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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE 

On my firsc visic CO Hungary, in 1'72, I was accompanied everywhere by 
Julia Kada, a woman in her lace 20'S, who had been assigned CO me by che 
Magyar Poets, Essayim, and NoveliSts, Ihe Magyar PEN Club. She was Ihen 
a recenc graduate student in Anglo-American Literature. She is a first-rate 
English speaker and a lover of lilerature. I was full of innocent queries aboul 
Budapest, its architeaure and history, and some of them may well have been 
embarrassing or even unfair. She often answered with a deprecatory giggle, 
"I've already told you: this is a comic operetta . COUntry from the early ice 
cream age!" Probably Ihis young woman from a working class background 
was using that tag from Some nightclub satirist to avoid any comparisons 
between her tiny nation of ten millions and what she thought an American 
poet stood for as the representative of a massive, serious and advanced effi
ciency - our nation of over two hundred fifty million ... and a world 
language. Still, Ihe Magyar poetS are neilher frivolous nor lightweights. And 
poetry was our lask: every day for three hard hours during most of Ihal 
month of July. Hungarian poetry is roored in a complex social and polirical 
hiSlory reaching back aboul a Ihousand years. A hiSlory difficull for some
one from the Wesrern Hemisphere 10 grasp, and one that remains baffling 
and problemaric for Ihe Hungarians Ihemselves. 

Whal had laken me 10 Hungary? Chance. I had long hankered aher the 
poems of Endre Ady and Artila Jozsef; bUI the language, nOl being Indo
European, is impenetrable, one feels, without prolonged stUdy and residence 
in Hungary. And of course, there were "the events of 1'J56," as they are refer
red to today. The uprising had caused a certain amount of excitement among 
some poets here, and there were suddenly poeu-in-exiIe among us. I had 
written my only sestina, "Budapest, 1'J56," in response to those fearful days 
of Oerober and November 1956. (lr appears in my firS[ book of poems, 
Whatever Love Declares, and in translation into Hungarian, in Gloria Victis, 
a volume that gathered the poems written in many languages about the 
uprising.) I had also been sem a dozen or so poems by one of the emigre 
poelS, and wilh the help of a studenl at UCLA, I had aanslaled them in 
1962·63. (They appeared in From the Hungarian Revolution, ediled by David 
Ray, Cornell Universiry Press, 1966.) Then, in Seplember of 1971, I spoke al 
Ihe 381h Inlernalional PEN Congress in Dublin: AI Ihe end of Ihal week, 
and afrer Ihe banquel in Ihe hall of the National Library, I found myself car
ried off 10 my friend Anlhony Kerrigan's flal in Fitzwilliam Square, where 
a small group continued Ihe patry. Among Ihose guestS was Laszlo Kery, 
head of Ihe English Deparnnenl al Budapesl Universiry. There was lalk uncil 
the small hours. To resolve our questions, Kery challenged us to visit 


