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[Editor’s Note] David Constantine, who was born in Salford, Lancashire, in 

the United Kingdom in 1944, is one of the most consistently brilliant poets and short-

story authors writing in English today. In a review of Constantine’s Collected Poems 

(2004), the critic Stephen (now Stephanie) Burt called him “the most lyrical of good 

poets” (3), adding that his poetry was “Romantic, in almost all the loaded, 

unfashionable and daring senses that once-omnipresent word can bear” (3). 

Constantine’s most recent book of short stories, Tea at the Midland, won the 2013 

Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award, and he has published two novels. 

He is also one of our most important translators and translation editors. With his wife 

Helen he edited Modern Poetry in Translation between 2003 and 2012. His 

translation of Selected Poems by Friedrich Hölderlin was the winner of the European 

Translation Prize and another of his translations, Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s 

Lighter than Air, won the Corneliu M. Popescu Prize for European Translation. He 

has also produced critically lauded translations of Goethe’s Faust, Kleist, Henri 

Michaux, and Philippe Jaccottet, among others. 

Before he came to prominence as a writer of poetry and fiction, he was a scholar 

in European, and especially, German literature. In 1981, Constantine moved from his 

first academic job at Durham University to the Queen’s College, University of 

Oxford, where he remains a Supernumerary Fellow, having taught modern languages 

there until 2000. His scholarly works include In the Footsteps of the Gods: Travellers 

to Greece and the Quest for the Hellenic Ideal (1984, 2011), Hölderlin (1988), and 

Fields of Fire: A Life of Sir William Hamilton (2001). 2018 was something of an 

annus mirabilis for readers of Constantine: not only did he release a new poetry 

pamphlet, For the Love of It, but he also published a considerably extended version 

of his Hölderlin translations, and the 1312-page Norton volume The Collected Poems 

of Bertolt Brecht with his and Tom Kuhn’s English translations. 
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Aaron Deveson: I’d like to begin, if I may, with some statements from your 

book about poetry—Poetry (2013)—for Oxford University Press’s series The 

Literary Agenda. These statements come from a chapter called “The Office of Poetry,” 

which is concerned with the question of what poets and poems are for. In many ways 

your answer to that question in the chapter is as confident and purposeful as Shelley’s 

answer in A Defence of Poetry (1821): poets and the arts in general are, you write, 

“qualified” to encourage people’s demands for social change in a way that 

professional politicians are not, politicians being mostly reactive in their thinking and 

practices while the arts, and especially literature, are enabled by the “free play of 

imagination” to bear “[t]he utopian charge” (Poetry 108-09). Throughout the 

chapter—as on so many occasions in your writing—Hölderlin is mentioned as a 

preeminent representative of the utopian spirit in poetic literature. You mention him 

as a predecessor for Rilke, whose Duino Elegies (1912-23) you characterize in these 

terms: “That is a utopianism for our times: the nearly desperate bid to make sense, 

not to go under in the welter of violent non-sense” (115). 

This historical reflection continues into the next paragraph, where you write, 

“For poetry to carry the utopian charge it is not necessary, indeed now it would seem 

almost improper, to offer any vision as large and coherent as Hölderlin’s (which, of 

course, does not lessen our need for his vision in our times” (115). I’m really struck 

by the way that sentence pulls us in different directions: it is not necessary to offer 

the utopian vision offered by Hölderlin, but we still need his vision. I was wondering 

if you could explain why you think the largeness and coherence of Hölderlin’s vision 

could seem almost improper “today”—assuming 2013 and 2018/19 are close enough 

in cultural and political time to share that word! Since you say yourself that we need 

Hölderlin’s vision in our times, are you concerned, as a poet or as a poet-translator, 

with riding roughshod over whatever the calls for properness might be in this regard? 

Or is there really no way back to a poetry of grand utopianism? 

David Constantine: The structure of Höldelin’s poetic thinking was, like that 

of many writers in Europe in his day, tripartite. He imagined or remembered an ideal 

past, and in a benighted present hoped for a (sort of) recovery of it in the future, in 

modern terms. His ideal past was Periclean Athens, his present was the French 

Revolution and the ensuing wars. He adapts this pattern to his love for and loss of 

Susette Gontard. She appears in his poetry as “the Athenian woman” or the Diotima 

of Plato’s Symposium. In fact, his hopes for the future, personal and political, ended 

in grievous disappointment. Nobody in our day is even going to hope, in social and 

cultural matters, as largely as he did, in terms (Grecian) at all like his. Still our need 

for something better than we have achieved so far is obvious and desperate. Things 
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have got markedly worse even since 2013—we know more, know more clearly, 

where we are heading (extinction, taking the rest of “creation” with us) unless we 

change. That’s all I mean: we can’t use his imagery, entertain his large structures of 

cultural loss and recovery. But we have to think, as he did, in the “elsewhere” ways 

of poetry, to get free of the massively damaging ideologies in which we struggle now.  

I should add that when in his later poetry (after 1802) Hölderlin no longer could 

(or even wish to) hold the large mythic structures together, he wrote poems and 

fragments of poems that in his own country and abroad have helped fashion a poetic 

language fit for our modernity. 

AD: You have recently translated several of the major post-1802 poems for the 

latest edition of your translations from Hölderlin. Could you please describe the 

process of translating these works, which include “The Only One” (“Der Einzige”), 

the second version of “Mnemosyne,” “But when the heavenly powers . . .” (“Wenn 

aber die Himmlischen . . .”), and the third version of “Greece” (“Griechenland”)? 

Were you mindful, while translating, of the lexical and formal choices made by 

previous translators of this astonishingly modern poetry? I’m thinking of Michael 

Hamburger and especially Richard Sieburth, whose Hymns and Fragments 

emphasizes Hölderlin’s obvious relevance to a modernist figure such as Paul Celan 

by excluding everything but Hölderlin’s work in free rhythms from 1801 to 1806. 

DC: My Introduction (Friedrich Hölderlin: Selected Poetry 14-15) and my 

notes on each of these late poems (389-95) say something about the demands they 

make on the translator. In the Frankfurt Hölderlin Edition (FHA) their nature is 

disturbingly clear; and I said: “Making a translation of such a phenomenon with its 

different inks, different thicknesses of nib, different layers of work (intermingled 

sometimes with stray elements from other poems), the earliest still visible through 

the latest—the translator would have to follow the creating mind itself, and to do that 

exactly and truthfully would take far longer than I’ve got” (Constantine, Friedrich 

Hölderlin: Selected Poetry 14-15). By “exactly and truthfully” I meant every word 

on every page exactly where it occurs, including those erased but still legible. And 

by “longer than I’ve got” I didn’t mean it would take more time than I can spare but 

more years than I shall live. Reading and re-reading the poems, poring over them in 

the FHA, I steeped myself in their ethos and way of being, and trusted that immersion 

would help me translate them more truthfully. I didn’t read anybody else’s 

translations until I was sure of the tone and spirit of my own; and then only 

Hamburger’s and only for a better lexical understanding of particular lines. Also, and 

just as important, I consulted (and was enlightened by) my friend and colleague 

Charlie Louth, close reader of Hölderlin and translator of his letters and essays. That 
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has always been my practice as a translator: to look honestly and gratefully to others 

when I’m as sure as I can be of the heart and soul of what I have done myself. That 

says nothing about relative ability and authority. It’s merely a statement of how I 

have to work. 

AD: As I discovered when I was studying for my PhD, the relationship between 

Hölderlin and your own original poetry is a highly absorbing thing to consider. The 

very first poem of your first poetry collection, A Brightness to Cast Shadows (1980), 

throws the reader into an agonizing condition of temporal finitude and loss after 

apparently irretrievable erotic plenitude—a condition that certainly evokes the world 

from which Hölderlin’s great love Susette Gontard (“Diotima”) and the gods have 

departed (Constantine, Collected Poems 17). The title-poem of your 1983 collection 

Watching for Dolphins presents itself as an urbanely empirical and secular, late 

twentieth-century response to Hölderlin, particularly those poems of his in which 

lexis, syntax, rhythm, and stanza structure combine to express a powerful, yet 

disappointed, longing for divine epiphany and presence (54). More recently, there’s 

been your “Hölderlin Fragments” in Elder (2014). Do you feel different sorts of 

things are flowing from this poet into your work these days? 

DC: Yes, he’s in my bloodstream, with a few others. That sort of relationship 

is—for me at least—much like my love for other fellow humans, living and dead, and 

for a whole variety of localities in the north of England, Wales, the Isles of Scilly . . . . 

The interdealings with people and places constitute me, in present time. I learn very 

slowly and my loyalties endure. I would no more stop reading Hölderlin than I would 

stop thinking about my grandmother, and her husband, 8571 Private J. W. Gleave, 

who was blown to bits 30 July 1916. There are more “Hölderlin Fragments” in my 

next collection. He aids me in my thinking about war and refugees and the ruin of the 

lovely earth and its creatures by Homo so-called sapiens. 

AD: I’d like to ask you about how you see your poetry in relation to your poetic 

contemporaries, including the poets who have emerged in the decades since you 

published your first collection. Are there currents and traditions besides the 

Hölderlinian line—in English or other languages—in which you see your work 

belonging and which you hope will continue long into the future?  

DC: I know a lot of contemporary poets, and greatly admire a few of them. But 

I’ve no sense of how they fit together and I’ve always thought my own position to be 

peripheral. I do feel a strong allegiance to a certain tradition in English poetry, and 

also much writing outside that tradition (in Europe and America, too) matters greatly 

to me.  
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AD: Do you have any sympathy for the sentiments expressed by Robin 

Robertson, author of The Long Take (2018) and other poetry volumes, when he said 

earlier this year, “The world of poetry is small and currently polarized: it’s often 

either simplistic or incomprehensible. I’m in the middle, vaguely appalled” (n. pag.)? 

Robertson has been criticized by the academic Sandeep Parmar for complaining 

about many younger poets’ apparent lack of interest in “that pesky learning-the-craft-

business” (n. pag.)? Do you think Parmar is right to associate the defense of 

traditional notions of “craft” with “an oppressively white male literary canon” and to 

“perceive literariness,” as she puts it, “as a function of racial, educational, class or 

gender privilege” (n. pag.)?  

DC: I’ve even less to say about where Robertson stands in the poetry world 

than about where I do. But I agree with him about learning the craft. I’ve met too 

many people who seem to think that British poetry starts with them. You have to read 

and study closely what has been done already in and with your language, to help you 

find what you yourself might do with it. Some lines and forms still current in English 

verse, unrhyming iambic pentameters or the sonnet, for example, have been there five 

hundred years. It helps a poet now to study how they have been handled during that 

time. Other possibilities—alliterative verse, say, or exact imitation of Greek and Latin 

metres and strophic forms—may be used less now or have lapsed altogether. Still 

they are worth knowing about. What the language has once done, surely it might do 

again. You never know what you might be able to deploy. Best to make your stock 

as abundant as possible. And of course through translations you can learn about the 

resources of other and very foreign tongues, and might even find a use for them in 

your own. What Parmar says seems to me plain wrong, and also harmful. Every writer 

comes to the canon with her or his own interests, inclinations, quarrels, and demands. 

Often you learn through contraries, without which, as Blake says, there is no 

progression. It would be very bad for you to read “only your own kind,” whatever 

that might be. The English language and the poetry in it is a wonderful, superabundant, 

and ever-changing being which not even the dismal people at present misgoverning 

our unhappy land can spoil for us. 

AD: Am I right to detect an echo in what you’ve said here of Yeats’s dictum, 

“Out of the quarrel with others we make rhetoric; out of the quarrel with ourselves 

we make poetry”? 

DC: In fact, I wasn’t thinking of Yeats at all, and the distinction he makes seems 

to me neat but false. Above (countering Parmar’s view) I meant that precisely by 

dealing with, and if necessary quarrelling with, others a poet may be helped into her 

or his own voice—which is to say into poetry, not rhetoric. 
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AD: So you presumably don’t think Yeats’s statement is in any way borne out 

by Brecht’s poetry, which you and Tom Kuhn have translated for the monumental 

Collected Poems that Norton has just published. Would you say Brecht offers a model 

for how great poetry can be written out of the quarrel with others? Out of politics, in 

other words. The poet, critic, and translator Michael Hofmann has called Brecht’s 

story “the fascinating one of the contrarian in adversity” and suggested that for that 

reason it is “disappointing that the British, with their feeling for the free spirit, the 

underdog . . . don’t get him” (Hofmann 4). Do you think the book you and Kuhn have 

put together will make it easier for the British—or the Americans, or anybody else 

reading your English translations—to “get” Brecht?  

DC: Brecht is a thorough poet and he arrived at a voice (or voices) unmistakably 

his own by continual dealings with scores of other poets, alive and dead, in various 

and sometimes quite irreconcilable traditions. He was a magpie, a plagiarist—always 

recognizing what he could make use of in other writers’ work. He was a radical atheist; 

but once, when asked which book had influenced him most, he replied, “You’ll laugh: 

the Bible.” He took a great deal from the religious and rhetorical poetry of Germany’s 

seventeenth century. Brecht did indeed make first-rate poetry (shocking, moving, 

effective) out of the politics of his age. His poems from the start spring from the times. 

They are his violent individualist hedonist revolt. Then from the late 1920s, as things 

worsened in Germany, till his death in 1956 he engaged all his writing, poetry quite 

as much as drama, in the struggle against Hitler and against all other forces 

(capitalism, the markets) that debase and commodify human beings. If the British 

“don’t get him” (I’m not sure that they don’t) it may be on the quite false grounds—

an untested prejudice—that “political” poetry is never any good—too didactic, not 

autonomous, etc., etc. 

AD: Did your views about Brecht change in the course of translating so much 

of him?  

DC: My admiration increased. And I felt he might help us in the mess we’re in. 

I’ve been reading Brecht for half a century and translating and writing about him also 

for a very long time. Translation is the closest kind of close reading. Translating 

Brecht for Norton I got to know him and love him more exactly.  

AD: Are there particular poems by Brecht that you think could help us in the 

mess we’re in? If so, how might they help?  

DC: I could single out many dealing directly with injustice and racism, with 

the workings of capitalism, the life of the political exile and refugee, war, etc. But 

it’s in the energy, variety, irrepressibility of the whole oeuvre that his power “to help” 

lives and moves. The love poems, the poems in celebration of homely things, the 



 
 
 

Aaron Deveson  9 
 

 

anarchic saying NO! to everything that would stunt and thwart human life. So “War 

is made by humankind” and “The river sings praises” or “When I left you, 

afterwards . . . ,” all are of a piece in their opposition to the way of death that is very 

often at work in the social order and a certain politics, in his day and still. 

AD: In the introduction to your and Kuhn’s Brecht translations, you mention 

that Brecht was inspired by Shelley’s romantic “belief in the power of poetry to incite 

revolt against an oppressive and demeaning social order” (Kuhn and Constantine xiii). 

Could you expand on that? 

DC: Brecht referred to Shelley as “my brother,” and he uses his “The Mask of 

Anarchy” (written after Peterloo, allegorical in mode) to demonstrate that realist 

writing may choose whatever form and mode it likes to tell the truth. It is realist in 

the degree to which it tells the truth. But again—see above—it is poetry itself, on 

whatever subject, that may incite us to revolt by bodying forth a livelier life than that 

which many of our fellow-citizens must make do with now. 

AD: Your introduction also notes the influence of the German religious 

tradition on a work such as his Domestic Breviary (1916-25; pub. 1926). What is 

there in Brecht’s version of this religious rhetoric that could inspire non-religious, 

Anglophone readers in the present? And could you explain how what you call 

Brecht’s mode of “contrafacture” (Kuhn and Constantine xii) is working in the 

Domestic Breviary or other poems by him—and how did you convey that in your 

translation?  

DC: The whole concept and execution of the Domestic Breviary is a 

contrafacture. Brecht takes a traditional (Lutheran and Catholic) form, the breviary, 

and puts into it subjects and a tone of voice, an ideology, often violently opposed to 

the expectations raised by that form. As I said earlier, that progression through 

“contraries” is very characteristic of his way of working. In translating it I looked to 

our Authorized Version for his Luther Bible and, when possible, also to other 

equivalent English texts. (See, for example “The great chorale of thanksgiving” 

[Kuhn and Constantine 203-04])  

AD: To return to the earlier question about “craft,” did you feel that you were 

“learn[ing] through contraries,” as you put it, while you were engaged in writing your 

tremendous epic poem in adapted terza rima Caspar Hauser (1994) (Constantine, 

Collected Poems 143-228)? At what point did you realize that was the necessary form 

for this subject matter—this historical narrative of the hyper-empathetic cultural 

wonder who had turned up in Nuremberg in 1828 as a youth able to say just one 

sentence, without understanding it, after an early life of incarceration and darkness? 
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DC: Caspar Hauser is an epic in that it tells a story. For it I needed a verse that 

would be variable and repeatable in equal measure. So, as you say, I adapted terza 

rima. I don’t think I was learning there “through contraries,” unless in the sense 

touched on above: that I learned about that verse-form through translations of Dante 

and through its use by the English Romantics (chiefly Shelley) in poems of their own. 

My adaptation—especially variations in line length and where and how purely the 

rhymes might come—also gave me the liberty to be, when necessary, more lyrical 

than epic: not “just” telling the story but also, in different voices, saying as closely as 

I could how the characters suffered. In my fiction, too, I’ve very often aided my 

characters into a greater (more lyrical) expressiveness than they might “in reality” 

have had. 

AD: I don’t want to ignore the genres besides poetry in which you’ve written. 

One of the many short stories you have published, “Tea at the Midland,” won the 

BBC National Short Story Award and the collection in which it appeared won the 

Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award. Another story, “In Another 

Country” (Under the Dam 23-34) inspired the 2015 film 45 Years, for which the main 

actors Charlotte Rampling and Tom Courtenay both won Silver Bear awards at the 

Berlin International Film Festival—and for which Rampling was nominated for the 

Academy Award for Best Actress. The high occurrence in your work of narratives—

sometimes narratives of a mysteriously elliptical sort—seems to be something you 

have in common with many British and Irish poets of roughly your generation, 

including some of those published in Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion’s 1982 

anthology The Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry. As this interview is 

being published in an issue of the journal concerned with “The Specialness of Poetry,” 

perhaps you could offer a few thoughts on why or how it is that some of your 

narratives end up as short stories while others end up as poems.  

DC: Most of my stories come from “the same place” as my poems; that is, from 

some zone of consciousness that I can’t, and shouldn’t wish to, command. I can only 

begin a story or a poem if a very concrete image or situation offers itself in a present 

experience or out of the past. And with it I also need a tone of voice, which in the 

case of a story might be a scrap of dialogue. I have some feeling of what might be 

latent in these given things, and the process of writing—poem or story—is one of 

realization. That is, the project clarifies, becomes what it has in it to become, in the 

actual making of sentences. I know that some writers of fiction don’t begin writing 

until they have minutely planned the whole thing. But I work out where I’m going, 

what needs to be said, in the process of making sentences, one after another. Fiction 

and poetry are two genres (epic and lyric) with distinct characteristics, resources, and 
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demands. Still, I think it’s true to say that I write the sort of fiction somebody would 

write who thinks of himself primarily as a writer of poems. 

AD: As we indicated in our Call for Papers for this issue of Concentric, some 

substantial critical reflections have appeared in the last few years on the special 

resources available to the writer of lyric poems. Some people may think there is 

something rather old-fashioned about a book like Derek Attridge’s Moving Words 

(2013), with its chapters on rhyme, sound and sense, rhythm, and lexical 

inventiveness and metrical patterns, but it seems to me that it engages in a very 

fruitful way with contemporary poet-critics as different from each other as J. H. 

Prynne and Don Paterson. Jonathan Culler’s Theory of the Lyric (2015) also points 

to the importance of the lyric for contemporary and late modernist poets. Meanwhile, 

younger critics such as David Nowell Smith and Amy De’Ath have embarked on 

extremely engaging studies of the relationship between poetic form and social and 

political protest. Is there a mode of formalist analysis that you would like to see 

emerge or see more of—a type that could enrich the literary as well as the academic 

culture? Do you feel we are likely to get wiser about how certain structured 

arrangements of words have the effects on us they (sometimes) do? Or do you think 

getting readers interested in technical issues such as syntactic pauses, strophic rests, 

and the asclepiad—to pick out a few examples from your major critical work on 

Hölderlin—will inevitably be difficult to achieve in the era of Black Lives Matter, 

#MeToo, and the apparently growing culture wars in the West? 

DC: I’m afraid I haven’t read the particular books and the “younger critics” you 

mention but I certainly approve of that sort of interest and endeavor. I got my 

understanding of how poetry works or might work by reading not just the poems of 

writers I love and admire but also their essays on the art and craft, or letters of theirs 

in which they report on and discuss what they are doing. Graves, Owen, Lawrence, 

Frost and Edward Thomas, Coleridge (Biographia Literaria) and Wordsworth 

(“Preface to the Lyrical Ballads”), Hölderlin, Novalis, Rilke, Brecht . . . these just as 

they come to mind now, but many others. Very European and very male, I know. 

They are where I began and to them I am still indebted. But I must add that the poets 

I read and reflect on and have learned from among my contemporaries are mostly 

women, with two or three of whom I have kept up a correspondence about poetry 

over many years. And through MPT [Modern Poetry in Translation] I got to know 

poets in their work and often in person from all over the globe. So, in brief, I have 

learned chiefly by reading and studying other poets, taken from them what I could 

see a use for in my own efforts. I really don’t understand why “Black Lives Matter, 

#MeToo, and the apparently growing culture wars in the West” should interfere at all 
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in the existentially vital business of trying to learn to do better the thing you can’t 

live your life without. Surely you would read widely, keep an open mind, gratefully 

take what helps? As George Mackay Brown says (in the poem “Helmsman” in 

Fishermen with Ploughs): “I am anxious concerning my craft” (20). Shouldn’t every 

poet feel that, all the time? Then go wherever you can learn. Brecht certainly did. 

AD: As Brecht’s name has reappeared, perhaps I can ask you about one of the 

non-Western influences on his work—namely Daoism—since that may very well be 

of interest to our readers. What sort of influence is that? 

DC: Brecht and the Daoist philosophy (Brecht and China, Chinese poetry, 

theater, and thinking altogether) is a vast topic. Here’s Tom’s note on the lovely poem 

“Legend of the origin of the book Tao Te Ching on Lao-tze’s road into exile,” which 

he translated: 

 

Brecht had known this traditional Chinese tale since the 1920s. The Tao 

Te Ching is an ancient Chinese book of wisdoms, possibly dating from 

the sixth century BC, although its authorship is uncertain (the name Lao-

tze means just “old master”). It is the founding text of Taoism, in which 

Brecht took a lifelong interest. The image of Lao-tze riding on his black 

ox is a favorite amongst Chinese painters, and Brecht later owned a 

small bronze of this same figure. The doctrine of soft water overcoming 

hard stone is number 78 of the eighty-one sections of the work. Brecht’s 

formulation of the tollkeeper’s question in stanza 7 also contains an echo 

of a 1921 speech by Lenin on the New Economic Policy: “Who will win, 

the capitalist or soviet power?” (Kuhn and Constantine 1169) 

 

You can add “The Doubter” (627-28). See Tom’s note: “The poem makes reference 

to a Chinese scroll Brecht owned and carried with him through all the stations of the 

exile” (1159). It is a drawing (of “The Doubter” himself) done c. 1700 by Kao Chi 

Pei. Brecht’s own Chinese Poems, after Arthur Waley (865-73), are among his best. 

And during a class I was giving a few weeks ago, reading the poem addressed to 

Margarete Steffin “And now it’s war . . .” somebody pointed out that “this goal’s not 

more / than the way itself” (819) is very Daoist. 

Sick of Stalin, Brecht thought he might prefer Mao’s China. Frying pan to fire? 

And after Hitler—what a life! 

AD: Since you’re a writer who has also been an academic—and a very 

successful one at that—I wonder if you could reflect on the relationship between 

academia and literature, especially poetic literature, as you’ve experienced it. Are 
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universities in a good position to disseminate the poetry to which you have devoted 

so much attention as a teacher, critic, and translator—Sappho, Goethe, Hölderlin, 

Wordsworth, Kleist, Heine, Rilke, Kafka, Brecht, and so on? Do you feel hopeful 

when you look across to the work in which your successors at Oxford and other 

institutions are engaged? 

DC: Throughout my university career I was blessedly free to teach a great deal 

of poetry, much of it of my own choosing, and also held classes in the close reading 

of undated, unattributed, texts in German, French, and English. I hope teachers could 

still do something of the sort, if they liked. But since I stopped teaching there has 

been a steady decline in the teaching of modern languages in state schools and so less 

foreign literature is being taught at university. A bad development that Brexit (our 

catastrophic act of self-harming) will only accelerate. So in that matter, as in much 

else nowadays, I feel anything but hopeful. 

AD: I was tempted to allow the interview to end there with those last ominous 

words of yours ringing in our readers’ ears. But I very much want to ask you about 

Modern Poetry in Translation, which you and Helen Constantine, edited between 

2003 and 2012. In many ways, this magazine represents the opposite of the “self-

harming” you’ve just mentioned. It really seems to come from a collective aspiration 

to achieve a contemporary version of what Goethe called Weltliteratur or “world 

literature.” And while in Ted Hughes and Daniel Weissbort’s first issue in 1965 all 

the poets except Yehuda Amichai were from Eastern Europe, the magazine under 

your stewardship and between 2012 and 2017 with Sasha Dugdale as editor, became 

more truly mondial in terms of the linguistic and cultural origins of the translated 

poets (and even the translators, I believe). The current editor, Clare Pollard, is clearly 

also very focused on this sort of global diversity. What were the things you were 

happiest or, as it were, proudest to introduce to the Anglophone world as co-editor? 

Did you feel there were ever any costs involved in your inclusive approach? 

DC: First, I must say that the spirit of MPT was alive and well when Helen and 

I took over from Daniel Weissbort. Hughes and Weissbort acted, as they themselves 

said, in answer to the urgent demand of the times for more foreign poetry in good 

English translations. We, and Sasha after us, continued in that founding spirit and 

responsibility, and Clare has since Sasha. And since 2003 the magazine has become 

ever more extensive in its reach and various in its poets and translators. More 

languages, more cultures, a far truer representation of ancient and modern, male and 

female, established and new writers. Simply put, MPT has moved with the demands 

and promptings of the times, unchanging in its spirit (the combating of all insularity, 

xenophobia, intolerance, and fundamentalism), continually shifting in very agile 
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fashion to take in what’s new. Translation is a humane act, and, in the state we are in 

now, an act of opposition, intrinsically polemical, a non-violent revolt. Helen and I 

were glad of countless poets, poems, and translations during our editorship. 

Mahmoud Darwish’s “Mural,” translated by Rema Hammami and John Berger, was 

a great thing. But there were many others. 

AD: You’re impressively multilingual, even by the standards of literary 

translators. But, as far as I’m aware, Arabic isn’t one of the languages you speak . . .  

DC: Oh dear, I wish I were such a linguist! I have good German and French, a 

little Italian, a little Modern Greek, a very little Latin. When I was working on 

Hölderlin’s translations of Pindar and Sophocles. I laboriously taught myself enough 

Ancient Greek to follow pretty exactly what he was doing. I copied out Greek texts, 

long ones, I loved making the letters, and I did word-for-word literal versions 

between the lines.  

AD: As editors of MPT, you and Helen Constantine—another fine translator—

published translations of many East Asian poets, including Du Fu (杜甫), Hsieh Ling-

yün (謝靈運), Yu Xuanji (魚玄機), Kaneko Misuzu (金子 みすゞ), and Shinjiro 

Kurahara (蔵原 伸二郎). How did you make decisions about what got published, 

when an increasing amount of the “world literature” entering the magazine was 

emerging from languages other than the ones you know well? Or perhaps I should 

turn that into a more general question: When the “material history” of your era of 

MPT comes to be written, what do you imagine will be revealed to have been the 

significant nodes, networks, and cultural forces? Funding sources must have been a 

major preoccupation for you, I think? 

DC: Two questions there.  

1. We checked translations in languages we knew (if we could get hold of the 

texts) but couldn’t do that in languages we didn’t know. But for both categories the 

chief criterion was the same: Does this translation work as a poem in English? Is it 

readable with pleasure as English verse? We didn’t always keep strictly to that rule. 

Some contributions, not exactly giving pleasure, found a place in the magazine 

because they were important, because we could see that in their home circumstances 

they mattered and might also matter for readers in English. 

2. When Helen and I took over MPT the Arts Council insisted (quite rightly) 

that we should manage it better, earn the public money they were giving us. The 

whole enterprise was restructured and put on a sounder footing. They also wanted to 

see greater diversity among contributors and on our Board. We gladly obliged. By 

the time Sasha took over, funding had got harder, there was less of it, she had to find 

additional sources—embassies, private donors. It’s an interesting subject, how a 
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poetry magazine survives for fifty years. And more interesting still how MPT felt and 

chronicled the shifting political and cultural forces in that half century. The handbook 

of that history is Centres of Cataclysm, which Sasha, Helen and I edited for Bloodaxe 

in 2016. 

AD: I wonder if you have any sympathy at all for the position taken by some 

critics of the idea of world literature such as Simon During and Emily Apter, who 

have expressed their opposition to what they see as an entrepreneurial and touristic 

drive to anthologize niche-market national and ethnic “difference” (see Apter 346). 

Did you ever feel you were contributing to the power of the Anglophone cultural 

center rather than redistributing power? 

DC: As far as MPT is concerned, I have no sympathy whatsoever with that view. 

From the start the magazine was understood and functioned as a place of free 

exchange. Foreign poems were got out like contraband from oppressive 

circumstances, in Poland and Czechoslovakia, for example, into a deserved wider 

circulation in a major language, English. That sort of “freeing the word” continues 

today. And British and American poets were, and still are, confronted with a poetry—

of great urgency—from which they could and still can learn. Ted Hughes began not 

just MPT but also (in 1967) Poetry International, on the South Bank, a Festival that 

is still going strong. In times like ours we surely need that free passage across the 

frontiers more and more. The last thing we want is any dreamed-up impediment to it. 
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