Poetry of Resistance

Introduction

Not all will know all of these poets; know these voices, their lives, their pens and papers that reflect the resistance and rebellion of their peoples. Or voices that look back on that history with images needed in the present, needed if the lives of the living must change if they are to live.

The story of resistance is also a story of defeat, of years and years silenced by the force of power. But even in these years the poets often find a way. A way of giving life to things that seemed to have gone. A world of words which seems so far away, on themes and history which to power seem irrelevant in its oppression of the day. And then, on another day, it will all be said again in voices clear and fearless. 

There are many poets here with poems on war and death, on resistance and defeat, on imprisonment and love, on pikes and rebellion, on military coups and prehistory, on slaves and secret trains, on flight and on return, they are all here.   
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Poets of Resistance




Seamus Heaney:  Requiem for the Croppies 

The pockets of our greatcoats full of barley –

No kitchens on the run, no striking camp –

We moved quick and sudden in our own country.

The priest lay behind ditches with the tramp.

A people, hardly marching – on the hike –

We found new tactics happening each day:

We’d cut through reins and rider with the pike

And stamped cattle into infantry,

Then retreat through hedges where cavalry must be thrown.

Until on Vinegar Hill, the fatal conclave,

Terraced thousands died, shaking scythes at cannon.

The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave.

They buried us without shroud or coffin

And in August the barley grew up out of the grave.

Seamus Heaney is a poet who lived for years in Northern Ireland, during the years of conflict and resistance. He did not always agree with the resistance movement, but was also drawn to them and to its history. This poem Requiem for the Croppies goes back to the rise of the rebels in 1798 in the county of Wexford and a bit beyond. In those times the Croppies were those who cut their hair short as a signal of resistance. It was seen as evidence of treason. They had no weapons but themselves and homemade pikes and homemade strategies, driving flocks of cattle into foreign regiments. In the end they were slaughtered on Vinegar Hill. It was with all the bitterness of vinegar. And there were so many whose hairs were short who in the months to come were hanged along the road

Yannis Ritsos:  Athens 1970

In these streets

people walk; people

hurry, they are in a hurry

to go away; to get away (from what?),

to get (where?) – I don’t know – not faces –

vacuum cleaners, boots, boxes –

They hurry.

In these streets, another time,

they had passed with huge flags,

They had a voice (I remember, I heard it),

an audible voice.

Now,

they walk, they run, they hurry,

motionless in their hurry –

the train comes, they board, the jostle;

green, red light;

the doorman behind the glass partition;

the whore, the soldier, the butcher;

the wall is grey, higher than time.

Even the statues can’t see. 

We will return to Rannis Ritsos, return from this time. The time of the Greek military junta between 1967 and 1974, “The Seven Years” they are also called. It was in this time he wrote this poem on Athens in “Corridor and Stairs” (1970), a time the huge red flags had faded and the people lost their tongues. A time when even the statue is blind. He had seen and lived in other times where there was resistance, where there was song and there was hope. 

W. H. Auden: Epitaph on a Tyrant

Perfection, of a kind, was what he was after,

And the poetry he invented was easy to understand;

He knew human folly like the back of his hand,

And was greatly interested in armies and fleets;

When he laughed, respectable senators burst with laughter,

And when he cried the little children died in the streets.

Written in January 1939 this “Epitaph on a Tyrant” is in the simple form of verses for a child. “Armies and fleets” rhyme with “died in the streets”. The little poem is a portrait of the dictatorship of the time. And of its consequences, the crushing of innocent life. The only comfort is in its title: it is an epitáphion, a title that waits and knows of the inevitable decease of power. We will return to the resistance that arose in that time and spread through the continents during the war of the states.

W. B. Yeats:  Easter 1916

I have met them at close of day

Coming with vivid faces

From counter or desk among grey

Eighteenth-century houses.

I have passed with a nod of the head

Or polite meaningless words,

Or have lingered a while and said

Polite meaningless words.

And thought before I had done

Of a mocking tale or a gibe

To please a companion 

Around the fire at the club,

Being certain that they and I

But lived where motley is worn:

All changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

That woman’s days were spent

In ignorant good-will,

Her nights in argument

Until her voice grew shrill.

What voice was more sweet than hers

When, young and beautiful,

She rode to harriers?

This man had kept a school

And rode our wingèd horse;

This other his helper and friend

Was coming into his force;

He might have won fame in the end,

So sensitive his nature seemed, 

So daring and sweet his thought.

This other man I had dreamed

A drunken vainglorious lout.

He had done most bitter wrong

To some who are near my heart,

Yet I number him in the song:

He, too, has resigned his part

In the casual comedy;

He, too, has been changed in his turn, 

Transformed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

Hearts with one purpose alone

Through summer and winter seem

Enchanted to a stone

To trouble the living stream.

The horse that comes from the road,

The rider, the birds that range

From cloud to tumbling cloud,

Minute by minute they change;

A shadow of cloud on the stream

Changes minute by minute;

A horse-hoof slides on the brim,

And a horse plashes within it;

The log-legged moor-hens dive,

And hens to moor-cocks call;

Minute by minute they live:

The stone’s in the midst of all.

Too long a sacrifice

Can make a stone of the heart.

And when may it suffice?

That is Heaven’s part, our part

To murmur name upon name,

As a mother names her child

When sleep at last has come

On limbs that had run wild.

What is it but nightfall?

No, no, not night but death;

Was it needless death after all?

For England may keep faith

For all that is done and said.

We know their dream; enough

To know they dreamed and are dead;

And what if excess of love

Bewildered them till they died?

I write it out in a verse –

MacDonagh and MacBride

And Connolly and Pearse

Now and in times to be,

Wherever green is worn,

Are changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

September 25, 1916 

Written shortly after the Easter Rising 1916 as it is called throughout the land, the poem was published in W. B. Yeats, Michael, Robartes and the Dancer (1921). In earlier years he had been active in a regeneration of Irish culture which had been deeply injured by foreign occupation, the Great Famine of the eighteen forties, the emigration of millions and the loss of its native language. He was shocked and moved by the Easter Rising and its consequences. The sixteen leaders of the rebellion were executed in Kilmainham Jail. One was hanged in London. The poet mentions some, among others Patrick Pearse – whose name I was given so many years later – and James Connolly. A socialist leader and the first Marxist in the Dublin of his day. He created the Irish Socialist Republican Party and the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) to defend workers and strikers against police brutality. During the Easter Rising he leads the Dublin Brigade and is badly wounded. There was any day he could die but he was removed from hospital, tied to a chair and shot by a firing squad.

Siegried Sassoon:  ‘They’

The bishop tells us:  ‘When the boys come back

They will not be the same; for they’ll have fought

In a just cause: they lead the last attack

On Anti-Christ; their comrades’ blood has bought

New right to breed an honourable race,

They have challenged Death and dared him face to face.’

‘We’re none of the same!’ the boys reply.

For George has lost both legs; and Bill’s stone blind;

Pour Jim is shot through the lungs and like to die;

And Bert’s gone syphilitic; you’ll not find

A chap who’s served that hasn’t found some change.’

And the Bishop said: ‘The ways of God are strange’.

Siegfried Dassoon joined on the first day of the Great War as it was called. The losses at the Battle of the Somme where thousands and thousand of the poor were sacrificed changed him from that day.  To prevent him from being court-martialled, a friend had him admitted to a psychiatric hospital.  He was a good man. For the rest of his life he wrote of his own lost generation. It was with a feeling of guilt and sorrow: how can I live and all the others die? 

It is not only Siegfried who is to be mentioned here. It is also George and Bill and Jim and Bert. Let us let the bishop be the fool he is. 

I can imagine: they could have listened to Rosa Luxemburg or to another who spoke their tongue. She wanted all workers' parties to call for a general strike if war broke out. But in 1914, there was no general strike and her party also supported the war. 

Rosa thought of suicide: The "revisionism" she had fought since 1899 had won. She was imprisoned for a year for "inciting to disobedience against the authorities of law and order". 

Later, on January 15, 1919, she was executed by a rightwing militia, the Freikorps Garde-Kavallerie, and her body thrown into the Landwehr Canal. She was found four months later. And I have been to her grave.

You could have listened to her or to others. That is almost all I can say to George and Bill and Jim and Bert. But we still have to say and I am sure that you can hear me: let us do all we can to undermine the power of war and the war of power. 

Charles Hamilton Sorley:  When you see millions of the mouthless dead

When you see millions of the mouthless dead

Across your dreams in pale battalions go,

Say not soft things as other men have said,

That you’ll remember. For you need not so.

Give them not praise. For, deaf, how should they know

It is not curses heaped on each gashed head?

Nor tears. Their blind eyes see not your tears flow.

Nor honour. It is easy to be dead.

Say only this, ‘They are dead’. Then add thereto,

‘Yet many a better one has died before’.  

Then, scanning all the o’ercrowded mass, should you

Perceive one face that you loved heretofore,

It is a spook. None wears the face you knew.

Great death has made all his for evermore.

Charles Hamilton Sorley was killed already at the Battle of Loos in 1915 at the age of twenty. As one of the few he had been in Germany before the war. He learned to know the lies of power, whether there or in his own country. While being prepared to go to war he wrote: ‘In training to fight for England, I am training to fight for that deliberate hypocrisy, that terrible middle-class sloth of outlook…that has marked us from generation to generation…Indeed I think that after the war all brave men will renounce their country and confess that they are strangers and pilgrims on the earth’. He did not live to do so. 

Resistance movements are not for war, they are for change. Armed resistance is a last resort, a way when all other ways are closed.

Mourid Barghouti:  Life simply as it is    

An Everyday Scene     

It's a soft winter day

between echoes in the distance

and the sound of drizzling rain.

A room

its broken window is transparent

so that nothing separates the clouds above

from the edges of the mat.

The child's hand, with its five dimples

lies gently now

on the down-covered breast.

He tries to suckle, between hunger and sleepiness.

In the mother's eyes there is a celebratory pride

and traces of weariness.

Outside the window

the everyday scene continues:

Young boys loading their slingshots

the sound of shouting, banners in the air,

soldiers opening fire with a reckless thrill.

Another boy falls martyred

on to the ground.
Normal Journey 

I have not seen any horrors,

I have not seen the dragon in the land,

I have not seen the Cyclops on the sea,

nor a witch nor a policeman

at the entrance of my day.

Pirates have not overtaken my desires,

thieves have not broken down the door of my life,

my absence has not been long,

it took me but one lifetime.

How come you see scars 

on my face, sorrow in my eyes,

and bruises in my mood and my bones?

These are only illusions.

I have not seen any horrors

everything was completely normal,

do not worry,

your son is still in his grave, murdered,

and he is fine.

It is also fine

It’s also fine to die in our beds

on a clean pillow

and among our friends. 

It’s fine to die, once,

our hands crossed on our chests

empty and pale

with no scratches, no chains, no banners,

and no petitions. 

It’s fine to have a clean and perfect death

no holes in our shirts,

and no marks on our ribs. 

It’s fine to die

with a white pillow, not the pavement under our face,

our hands resting in those of our loved ones

surrounded by nurses and caring doctors

with nothing left but a graceful farewell,

paying no attention to history

leaving this world as it is

hoping that, someday, someone else

will change it. 

After thirty years of exile the poet Mourid Barghouti returned to what was left of Palestine in 1996 and lives today in the town of Ramallah.

The most quoted text of an essay he also has written is this: 

"One of its charming miracles is that through its form, poetry can resist the content of authoritarian discourse. 

By resorting to understatement, concrete and physical language, a poet contends against abstraction, generalization, hyperbole and the heroic language of hot-headed generals and bogus lovers alike....

Poetry remains one of the astonishing forms in our hands to resist obscurantism and silence. And since we cannot wash the polluted words of hatred the same way we wash greasy dishes with soap and hot water, we the poets of the world, continue to write our poems to restore the respect of meaning and to give meaning to our existence."

(New Internationalist Nr. 359, August 2003). 

Abdelkarim Al-Karmi (Abu Salma): We Will Return (1951)

 
Beloved Palestine, how do I sleep
while the spectrum of torture is in my eyes?
I purify the world with your name
and if your love did not tire me out,
I would've kept my feelings a secret.

The caravans of days pass and talk about
the conspiracy of enemies and friends
Beloved Palestine! How do I live
away from your plains and mounds?


The feet of mountains that are dyed with blood
are calling me
and on the horizon appear the dye.
The weeping shores are calling me
and my weeping echoes in the ears of time.
The escaping streams are calling me
they are becoming foreign in their land
your orphan cities are calling me
and your villages and domes.


My friends ask me, "Will we meet again?"
"Will we return?"
Yes! We will kiss the bedewed soil
and the red desires are on our lips.
Tomorrow, we will return
and the generations will hear
the sound of our footsteps.


We will return along with the storms
along with the lightening and meteors
along with the hope and songs
along with the flying eagle
along with the dawn that smiles to the deserts
along with the morning on the waves of the sea
along with the bleeding flags.
And along with the shining swords and spears. 
Abu Salma was born in 1907 in Haifa. He studied law and worked in Haifa until April 1948 when the Israelis occupied the city. He then moved to Akka. Shortly after he left again and moved to Damascus. Abu Salma kept the keys to his house and office in Haifa hoping to return. He died in continuing exile in 1980 and as yet they have not returned.
Now the only alternative seems to be a democratic, secular state for all, both for those who have occupied and ruled and those who for so many decades have fled and been oppressed. There seems no other way. The expansion of the Israeli state has cut through the remaining land, dividing it, isolating its towns and its people. The ‘Zionist’ image of apartheid seems to transform the expectation of Palestinian national independence into useless fiction. The term ‘Zionism’, coined in 1891 by the Austrian publicist Nathan Birnbaum and organised by Theodor Herzl, is and was an extreme repetition of European nationalism that had harmed so many. 

The creation of an Israeli state in November 1947 by the United Nations General Assembly, by 33 votes to 13 with 10 abstentions, was not a viable reaction to the harm done by many of the states themselves. It itself harmed another people and harms them still. 

The solution in Palestine seems and can perhaps be no other than one nation. No matter how difficult and distant this still would seem. But let the last words from Palestine be sung by Mahmud Darwish.

Mahmud Darwish: Without exile, who am I? 

Stranger on the bank, like the river . . . tied up to your 

name by water. Nothing will bring me back from my free 

distance to my palm tree: not peace, nor war. Nothing 

will inscribe me in the Book of Testaments. Nothing, 

nothing glints off the shore of ebb and flow, between 

the Tigris and the Nile. Nothing 

gets me off the chariots of Pharaoh. Nothing 

carries me for a while, or makes me carry an idea: not 

promises, nor nostalgia. What am I to do, then? What 

am I to do without exile, without a long night 

staring at the water? 

Tied up 

to your name 

by water . . . 

Nothing takes me away from the butterfly of my dreams 

back into my present: not earth, nor fire. What 

am I to do, then, without the roses of Samarkand? What 

am I to do in a square that burnishes the chanters with 

moon-shaped stones? Lighter we both have 

become, like our homes in the distant winds. We have 

both become friends with the clouds' 

strange creatures; outside the reach of the gravity 

of the Land of Identity. What are we to do, then . . . What 

are we to do without exile, without a long night 

staring at the water? 

Tied up 

to your name 

by water . . . 

Nothing's left of me except for you; nothing's left of you 

except for me -- a stranger caressing his lover's thigh: O 

my stranger! What are we to do with what's left for us 

of the stillness, of the siesta that separates legend from legend? 

Nothing will carry us: not the road, nor home. 

Was this road the same from the start, 

or did our dreams find a mare among the horses 

of the Mongols on the hill, and trade us off? 

And what are we to do, then? 

What 

are we to do 

without 

exile? 

Mahmoud Darwish was born on March 13, 1942 in Al Birweh, Palestine, into a land-owning Sunni Muslim family. During the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, his village was destroyed and his family fled to Lebanon. They returned the following year, secretly re-entering Israel. 

As a young man, he faced house arrest and imprisonment for his political activism and for publicly reading his poetry. He joined the official Communist Party of Israel, the Rakah, in the 1960s. In 1970, he left for Russia, where he attended the University of Moscow for one year, and then moved to Cairo. He lived in exile for twenty-six years, between Beirut and Paris, until his return to Israel in 1996, after which he settled in Ramallah.

Considered Palestine's most eminent poet, Darwish published his first collection of poems, Leaves of Olives, in 1964, when he was 22. Some of his more recent poetry titles include The Butterfly's Burden (Copper Canyon Press, 2006), Unfortunately, It Was Paradise: Selected Poems (2003), Stage of Siege (2002), The Adam of Two Edens (2001), Mural (2000), Bed of the Stranger (1999), Psalms (1995), Why Did You Leave the Horse Alone? (1994), and The Music of Human Flesh (1980).

Darwish was an editor for a Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) monthly journal and the director of the group's research centre. In 1987 he was appointed to the PLO executive committee, and resigned in 1993 in opposition to the so-called Oslo Agreement on the future of Palestine. Since then the agreement has collapsed. And the poet has still his song.

Nazim Hikmet:  Some advice to those who will serve time in prison 


If instead of being hanged by the neck
          you're thrown inside
          for not giving up hope
          in the world, your country, and people,
          if you do ten or fifteen years
          apart from the time you have left,
you won't say,
              "Better I had swung from the end of a rope
                                                           like a flag" -
you'll put your foot down and live.

It may not be a pleasure exactly, 
but it's your solemn duty
                          to live one more day
                          to spite the enemy.

Part of you may live alone inside,
                    like a stone at the bottom of a well.
But the other part
              must be so caught up in the flurry of the world 
              that you shiver there inside
              when outside, at forty days' distance, a leaf moves.

To wait for letters inside, 
to sing sad songs, 
or to lie awake all night staring at the ceiling
            is sweet but dangerous.

Look at your face from shave to shave, 
forget your age, 
watch out for lice
             and for spring nights, 

and always remember
           to eat every last piece of bread -
also, don't forget to laugh heartily.

And who knows, 
the woman you love may stop loving you.
Don't say it's no big thing: 
it's like the snapping of a green branch
                               to the man inside.

To think of roses and gardens inside is bad,
to think of seas and mountains is good.
Read and write without rest, 
and I also advise weaving
and making mirrors.

I mean, it's not that you can't pass
      ten or fifteen years inside 
                                  and more -
                  you can,
                  as long as the jewel
                  on the left side of your chest
                   doesn't lose its lustre.


There are poets who live in love, in prison and in exile. Such a one is Nazim Hikmet. He was born in 1901 and died too in 1963, but he is still with us. Much of his is written during years of imprisonment. In prison there is much you may not do. And things you can but which you should avoid. “To think of roses and gardens inside is bad, to think of seas and mountains is good”, he writes. To be imprisoned is a task and it must be solved in a way that helps us live that life. All the years it takes.

Among poets there were more imprisoned than among other labourers.  It was a dangerous labour, its risks higher than among bricklayers and smiths and carpenters, even higher than the risk of seamen and miners in the earth. In number they were fewer, but their words became the words of the many. Language was a dangerous factory. In their own way they too were miners, mining the earth under the feet of power. With the shafts and tunnels and explosives of the poem. For power it seemed rational: if they were silenced then millions would be mute, millions would loose their tongue. And this they did.

We ourselves in our time know too the crisis of expression. There are few who go down through the shafts of thought and habit, most stay on the surface and chatter away. 

Pablo Neruda: Spain in my heart

You will ask: And where are the lilacs?

And the metaphysics laced with poppies?

And the rain that often beat

his words filling them with holes and birds?

I'll tell you everything that's happening with me.

I lived in a neighbourhood

of Madrid, with church bells,

with clocks, with trees.

From there you could see

the dry face of Castilla

like an ocean of leather.

My house was called

the house of flowers, because everywhere

geraniums were exploding: it was

a beautiful house

with dogs and little kids.

Raúl, do you remember?

Do you remember, Rafael?

Federico, you remember,

from under the earth,

do you remember my house with balconies on which

the light of June drowned flowers in your mouth?

Hermano, hermano!

Everything

was great voices, salty goods,

piles of throbbing bread,

markets of my Argüelles neighbourhood with its statue

like a pale inkwell among the carp:

oil flowed into the spoons,

a loud pulse

of feet and hands filled the streets,

meters, litres, sharp

essence of life,

piled fish,

texture of rooftops under a cold sun that

wears out the weathervane,

fine delirious ivory of the potatoes,

tomatoes repeating all the way to the sea.

And one morning everything was burning

and one morning the fires

were shooting out of the earth

devouring beings,

and ever since then fire,

gunpowder ever since,

and ever since then blood.

Bandits with airplanes and with Moors,

bandits with finger-rings and duchesses,

bandits with black friars making blessings,

kept coming from the sky to kill children,

and through the streets the blood of the children

ran simply, like children's blood.

Jackals the jackal would reject,

stones the dry thistle would bite then spit out,

vipers the vipers would despise!

Facing you I have seen the blood

of Spain rise up 

to drown you in one single wave

of pride and knives!

Traitor 

generals:

behold my dead house,

behold Spain destroyed:

yet instead of flowers from every dead house

burning metal flows,

yet from every hollow of Spain

Spain flows,

yet from every dead child rises a rifle with eyes,

yet from every crime bullets are born

that one day will find the target

of your heart.

You will ask why his poetry

doesn't speak to us of dreams, of the leaves,

of the great volcanoes of his native land?

Come and see the blood in the streets,

come and see

the blood in the streets,

come and see the blood

in the streets!

As the civil war in Spain became a reality, reality changed for Pablo Neruda. It moved him towards the people whom he never left again. He became a communist and remained so for the rest of his life. It was the execution of the poet García Lorca by a fascist militia in Granada in August 19, 1936 that deeply moved him. And Garca Lorca was thrown into an unmarked grave.

 In his speeches and writings, Pablo Neruda did all he could to support the Republican movement. It was then he published his collection España en el corazón ("Spain in My Heart") from where this poem is taken.

In 1938 he became a special consul for Spanish emigration in Paris. Here he had what he called "the noblest mission I have ever undertaken": shipping 2,000 Spanish refugees from squalid camps to Chile on a boat called the Winnipeg.  

Many years later, he would himself experience a similar pain, all the pain of Chile and of its people. He had written about the people of his own continent, their history, and their “buried sorrows”.
Pablo Neruda:  The Heights of Macchu Picchu XII

 Rise up and be born with me, brother.

From the deepest reaches of your

disseminated sorrow, give me your hand. 

You will not return from the depths of rock. 

You will not return from subterranean time. 

It will not return, your hardened voice. 

They will not return, your drilled-out eyes. 

They will not return, your drilled-out eyes. 

Look at me from the depths of the earth, 

plowman, weaver, silent shepherd: 

tender of the guardian guanacos: 

mason of the impossible scaffold: 

water-bearer of Andean tears: 

goldsmith of crushed fingers: 

farmer trembling on the seed: 

potter poured out into your clay: 

bring all your old buried sorrows 

to the cup of this new life. 

Show me your blood and your furrow, 

say to me: here I was punished 

because the gem didn’t shine or the earth 

didn’t deliver the stone or the grain on time: 

point out to me the rock on which you fell 

and the wood on which they crucified you, 

burn the ancient flints bright for me, 

the ancient lamps, the lashing whips 

stuck for centuries to your wounds 

and the axes brilliant with bloodstain. 

I come to speak through your dead mouth. 

Through the earth unite all 

the silent and split lips 

and from the depths speak to me all night long 

as if we were anchored together, 

tell me everything, chain by chain, 

link by link and step by step, 

sharpen the knives you kept, 

place them in my chest and in my hand, 

like a river of yellow lightning, 

like a river of buried jaguars, 

and let me weep, hours, days, years, 

blind ages, stellar centuries. 

Give me silence, water, hope.

Give me struggle, iron, volcanoes.

Fasten your bodies to mine like magnets.

Come to my veins and my mouth.

Speak through my words and my blood.

Alturas de Macchu Picchu - 'The Heights of Macchu Picchu' - is part of Pablo Neruda's Canto General, a poem about the history and pre-history of Latin America. Macchu Picchu was an Inca stronghold in the Andes near the present city of Cuzco. Nothing is known of its history and it appears never to have been discovered by the Spanish Conquistadors.

Here he wishes to speak through the mouth of all those who had suffered in the past so that all things now could change: “Fasten your bodies to mine like magnets. Come to my veins and my mouth. Speak through my words and my blood”.
But the power of the people did not survive. Nor did the body of the poet. In hospital with cancer at the time of the coup d'état led by Augusto Pinochet on September 11, 1973, Pablo Neruda died twelve days later. It became a symbol throughout the world. The military dictator tried to forbid a public funeral of the poet. But thousands of grieving men, women and children disobeyed the curfew and flooded the streets. 

Yannis Ritsos:  After the Defeat
After the destruction of the Athenians at the Aesgopotami, a

little later,

after our final defeat, free discussions, the Periclean glory,

the flourishing of the arts, the gymnasiums, the symposia of ou

philosophers have all vanished. Now

gloom, a heavy silence in the marketplace, and the impurity of

the Thirty Tyrants.

Everything (even what is most our own) happens by default

without

chance for appeal, defence or justification,

or even formal protest. Our papers and our books are burned,

the honour of our country rots. Even if an old friend could be

allowed

to come as witness, he would refuse out of fear

of getting in the same trouble – he would be right of course. So,

it is better to be here – who knows, maybe we can acquire a

fresh contact with nature,

looking at a fragment of the sea, the stones, the weeds,

or at a cloud at sunset, deep, violet, moving, behind the barbed

wire. And maybe

a new Kimon will arrive one day, secretly led

by the same eagle, and he’ll dig and find our iron spear point,

rusty, that too almost disintegrated, and he might go

to Athens and carry it in a procession of mourning or triumph

with music and with wreaths.

Kimon: a hero of Greek history, living in the years 510-450. He is quoted as having said: “Even in death I was victorious.”

Yanis Ritsos, who here refers to Kimon, was close to Etniko Apeleftherotiko Metopa (EAM), the resistance movement. Less with a rifle than with songs and poems. It was a hard history. The Metaxas dictatorship that burned his books, foreign occupation and two civil wars. EAM (Etniko Apeleftherotiko Metopa) and its wish for social change were defeated by the new regime with the aid of British tanks. In 1948 Yanis Ritsos was arrested, spending four years in detention camps at Lemnos and later at Makronisos and from there on to Agios Efstratios. And it is here this poem was made. He hid the poems in bottles which he buried in the ground and wrote “no one will silence our song”. 

I cannot leave him here. Two more poems will follow and then I can go on. One is the Concentration Camp, on the living and on the dead; the other Audible and Inaudible is on memory and pain in a man’s life. 

Yannis Ritsos:  Concentration Camp

The whistle, the cry, the swishing, the thud;

the reversed water, the smoke, the stone, the saw;

a fallen tree among the killed men; -

when the guards undressed them, you could hear falling

one by one from their pockets the telephone tokens,

the small pair of scissors, the nail-clipper, the little mirror

and the long, hollow wig of the bald hero

strewn with straw, broken glass and thorns

and a cigarette-butt hidden behind the ear.

Yannis Ritsos:  Audible and Inaudible

An abrupt, unexpected movement; his hand

clutched the wound to stop the blood,

although we had not heard a shot

nor a bullet flying. After a while

he lowered his hand and smiled,

but again he moved his palm slowly

to the same spot; he took out his wallet,

he paid the waiter politely and went out.

Then the little coffee cup cracked.

This at least we heard clearly.

Let us go another way and listen to Mzi Mahola, a poet who wrote of the past and the apparent destruction of apartheid. Mzi Mahola started writing while he was at school. The apartheid Special Branch confiscated his first poetry manuscript in 1976.

Resistance had been successful, power had fallen. Many hoped and lived and fought and died for the African National Congress (ANC) whose leaders were imprisoned or in exile. When it took power it extended the access to power to some and upheld the powerlessness of many. It entered into a reformed fortress of the past.  

The townships of the poor are growing day by day, growing like a bitter and hopeless weed. Bur for Mzi Mahola their people are also “children of the earth / Yes, men and women of this blessed land”.

Mzi Mahola: A Past and Uncertain Future  

House of the poor  

When I was a little boy

I never questioned why

A solitary path

Led from a poor man’s hut. 

Why it zigzagged

Like the trail of a wounded beast. 

Now that I’m a burdened man

I know why the rich are troubled

When we grumble. 

Ukuhlangana no rhulumente 

(Meeting with the Government) 

I remember when I was young

There were forests

Where people could not chop,

Lands where their animals

Could not graze

Kuba Yayiyeka Rhulumente.

(Because it belongs to the Government)

It perplexed me

That this unseen man

Could own so much

Command more respect than God.

One day over a ridge

Emerged people riding

And men of our village

Took to their heels

And vanished in a forest.

Grandpa a retired teacher

Had remained dignified

On his ancient chair near the kraal.

The party sauntered

Through our property.

With granny and children of the house

We came to sit next to him

Watched the horses

Deposit their luggage

Near the kraal,

Grandpa was a big man

But was dwarfed by the White man

Whose stomach made him look

Like a full-term python. 

They were all clad in khaki

Shiny brown boots

With leg wear

Hats like tortoise shells

Swords dangling on their sides. 

I don’t know what they talked with grandpa, 

After they had gone

He told us

YayinguRhulumente... 

(It was the Government)

For many months after

People remained perturbed. 

What will they eat? 

There was stormy panic

When the police came

To round up poll tax defaulters. 

Once more the knowing forest

Hurriedly beckoned

To hide in its bosom

Men of the village. 

But uncle was again betrayed

By his arthritic limbs. 

Women wailed

Hearts seized by apprehension

And cousin cried

Fear in his little heart. 

We had never seen a handcuffed person. 

The police returned one day

And we craned our necks for uncle. 

But he was not there. 

For a long time, 

Lasting almost the day, 

Grandpa and grandma

Argued with the white policemen. 

There was a black one

Well known for torturing

Standing away near the kraal

Like a skullpanda . 

For the first time I saw tears

In granny’s dark face, 

Grandpa so furious

It was coming through his nose. 

That day no tea, 

Cookies or sour milk were served. 

In the afternoon the guests left. 

Granny was in grief

Parroting a recital, 

“What will they eat? 

What will my children eat?” 

In the evening a man came

To herd all three suckling cattle, 

Their calves and a pregnant cow. 

He drove them away. 

He herded away our wealth, 

Our source of nutrition, 

Grandfather’s status and pride. 

Their value would pay for his son’s freedom. 

A complete invalid. 

Grief was choking my throat. 

Would they know their special names? 

Would they graze them in lucerne? 

Give them chaff and salt? 

What of the green acres at home? 

The calabashes, 

Would they now be turned upside down? 

What would we milk, feed the dogs on? 

We would never again

Watch them grazing in the field. 

For many seasons

Our home lay

Under the roof of sorrow. 

Now I know

That from a dog’s withered back

You can tell that 

There’s hunger in a home. 

Return of the bird of exile

Our regiment hunched heavily on the pure sands of the sea

Watching without a murmur waves and spray on the banks

Inert and silent as the albatrosses gambolled on the dunes

United in spirit, in anxiety to strike the blow for freedom

Our sunset eyes espied a giant honey bird charting the route

Meandering along a silver line of those ominous clouds

An evident cue to resume our nocturnal march

Each man longing for the warm hearth of home

The silhouette of the bird of liberty taking us South  

They also are children of the earth

Cursed shall be those whose passage in this world

Evades humaneness, engenders greed and hoarding

Cursed are they wallowing alone in caskets of wealth and

Counting rosary beads of accumulated cars

To be human is to humbly cherish the sweat of your toil

In measured style of decency and appreciation

To be human is to consider the plight of the needy

As they also are children of the earth

Yes, men and women of this blessed land

                                                        

But let us also remember them. The slaves whom we took from their continent and chained and sailed and sold in markets on the other side. Remember their life and their pain, their rebellion and their escape. The poet Robert Hayden was born in 1913 as Asa Bundy Sheffey and grew up in a Detroit ghetto nicknamed "Paradise Valley." It was a hard childhood which he later called “dark nights of the soul". His name was changed in a racial shame that was common. 
He is one of those who have given history back to us again. In poems and in a language that reflects the language of the slave. The first great poem that follows is “Rungate Rungate”, a word in their idiom that is much like ‘runaway´ and ‘renegade’, those who rebel against and flee.  

One of these is Harriet Tubman born as a slave. She was beaten and whipped as a child by her owners in Maryland. After escaping in 1849, she went on mission after mission to rescue her people and get them through safe houses called the “Underground Railroad”. Traveling by night and in secrecy "Moses", as she was called, had "never lost a passenger. She helped John Brown recruit men for his raid on Harper Ferry Armory to get weapons for the slaves. He was one of those who saw armed insurrection as the only way. He was tried for treason and hanged in Virginia in 1859. 

She died herself the same year Robert Haden was born and it is the train of the ‘underground railroad’ that frees and drives the words in this poem of his.

We will return to the slaves and to ourselves, their rebellion and our repression not only of them themselves but also of our own memory, our own inhuman capture, our transport, our sale and exploitation of their lives.   

Robert Haden: Freedom of the Slaves

Rungate Rungate 

Runs falls rises stumbles on from darkness into darkness

and the darkness thicketed with shapes of terror

and the hunters pursuing and the hounds pursuing

and the night cold and the night long and the river

to cross and the jack-muh-lanterns beckoning beckoning

and blackness ahead and when shall I reach that somewhere

morning and keep on going and never turn back and keep on going 

        Runagate

               Runagate

                        Runagate 

Many thousands rise and go

many thousands crossing over

                                O mythic North

                         O star-shaped yonder Bible city

Some go weeping and some rejoicing

some in coffins and some in carriages

some in silks and some in shackles

          Rise and go or fare you well

No more auction block for me

no more driver's lash for me 

   If you see my Pompey, 30 yrs of age,

   new breeches, plain stockings, negro shoes;

   if you see my Anna, likely young mulatto

   branded E on the right cheek, R on the left,

   catch them if you can and notify subscriber.

   Catch them if you can, but it won't be easy.

   They'll dart underground when you try to catch them,

   plunge into quicksand, whirlpools, mazes,

   torn into scorpions when you try to catch them. 

And before I'll be a slave

I'll be buried in my grave

    North star and bonanza gold

    I'm bound for the freedom, freedom-bound

    and oh Susyanna don't you cry for me 

                  Runagate

                         Runagate

II 

Rises from their anguish and their power,

                         Harriet Tubman,

                         woman of earth, whipscarred,

                         a summoning, a shining 

                         Mean to be free

     And this was the way of it, brethren brethren,

     way we journeyed from Can't to Can.

     Moon so bright and no place to hide,

     the cry up and the patterollers riding,

     hound dogs belling in bladed air.

     And fear starts a-murbling, Never make it,

     we'll never make it. Hush that now,

     and she's turned upon us, levelled pistol

     glinting in the moonlight:

     Dead folks can't jaybird-talk, she says;

     you keep on going now or die, she says. 

Wanted   Harriet Tubman   alias The General

alias Moses   Stealer of Slaves 

In league with Garrison   Alcott   Emerson

Garrett   Douglass   Thoreau   John Brown

Armed and known to be Dangerous

Wanted   Reward   Dead or Alive 

     Tell me, Ezekiel, oh tell me do you see

     nailed Jehovah coming to deliver me?

Hoot-owl calling in the ghosted air,

five times calling to the hants in the air.

Shadow of a face in the scary leaves,

shadow of a voice in the talking leaves: 

    Come ride-a my train

    Oh that train, ghost-story train     

    through swamp and savanna movering movering,

    over trestles of dew, through caves of the wish,     

    Midnight Special on a sabre track movering movering,

    first stop Mercy and the last Hallelujah. 

    Come ride-a my train

        Mean mean mean to be free.

Here our poet Nazim Hikmet will sing again. By some he was called a ‘romantic communist’. He loves his land, a land of poverty and oppression, of arrest and exile. He loves it more that its rulers love it. But he had to die in Moscow and is buried there. 

Love for the land is also in this poem Davet (Invitation), the land’s creation, its past and its present and all that is needed. A simple text where the last verse is his life’s constant and final yearning for his land. Here he writes and sings: Yaşamak bir ağaç gibi tek ve hür  To live like a tree single and at liberty  ve bir orman gibi kardeşçesine   and brotherly like the trees of a forest  bu hasret bizim  this yearning is ours. 

Invitation

Galloping from Far Asia and jutting out
into the Mediterranean like a mare's head 
                               this country is ours.

Wrists in blood, teeth clenched, feet bare
and this soil spreading like a silk carpet, 
                                this hell, this paradise is ours.

Shut the gates of plutocracy, don't let them open again,
annihilate man's servitude to man, 
                                   this invitation is ours..

To live like a tree single and at liberty
and brotherly like the trees of a forest, 
                                 this yearning is ours.

For years Nazim Hikmet had been imprisoned in Bursa and Cankiri. And from there he wrote to his wife Piraye. He could write in the evening between nine and ten and almost every evening there was a little letter. “9-10 p.m. poems written for Piraya” is what he called them himself. And the themes are life itself, their little son, poverty and illness, the life of people, optimism and a cold winter. They are not all here; just some so we can read him as she could read his message when it came through.  

“9-10 p.m. poems written for Piraya” 


21 September 1945

Our son is sick,
his father is in prison,
your heavy head is in your tired hands,
we are as the world is...

Men carry men to better days,
our son will get cured,
his father will get out of prison,
there will be a smile in your golden eyes,
we are as the world is... 

24 September 1945

The most beautiful sea:
                       is the sea which is not reached yet.
The most beautiful child:
                       hasn't grown yet.
The most beautiful days of ours:
                       are those which we didn't live yet.
And the most beautiful words I want to tell you:
                       are the words which I didn’t tell yet...




26 September 1945

They've taken us prisoner,
they've locked us up:
                      me inside the walls,
                                          you outside.
But that's nothing.
The worst
is when people - knowingly or not -
carry prisons inside themselves...
Most people have been forced to do this, 
honest, hard-working, good people
who deserve to be loved as much as I love you...



13 November 1945

The poverty of Istanbul - they say - defies description,
hunger - they say - has ravaged the people,
TB - they say - is everywhere.
Little girls this high - they say - 
                       in burned-out buildings, movie theatres...

Dark news comes from my far-off city
of honest, hard-working, poor people -
                                               the real Istanbul,
which is your home, my love,
and which I carry in the bag on my back
               wherever I'm exiled, to whatever prison,
               the city I hold in my heart like the loss of a child,
               like your image in my eyes...



5 December 1945

the keel has snapped, 
the slaves are breaking their chains.
That's a northeaster blowing; 
it'll smash the hull on the rocks.
This world, this pirate ship, will sink -
                     come hell or high water, it will sink.
And we will build a world as hopeful, free,
                    and open as your forehead, my Pirayé... 


6 December 1945

They are the enemies of hope, my love,

of flowing water,

                of the fruitful tree,

                of life growing and flourishing.

Because death has branded them on their forehead:

                                - rotting teeth, decaying flesh -

                and soon they will be gone not to come back again.

And be sure, my love, be sure,

freedom will walk around swinging its arms,

freedom in its most glorious garment: worker's overalls

                                     in this beautiful country of ours...

14 December 1945

Damn it, winter has come down hard...

You and my honest Istanbul, who knows how you are?

Do you have coal?

Could you buy wood?

Line the windows with newspaper.

Go to bed early.

Probably nothing's left in the house to sell.

To be cold and half hungry:

                here, too, we're the majority

                 in the world, our country, and our city...

Let this be the last poem here by Pablo Neruda. He lists the names of the “moscas Trujillo, moscas Tachos, moscas Carias, moscas Martínez, moscas Ubico”. ‘Moscas´ are banana flies, those dictators who serve the policies of The United Fruit Company in its access to cheap land and labour. 

In 1954, the democratically elected government in Guatemala was toppled by army officers with the assistance of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The directors of the United Fruit Company had lobbied for the coup. They feared the elected government would buy uncultivated land from the company and redistribute it among the peasants. That government had to fall.

Company holdings in Cuba, which included sugar mills in the Oriente region, were expropriated by the 1959 revolutionary government. And Fidel Castro warned the United States that "Cuba is not another Guatemala".  

The hardest strike by United Fruit workers broke out in November 1928 on the Caribbean coast of Colombia, near Santa Marta. On the 6th of December Colombian Army troops opened fire on strikers gathered in the square in the town of Clénaga. They claimed the strike was subversive and its organizers Communist revolutionaries. The number of people killed is uncertain: the army said 47, but a congressman said there were many more. And that the army had followed instructions from the United Fruit Company. 

Pablo Neruda:  The United Fruit Co.

When the trumpet sounded, everything

on earth was prepared

and Jehovah distributed the world

to Coca Cola Inc., Anaconda,

Ford Motors and other entities:

The Fruit Company Inc.

reserved the juiciest for itself,

the central coast of my land,

the sweet waist of America.

It re-baptized the lands

"Banana Republics"

and on the sleeping dead,

on the restless heroes

who'd conquered greatness,

liberty and flags,

it founded a comic opera:

it alienated free wills,

gave crowns of Caesar as gifts,

unsheathed jealousy, attracted

the dictatorship of the flies,

Trujillo flies, Tachos flies,

Carias flies, Martinez flies,

Ubico flies, flies soppy

with humble blood and marmelade,

drunken flies that buzz

around common graves,

circus flies, learned flies

adept at tyranny.

The Company disembarks

among the blood-thirsty flies,

brim-filling their boats that slide

with the coffee and fruit treasure

of our submerged lands like trays.

Meanwhile, along the sugared up

abysms of the ports,

indians fall over, buried

in the morning mist:

a body rolls, a thing

without a name, a fallen number,

a bunch of dead fruit

spills into the pile of rot.

The colonial ruling class in what was then Southern Rhodesia has given way to the domestic tyrant of a land now called Zimbabwe. In the poems of Chenerai Hove we see something of the past, the hardships of the present and the uncertainty of the future. 

It was hard for the woman and the wife to live with the demands of the resistance. This he writes in A War-torn Wife. She cannot live a normal life. 

This is perhaps a necessary price if the struggle and its end can heal the people and the land. This was not to be the case. “All I know is the land is here / and the people’s bare feet maul the dry earth / till freedom comes”. Written years and years after independence and they are waiting still.

 What was once a resistance movement now resists the rights of the people of the land. A  kingdom of power, the people its helpless subjects. A power whose repression is rejected by Chenerai Hove, he calls on all to “refuse to kneel by the footpath of deceit”. 

In the 1940s people were driven from their good fields to open the way for colonial farms. In 2005, no longer loyal to power, they were driven from the cities out on to the land where there had no tools or seeds to sow. Power called it  Murambatsvina, a ”throwing the trash away”. 

  

Anger drives now the poetry of Chenerai Hove. In a poem not included here, he is direct: “fly and perch / fly and perch / no one else perches / except a tyrant in state house / with guns and silence / for the nation”. In this selection we can also see a related portrait of the tyrant in the poem Power. 

Millions now flee the land. Inflation grows from hour to hour, hunger every day. Resistance is disorganised and weak. Hunger continues, powerlessness continues, the poets and the poems continue. 

Chenerai Hove:  Sorrow for Zimbabwe

A War-torn Wife  
 

This war!

I am tired

of a husband who never sleeps

guarding the home or on call-up,

never sleeping! 

Maybe inside him he says

‘I am tired of a wife

who never dies

so I could stop guarding’.  
 


Independence song  
 

The coming was gold-ridden,

wealth that rinsed blood out of us.

Maybe we just looked,

sharing the amazement of pain

in seeing drunken madness.

We had a noose round our necks

so we tugged,

and cut the choking rope.

Independence came,

but we still had the noose

around our neck.

Still we smell greatness out there

in the decaying abbeys and castles.

So we carry the noose

and beg to be dragged again

in the name of development.

All I know is the land is here

and the people’s bare feet maul the dry earth

till freedom come.  

Refuse  
 

When the police come

and their whip dances on your back

refuse to yield. 

When the scorpions come

and sting your eyes and ears

refuse to comply. 

When the world whirls round

in the torture chamber

refuse to let your heart wither. 
 

Hear the voices of children

see the colours of our music

and dance in the death of devotion. 
 

When the powerful receive titles

and the weak take crumbs of power

refuse to kneel by the footpath of deceit.  


On being asked for a ruling party membership card  
 

You asked me, party cadre,

for a membership card

of the ruining party.

What an insult

to the flowers and the birds

of my country

in my heart.  


 
We  
 

We were not

the only ones left;

the fig-tree stood by us. 

We were not

the only ones left

until the sky refused us

a visa. 

Sweet dreams, dear

as we wait

for another flower to bloom.  
 

Power  
 

This is how we dress

power:

with whistles and muskets and gunpowder

from outriders

flashing lights

smoked glass windows

motorcades

titles

minus handshakes

minus smiles

minus sorrow.

we dress power

like a pestilence.  
 
  


Robert Haden: Frederick Douglass  
   
When it is finally ours, this freedom, this liberty, this beautiful 
and terrible thing, needful to man as air, 
usable as earth; when it belongs at last to all, 
when it is truly instinct, brain matter, diastole, systole, 
reflex action; when it is finally won; when it is more 
than the gaudy mumbo jumbo of politicians: 
this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro 
beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world 
where none is lonely, none hunted, alien, 
this man, superb in love and logic, this man 
shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues' rhetoric, 
not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone, 
but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives 
fleshing his dream of the beautiful, needful thing.

We have met the poet Robert Haden and Frederick Douglass was an American abolitionist, editor, orator, author, statesman and reformer.  

As a slave he succeeded in learning to read from white children in the neighborhood and by observing the writings of the men with whom he worked. He failed to run off a number of times but succeeded in escaping in September 3 1838. For decades he worked and spoke and wrote for the rights of his people and lived until 1895. 

His best-known work is his first autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, published in 1845. Some skeptics attacked the book as inauthentic, questioning whether a black man could have produced such an eloquent piece of literature. 

The book's success could threaten him. His publicity could draw the attention of his ex-owner who might try to get his "property" back. His friends sent him to Ireland, as many other former slaves had done. He set sail in 1845 and arrived in Ireland as the Irish Potato Famine began. He met and found a friend in the Irish nationalist Daniel O'Connell.

There is much he has said and written that still can be said today: "Those who profess to favor freedom and yet depreciate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground, they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want the ocean without the roar of its many waters."  

And not least he wrote: "Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did, and it never will." 
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