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This selection of poems is the first book to appear in English by 
the outstanding contemporary Hungarian writer Sandor Csoori, 
author of seven volumes of poetry and seven volumes of prose and 
co-author of several filmscripts, including Ten Thousand Days, 
winner of the Grand Prize at the Cannes Film Festival. Memory of 
Snow is therefore not only a welcome publication but a necessary one 
and should appeal both to students of Hungarian literature and to 
the more general poetry-reading audience. 

Csoori, born in 1930, began writing in the early fifties, during the 
days of the Thaw. From the start he resisted schematism, the 
subordination of the individual to State ideology. This volume 
clearly displays that spirit. In a prefatory statement, Csoori says that 
a fundamental concern of his is to "preserve the 'I' in our war against 
dehumanizing impersonalization." T h e opening of "A Poem for My 
Well-Wishers" derives from that concern: 

You wanted me to calm down, 
to grow a beard, to look for a pin 
in the hush of a warm, womanly corner. 
A pin that could be used for murder . 
I didn't stay here with your babbling mouths. 
My body longed instead to be a guest 
in the mountains that are covered with bunchberries. 

The book is appropriately divided into three sections that 
progress in an unbroken line from this individual "I," the founda-
tion for all action, to some Thou outside the self—Csoori is a master of 
the love-lyric—and from there even fur ther outward to the larger 
community of the national, as in "Poland": 

Poland—a statue of Christ, struck by lightning. 
July sunlight roams over your blackening wounds 
and flies kiss your bones. 

The book's first poems are implicit in its last ones, and vice-versa. All 
the poems seem to spring impassioned from a single source. 

An Italian aphorism claims that translations are like spouses— 
beautiful ones are apt to be unfaithful and faithful ones are apt to be 
ugly. Unfortunately, this reviewer is not qualified to judge these 
translations against the originals. Nevertheless, as independent 



English poems, Kolumban's translations offer some clear advan-
tages over the next most readily-available selection, Daniel Abon-
dolo's in Albert Tezla's Ocean at the Window: Hungarian Prose and 
Poetry Since 1945 (U. of Minnesota, 1980). Kolumban's, with their 
naturalness of tone and rhythm, carry considerable energy along 
their lines, whereas Abondolo's have a constrained quality, as if the 
tether of the original language pulled at them. (For example, notice 
the important differences between Kolumban's "The women come 
to make love / and stool pigeons to flatter. / Their chins are 
covered / with tobacco stains" and Abondolo's "women come to 
love / and informers, their chins flecked with tobacco, to flatter.") 
Csoori's poetry has been praised in Hungary for its "freshness and 
exhilaration." Kolumban, a poet himself and the editor and transla-
tor of Turmoil in Hungary, an anthology of 20th-century Hungarian 
poetry published in 1982 by New Rivers Press, demonstrates the 
justice of that description by his work in Memory of Snow. In "People, 
Branches," "the world is filled with silence," an evil silence suggest-
ing repressions of various sorts. But Csoori imagines a resolution: 

Maybe I should learn to love someone again: 
her breath, 
the noise her clogs make 
on the stairway. 
I'd listen to her hair crackling 
as she pulls the comb through. 
A year would pass and another 
and the sounds would return to me 
like the swallows from Africa 
that screech in the dark — 
the voices of dishes 
the voices of countries 
the rain that kicks the windowsill, 
the crackle of spring's shoulder blades 
from under the Beethoven mane of the clouds, 
the voice of a small leaf — 
they all would whisper in my ear: 
we were once and will be again. 
People, branches, murmuring. 
Sweet words. 

Murmuring and sweet words, indeed. Kolumban, with Csoori as his 
guide and stimulus, translates into English as if he were making it all 
up, and delighting in doing so. 



Some readers might regret the absence of an introduction. How 
these poems fit into Csoori's long career is not clear. No dates 
accompany individual poems, nor do we know what principles of 
selection Kolumban followed, or if Csoori himself had a hand in the 
formation of this book in any way. Some words on the challenge of 
translating Csoori might have been interesting and helpful. Still, the 
very surrender of the entire book to the words of Csoori, in preface 
and poems, serves as a moving tribute to him and highlights his 
powerful voice. 

According to Miklos Vajda, in his introduction to Modern Hungar-
ian Poetry (Columbia U. Press, 1977), few of the other arts have ever 
flourished in Hungary the way poetry has. Cities could be destroyed, 
but poetry, partly thanks to memory, could not. These poems are in 
part about that very history. Although "misery has nailed [him] to a 
bed" and his spine is "derailed," his 

breath escapes 
with the early morning 
blackbird 
and races with a stagecoach, 
pulled by birds, 
through the buffeting forest. 

Resurrection is a motif of this book. History is present as a constant 
challenge but never a determinant. The "unconquerable hen" 
amidst "the dead of the war" has "collared the longest spring worm / 
in the world!" The poetry of Csoori shuttles vitally between these 
two poles of the war-dead and the spring worm. Paradoxically, the 
poet transcends Hungarian history not by resisting it but by giving 
himself wholly to it. 

Nicholas Kolumban and Penmaen Press have performed a 
valuable service. T h e book, handsomely printed to meet the high 
standards of Penmaen books, is graced by a woodcut portrait of the 
poet by Michael McCurdy. Memory of Snow is a must for any library 
that wishes to represent 20th-century international achievement in 
literature and for any individual interested in the same. 

Philip Dacey 
Southwest State University, Marshall, Minnesota 

Editor's Note: 

This review was accepted for publication before our Journal's policy on reviewing 
translations of poetry had changed. 




