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1. Try

Before Adam Zagajewski’s poem “Try 
to Praise the Mutilated World” land-

ed on the back cover of The New Yorker’s 
special memorial issue, published after the 
attack on the World Trade Center, and 
immediately became famous in America, 
its author was already well known and 
highly regarded in Europe. He was recog-
nized in many circles as an author whose 
books were not only aesthetically but also 
politically important to specific gener-
ations and polemics. His presence on 
the American literary scene began when 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux started pub-
lishing his work on the recommendation 
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— as Adam later said — of Joseph 
Brodsky. His poems were admired by 
Czesław Miłosz, Zbigniew Herbert, 
Susan Sontag, and many American po-
ets and critics, at a time when Adam was 
teaching at the University of Houston 
and, later, at the University of Chicago. 
Then, as the result of happenstance, “Try 
to Praise the Mutilated World” (translat-
ed by Clare Cavanagh) appeared at this 
extraordinary moment in The New Yorker. 
He was asked often to read it at events, 
even though most his other poems were 
in the same vein: in each, he tried to tell 
of joy and sorrow, of delight and grief, and 
of the consolation of poetry, which holds 
all of these things simultaneously. He was 
born in Lwów, a city where his family had 
lived for generations and which they lost, 
forced out when he was a few months 
old. He was born in a mutilated country, 
right after the Second World War took 
six million inhabitants in Poland alone 
and wiped its capital off the face of the 
earth. All of his life, he tried to do exactly 
as his poem says: he tried to praise a world 
that, in spite of everything, is shockingly 
beautiful. Perhaps he wished to find a way, 
like Bach’s St. Matthew Passion does in his 
poem “Good Friday in the Tunnels of the 
Métro,” to succeed in transforming pain 
into beauty. 

Adam was born on June 21, a day 
of paradox: the summer solstice, when 
everything begins and ends at the same 
time, when the seasons’ needle reaches its 
zenith and starts to drop, when the earth 
on its axis of rotation tilts most toward 
the sun while, at the same time, the days 
begin again to decline into darkness. The 
year of his birth was 1945, a year when 
everything ended and began. He died on 
March 21, World Poetry Day: the first 
day of the spring calendar, as winter says 

goodbye. In Poland, March 21 has been 
National Skip Day for years, when thou-
sands of kids play truant from school. That 
is, until this unusual year of 2021, when 
schools, in most cases, were closed.

And there is the fact that his initials 
were A-Z, as if a pendulum was passing 
from one end of the alphabet to the other, 
travelling through all of the possibilities of 
language along the way, the whole entire 
gamut. But enough of this cheap cabala. 

I remember when I arrived in Kraków 
for college. Communism had just col-
lapsed, things had turned around, it was 
the paradoxical watershed year of 1989. 
Kraków was dirty — the walls of the ten-
ements were almost black, the air polluted 
with exhaust.  The 1980s in Poland were 
years of fatigue, crisis, and daily strug-
gle. Even the most straightforward task 
required great effort. It seemed as if life 
consisted of nothing but obstacles. At a 
stall near Jagiellonian University, I bought 
two or three of Adam’s books, which were 
illegal to print during the Communist 
era and almost completely unavailable in 
Poland up to that time. These were “un-
derground” copies, illegal reprints of Paris 
and London editions of his poems and 
essays. On that warm day, sitting on a 
bench in the green belt of a Kraków that 
still felt unreal to me, I experienced a mo-
ment of bewilderment. I sensed that I was 
encountering poetry that belonged to the 
element of air: it was possible to breathe it 
in. It was possible to be lifted — or rather, 
to be immersed and then lifted up, like the 
body in a warm Mediterranean Sea. “For 
a magical moment, everything is equally 
close to him, everything equally distant: 
for he feels a connection to everything. 
He has lost nothing of the past, and the 
future has nothing to bring him. He is, for 
an enchanted moment, the conqueror of 



13

CUP.COLUMBIA.EDU

CO L U M B I A

U N I V E R S I T Y

P R E S S



l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s

14

time.”1 Then, from that bench, I looked 
out on our sad and dirty country differ-
ently. Someone had proved that there was 
something else in our lives, perhaps invisi-
ble at first glance, but more important and 
more beautiful, reassuring and embold-
ening, liberating. Until recently in that 
time of the People’s Republic of Poland, 
printing such poems had been forbidden: 
I thought, how pathetic, weak, and de-
spicable a state must be, with its tens of 
thousands of functionaries, if it’s afraid of 
such poetry.

It was a very concrete and Polish 
kind of poetry, as much as Polish recol-
lections of a lost Lwów can be — and, at 
the same time, it was detached from our 
cursed Polish problems. It was different, 
worldly, free. Not because the poems were 
detached from reality, as Polish critics 
often accused them of being, no — they 
were about reality itself, since our reality 
is twofold, if only because of the fact that 
it’s made up of the visible and the invisi-
ble and, in addition, to quote Hegel, it is 
threatened by the “fury of disappearance” 
and, therefore, only accessible to us within 
the blink of an eye. Moreover, poetry is 
the awareness of this vanishing, an elegy, a 
farewell to reality, a moment of mourning, 
necessary for us to be able to cope with 
the loss and to deal with the overabun-
dance of memory.

I’m writing this because some things 
only happen once in a lifetime; we can 
pass them over in silence, but sooner or 
later that silence will overwhelm and 
engulf us. We can try to be thankful for 
them, however ineptly, but that gratitude 
by its very nature will be less than the gift 
we received. It’s helpful to gain distance 
from something in order to describe it. It’s 
even better if the object of description has 

been frozen, though that’s not possible in 
this case, even with the help of such a fix-
ative as death. After all, you can’t describe 
the clapper — the heart — of a bell in 
motion; at most, you can only try to talk 
about its balancing act. And I’m not even 
talking about the fact that distance, in this 
case, will probably always feel too close. 
I simply don’t know if it’s even possible 
at all, since it’s difficult to gain enough 
distance from oneself. As Wallace Stevens 
wrote: “[Q]uotations have a special inter-
est, since one is not apt to quote what is 
not one’s own words, whoever may have 
written them. The ‘whoever’ is the quot-
er in another guise, in another age, under 
other circumstances.”2 And the point is 
not even that what I want to write about 
is invisible or elusive, but simply that our 
meeting took place somewhere in the el-
ement of air and, since then, we’ve shared 
this elusive part in common. The elusive 
part hasn’t vanished at all but is always 
here, always in me, and that’s why dis-
tance is impossible. Besides — as with 
the majority of published memoirs about 
the dead — everything that’s written con-
cerns, to a greater extent, the one doing 
the recollecting, not the deceased. And 
that reassures me.

Fruit
For Czesław Miłosz

How unattainable life is, it only 
reveals

its features in memory,
in nonexistence. How 

unattainable
afternoons, ripe, tumultuous, 

leaves
bursting with sap; swollen fruit, 

the rustling
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silks of women who pass on the 
other

side of the street, and the shouts 
of the boys

leaving school. Unattainable. The 
simplest

apple inscrutable, round.
The crowns of trees shake in 

warm
currents of air. Unattainable 

distant mountains.
Intangible rainbows. Huge cliffs 

of clouds
flowing slowly through the sky.

The sumptuous,
unattainable afternoon. My life,
swirling, unattainable, free.

(translated by Renata Gorczynski, 
Benjamin Ivry, and C. K. 
Williams)3

2. To Praise

His poetry seemed different from any-
thing I had read before, especially from 
contemporary poetry, which was marked 
by some king of gloomy heaviness, some 
kind of dry, wooden palpitation of lan-
guage. Within Adam’s poetry, there was 
breath, space; it was not cramped, but ex-
ploding with light. Within it, there was 
no confusion or great toil; it was exactly as 
he had written — “a search for radiance.” 
And it was a poetry of joy — the pure joy 
of being, of admiration for beauty and 
the world, of being a child in the world. 
Joy like the joy of swimming in the warm 
Mediterranean Sea. He understood and 
wrote about the fact that, in the same sea, 
refugees were drowning, just as he under-
stood and wrote about the fact that Lwów, 
a city that he loved dearly, was the site of 

so much death just before his birth. “A 
poem grows on contradictions, but it can’t 
grow over them,”4 as he wrote in “Ode to 
Plurality.” His poetry did not absolve him 
of anything, but it took on what poetry 
has taken on from the beginning: a cele-
bration of human existence, of human life. 
The world is sometimes difficult and un-
bearable, but it also deserves to be praised, 
life deserves our gratitude and good that is 
more powerful than evil. Czesław Miłosz 
adored how Adam’s poems were so “in-
toxicated with the world.” His poems are 
often ecstatic, orgasmic, starting with the 
concrete and transforming into a hymn 
— as in, among many others, the poem 
“Lava,” which could be seen as an attempt 
to answer Adorno’s famous assertion that 
writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. 
So many poems tell of flashes of happi-
ness — of those times, as Schopenhauer 
says, when “we are, for that moment, un-
burdened of the base press of the will, we 
celebrate the Sabbath of the workhouse of 
willing, the wheel of Ixion stands still,”5 
and which Nietzsche described with the 
phrase “eternal return.” Adam’s poetry is 
slight and piercing at the same time, and 
when I read it, I get the sensation that the 
calendar has made some kind of mistake 
again and forgot to note the holiday that 
the poem announces.

And what if Heraclitus and 
Parmenides

are both right
and two worlds exist side by side,
one serene, the other insane; one 

arrow
thoughtlessly hurtles, another, 

indulgent,
looks on; the selfsame wave 

moves and stands still.
Animals all at once come into 
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the world
and leave it, birch leaves dance in 

the wind
as they fall apart in the cruel, 

rusty flame.
Lava kills and preserves, the 

heart beats
and is beaten; there was war, then 

there wasn’t;
Jews dies, Jews stay alive, cities 

are razed,
cities endure, love fades, the kiss 

everlasting,
the wings of the hawk must be 

brown,
you’re still with me though we’re 

no more,
ships sink, sand sings, clouds 

wander
like wedding veils in tatters. […]

Youth dissolves
in a day; girls’ faces freeze
into medallions, despair turns to 

rapture
and the hard fruits of the stars in 

the sky
ripen like grapes, and beauty en-

dures, shaken, unperturbed,
and God is and God dies; night 

returns to us
in the evening, and the dawn is 

hoary with dew.

(from “Lava,” translated by 
Renata Gorczynski, Benjamin 
Ivry, and C. K. Williams)

A moment of transition captured, of 
transcendence: a photograph that catches 
the vanishing, as if poetry is a Miłoszian 
“moment everlasting.” “If we take eter-
nity to mean not infinite temporal du-
ration,” Ludwig Wittgenstein writes, 

“but timelessness, then eternal life be-
longs to those who live in the present.”6 
Everything is still possible, as if there 
exists “that one over there,” the vanished 
life; we didn’t lose anything but still feel 
sorrow, an inconsolable loss that we don’t 
need to be ashamed of, our lament. Some 
invisible hand writes a poem, touches us, 
and rearranges objects in the room while 
we’re sleeping, alters our world, at times 
leaving behind its mysterious trace. This 
from a poem about Goronne in the col-
lection Invisible Hand:

[…] No one saw, no cameras,
only an azure eye; absolute 

ignorance,
serenity, glory, bliss.
A letter opener
lay on the wooden table,
a handful of nuts, a purple plum
that shone violet 
as in a Spanish canvas,
a worn-out plastic ballpoint
with dark streaks of poetry.

(from “Impassive,” translated by 
Clare Cavanagh)

People characterized him as an ele-
giac poet, to which he acquiesced after 
a while, given that poetry is an attempt 
to hold onto something that slips away 
and tends toward nonexistence. The two-
fold, the paradox, the dichotomy — but 
also the whole. In writing about what is 
at least a twofold reality, he doesn’t mean 
easy metaphysics. He is not a Catholic 
poet. “Mysticism for Beginners” — that’s 
what he liked to call his poetry and poetry 
in general — or, quoting his father, an en-
gineer, “a slight exaggeration.” Not grand 
epiphanies addressed to God but an at-
tempt to show the whole of reality — that 

TOMASZ RÓŻYCKI
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is, the invisible, the inner life, the spiritu-
al life intertwined with what is tangible, 
painful, and cruel. The visible part, too, will 
disappear in a minute; only light remains, 
a ray of hope. As in Caravaggio’s paint-
ings, Adam’s poems show the moment of 
transition, the second when a divine spark 
ignites and then falls into darkness, illu-
minating angry, surprised, or happy hu-
man faces. Faces twisted in suffering or 
hatred, or simply ordinary normal faces 
that the radiance transforms: a moment 
that determines that nothing will be as 
it was before. It illuminates cruelty and 
compassion for the body, for the physical 
world — this divine spark, mysterious and 
enigmatic, bringing only a faint flash of 
hope — as Adam himself wrote in “The 
Calling of St. Matthew (San Luigi dei 
Francesi),” “They live in semi-darkness, 
and suddenly light arrives.” A transfor-
mation has taken place, a transition. A 
simple moment suddenly becomes a 
window, and the picture frame becomes 
a door through which we can pass to go 
beyond our time, into a small eternity, a 
small resurrection.

3. The Mutilated

Adam Zagajewski spent twenty years 
abroad, living in Paris and Houston, and 
then Paris and Chicago — he taught in 
both American cities for some time. He 
didn’t call himself an exile, objecting that 
he had gone to Paris because of the love 
of his life, Maya, although he was banned 
from publishing in Poland and wouldn’t 
be able to return easily. The first years in 
Paris were difficult, but he believed that 
writers are among the most privileged of 
émigrés. They’re not lost entirely; they 
leave a trace behind. 

Among the poems that I read on that 

bench in Kraków was “To Go to Lwów” 
— which I already knew in high school 
as a famous poem copied at random in 
samizdat editions of Zeszyty Literackie. 
The poem was especially close to me be-
cause of my family history. Like Adam, 
my father was born in Łyczaków, where 
Zbigniew Herbert, Stanisław Lem, and 
Debora Vogel also lived. And my family 
was relocated from there to a post-Ger-
man, Silesian town. Though this “inciden-
tal” connection is true, it’s not so import-
ant; it’s not why this poem became such 
an anthem for me. Lwów is a “second 
Jerusalem,” a place impossible to return to 
in our visible reality. The bond of exile is a 
bond of longing for something unattain-
able, something mythical that exists only 
in memory or even more so in the imagi-
nation. “To Go to Lwów” means to escape 
to Lwów, to travel toward an eternal dura-
tion, beyond time, to the New Jerusalem; 
to escape from grayness and despair, to 
wage an expedition to the land of the dead, 
to paradise, to that wonderful “Nowhere.” 
“Real life is elsewhere,” as a certain mad-
man once wrote in the most lyrical of po-
ems.7 Adam’s Lwów is not the Lwów of 
various societies of devotees who gather 
to reminisce about their Lwów in quite an 
orthodox spirit — rather, it’s Byzantium 
from Yeats’ poem, it’s the Greek Elysium. 
A peach. Ideal and beautiful. Elusive.

I was born into a family that men-
tioned Lwów on a daily basis, reinforcing 
my belief that we were only temporarily 
in Silesia, having been cast out of a heav-
enly place. Lwów, the most amusing and 
most beautiful city in the world, was un-
scathed in such recollections. If anything 
remained after the horrible war and the 
cynical destruction of all things sacred 
during communist times, it was Lwów, 
“quiet and pure as a peach.”
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This twofold life of exiles is won-
derfully described in Adam’s essay, “Two 
Cities.” Superimposed onto the actu-
al map of Gliwice, where he spent his 
childhood after his arrival from Lwów, 
is another visualized map, maintained by 
the memories of the displaced — family, 
friends and neighbors, since almost every-
one in Adam’s environment was original-
ly from there — a map of the streets of 
Lwów. So, while walking around Gliwice, 
they still can imagine that they’re walk-
ing around that other city — until there’s 
a physical manifestation in the form of 
a downstairs neighbor who refuses to go 
outside because he can’t concede that what 
he sees there is not his beloved Lwów. If 
he appears in the yard to throw out the 
garbage, it’s always in his pajamas, aiming 
to give the impression that he’s here only 
for a moment and doesn’t plan on taking 
the reality around him seriously. 

“To Go to Lwów” taught me some-
thing important — it showed me the 
impossibility and elusiveness of my own 
longing and allowed me to break free from 
the curse of memory, to place Lwów in the 
realm of universal ideas. “Why must every 
city become Jerusalem and every man a 
Jew?” Reading this, I felt that my longing 
was connected to a universal bond be-
tween all of us, a human bond.

The previously mentioned poem, “Try 
to Praise the Mutilated World,” published 
on the back page of The New Yorker after 
the tragedy of September 11, suddenly 
became the voice of many thousands of 
Americans. As Adam later said, he wrote 
it after a trip with his father to the border-
lands of Poland and Ukraine, where fifty 
years later they still saw ruins and nettles 
growing over the traces of Ukrainian vil-
lages, now disappeared, whose popula-
tions were relocated during the postwar 

“Operation Vistula.” The poem was writ-
ten a year and a half before anyone even 
imagined the attacks in New York. It was 
written because the world was mutilated 
already, because people perished during 
the Second World War, before it and af-
ter it, because there, from under the dark 
brush, the shadows of our loved ones from 
Kolyma, Ravensbrück, Srebrenica are 
watching us still. Because poetry is, finally, 
a mourning of each death, of every vanish-
ing, witness to the “fury of disappearance.” 
Adam’s poem suddenly turned out to be 
painfully true for someone else, some-
where else this time, in another language, 
because it bears in mind the fact that, in 
spite of it all, good, truth, love, and beauty 
exist; that we are here, living in them, living 
thanks to them, and talking about them is 
worthwhile. Writing poems is worthwhile 
so that the world can come back to life 
and endure. “What an unexpected meet-
ing — the patient finds the doctor,” as he 
wrote in “Treatise on Emptiness” (trans-
lated by Clare Cavanagh). Once again, it 
turns out that poetry found the words for 
what was yet to happen: that poetry was 
there ahead of us, before we were born. 
And that it was able to join people in a 
bond of compassion.

It’s still one step ahead of us, and it 
wants to tell us something that, so far, we 
don’t understand. As if it wants to delay 
a little longer the inevitable impending 
moment, stop time for a little while, as if 
it’s practice for transcendence, preparation 
for disappearing.

Mysticism for Beginners

[…] The German on the café 
terrace

held a small book on his lap.
I caught sight of the title:

TOMASZ RÓŻYCKI
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Mysticism for Beginners.
Suddenly I understood that the 

swallows
patrolling the streets of 

Montepulciano […]
and the stained-glass windows 

like butterfly wings
sprinkled with pollen,
and the little nightingale 

practicing
its speech beside the highway,
and any journey, any kind of trip,
are only mysticism for beginners,
the elementary course, prelude
to a test that’s been
postponed.

(translated by Clare Cavanagh)

4. World

If the words from his solitude found 
their way to my solitude, we shared a bit 
of solidarity, joined together in the least 
visible element — the element of air. 
Just when I was discovering his poet-
ry, a chorus of complainers raised their 
voices in Poland, and Adam became 
their first whipping boy. The more his 
poems were filled with the names of 
philosophers and painters, references to 
music and foreign cities, the more he ap-
peared guilty, and the more often accusa-
tions were made that he disdained ordi-
nary people — that he was a “fat cat,” that 
he floated above real problems. The more 
readers he found in the world, the less sat-
isfied Polish critics and the younger gen-
eration of poets were. The more he tried 
to praise the mutilated world, the more 
he was mocked as a pretentious aesthete 
who, they alleged, hadn’t really suffered. 
People said: this is poetry for intellectuals, 

for music lovers, for art connoisseurs, 
for the American middle class full of its 
complexes and aspiring to European re-
finement, for affluent European elites lis-
tening to string quartets at sunset while 
on vacation in Tuscany. People said: right, 
Zagajewski — supposedly a poet who 
started out by critiquing socialist reali-
ty, who was involved with the Solidarity 
movement, who was a censored author 
with all the markings of being a spokes-
person for ordinary people fighting in 
their worker’s uniforms against the social 
injustices of the system, who was an op-
positionist fighting for the rights of the 
individual — suddenly fled to the West 
and devoted himself to the aestheticiza-
tion of reality. They said: he changed be-
cause he went to Paris and started going 
to beautiful restaurants, he forgot what 
it’s like to be Polish. Such things are never 
forgiven in Poland. We need our poets to 
share our fate and, even if they say “I,” to 
die on the barricade with others. This is 
another cursed Polish problem: the writer 
is required to stand with “us,” to be “us,” 
because only in this way can the commu-
nity hand over its voice to the writer and 
impart a sense of importance. The curse is 
that the Polish “we” is built too often in 
opposition to the other and can be in pro-
found contradiction to the universal “we.”

Adam himself wrote beautifully about 
this in Solidarity and Solitude, a volume 
of essays from 1986, in which he tries to 
find a balance between polar opposites — 
communal solidarity and skeptical solitary 
individualism, egalitarianism and elitism 
— the pendulum of his thought rocking 
back and forth between. He talks about 
this balancing act, the continual running 
of the track between “we” and “I,” about 
the art of maintaining distance from 
both of them at times when distance is 

TOMASZ RÓŻYCKI



l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s

24

nearly impossible but necessary. So that 
the “we” doesn’t devour, doesn’t engulf 
the “I,” doesn’t deprive it of the right to 
dream and to differ brilliantly. But, also, 
so that the “I” doesn’t lose contact, doesn’t 
break away from the gravitational pull of 
the “we,” doesn’t soar into complete soli-
tude; so that solitude is supported by the 
strength of empathy. It’s essential to es-
tablish solitude and solidarity alike.

[…] I thought
of the arts of painting and living,
of so many blank, bitter days,

of moments of helplessness
and my chilly imagination
that’s the tongue of a bell,
alive only when swaying,

striking what it loves,
loving what it strikes […]

(from “Canvas,” translated by 
Renata Gorczynski, Benjamin 
Ivry and C. K. Williams)

As everyone knows, the sound of a 
bell is delayed. First, the heart’s clapper 
strikes the bow of its cloak, and before the 
vibration spreads and the bell surrenders 
it to the air and then our ears play the 
sound back, a second passes. The bigger 
the bell, the more powerful the strike; the 
more powerful the vibration, the longer 
the delay and the longer the sound lasts. 
The sound of a bell, as all music, is time 
flowing through the air, a delay, a passing 
away.

Contrary to the opinion of his crit-
ics, Adam remained committed. At the 
international level, he participated in doz-
ens of initiatives, invariably and patiently 
explaining what constituted Polishness 

to everyone, to Germans and Spaniards 
and Americans, and also demonstrating 
that we all belong to the same community 
that has space for Bach and Caravaggio, 
for Cavafy and Simone Weil, for Miles 
Davis, Anatoly Marchenko, and Ruth 
Buczyńska. In Berlin, he was a member 
of the Akademie der Künste. In Paris, 
he was one of the founders of Zeszyty 
Literackie, an extremely important liter-
ary journal for the preservation of Polish 
culture, and he was a friend of the Polish 
“Kultura” circle, of Józef Czapski, and so 
many others. And, as his friends know 
well, he did so much for cultural life in 
Kraków after he returned. It’s impossible 
for me to list even a tenth of his commit-
ments, primarily because Adam was quite 
a discreet person, never a star like some 
writers who surround themselves with a 
whole court of loyal supporters, of adoring 
fans and young poets, of fawning critics 
and publishers. When the government 
began trampling on civil rights in Poland 
in recent years, Adam was among those 
protesting and commenting on the situa-
tion, including in his poems. Once again, 
he became a poet of opposition, and again, 
those in power hated him. It’s remarkable 
how often the word “we” appears in his 
poems, how he is able to establish a bond 
with the reader. He acted in defense of 
refugees and against jingoism. He wasn’t 
afraid of accusations or attacks. Crowds of 
admirers came out to his readings, while 
jealous people hissed in coffee shops and 
on internet forums. In recent years in 
Poland, only Adam had the courage to 
use certain mocked words. He followed 
his own path, and at times it seemed that 
he had been abandoned there, alone.

Sitting on that bench in Kraków’s 
green belt, I didn’t yet know that we 
would meet and become friends, that 
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Adam would turn out to be one of the 
most important people in my life, and 
that I would be sitting here today, unable 
to find the words to write about him, be-
cause the hardest thing is to write about 
someone who is, simply put, good. As he 
himself put it in the poem “That Day”: 
“he is, so it seems, at the strongest point 
of his existence, he grows, though he is 
no more, he still speaks, though he’s gone 
mute, […] he’s achieved completion, ab-
solute completion, he’s so complete, so 
great, so splendid, he no longer fits inside 
life” (translated by Clare Cavanagh). And 
now, in this moment, as I’m writing this 
disjointed text here in Switzerland, as al-
most every single newspaper is appearing 
with a headline about the death of a “great 
Polish poet,” I think that, finally, many are 
beginning to realize what a figure we’ve 
lost. Though the sound of a bell reaches us 
with a delay, it can still be deafening. 

An image sticks with me from a fes-
tival in a small town high in the Alps, 
Alto Adige, also known as Südtirol. It 
was April. The valley was already warm 
and filled with fragrant flowers. We were 
going high up into the mountains, first 
by cable car and then by chairlift. There, 
several hundred meters above the valley, it 
was still white. Snow was falling in huge 
flakes, and we were riding in the chairlift 
one by one, several meters apart. None of 
us were prepared for this kind of weather, 
and Adam was wearing only a thin black 
coat. I saw him up at the front, suspended 
many meters above the ground, moving 
along a row of enormous spruce trees as if 
floating through a white tunnel. The snow 
kept falling thicker and thicker, we glided 
along in complete silence, and the whole 
setting seemed unreal. At one point, I saw 
that Adam had calmly unfolded his um-
brella to use as a shield, and it appeared to 

be holding him up, his silhouette hover-
ing there, a figure in a dark coat swaying 
slowly in front of me for that moment of 
delay, elusive in the falling snow like a wa-
vering letter on a white screen that strays 
and vanishes and returns.

Translator’s Coda: The very act of translat-
ing this tribute to Adam Zagajewski has 
been a process of mourning for me. Tomasz 
and I met thanks to Adam, who introduced 
us nearly two decades ago. Our friendship 
and collaboration since then can be credited 
to his keen facilitation, and now we come 
together to honor the role he played. He was 
my mentor and M.F.A. thesis advisor at the 
University of Houston, where he started the 
Kraków Poetry Seminar that brought me to 
Poland for the first time. Sitting here labor-
ing to render Tomasz’s words in English, I 
feel Adam’s presence at every turn, just as he 
exists in so many books that do not bear his 
name but that never would have come into 
existence without him. This presence includes 
both encouragement and critique — the 
amalgam of true mentorship that, perhaps, 
one can only fully appreciate after the fact. 
I take courage in recalling his exacting gaze 
whenever I translate, whenever I write.

In addition to this personal act of 
mourning, I’m also aware of the way that 
all translation is a kind of elegy. The origi-
nal words die away and are transmogrified, 
reborn in a new language. “One is never ‘by 
oneself,’ however isolating the act of writing 
might appear,”8 Rosanna Warren says of how 
all writing receives and transforms — trans-
lates — literary tradition. Some transfor-
mations gain in the new version, providing 
consolation for what has been lost and even 
acquiring additional nuance. I love, for in-
stance, the way this tribute speaks differently 
to American and European readers (it has 
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also appeared in Polish and German), high-
lighting how Adam’s work leaves distinct 
legacies in each place, in each language and 
literary tradition. One era’s “poet of 9/11” is 
another’s forbidden fruit, another’s establish-
ment. Other transformations that occur in the 
process of translation remain in the realm of 
grief. How can I, for example, here make up 
for the fact that what we call the bell ’s “clap-
per” in English is called its “heart” in Polish? 
And the bell ’s body, which we call the “waist,” 
is its “coat” — a word that plays out in the 
very title of this tribute and its striking final 
image. Thus, the process involves both love 
and loss. It entwines the two in a ritual of 
grief, this translation, which I offer for you. 
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