bright
and we, the organic foam
on their inorganic climax
breaking promises, thereto driven.

Us the world

torments, the real

we are not there

of no pride’s dream

dismayed. . . No, but a voice

as if it were out of hell

and roused to heaven — How should I
wrenched from the dust of littleness
stand up against a world!

who feeds the birds, lazy dog

under the blue sky ?

Nevertheless! Lightheartedness feeds them to some degree
and instinct to another,

And the lilies ?

Their destiny feeds them.

Who then feeds the lazy dog ?

It must surely be a god

Stretch your back and arms, lazy dog
Try lying full-length for dignity

Who feeds you ? No one but a God
Chosen are you, verily!

Monologue with his Wife

Take to extra old chamberlains and catch up with them
-on the North Sea

Provide them each with a comet in the ass

Seven comets each!

Telegraph:

If the city of Trondhjem receives them it will be bombed

If the tallow-field lets them out it will be bombed

How you must signal:

Larger craft arriving )

Don’t you see, there in the radio! Larger craft

approaching. Signal a warning!

To all small strawberry boats you must say that they are to

drop in to shore and drop anchor

—Come and help me, I am vanishing.
He has a grip on me, he transforms me, the god over there
in the corner [whispering]

Long has the knight sat at rest

erect in the saddle

high in the hill-country

so desolate that the eye trembles

Wonderful wideness of blue-changing never-present heights!
Beneath and beyond the mixed sounds of companions

i
:
-

At his chest the falcon waits
its head lain against his cheek

O wonder of tenderness in my heart!
— Then he lifts his hand high

and the bird flies out

away

He sits there and sees its rising up

in ever higher and wider rings

He still sits erect in the saddle

when the night falls

Dreaded night!

Longed-for night!

Iam a sperm

in the Big Man’s body

The meaning is

that I shall be ejaculated

As potential and expectation
in blindness colliding

shall T'live my life

in this mucous membrane
that is the world

Jfrom Strountes 1955

T saw a pair of steely eyes
Iloved them

I saw a pair of sweet eyes
Iloved them

I saw a pair of naughty eyes
Iloved them

1saw a pair of warm eyes

1 never forgot

Hold me or I will escape
Hold me or I will escape
Bring me again to
Amelia, my home-scene
Outside the wall I went

O hold me fast, I escaped
Bring me back to the flower-garden
to the garden-slaves troop
Petronia I am called
Hold me fast, I escaped
Call me back home

to Theodotenis’ house

to my master Vitalio
Hold me fast, I escaped.

Gods under the world!

Under the wall I lie

most lovely Secundilla

who was from her parents taken
and left them sorrow

So lovely was she

so lovely-scented she

and always she wanted

the saver of life



Hold me still, I escaped

Gods under the world!

Iam the poor Nimphydia

who lived one year

eight months

twenty days, one night and

four hours

What sorrow when death’s angel walks,
Comes and snaps the fragile stalks.

Hold me fast, I fled
Hold me or I escape

Gods under the world.

JSrom En natt i Ototac, 1961
translations Muriel Rukeyser and Leif Sjoberg
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Ingeborg Bachmann
Born 1926. Austrian. Studied philosophy in Vienna.
She has travelled extensively and has lived in Paris, Munich and
Frankfurt. She now lives mostly in Rome and Zurich. Her poetry is
published by R.Piper Verlag, Munich. There are three collections,
Die Gestundete Zeit [1953], Anrufung des Grossen Biiren [1956]

and a selection of her work published in the series Die Biicher der
Neunzehn [1964].

Wood and Shavings

Of hornets I'll say nothing,

since they're easy to recognise.

Mor are the current revolutions

any danger.

Death has at all times been the conclusion
that followed a hubbub.

But of mayflies and women

take heed, of Sunday huntsmen,

cosmeticians, the undecided, the well-meaning,
whom contempt has never reached.

From the woods we carried brushwood and trunks,
and for long the sun didn’t rise on us.

Intoxicated by the paper on the moving belt

I no longer recognise the brariches,

nor the moss, fermented in darker inks,

nor the word, true and presuming,

carved in the bark.

Consumption of pages, banners,

black placards. . . by day and by night,
beneath these and other stars, vibrates
the machine of belief. But on the wood,
s0 long as it's still green, and with gall,
50 long as it's still bitter, I'm ready

to write what was in the beginning,

See that you stay awake!

The hornet swarm follows the trail
of the shavings that flew, and at the well

against the lure
that once weakened us
our hair bristles,

Message

From the corpse-warm vestibule of heaven steps the sun.
They are not the immortals
but the fallen we perceive there.

And brilliance does not heed decay. Our godhead, history,
has ordained a grave for us
from which there is no resurrection.

Sfrom Die Gestundete Zeit

Fog Land

In winter my beloved one

is among the beasts of the forest.

The vixen knows that I .
must return before morning, and laughs.
How the clouds tremble!

And on my snow-collar falls

a coat of brittle ice.

In winter my beloved one

i5 & tree among trees and invites

the luck-deserted crows

to her beautiful boughs. She knows
that at dawn the wind will lift

her stiff and frost-trimmed evening-
dress and chase me home.

In winter my beloved one

is among the fish and dumb.

A slave to the waters stirred

by the stroke of her fins within,
Istand on the shore and watch,

till the ice-floes drive me away,
how she plunges, swirls and twists.

And struck agair by the hunting-cry
of the bird that stiffens its wings
above me, I fall down flat

on the open field ; she plucks

the hens, and the white collar-bone
she throws me I hang round my neck
and go off through the bitter down.

Unfaithful is my beloved one,

1 know, she sometimes glides

on high heels to the town,

in the bars with a straw she kisses

the glasses deep in the mouth,

and has words for everyone.

But this language I don’t understand,

Fog land have I seen.
Fog heart have I eaten.




