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That Absurd Entity,

PO e try — Polish Translations

of Marianne Moore’s

Ars Poetica of the Moment

Ewa Rajewska

Only bad writers find constant pleasure in writing; truly great authors have at least occasional
fits of creative self-doubt.

On the other hand, it is well known that about two out of every thousand people enjoy read-
ing poetry — not counting poets themselves. It is not a majority, but a minority, among the
population as a whole, that likes poetry. But poets do belong to that minority.

For her part, Marianne Moore (1887-1972), American modernist poet and literary critic, edi-
tor of the prestigious literary and cultural The Dial in the 1920s, was inclined to declare her
solidarity with those who have no taste for poetry. “I, too, dislike it,” she openly admitted in
her famous poem entitled “Poetry”; there are other things more important than this absur-
dity. But even while feeling an exquisite disdain or “perfect contempt” for poetry, Moore con-
tinues, she has to admit that it remains a place for what is authentic and true, what is firmly
grounded in reality - or, as she calls it in the poem, “the genuine™:

Marianne Moore, Poetry

I, too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond all this fiddle.
Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one discovers in

it after all, a place for the genuine. [...]*

! Marianne Moore, “Poetry,” in: Complete Poems. Faber and Faber, London 1967, 266-267.
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However, “the genuine,” that which poetry might contain, is not defined by Moore. Instead
of a definition, we find in her poem, immediately following the provocative (coming from
a poet’s lips) opening statement, a long list of intensely varied objects: “Hands that can grasp,
eyes / that can dilate, hair that can rise / if it must [...] the immovable critic twitching his skin
like a horse that feels a flea [...].” All of these no doubt ought to be included in the catalogue
of “things that are important beyond all this fiddle,” poetry, which nevertheless, if we believe
in its referentiality, as Moore does, could contain those things. “One must make a distinction,
however,” the poet clarifies: “when dragged into prominence by half poets, the result is not
poetry [...].” Poetry only begins to exist when poets become “literalists of the imagination”

”

and will be capable of presenting “imaginary gardens with real toads in them [...]

[...] In the meantime, if you demand on the one hand,
the raw material of poetry in

all its rawness and

that which is on the other hand

genuine, you are interested in poetry.?

As it turns out, this whole line of reasoning has been an experiment on Moore’s part, cal-
culated to tie together threads of understanding: you find poetry to be a frivolous pursuit,
reader? I understand. You make serious demands on it? I understand that perfectly, too. But
that means that you are, in fact, interested in poetry, doesn’t it? So here, too, we are agreed.
The provocative declaration “I, too, dislike it” displays the classical rhetorical technique of
captatio benevolentiae, used in order to show the reader, once won over to the author’s side,
her perspective on poetry — to give readers a short lesson in normative poetics, arising in an
ostensibly ad hoc manner for greater suggestiveness, right before their eyes, while the con-
nection is still vital. Marianne Moore’s “Poetry” is thus an example of an ars poetica of the
moment, which nonetheless does not mean that the estimated temporal horizon of its effect

was meant to be limited to that moment.

According to Moore, poetry should create imagined worlds in such a way that the effect ap-
pears to be truer than reality. It ought to — because it has not yet done that, this is the task
poets are faced with (this also offers a partial explanation of why the Complete Poems of such

an ambitious poet fills a relatively slim volume, in terms of page numbers).

Moore’s tactic for getting the reader to pay close attention to her lecture on poetic art is quite
sophisticated: she makes an understanding gesture towards those who do not like poetry
without joining the camp of those who have contempt for it. She questions, but does not de-
preciate. Even if contemporary poetry is “fiddle,” meaning absurdity, nonsense, triviality — its
potential is great, we understand if we read between the lines.

This strategy of questioning without contempt is performed in rather divergent ways in Pol-

ish translations of “Poetry.”

2 Loc. cit.
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In his translation, Jarostaw Marek Rymbkiewicz refers to poetry (poezja) as “tym calym
rzepoleniem” (all of this fiddling), treating “fiddle” as referring literally to the musical instru-
ment - thus somewhat blurring the metaphoric meaning of “stupidity” (i.e., “fiddlesticks,” bal-
derdash [although in English, the sense of literal “fiddling” as frivolity does have a precedent
in the oft-repeated legend that Nero “fiddled while Rome burned”—T.D.W.]); “rzepolenie” is,

in my view, a clumsy and rather lifeless choice:

Ja réwniez nie gustuje w niej; s3 sprawy wazniejsze poza tym calym rzepoleniem.
Jednakze czytajac ja, z doskonala wzgarda, odkrywamy tam

miejsce na autentyzm, mimo wszystko. [...]

I, likewise, have no taste for it; there are matters more important beyond all this fiddling.
Reading it, however, with perfect contempt, we discover there

a place for authenticity, after all. [...]
Jan Prokop chooses the same solution:

I ja takze nie lubie jej. S3 rzeczy wazniejsze niz to rzepolenie.
Gdy czytamy ja jednak z doskonala pogarda mozna odkry¢
tam

mimo wszystko miejsce na co$ swoistego. [...]*

I don’t like it either. There are things more important than all that fiddling.
When we read it, though, with perfect contempt, we can discover
there

after all a place for something specific. [...]

Julia Hartwig makes the decision to use the word “playthings” (again following the associa-
tion with play), and weakened contempt to something more like disregard, with an additional

“« ”»
even :

Ja takze jej nie lubie: sg rzeczy wazniejsze niz te wszystkie igraszki,
a jednak czytajac ja, nawet z najwiekszym lekcewazeniem, odkrywamy w niej,

mimo wszystko, miejsca prawdziwe. [...]°

I don’t like it either: there are things more important than all these playthings,
Yet reading it, even with highest disregard, we discover in it,

after all, true places.

® Marianne Moore, “Poezja” (Poetry). Trans. Jarostaw Marek Rymkiewicz. Tygodnik Powszechny (Universal
Weekly)1958, 48, 5.

* Moore, “Poezja.” Trans. Jan Prokop. Tygodnik Powszechny 1961, 22, 5.

> Moore, “Poezja.” Trans. Julia Hartwig. In: Marianne Moore, Wiersze wybrane (Selected Poems). Edited and
with an introduction by Ludmita Marjanska. Translated by Julia Hartwig and Ludmita Marjanska. Panstwowy
Instytut Wydawniczy, Warszawa 1980, 99.
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Stanistaw Baranczak chooses “bzdurzenie” (rot, drivel) and distaste rather than disliking:

Ja tez czuje do niej niecheé: istnieja rzeczy wazne a calemu temu bzdurzeniu niedostepne.
A jednak czytajac, z kompletna wobec niej pogarda, odkrywa
sie w niej miejsce, gdzie moze zaistnie¢ prawdziwa

rzecz. [...]¢

I, too, feel a distaste for it: important things exist, beyond reach of all this rot.
However, reading it, with complete contempt for it,
places open up where there can exist a true

thing.

Ludmita Marjaniska, editor and co-translator of one collection of Polish translations of Moore’s
poetry (Wiersze wybrane [Selected Poems], 1980), chose not to even attempt to translate this
poem. She used an excerpt in her introduction, however, in order to illustrate how Moore
strives for terseness: the American poet, Marjaniska writes, “kept on correcting her poems,
going back and eliminating whole paragraphs from them. The best example of this is the fa-

mous poem ‘Poetry, from which only three lines remain, from the original first verse:

Ja takze jej nie znosze.
A jednak, gdy cztowiek ja czyta pelen pogardy, odkrywa,

jak niezwykla jest i prawdziwa.”

(I, too, can’t stand it.
Yet when a person reads it full of contempt, he discovers

how strange it is and true.)

The first three Polish translations I cited postulate a certain community of those who write
and those who read, signaling it by using plural forms. In Rymkiewicz’s and Hartwig’s transla-
tions, this formula takes the following shape: reading poetry, with perfect contempt / with
the highest disregard, we discover (...); whereas in Prokop’s version, the line reads: when we
read poetry with perfect contempt, we can discover (...). Thus the poetic (or, to be precise,
translating) persona admits to not only antipathy for poetry (as in the original: “I, too, dislike

it”), but also to a contempt for it, shared with the reader.

The original, however, is more impersonal in the corresponding place: “Reading it, howev-
er, with a perfect contempt for it, one discovers... [.]” The deeply contemptuous unanimity

& Moore, “Poezja.” Trans. Stanistaw Baraiczak. Im: Od Chaucera do Larkina. 400 niesmiertelnych wierszy 125
poetéw anglojezycznych z 8 stuleci. Antologia w wyborze, przekladzie i opracowaniu Stanistawa Baranczaka
(From Chaucer to Larkin. 400 Immortal Poems by 125 English-Language Poets from 8 Centuries. Anthology
Selected, Edited, and Translated by Stanistaw Bararniczak). Wydawnictwo Znak, Krakéw 1993, 457.

” Ludmita Marjaniska, Stowo wstepne (Introduction). In: Marianne Moore, Wiersze wybrane (Selected Poems),
14. From the version of “Poetry” included in The Complete Poems Moore later deleted a dozen or so lines,
including the reference to the absurdity of poetry. The entire poem in its revised version reads: “I, too, dislike
it. / Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one discovers in / it, after all, a place for the genuine.”
“Omissions are not accidents,” Moore wrote on the dedication page of her complete works; she included the
earlier version in a footnote, however. See Marianne Moore, The Complete Poems, 36, 266-267.
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of author and reader is far from obvious - the constructions with the pronoun “one” can
be translated into Polish using the reflexive “odkrywa sie” (here functioning as passive, “is
discovered”) or even “mozna odkry¢” (literally: “it is possible to discover”). The line is more
a hypothesis, rather an attempt to adopt someone else’s point of view than an account of the
speaker’s own readerly approach, identical with the impressions of others who nourish a per-

fect contempt for poetry.

This nuance is preserved in Barariczak’s version, where it reads: “A jednak czytajac, zkompletna
wobec niej [poezji] pogarda, odkrywa / sie w niej miejsce, gdzie moze zaistnie¢ prawdziwa /
rzecz” (However, reading it, with complete contempt for it, places / are discovered where
there can exist a true / thing). Both of the enjambments, “odkrywa / si¢” and “prawdziwa
/ rzecz” can be recognized as trademarks of the translator’s style - like the rhyme “odkry-
wa - prawdziwa” (to which there is no equivalent in the original) in Marjanska’s version.
Marjanska, though her translation begins with the strong declaration: “nie znosze jej” (I ...
can’t stand it), later writes with greater detachment: “gdy czlowiek ja czyta peten pogardy,
odkrywa...” (when a person reads it full of contempt, he discovers...). Thus, not even every
reader, but only those who are “full of contempt,” which further narrows the circle of like-
minded readers — the absence of a comma changes the meaning enough to give the impression
of being a conscious omission. What is more, in this translation poetry “strange... is and true”
- it already is those things, as opposed to having the potential to become them, as Moore
would have it. Marjaniska’s translation is even more affirmative than Julia Hartwig’s version,
according to which in poetry “we discover... after all, true places.” These Polish female transla-
tors’ belief in poetry is more absolute than that of the poem’s author.

Moore’s experiment has one blind spot: will someone who not only does not like poetry, but
thinks of it with total disdain, go to the trouble of picking up a book of poems and reading
this manifesto of the moment?
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Marianne Moore, Poetry

I, too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond all this fiddle.
Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one discovers in
it after all, a place for the genuine.
Hands that can grasp, eyes
that can dilate, hair that can rise

if it must, these things are important not because a

high-sounding interpretation can be put upon them but because they are
useful. When they become so derivative as to become unintelligible,
the same thing may be said for all of us, that we
do not admire what
we cannot understand: the bat

holding on upside down or in quest of something to

eat, elephants pushing, a wild horse taking a roll, a tireless wolf under
a tree, the immovable critic twitching his skin like a horse that feels a flea, the base-
ball fan, the statistician--
nor is it valid

to discriminate against “business documents and

school-books”; all these phenomena are important. One must make a distinction
however: when dragged into prominence by half poets, the result is not poetry,
nor till the poets among us can be
“literalists of
the imagination” — above

insolence and triviality and can present

for inspection, “imaginary gardens with real toads in them,” shall we have
it. In the meantime, if you demand on the one hand,
the raw material of poetry in
all its rawness and
that which is on the other hand

genuine, you are interested in poetry.

From Selected Poems, 1935
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Marianne Moore, Poezja

przel. Jarostaw Marek Rymkiewicz

Ja réwniez nie gustuje w niej; s3 sprawy wazniejsze poza tym calym rzepoleniem.
Jednakze czytajac ja, z doskonala wzgarda, odkrywamy tam
miejsce na autentyzm, mimo wszystko.
Rece zdolne chwytaé, oczy
zdolne rozszerzacé sig, wlos ktéry moze sie zjezy¢,
jesli musi, sa to rzeczy wazne nie dlatego, ze
gérnobrzmiaca interpretacja moze im zosta¢ przypisana, lecz z powodu ich
uzytecznosci. A gdy staja sie tak podobne, Ze az niezrozumiate, wtedy
o nas wszystkich mozna by rzec to samo: my
nie bedziemy zachwycac¢ sie tym,
czego nie mozemy pojac: nietoperzem,
wiszacym glowa w dét lub stoniami pospieszajacymi w
poszukiwaniu jakiego$ pozywienia, skokiem dzikiego konia, nieznuzonym wilkiem pod
drzewem, niewzruszonym krytykiem z drgajaca skéra konia
ktéry czuje pchle, uderzeniem
w palancie, statystykiem -
inie jest przekonywajace
rozréznienie ,wbrew handlowym dokumentom i
podrecznikom”; wszystkie te fenomeny s istotne. Trzeba
uczynic réznice,
jednakze; wyciagniety na wzniesienie przez
pol-poetéw, wynik nie bywa poezja;
ani tez, poki poeci miedzy nami moga by¢
»zZapisywaczami
wyobrazni”, ponad
bezczelnoscia i trywialnoscia, i moga przedstawiaé
do wgladu urojone ogrody z rzeczywistymi ropuchami,
nie bedziemy mieli
jej. Tymczasem, jesli zadacie, z jednej strony,
naturalnego materialu poezji w calej
jego naturalnoéci i,
z drugiej strony, tego co jest

autentyczne, obchodzi was poezja.
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Marianne Moore, Poezja

przel. Jan Prokop

I ja takze nie lubie jej. Sg rzeczy wazniejsze niz to rzepolenie.
Gdy czytamy ja jednak z doskonalg pogardg mozna odkry¢
tam

mimo wszystko miejsce na co$ swoistego.

Rece, ktére moga schwytaé, oczy,

ktére moga sie rozszerzy¢, wlosy, ktére moga zjezyc sie,

gdy musza, oto rzeczy wazne nie ze wzgledu na

patetyczng interpretacje mozliwg do wezytania w nie, ale
poniewaz s3

uzyteczne. Gdy staja sie tak oderwane, ze az niezrozumiale,
jest tak samo jak z nami —

zachwycamy sie tym, czego

nie pojmujemy: nietoperzem

gdy wisi glowa w dét albo goni w

poszukiwaniu jedzenia, stoniem przy pracy, dzikim zrebcem i krecagcym
sie w kétko, czujnym

wilkiem pod

drzewem, beznamietnym krytykiem gdy marszczy skore jak
kon nekany przez pchly, pitki

noznej kibicem, profesorem statystyki —

nie mozna tez

wystepowacé przeciw ,dokumentom handlowym i
podrecznikom szkolnym”; wszystkie te rzeczy sg istotne. Tym
niemniej trzeba dokona¢ rozréznienia:

kiedy sa wydobyte przez pélpoetéw,

rezultatem nie jest poezja,

nie bedziemy tez, zanim poeci wéréd nas naucza sie by¢
wiernymi tlumaczami

wyobrazni (ponad zuchwalg trywialnoscia) i zdotaja przedstawic¢
do wgladu ogrody wyobrazni z rzeczywistymi zabami w nich
miec jej

naprawde. Tymczasem jesli czekamy, z jednej strony

na surowy material poetycki w

calej jego surowosci, a

z drugiej na to, co

jej wlasne, wtedy lubimy poezje.
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Marianne Moore, Poezja

przel. Julia Hartwig

Ja takze jej nie lubie: sa rzeczy wazniejsze niz te wszystkie igraszki,

a jednak czytajac ja, nawet z najwiekszym lekcewazeniem, odkrywamy w niej,
mimo wszystko, miejsca prawdziwe.

Rece, ktore moga chwytad, zrenice,

ktére moga sie rozszerzac, wlosy jezace sie

bezwiednie. Wszystkie te rzeczy wazne sa nie dlatego,

ze nadaja sie do szumnych komentarzy, ale poniewaz sa

uzyteczne. Kiedy staja sie czyms oderwanym i przestaja by¢ zrozumiate
mozna o nich powiedzie¢ zgodnie, ze trudno nam

podziwiac to,

czego nie rozumiemy: nietoperza

wiszacego gtowa w dét lub poszukujacego

zeru, napierajacych sloni, tarzajacego sie po ziemi mustanga, niezmordowanego wilka
pod drzewem, chtodnego krytyka otrzasajacego sie jak konr kasany przez pchle, fanatyka
base-ballu, statystyka —

niestusznie tez bytoby

gardzi¢ ,dokumentami stuzbowymi

i podrecznikami szkolnymi”; wszystkie te zjawiska maja swoja wage. Trzeba jednak [wprowadzi¢

rozréznienie: kiedy opiewaja je pét-poeci, nie ma poezji

nie bedzie jej, dopdéki pewni poeci sposrdd nas nie opowiedzg sie
za ,dostownoscia

wyobrazni” — ponad

prostactwem i pospolitoscig, udostepniajgc nam

do ogladania ,zmyslone ogrody z zywymi ropuchami”.
Ten jednak, kto zada

surowca poezji

w calej jego surowosci
i zarazem calej jego prawdy,

ten bliski jest poezji.
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Marianne Moore, Poezja

przel. Stanistaw Baraniczak

Ja tez czuje do niej niecheé: istnieja rzeczy wazne a calemu temu bzdurzeniu niedostepne.
A jednak czytajac, z kompletna wobec niej pogarda, odkrywa
sie w niej miejsce, gdzie moze zaistnie¢ prawdziwa
rzecz. Dlonie zdolne do chwytania, oczy
potrafigce wyjsc na wierzch, jezacy

sie — jesli trzeba — wlos: te rzeczy s3 wazne nie dlatego, ze

mozna do nich doczepi¢ jakas gérnolotna interpretacje, ale poniewaz sg
do czegos przydatne. Gdy oddalg sie od swych zrédel tak, ze traca zrozumialosé,
reagujemy chyba wszyscy tak samo:
nie mozemy pojaé, totez
nie podziwiamy. Nietoperz

wiszacy dlugo gtowa w dét albo mknacy w poszukiwaniu

zeru, przepychanki stoni, tarzajacy sie mustang, niezmordowany wilk
pod drzewem, niewzruszony krytyk, ktéremu skéra drga jak koniowi,
gdy czuje pchte, kibic baseballowy,
statystyk -
tych rzeczywistych

zjawisk, wiacznie z ,ksiegami handlowymi i podrecznikami”,

nie nalezy traktowac jako mniej istotnych; wszystkie sg wazne. Trzeba
jednak wprowadzi¢ rozréznienie: jesli w te wazno$¢ wloka je na site
pol-poeci, nie powstaje z tego poezja; i nie jest tez mozliwe
jej powstanie, dop6ki poeci wéréd nas nie beda sie starali
by¢ ,literali-
stami wyobrazni”, wyzszymi niz wyniosto$¢ i pospolitosé¢,
dopoki nie beda umieli udostepnié naszym oczom ,zmyslonych ogrodéw,
gdzie skacza zywe ropuchy”. Na razie zas, jesli
domagasz sie, z jednej strony, surowca poezji
w calej jego dotkliwej
namacalnosci a, z drugiej, tego, co prawdziwe —

chodzi ci wlasnie o poezje.
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Ludmita Marjanska

ABSTRACT:

This essay combining literary history and translation
criticism focuses on “Poetry,” the programmatic poem
by outstanding American modernist poet Marianne
Moore. It draws the reader’s attention to the most im-
portant interpretative issues in the work, including the
poet’s attempt to enunciate the basically “inexpressible”
essence of poetry and phenomenon of its functioning.
The mystery of poetry and of Moore’s poem are illus-
trated through a critical analysis of Polish translations
by the following translators: Jarostaw Mark Rymkiewicz,
Jan Prokop, Julia Hartwig, Stanistaw Baranczak, and
Ludmila Marjaniska, which are provided in an appendix
together with the original.
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poetry translation

Marianne Moore

Jan Prokop

NOTE ON THE AUTHOR:

Ewa Rajewska, PhD - scholar of Polish language and literature, specializing in translation
studies and literary translation from English into Polish; author of books on Polish transla-
tions of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland Lewisa Carrolla (Dwie wiktoriariskie
chwile w Troi, trzy strategie translatorskie. ,Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland” i , Through the
Looking Glass” Lewisa Carrolla w przektadach Macieja Stomczyriskiego, Roberta Stillera i Jolan-
ty Kozak [Two Victorian Moments in Troy, Two Translation Strategies. Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass in the Translations of Maciej Stomczynski,
Robert Stiller, and Jolanta Kozak], 2004) and on the poetry and translation of Stanistaw
Baraticzak (Stanistaw Barariczak — poeta i ttumacz [Stanistaw Barariczak—Poet and Trans-
lator], 2007). Assistant Professor at the Institute of Polish Philology at Adam Mickiewicz
University in Poznan; in charge of translation specialization for MA students there (www.
przekladowa.amu.edu.pl) and responsible for the “Translation Workshop”- the Scholarly
Translation Circle at UAM. |
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