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A LEAF. treeless,
for Bertolt Brechi:

What times are these

when a conversation

is almost a crime

because it includes

so much said?

his poem, by Paul Celan, contracts
Tsnmt famous lines from Bertolt

Brecht’s “To Those Bom Later”,
published thiny years earlier: “What kind of
times are they, when / A talk about trees is
almost a crime / Because it implies silence
about so many horrors™ — translated thus in
the version by John Willett which Michacl
Hofmann has selected for his anthology - a
poem that has been adverted w by so many of
the poets bomm later that to do so almost
seems a sine qua non of entering the German
poetic tradition. In Celan’s straitening of the
lines, language itself, or at least the German
language, has become infected by what hap-
pened in the interim: conversation (and the
German word for it, Gesprich, has a special
resonance in Celan, going back to Hilderlin),
nol just a conversation about trees, is barely
possible any more because it must use words
that have been implicated in so much that
makes them unusable. In part, this refers to
the whole tradition of German poetry. And
yet, Celan is entering into a sort of dialogue
with Brecht, conversation might be possible
despite everything, there is still a line of con-
nection running back to poetry from before
the Second World War,

The Faber Book of Twentieth-Cenniry
German Poems, edited by Michael Hofmann,
shows very clearly that it was Brecht above
all who made the continuity possible: Celan’s
poem is not included, but other poets in the
anthology name and quote Brecht (such as
Heiner Milller or Volker Braun), and, much
more fundamentally, he is present in the tex-
ture and tone, the very fabric, of poem after
poem. Giinter Kunert’s “About Some Who
Survived” would be a good example, or Kurt
Bantsch’s “Question Answer Question™: both
have Brecht's clear-sighted sobriety and casy
exemplarity, also what Hofmann rightly calls
his “subtlety and elegance”. But while it is
not 50 surprising 1o find Brecht echoing in
poets who have made no secret of his import-
ance to them, it is much more striking o
notice that even Gottfricd Benn, who had
formed his reputation well before Brecht
began to write and in almost every respect is
his polar opposite, can write lines that in all
but sentiment sound exactly like him. Here
are the last lines of “People Met”, translated
by Christopher Middleton:

Often 1 have asked myself, but found no

answcer,

Where gentleness and goodness can possibly

come from;

Even today I can’t tell, and it's time o be gone.
It doesn’t last long, and in the final words is
already fading out, yet for a moment the
kind of accent that falls on the “T", the quest-
ioning tone and the measured cadence are all
Brecht's. Here is one of his last poems, in a
translation by the late Michael Hamburger:

And [ always thought: the very simplest words

Must be enough. When I say what things

are like

Everyone's heart must be tom o shreds.

That you'll go down if you don't stand up

for yoursell,
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Surely you see that.
But whereas Brecht can make us believe that
the world might yield to the gentle locutions
of sense, Benn uses “the wvery simplest
words” 1o express a basic feeling of being ata
loss. It is differences and resemblances like
these that a good anthology can make us see.

Brecht's example meant so much to later
poets because he seemed to have done

the greater part of the work that suddenly
became necessary to most, after 1945:
stripping the language back to plainness and
clarity, rejecting lyrical temptations and

including one, “The King of Munster” (trans-
lated by Don Paterson) which, while it is
good to have (it disconcerts the way we
might otherwise see Rilke) is also part of a
subtle suggestion that German poetry has a
gritty, tough, “real” guality, and not much
time for the “conversation about trees™.

There can be no such thing as a representa-
tive anthology: Hofmann makes no bones
about this (he says his book aims to be “at
once readable, objective and unfair”, and it is
carefully a collection of “poems" rather than
“poetry”), but as it will now be the place
most English-speakers go to get a sense of
what twentieth-century German poetry is
about, it may be worth trying to identify
some of this anthology's predilections and
provocations, and to consider what German
poetry looks like in the kaleidoscope Hof-
mann hands us.

The bigger shapes are provided by Rilke,
Benn, Brecht. Celan and Enzensherger (who
gets more pages than anyone — Hofmann
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bringing poetry closer to the rhythms of the
spoken voice. That Brecht had anticipated
this, and redefined the lyric in so doing,
showed how well he understood what was
happening. It also meant that his career could
continue after the war without any obvious
disruption. The other major poet to bridge the
war was Benn, bul though his reputation was
very high in the 1950s, it is only more
recently, as this anthology shows, that he can
be said to have had much influence on the
way poetry is written — by Durs Griinbein
especially.

Hofmann gives us a picture of German
poetry in the twentieth century, where Brecht
is central, and it would be hard to do other-
wise. But he perhaps makes Brechi seem
even more of a hinge than he is by selecting
pretty sparingly from poets born before him.
This foreshortening is achieved by including
only one poem apiece by Else Lasker-
Schiiler and Emst Stadler, and nothing by
Wilhelm Lehmann or Oskar Loerke. Expres-
sionism has o make do without August
Stramm and many others. Rilke is repre-
sented by half as many poems as Brecht,

includes his long poem “foam™), among which
are tessellated smaller bits of Georg Trakl,
Nelly Sachs, Peter Huchel, Giimer Eich,
Johannes Bobrowski, Ingeborg Bachmann
and Griinbein. Shifting among them are frag-
menis of about forty other poets from Lasker-
Schiiler {(bom 1869) to Jan Wagner (bomn
1971). In his introduction, Hofmann makes
claims for German poetry as being one of the
best bodies of work in the twentieth century.
Reading through, one might discover that at
the beginning of the century it has a peculiar
fascination with bodies in water (Benn, Georg
Heym, Brecht), especially if they are female,
dead, and colonized by rats, as they are in
Benn's “Morgue” and Heym's “The Dead
Girl in the Water”. This is what Expressionism
did to the pictures and poems depicting
Ophelia in the nineteenth century. Then one
might find that it cannot forget Holderlin
{Celan, Grass, Enzensberger), that in fact it is
always remembering its own: besides Brecht
passim, there is Grosz evoked by Lasker-
Schiiler, Trakl by Bobrowski, Benn by Miiller,
Bobrowski by Kunze, Enzensberger and
Braun by Bartsch, Meister by Kriiger.
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“This intensity of self-reference seems to be
deliberately engineered on Hofmann's part,
and it is certainly one way of doing some-
thing with the anthology as form. It's notice-
able that apant from Lasker-Schiller’s poem
to Grosz, this dialoguing doesn’t go on
among the women poets, of whom there are
not that many: none of the poets here born
after the war are women, but it's good to
have Inge Miiller, and Elke Erb’s notations
on “N.'s Identity” which end: “The only
thing that, after the war, reminded us of N.,
was N”. (translated by Rosmarie Waldrop).
German poctry could also seem  urban,
fraught, undisposed o wonder. For Brecht,
the conversation about trees had to continue
as one of the conditions and signs of our sur-
vival: his own best poetry grew out of a quar-
rel between the lyrical impulse and the polit-
ical one. For stretches of the book, this aspect
of Brecht can seem to go underground. In the
post-war period the most siriking thing is
how many of the poets lived in the GDR: the
evidence seems incontrovertible that poetry
prospered there, as a possible form of resist-
ance and accommodation, OFf the poems here
written by poets born after 1945, only a hand-
ful are by poets who did not grow up in East
Germany, but this is certainly a bias. There is
also only one poet (Uwe Kolbe) born in Hof-
mann's own decade, the 1950s, Both these
oddities could have been offset by including,
say, Thomas Kling.

Of course, Hofmann has partly been bound
by what is available in translation. Poetry in
German has been well served by translators
into English, above all by the late Michael
Hamburger, who channelled an education’s
worth of poetry, from Goethe to Enzens-
berger, into his adopted tongue; but also by
people like Christopher Middleton and Ruth
and Matthew Mead, all of whose work, along
wilh that of many others, Hofmann draws on.
Rilke and Brecht have atracted the most
translators: for Rilke, there are almost as
many translators as poems here, including a
beautiful rendering by Paul Muldoon of the
unicomn sonnet from the Sonnets to Orpheus
and a less successful one of “Spanish
Dancer” by Robin Robertson, where the shift
from simile to metaphor in the original, mark-
ing the growing intensity of the dance, is
undone by beginning in metaphor. But Hof-
mann has also translated almost a third of the
poems himself, and we can be grateful to him
for introducing so much that is new in Eng-
lish, such as much of the Benn (definitely one
of the high points of the book), most of the
Eich, Rainer Brambach, Jiirgen Becker and
almost all the most recent poets. Hofmann is
a translator with Robert Lowell's concern for
“live English™ and he is not afraid to depan
from the German where necessary. He is not
so freestyle as Lowell in his Imirations,
though. Hofmann likes to use French, as in
the title of Benn's poem “Teils — teils”,
which comes out as “Comme ci, comme ¢a”,
or in his version of Grilnbein’s “All About
You", where the flurry of pigeons feeding
becomes “a sort of haure volée gobbling™. He
does everything he can to make the poems
sound as if they could have been written in
English, and succeeds. If anything there is a
danger of their sounding a little wo easily
arrived at, a litle too native. But it only
makes sense to say that if you hold a view of
translation that Hofmann clearly does not,
and we should count ourselves lucky.



