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on the text of the poem by Vladimír Holan from Narrative Poems was created in 2008
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Voce parlata – Violino – Violoncello – Pianoforte
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Vladimír Holan: Ode to Joy (Narrative Poems)
Translated from Czech by Josef Tomáš and Katarina Tomas 

It is a lovely evenfall in summer... in summer because it is summer,
and it is quite senseless because it is lovely... Everything is feather-light, 
and everything is up above, and topmost of all is the dance of the elephants... 

But into my heart falls a teardrop – a teardrop that knows well 
that the sea is much vaster than the earth –
and within the depths of my heart
a long-forgotten plain girl is suddenly revived, 
a servant girl who died half a century ago... 

She was twenty years old then. An orphan–virgin,
a prefiguration of life, but so lacking in precedent
that even fate did not know how to deserve her love...
Because of her contemporaries’ laziness, we do not know what her eyes were like,
but from her contemporaries’ eagerness,
I sense that her eyes were trusting and appeasing.
She was beautiful... It was a beauty without airs and graces, 
a beauty that would have remained silent 
had it not long ago begun to sing in paradise...
But she sang, and her singing was so immediate
that even the most trivial recollection
would have violated an innocence like hers...
She was simply rejoicing, and since she expected nothing,
she gave away her joy to others
and thus could never encounter her true self... 

It was all but impossible to catch sight of her... It was thus natural 
that men ceaselessly kept vigil over their beacon.
Each and every person could see her... It was thus natural
that women vilified her between their thighs. 
Subsequently, a certain lad, blinded by the golden bull of her virginity, 
showed how even out of godlike madness
it is possible to commit a mortal sin, and he killed himself.
Old hags, those back-alley abortionists, felt insulted. And everyone else – 
those with vitreous noses that were so transparent one could see their snot and nose hair –
became enraged... Lucy (“that whore who, so far, hadn’t even once
fallen ill”) had to leave the shire,
in which even the ivy’s veins had swelled with offence... 

I can see her in G... She went from house to house sewing –
and it was in each of these houses that the French horn did not know how to express 
its vexation with the plaster columns –
and every Saturday afternoon, she cleaned
the office at the local brewery.
She liked her work and did it humbly and silently
because she venerated mystery –
and I really do not know
why a verse, a poem and a book come into existence,
or the word of the serpent and the one out of a dog’s hand... 

It was a lovely evenfall on a Saturday... on a Saturday because it was a Saturday,
and it was quite senseless because it was lovely... Everything was featherlight, 
and everything was up above, and topmost of all was the dance of the elephants...
Lucy entered the office, opened the windows, 
and, just before she soaked the mop, she noticed 
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the Three Kings’ initials above the door... 

How beautiful (standing there thus) she was! Hers was a beauty without airs and graces,
a beauty that would have remained silent
had it not, long ago, begun to sing in paradise...
But she sang, and her singing was so immediate 
that even the most trivial recollection 
would have violated an innocence like hers...
She was simply rejoicing and giving away her joy,
and thus she could never encounter her self –
and, longing for a human being (the way a miracle itself longs for it), 
she stepped closer to the window and looked out. 

It was St. Wenceslas’ day... She noticed the colchicum
and behind the colchicum a field, fretted out by a brick kiln, 
and farther on a little alley from where some boys
blew her kisses... But this time, she wasn’t smiling, 
and she began to recall how long ago the saint’s army,
dressed in kilts trimmed with gold,
had advanced here through the night and how, after all,
thanks to the wisdom of the duke no battle had taken place...
Perhaps that is the only reason why we’ve celebrated Christmas since that time, 
she told herself, and all at once she saw her mother
pouring raisins from a paper bag onto a pastry board...
Suddenly she felt childlike and thus immortal;
she was nine years old again – nine being the number of angelic choirs –
and already then she liked to sing 
to the accompaniment of the Christmas breads’ sweet aroma,
and once again she knew nothing about the sex of the moon,
which was painfully splaying itself open like the mouth of a gutted fish... 
Sex? Yes! Several boys were calling on her now,
but her hand was too heavy
to throw her bridal wreath onto a tree –
and yet too light
to fish her lover’s face from a hole hacked into ice... 

This dressmaker, accustomed to a bundle of pins between her teeth, 
now unknowingly touched her lips,
stepped back from the window and set to work.
Fate itself, which did not know how it might deserve her love, 
pulled her head towards the floor, and she, with buckets of pellucid water 
that flowed from the fabulous mountains of Symplegad,
scrubbed and wiped it with the wig of a fallen angel... 

Then suddenly dusk descended, descended so unexpectedly,
as if a cloud was to be punished for a sunbeams’ smallest sins... 
She rose from her knees, lit the kerosene drop light,
and scrubbed the floor from the corners towards the middle of the room... 
In that scrubbing was something of a saw,
which wanted to cut the boards for a gentler floor.
In that scrubbing was something of a weaver’s shuttle, 
which wanted to weave a carpet beneath the feet of Christ the Lord.
In that scrubbing was something from the peak of Chaldean astrology, 
which prostrated itself before the two stars of her knees.
During that scrubbing, words and love searched for one another,
and when they found each other, the result was – silence... 

But then, either a bluebottle fly
suddenly whirred past her eyes,
or else a far too ticklish lock of hair dropped into her face:
Lucy lashed out fiercely with her scrubbing brush
and hit the lamp above her. She smashed it,
and droplets of glowing kerosene
swarmed down her sweaty back like insects before a storm...
And she was burning and screaming... And two days later she died. (1950)
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In that scrubbing was something from the peak of Chaldean astrology,
which prostrated itself before the two stars of her knees.240
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