Poems by Desi Di Nardo translated by Renzo Ricchi

Egidio Marchese

In Desi Di Nardo’s poetry a sense of nature is especially dominant, as the poet herself states in the outlining of her Poetics:

Le poesie nella raccolta The Plural of Some Things sono fortemente ispirate dal mondo naturale e dalla correlazione tra i vari esseri viventi, quali la fauna, la flora e altre forme di vita che coesistono in essa. Molte delle poesie sono ambientate nello e sullo sfondo di fecondi boschi incontaminati e di laghi. Per me, questi corpi d‘acqua e di dense foreste possiedono una dinamica mistica e spirituale con una propria identità individuale e presenza […] (Di Nardo)

The poems in The Plural of Some Things are greatly inspired by the natural world and the interrelatedness of various beings, including wildlife, flora, and other life forms, which coexist within it. Many of the pieces are set in and against the backdrop of unspoiled and fecund greenwoods and lakes. For me, these bodies of water and dense forests possess a mystical and spiritual dynamic with their own individual identity and presence […] (Di Nardo)

  In my opinion Di Nardo’s poetics correspond to the definition of “animism” we find in the Garzanti dictionary: “1 (anthrop.) tendency, typical of primeval religions, to believe that all things are animated by good or evil principles of life (souls, spirits). 2 (philos.) belief that assigns to every being (also material) a soul, meant as a principle of activity.”

  The concept of animism, both in the anthropological and philosophical sense, has been studied in Canada mostly by Rita Melillo, Professor of Philosophy at the University Federico II of Naples, in accordance with a criterion of phenomenological philosophy applied to anthropology. I am referring here to her book Tutuch (Uccello Tuono) A colloquio con gli Aborigeni del Canada, and I am referring as well to my review of the aforesaid volume, from which I quote:

The Indians’ worldview or Weltanschauung emerging from this study, is typical of a mythical-ritualistic culture of nature as animated by spirits, legends, revelations and magic, not to tell the social aspects of a collectivist life. Rather than the Western ideology, individualistic and competitive, the idea of cooperation is the one prevailing. [...] Man has the duty to preserve and respect nature. She is Mother Nature, with Sister Moon and Brother Sun and the other spiritual beings in the world. Every animal and plant is revered. There is a sort of Canticle of Creatures. Man is not superior to other living forms, plants or animals, or elements like rain. Even when he is forced to hunt and kill for his survival, he pleads the Spirit of the species, the Great Bear or Great Deer, and whispers prayers of apology and thanksgiving to the animal he is going to kill. (Marchese)

  Without lingering on general ideas of anthropology and philosophy we should look into how Desi Di Nardo’s poetics itself affects her poems, always with regard to the special inspirational status of every single poem. We shall start our analysis with the first poem translated by Renzo Ricchi “Hoar Frost / Bianca Brina.”

*

HOAR FROST. I learned the difference between a spruce and a fir / By noting the needles— / Your long grey fingers clasping / The softer not so conical shape of the fir / —Now my favourite evergreen / In the woods death is not so lonely or drab / Whisking past the brush in her damsel gown / A spectacle against the sepia terrain / Why wouldn’t we pause here / In the crackling certainty of an exploration / Where we are amiss and straggling / As two sheared cowards slit from the neck down / We should depend on the tattling juncos / For our own incongruities / For the weeping birch on your shoulder / That grows forceps and claims the sparkle / Of each solitary crystal of cooling

BIANCA BRINA. Ora so la differenza / tra l‘abete rosso e l‘altro abete / questo ha le foglie aghiformi più tenere / quello rosso le ha più coniche / l‘ho visto sì / mentre scorrevano tra le tue dita / lunghe e grigie. / Così preferisco adesso / l‘abete comune / il sempreverde. / Nel bosco la morte / non è solitaria e tetra / come in città / lontano dalla natura. / Si muove nel sottobosco / Veloce / col suo antico vestito da fanciulla / e lascia il segno / nel terreno color seppia. / Perché non fermarsi qui / in questa certezza crepitante / dove siamo un po‘ estranei è vero /e ci smarriamo / nudi come pecore tosate… / Sarà il passero pettegolo a dirci / le nostre incoerenze / a raccontarci / della betulla piangente / che fa nascere rami contorti / e toglie gioia / alla freschezza solitaria / dei cristalli di ghiaccio. 

In this poem, with regard to form, we notice that the present participles are like  movements in a dance (noting, clasping, whisking, crackling, straggling, tattling, weeping, cooling), whilst the essence is highlighted by the substantives certainty and incongruities. The certainty we talk about immediately seems dubious and denied: “Why wouldn’t we pause here / In the crackling certainty…” this one is a negative question, as in Ricchi’s: “Perché non fermarsi qui in questa certezza crepitante ...” A denial that betrays the attraction: to stay on here! … Where, somehow, certainty and incongruity coexist... “As two sheared cowards slit from the neck down”, “nudi come pecore tosate …” 

  This feeling of uncertainty and dismay lies in the presence of death, which finds its specific sense inside the woods: “In the woods death is not so lonely or drab”, death is not “solitaria e tetra”, Ricchi translates, expressing what in the original text is implicit, namely that death is not the same as in town “come in città / lontano dalla natura.”(An effective, explicit contrast nature-city suggested to Ricchi by his English advisor Knox). Death in the woods is not “solitaria e tetra”, but it is astoundingly represented by the very original and graceful figure of a maiden dancing! In Ricchi’s words, death “Si muove nel sottobosco / veloce / col suo antico vestito da fanciulla.” In the original poem, Di Nardo doesn’t say that the image of death is that of a maiden, it’s merely a figure “whisking past the brush in her damsel gown”, but Ricchi’s image seems quite apt to me, and implicit in the original text, where we see the figure “whisking”, i.e. moving rapidly and, I would add as I noted above, that the maiden’s movement is a dance. The dance seems to be evoked not only by a peculiar shade in the verb “whisking” but also, as I stated at the beginning, by a peculiar dance movement implied by the recurring present participles, like “whisking”.

  Thus I partly disagree (or partly agree) with Roger Knox who in this poem sees a 

dramatic discovery of death itself, terrifying yet weirdly beautiful and alluring. Interestingly, a condensed narrative and certain cinematic juxtapositions hurtle forward in which grotesque contrasting images are apparent in the couple seen as ― two sheared cowards slit from the neck down or the weeping ice-bound birch perceived as forceps on her companion’s shoulder, making the discovery of life’s end irresistible and rather unforgettable. (Knox)

drammatica scoperta della morte, terrificante ma anche stranamente bella e seducente. Immagini grottesche e indimenticabili ci fanno trasalire. La coppia spaventata è paragonata a ―due codardi rasati i cui capelli sono stati tosati come vello di pecore dal collo ai piedi. Un abete piegato dal ghiaccio stilla gocce e cresce come forcipe sulle spalle del compagno, marcando sia la scoperta della fine della vita che quella di un inizio. (Knox, traduz. Chiafele)

   What I see in this poem is more the seductive beauty of nature than the “dramatic” and “terrifying” discovery of death joined with “grotesque”, conflicting images. This poem stirs with the charm of the woods where the two characters are immersed in anxious hesitation: “Where we are amiss and straggling” / “dove siamo un po’ estranei, è vero, / e ci smarriamo” (quite an anxious dismay as in Leopardi: “ove per poco il cor non si spaura”). In the woods death manifests itself not as “terrifying”, but rather, perhaps, as a renewal of life. In fact, the characters in their exploration in the woods, feel “nudi” (naked) – free from every unnatural habit or artificial social mask - then they try to “ri-scoprirsi” (rediscover) themselves in relation to nature. This process of shivering and sinking into nature, does not have death as its aim, neither annihilation (as in Leopardi’s line “il naufragar m’è dolce in questo mare”) but tends to a harmony like the one Ungaretti yearns for: "Il mio supplizio / è quando / non mi credo / in armonia”(39). Di Nardo’s wanderers’ quest for harmony within the woods starts with the observation of nature, they gaze at two conifers, they fancy one over the other because of its shape and soft touch, a softness one can feel through fingers, like a caress. The quest goes on with their listening, perhaps smiling, to a tattling junco, which they rely on: “We should depend on the tattling juncos” / “Sarà il passero pettegolo a dirci / le nostre incoerenze.” They remain sadly fascinated by the beauty of a weeping willow with twisted branches no longer possessing “the sparkle / Of each solitary crystal of cooling”– devoid of the “freschezza solitaria / dei cristalli di ghiaccio”. 

  To end with the quest for harmony within nature is filled with a strain of contrasts and counterpoints, certainties and incongruities that Knox wholly detects, even though they are free from the dramatic, terrifying and grotesque features he perceives. These strong elements are even more blunted in Renzo Ricchi’s translation where, for example, the intense image of “two sheared cowards slit from the neck down” is cleverly softened into “nudi come pecore tosate”. As well as the image “the weeping birch on your shoulders / That grows forceps”, which is threatening to Knox, but that in Ricchi, on the other hand, softens to that of a “betulla piangente / che fa nascere rami contorti,” with the verb “nascere” which actually evokes life rather than death.

  Moreover Renzo Ricchi’s translation is, now and again, more modulated almost casual (“dove siamo un po’ estranei è vero / e ci smarriamo”, “l’ho visto sì”, “Sarà il passero pettegolo / a dirci/le nostre incoerenze / a raccontarci/della betulla”… compared with the English text: “We should depend on the tattling juncos / For our own incongruities / For the weeping birch” …); more explicit (“come in città / lontano dalla natura”, “e lascia il segno”); and more indulging to tenderness, as we saw in the images of the sheep and the willow above.

  In Di Nardo’s original English, one can detect regular rhythms of musicality (in the returning present participles), a more pressing, stringent strength (the above “for” … “for” … ), a more emblematic (see the examples in Ricchi’s translation, quoted above) or a more raw, expressive power, in the image of the sheep “slit from the neck down”. 

  As a matter of fact this poem by Desi Di Nardo is, in my opinion, among her most beautiful and intense, poignant. 

*

PETALS LEFT BY FLOWERS. Why do petals left by flowers / Have this way of appearing / at once whole / then in some lights shorn / Circling before they plummet / Evicted by storms like / The magnetic charge of / Bees to whirring hives or / Paper swans in nosedive / The soft flurry of down / Ultimately sequestered / Collected into a fleet of / Small secret notes / We pass ourselves / White and mute as stolen speech 

PETALI SPARSI. Perché i petali caduti dai fiori / dapprima sembrano intatti / poi / cambiando la luce /spezzati / prima di adagiarsi a terra / volteggiano / scacciati dai temporali / come api in cerca / del loro brulicante alveare / o cigni di carta che precipitano / e infine / sono un soffice tappeto di piume / flottiglia di bigliettini segreti / bianchi e muti / come bisbigli rubati… 

  This poem too, like “Hoar Frost”, begins with “why”, a question that draws attention to the fall of the petals: a lesser event which is delicate and pleasing to see; nonetheless a loss, a sad misfortune, though not as sharply felt as “l‘accartocciarsi della foglia/ riarsa” di Montale (54). The two themes of delight and pain coexist in this poem, with a predominance of the former. Wholly intact, the petals break off from the flowers, and we see a light, bright twirl (circling) while there is the fall straight down to the ground (plummet), a melodious do from which, at once, we soar, thanks to a simile introduced by like, like ... like a swarm of bees, in a new swing of music ... to arrive finally to us, ourselves, in a mysterious situation of “Small secret notes / We pass ourselves / White and mute as stolen speech”.

  The image is extremely lovely and delicate, even melodious, but it also suggests elements of distress. To begin with, in the title, the petals are left, i.e. gone/forsaken, a left shortly after repeated; whereas in the translation the title is more daintily expressed by “Petali Sparsi”, and soon after the “left” petals are simply “caduti”. With the violent presence of the storm what is foreseen are petals that are evicted/scacciati. In their whirling the petals change from whole to shorn, in the translation from intatti to spezzati, to end, eventually, on the ground, where they “plummet” i.e. cadono precipitano, whereas in Ricchi’s translation we can see the petals with exquisite delicacy “adagiarsi”.

  Another disheartening element in this poem is the very misfortune of the bees damaged by the storm like the petals. The disruption of the magnetic field caused by the storm painfully affects the bees. We are referring here (in addition to the “accartocciarsi della foglia riarsa” by Montale), to the anguish of the bees in a extract by Isaac Babel, "a destroyed, burned hive, this is a horrible and barbarous practice – I bear in my mind uprooted wooden boxes
 thousands of bees buzzing and swarming about the shattered honeycomb, swarms filled with anguish"(Marchese, and Babel p. 268). 

  The last part of the poem is not plainly comprehensible, at first. After the appearing of the bees, we see paper-swans, feathers, a patrol of small paper notes, then ourselves in a state of secrecy ... We must quickly give some further detail about the intelligibility of the poem.

  In semantics, nature on the whole is codified and categorized through dictionary entries and scientific texts. Everything is established, even in language and writing, according to its own rules of grammar, syntax, even punctuation. On the contrary, in poetry, we are not under the rule of reason but under the rule of imagination. In this poem, punctuation, is abolished, imagination swells. Punctuation in writing has the function of traffic signs; but in nature there are no traffic signs, no roads. The characters in “Hoar Frost”, wandering in the woods feel stray (straggling) and bewildered, like the readers of this poem with no punctuation. Thus they conjecture, and at the end of the verse “Small secret notes” we can imagine a full stop point, and obtain quite a different meaning*

  Wholly plunged into nature which so mightily inspires Di Nardo’s poetry, the characters (and readers) of the poem are “nudi” (as in “Hoar Frost”) open to different sensations, impressions, seductions, insights ... Reality and imagination merge, separated in the writing only by a “like” or an “as” or nothing at all, in a simple overlapping or contrast of words and images. Umberto Eco, in one of his early works (“Opera aperta”), argued that every literary work is “open” in the sense that it is re-invented by the reader’s imagination. This is particularly true of poetry. Imagination in literature, when we deal with good literature, and Desi Di Nardo’s is good literature, intensely captures the truth of things, as reason does in the world of science or philosophy, as Croce stated in his “Breviario di Estetica”.

  In this poem the poet’s inspiration and mood grow out of the charm of nature, and the grace of the phrasing suitably conveyed by Renzo Ricchi’s translation is remarkable. A grace joined with a certain awe which hovers in the question “Why ...”. Eventually it seems that everything (the petals’ fall,  the bees’ distress) settles, and the ground where, together with the petals, there are paper-swans cast down by the storm, appears now as if it were lightly covered by a “soft flurry of down”, un “soffice tappeto di piume”. The petals are gently gathered (along with the paper-swans, like vessels now seized) which stir tender, loving thoughts, included in the secret notes of unspoken love (mute), accompanied by the delicate and enticing stolen “whispers/bisbigli”.

  We’ll never look again at petals scattered on the ground, without thinking of this poem by Desi Di Nardo.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

* “… a fleet of small secret notes that we pass to ourselves, that are white and mute as stolen speech. OR can also mean: ... small secret notes. (end of sentence) We pass ourselves (we walk past each other) white and mute as stolen speech.” (Rogers Knox, in a note to Renzo Ricchi for his Italian translation.) 

 “... una flotta di segreti bigliettini che ci scambiamo, bianchi e muti come discorsi rubati. ANCHE: e di diventare un soffice sbuffo di piume infine sequestrate e raccolte in una flotta di segreti bigliettini. Ci passiamo accanto, bianchi e muti come discorsi rubati.” (Rogers Knox, in una nota a Renzo Ricchi per la sua traduzione italiana.) (traduz. Anna Chiafele.)

*

POETRY ON LAKE SIMCOE. We were oceans apart when I met you / On my way to a blackened hell / You swept by me / A wingless angel / And pulled me up / To keep me from sinking / I sat on invisible alae / Stunned by your strength / You carried me to loftier dreams / While I scattered old dead skin / Like fragile snowflakes / Pale white shells / Floated down / Lighting up the sky / And drifted from memory / Like a cold winter song / Skimming dancing flitting / As broken pebbles do / We smiled and wondered / On whose tongue they would fall 

SUL LAGO SIMCOE. Eravamo distanti oceani / quando ti ho incontrato / in viaggio /verso un inferno oscuro. / Mi sei passato accanto / come un angelo senz‘ali / mi hai sollevato / e non mi hai fatto affondare. / Mi sono seduta / su ali invisibili / rapita dalla tua forza. / E tu mi hai portato / verso sogni sublimi / le cellule morte della mia vita / cadevano / come fiocchi di neve. / 

Bianche conchiglie pallide / scendevano fluttuando / illuminando il cielo / si allontanavano dalla memoria / come la canzone / di un freddo inverno / ballando e svolazzando. / come ciottoli spezzati. / Abbiamo sorriso / - su quali lingue / sarebbero cadute? 

Like others poems by Desi Di Nardo, and indeed most modern poems, this poem too is wholly or partly enigmatic, hermetic or ambiguous. Every word in itself is ambiguous (a tree can be a fir, or a maple, or a birch ...), but in literature we have peculiar, intriguing “tropes”, where the proper meaning of a word shifts into another meaning, as in metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, antiphrasis, hyperbole. Hence poetry often is enigmatic and at times reduces itself into a game, a puzzle or riddle to be solved. Here's a riddle analysed during a seminar held in Turin by the Associazione Culturale Tracce Freudiane. 


The riddle is the following: lavora d’ago fino a mezzanotte per aggiustare le mutande rotte Who knows! How can we solve it? Just as in dreams and puzzles, we must pay no attention to the literal meaning of the phrase; we must seek for the pun in the keywords which creates the ambiguity. In our case, the words that allow us to think of a double meaning are precisely “ago”(needle) and “mutande rotte”. The needle can denote the compass needle, not only the needle used for sewing, whereas mutande rotte can also refer to the variable rout of the ship which can be amended by the compass needle. 


  “Poetry on Lake Simcoe” is wholly and in part an enigma, a great and beautiful enigma, a dream. The title is “Poetry”, it does not refer to a part of the poem, such as, for example, the place, “Lake Simcoe”, or a character, “The Angel on Lake Simcoe”, or a feeling or a condition, “Love or Rebirth on Lake Simcoe.” This means that every part of the poem, which can also be symbolic or emblematic, is a part of a whole, and the whole is in itself an emblem. Thus the young man turned into an angel who appears in the poem, is nothing else but an angel dreamt of within the dream of the Poem of Lake Simcoe. So are all the other images of the poem: blackened hell, invisible alae, loftier dreams, dead old skin, fragile snowflakes, pale white shells, winter song, broken pebbles, tongue. All are dream-visions floating out of time and space, within a dreamlike perspective as in De Chirico’s metaphysics painting; there is motion, yet everything appears still, as in the “Flagellation of Christ” by Piero della Francesca.

 The above quoted article “Profeta è il sogno o il sembiante?”, published on “Tracce Freudiane”, deals with enigmas, prophecies and dreams (which the Bible is rich with), also referring to Freudian interpretations. The dream-vision viewpoint is especially interesting, since in this poem poetry itself is the dream. The article draws a distinction between enigma and plain riddle (which is also, mostly, a short composition in verse), since the former is, and remains, enfolded in the mystery of life (that kindles real poetry) whilst the second turns out to be a meagre pun of trifling importance. “The answer to the riddle – we read – is not enough to gift life with an answer. […] Life has no key. [...] The issue of the word requires the persistence of the enigma, thus to find an answer is impossible.” Moreover: “The complex shapes of the dream, the many associations between word and idea, of which Freud gives us a rich repertoire, are exactly and nothing more but riddles.” The blackened hell in the poem we are dealing with, is precisely an inexplicable enigma of life: il male oscuro della vita.

  The poem “Poetry on Lake Simcoe” is on the whole an allegory in which we find a blackened hell like Dante's selva oscura, together with other enigmatic or symbolic images. At first we find the poet on her road to a dark hell (oscuro inferno), then the wingless angel [angelo senza ali] appears to save her from sinking, pulling her up [dall’affondare sollevandola], then she sits on his invisible alae [sulle sue ali invisibili]. Allegory is defined in such terms: “rhetorical technique by which a concept is conveyed through an image that corresponds to a completely different thing, independent from the concept itself, by extension, the image so conveyed: the allegory of the forest in Dante’s “Inferno” (Garzanti). In this poem there is a ceaseless transformation of the objects by means of a semantic shift from one word into another, using the terms like ... like ... as ... and a plain juxtaposition of words. Le cellule morte (old dead skin) are also snowflakes and the shells are also songs and even pebbles. Besides, in the poem there is a recurring alternation of ascending and descending movements: “you pulled me up / To keep me from sinking”, “You carried me to loftier dreams”, “I scattered [down?] old dead skin / Like fragile snowflakes / Pale white shells/floated down”, “Lighting up the sky”, “they would fall.” All these movements, from the blackened hell to the loftier dreams may be an allegory of salvation, or redemption or, more likely, an outline of the way the young man or angel leads the poet on to loftier dreams, probably to an ecstasy of love. 

  The objects of these motions, which all bound to a metamorphosis or translation in meaning, enrich the allegory, or dream, of the entire poem. Their meaning is just the one we see, while the allegorical meaning is doubtful and symbolic. All these objects might be allegories representing what is cast away from memory (drifted from memory), memories of a previous life, which is now being renewed and revived. The old dead skin, the empty shells, the snowflakes that we see dancing and whirling around in the air, then falling, may likely be past experiences drifted from memory, old reminiscences, ideas, etc. that now are nothing more but the song of a cold winter. Their lighting up the sky would make them look like falling stars, a vivid remembrance of their past that is fading away.

  The hardest part to explain is the end, where, conversely, there is a smile that lights up joy in the poem: “We smiled and wondered / On whose tongue they would fall.” Here “they” should be the objects that we saw falling before. Though, what might ever fall on the tongue? In English there is no enlightening evidence, yet in Italian there is, at least in part, in the past participle of the verb “fall down.” In the Italian translation, made by Anna Chiafele, of Roger Knox’s literal interpretation we read “sarebbero caduti” (masculine) therefore the reference is to “ciottoli” and “fiocchi di neve;” whereas in Renzo Ricchi’s translation we read “sarebbero cadute” (feminine) thus the reference is to cells and shells. But everybody is free to imagine whatever he or she likes. What really matters here is a semantic rather than grammatical link: the most intense meaning of the poem is the state of grace, salvation and ecstasy achieved by the main characters, and this is what can descend on other people: a state of grace. Otherwise, the scene could be more plainly that of the protagonists themselves (or others) playing joyfully like children with their mouths open wide, awaiting snowflakes to fall upon their tongues. 

  The beauty of the poem lies on the vision of the characters and the objects in the way they appear. However, it is as if we were looking at dreams of and dreamy surreal objects, out of space and time. Allegorical, hieratic objects and characters set within the general, unique, dreamlike allegory that Poetry is. Furthermore, some attention should be given to phonetics: if poetry, for centuries, has been associated with rhyme, this means that phonetics matters. The poem must be read and re-read, even mentally, to grasp its meaning, as well the charm of its musicality. Thus we appreciate the narrative that has gone through an allegorical development (andamento), where every motion or gesture is marked by verbs, as if they were symbolically significant: we were ... apart, You swept by me ... And pulled me up ... I sat on alae invisible ... You carried me to loftier dreams ... Once more, we spot the corroborating consonance “Stunned by your strength,” and most especially the melodious verse “Skimming dancing flitting. 

  Renzo Ricchi’s translation is always very good. We can see this in the translation of the title “Sul lago Simcoe”. It is true that we lose the prevailing sense of Poetry as a dream emphasized in our commentary. However, the title in Ricchi’s translation is fine, if not vague (of that vagueness which pleased Leopardi so much).The omission of “skimming” is also worth noting, as it sounds bulky in the impossible translation of the musicality intrinsic to the English verse. Finally, we see overall a slighter slenderness in the translation. Lastly there seems to be something slighter, more slender in Ricchi’s translation as we compare it with the more compact cohesion of the first lines in the English version (for ex., the word “cadevano” is left by itself hovering in a single verse). As a result, the original English poem has twenty verses, while the Italian translation has twenty-seven. 

*

OPERA OF THE PEASANTS. We hear the opera of the peasants / Each step tapping the sidewalks / Feet fleeing from underneath us / We are hunted hounds / Believing the sight or sound / Of our names / The affirmation / Inscribed an artist‘s pride / The unassuming brushstrokes / Put to the asphalt—the ash white cement / The old man‘s home / The table with soft biscotti / The falling in and out of slumber / The dreaming together / We retire in the backseat / Under the ease of pillow clouds / Filing past us / We are bolting rockets / During these happy burning moments / Touching off the ground

L’OPERA DEI CONTADINI. Sentiamo l‘opera dei contadini / battono sul marciapiede / i loro passi / e fuggono da noi. / Siamo segugi cacciati / crediamo nei nostri nomi scritti o pronunciati / all‘affermazione di questi incisi / con l‘orgoglio di un artista / in pennellate umili / applicate all‘asfalto / e al cemento cenerino del marciapiede. / Nella casa del vecchio / col tavolo e i soffici biscotti / nel dormiveglia / sognando insieme / ci ritiriamo sulla sedia nel retro / sotto la quiete di nuvole / simili a cuscini / che vanno oltre con regolarità. / In questi felici attimi / Brucianti / siamo razzi che sfuggono / sfrecciando dal suolo.

 “Opera of the Peasants” is a short piece in few sections with an intense ending, as all the poems by Desi Di Nardo. It is divided into four parts: three of them begin with We (repeated later even a fourth time) and a section, told in the third person, starting with the article The repeated five times at the beginning of each line. 

  The first part is set apart, both because the pronoun We refers to subjects different from the following We of the second part, and since the three lines that form it shape a rhythm of their own. The subjects of We are those inside the house who hear the noise of the work of the individuals on the street. These are given the name of ‘peasants’ in a derogatory sense, as if they were loutish and uncouth people. Their heavy toddling is heard along the sidewalk, and their running off (fleeing feet), as if they were stray dogs. Their graffiti work in the eyes of those who call them peasants, consists in smearing and smudging with brushes the sidewalk and the blacktop, perhaps even the driveways of the houses. The three lines of this first section have the same length and are overloaded with alliteration (fleeing feet) and other musical devices such as the rhythmic hissing sound at the end: 

We hear the work of the Peasants 

Each step tapping the sidewalks 

Feet fleeing from underneath us  

  In the second part the subjects of We are the very authors of the graffiti, who proudly call themselves artists. The first line persists with the final sibilant, but then a line follows nearly in rhyming couplet with the above verse in double rhyme (hunted hounds / sound) which marks the transition from the first to the second section where the peasants’ work (l’opera dei contadini) is depicted by a new modulation of shorter lines:

We are hunted hounds 

Believing the sight or sound 

Of our Names 

The affirmation 

Inscribed an artist's pride 

The unassuming brushstrokes 

Put to the asphalt – the ash white cement 

  These artists or daubers of the streets are proud of themselves, as is shown by two emphatic words: Believing and affirmation. They believe in their names written or uttered, and their vain ego asserts itself by brushstrokes on the asphalt and on the concrete of the roads. The more garish are the colours these artist-peasants use, perhaps because they make use of indelible paint, the greater their satisfaction will be, matching the increased anger of those who cast them out. 

  In the third section of the poem there is the description, in the third person, of the interior of a house, in stark contrast with the previous external image of the street. The house is inhabited by an old man, probably an Italian immigrant, and his wife. In the old man’s house we see a table with soft biscotti [written in Italian], we see the man dozing, awaking now and then, with his wife. A scene, this one, ordinary, private, idle and quiet. Here the style changes once more. The verses are shorter and crisper, with the recurring sound on the left, where every verse begins with the article The. 

The old man's home 

The table with soft biscotti 

The falling in and out of slumber 

The dreaming together 

  The fourth part is totally ambiguous. There are two We whose subjects might be both the proud artists of the graffiti and the dwellers of the houses who oust them. In a sense, these groups coexist in the poem as it happens in some paintings by Salvador Dalί (stored in the Museum dedicated to him, in St. Petersburg, Florida) where you see a view, then at a new glance you see something different from what was originally detected, frequently Gala’s figure, the artist’s wife. This is the fourth and last section of the poem: 

We retire in the backseat 

Under the ease of pillow clouds 

Filing past us 

We are bolting rockets 

During these happy burning moments 

Touching off the ground 

  If We refers to the house dwellers, we must read backseat as a chair placed behind the house (in the backyard) as Renzo Ricci interprets (sulla sedia nel retro). Hence, the image is the following: the old couple goes and sits in the backyard of the house, they raise their heads to contemplate the sky where clouds pass through, and in that sky they immerse themselves, enchanted, as rockets launched into space. Ricchi’s translation follows this interpretation : “ci ritiriamo sulla sedia nel retro / sotto la quiete di nuvole / simili a cuscini / che vanno oltre con regolarità.” This sketch of quiete seems to support the thesis that the subjects in this scene are the house dwellers since the description matches that of the house previously given:“An ordinary, private, idle and quiet scene.” 

  Furthermore, Ricchi’s translation of the last three lines is: “In questi felici attimi / brucianti / siamo razzi che sfuggono / sfrecciando dal suolo.” It is hard here to figure out what could be the old couple’s happy burning moments, unless we see a reference to the fire of the rocket when it is launched, with which they would identify themselves while being deeply absorbed in the contemplative sky.

  On the other hand, if we assume that the main characters of the scene are not the house dwellers, but the authors of the graffiti, then the word backseat in the poem will have its proper meaning “back seat of a car”, and one may suppose that the characters have gone out to make love. In this case, beyond the proper use of the word backseat, it could be possible to better explain the lovers’ happy burning moments, and the verb touching off would refer to another meaning, i.e. the prancing of a horse, not to mention the obvious phallic sense of the rocket.

  However, worthy of note is that the two groups, the artists of the graffiti and the peaceful house dwellers, represent two larger, opposite worlds, and two different perspectives and lifestyles. We can see here, on one side, the young man who creates graffiti: eccentric, larky, irreverent, creative, unconventional, rebel ... in opposition to elderly folks who, as we have seen also in their familiar indoors, are quiet, sleepy, creatures of habit, conformists, grouchy, etc.

  Besides, we can see here the contrast of worldview and lifestyle between downtown Toronto and the suburbs (Desi Di Nardo, in her interview with Darryl Salach, says she used to live in the Annex, and then later far from the centre). Downtown life is dynamic, varied, interesting, bustling, funny, nerve-racking, innovative, provocative, unnatural and … full of graffiti too. Life in the suburbs, conversely, is quiet and peaceful, secluded, private, full of green, boring, thoughtful, sleepy, silent, clean, natural and authentic, as we can infer from this poem. 

 The contraposition between the graffiti artists and those who cast them out, may also represent a cultural-political contrast, between a conservative class that holds power, like the house owners in the poem, and a revolutionary class, subversive or innovative, like the graffiti artists, who can also be compared to the characters of the other poem “The Medium that Carries Us” who mount a protest driven by ecological concern, even using graffiti: The words etched in each unpredictable entity / We write it in the dark passage of this / Carving pictures on the walls as Braille messages.

  Renzo Ricchi’s translation of this poem is convincing, precise and modulated with grace, as usual. 

*

DEMISE OF HER. Shh / Below me / Somewhere / Sidling stealthily / Is a small sullen speck / Rearranging pictures of me / Replacing me with shadows / Perfecting most of my poses / Slithering slinking slowly / She is frivolous and fierce / She spies at the window / Slyly smugly by herself / Snooping staring / She is below me / Sticking to walls / Singing and smiling/ Consoled by her voice / Sullying my space with / Her serpentine presence / She will never know / She can never be me / Because way down / Below me she / Doesn't exist 

LA SUA LENTA MORTE. Silenzio / - al piano di sotto / da qualche parte / qualcosa di piccolo e lento si muove / furtivamente. / Sta sistemando le mie foto / mi sostituisce con delle ombre / e perfeziona le mie pose. / Strisciando quietamente e seducente. / Non è seria ma è feroce. / Dalla finestra mi spia / scaltra e compiaciuta / curiosa nei miei affari / fissandomi. / È sotto di me / si appiccica alle pareti / canta e sorride / sporcando il mio spazio / con la sua presenza serpentina. / Mai saprà che non può essere me / Perché là / in fondo / non esiste. 

  To begin with, in this poem we must notice that the environment is not nature, as in the poems formerly analysed, but an interior that would suit that part of Di Nardo’s poetics related to an “introspective journey”. Further, one can notice how death in this poem, mentioned in the title too, is not, as one might think, a presence threatening the protagonist’s life, her death. According to my interpretation, there is instead a malignant human creature haunting the protagonist, so that she rejects her up to destroy her: She “does not exist.”

  The evil creature, in my opinion, is someone harassing the protagonist as a false friend could do: envious, rival, noisy, aggressive, critical, sneaky, sly, creeping, noxious ... like a snake. The recurring sibilants “S” are immediately and clearly connected with the hissing of a snake and its creeping movements are well expressed by the incessant present participles: Somewhere / Sidling stealthily / is a small sullen speck /, Slithering slowly slinking / Snooping staring /, Sticking , Singing and smiling / , Sullying ... 

  The false friend’s aggressive invasion at the beginning applies to some features of her figure, setting, supplanting, polishing up: “Rearranging pictures of me / Replacing me with shadows / Perfecting most of my poses”, “Sta sistemando le mie foto / mi sostituisce con delle ombre / e perfeziona le mie pose.” One could say, mimicking the insistent repetition of the participles, that the friend’s intrusion is insisting, interfering, jeering and irritating. 

  Given the peculiar alliteration and art of mimicking in the poem, translating is not unproblematic. But, apart from the complexity of the form, the translation of the final section, as it happens at times, is less intense than the original, where there is a higher outburst of anger and proud contempt: “She will never know / She can never be me / Because way down / Below me she / Doesn’t exist”, which is thus translated: "Mai saprà che non può essere me / Perché là / in fondo / non esiste.” Renzo Ricchi’s translation is overall excellent, still in this poem it is not clear why the title “Demise of her” is translated “ La sua lenta morte”. Why lenta (slow) ? 

*

  In conclusion to my commentary on Desi Di Nardo’s poems, I will quote Pier Giorgio Di Cicco, Laureate Poet of Toronto, from the back cover of The Plural of Some Things: 

 “ How refreshing to find a writer so unabashedly poetic as Desi Di Nardo. In a world of politicized screeching and lament, one is reminded of Pablo Neruda‘s definition of art as that which gives people hope.’ By that definition Di Nardo stands head and shoulders above the mob of academic sirens and macho wailers. A poetry to be thankful for.”

  I also wish to make a quick analysis of the endings of Desi Di Nardo’s poems, where a special meaning is intensely condensed, often in an enigmatic form. In the ending of “Hoar Frost”, as we have seen, there is the enticing, beautiful and gloomy image of a weeping willow a threshold figure between life and death: grows forceps and claims the sparkle (fa nascere rami contorti / e toglie gioia). “Petals left by Flowers” culminates with a light, intense and mysterious daintiness: Small secret notes / We pass ourselves / White and mute as stolen speech (bigliettini segreti / bianchi e muti / come bisbigli rubati ...). In “Poetry on Lake Simcoe” we have a smile lighting up with joy the whole poem still clad in an enigma: We smiled and wondered / On whose tongue they would fall (Abbiamo sorriso / - su quail lingue / sarebbero cadute?). In “Opera of the Peasants” we see a stirring outburst of ineffable joy: We are bolting rockets / During these happy moments burning / Touching off the ground (In questi felici attimi / Brucianti / siamo razzi che sfuggono / sfrecciando dal suolo). In “Demise of Her” it is firmly asserted a disdainful dismissal: "Below me, she / Does not exist" (Perché là / in fondo / non esiste). 

  Let me also mention the endings of other poems, translated by Renzo Ricchi, we have not directly analysed. “White Rain” is an astounding and powerful poem in which a sexual experience of love is intensely experienced: it ends at dawn with a solemn apostrophe, quite a hymn or a prayer, to the sun, energy of life and fertility, with those words: We rise to the dawn / Father I say / I bleed in the new language we speak (Ci solleviamo verso l’alba. / “Padre” dico / e sanguino / in questa nuova lingua / che parliamo.) In the poem “The Medium that Carried Us” which can also be juxtaposed to the “Opera of the peasants”, we see the main characters engaged in a protest against environmental pollution, characters who also make use of indelible and mysterious messages in Braille: The words etched in each unpredictable entity /We write it in the dark of this passage / Carving pictures on the walls as Braille messages. (... le parole incise / in ogni luogo consueto. / Lo scriviamo nel buio / di questo passaggio / scolpendo immagini alle pareti / come messaggio Braille.) “Forget You Not” is a dramatic poem of devastating loneliness and refusal by a women abandoned by her parents, who in silence suffers and waits. It is a highly ethical poem on missing mercy and forgiveness. The woman is looking for unachievable words to communicate, finally even signs that could mince the parents’ simple name (like Ma ' or Pa'): She wants to stay like this - vigilant / Waiting for you in the humiliating dark / Signaling with her hands / A simple sign language / To shred your simple name. (vuole restare così / vigile / in attesa / nell’umiliante buio / sminuzzare il tuo semplice nome / coi segni delle mani) “Inner Landscapes” is a poem about introspection, inner landscape, a vague poem, where the protagonist is trying to hide herself, to become invisible, a fierce affirmation of her absence, as if she lived the death of treasures inside herself: Where you cling to spindly needles / Unseen in a catacomb of Treasures (dove son dette migliaia di parole / e dove ti aggrappi / a foglie aghiformi / fragili e sottili / inosservata in un cimitero di tesori.) 

  Let me quote once again Pier Giorgio Di Cicco, in whose words, Desi Di Nardo’s poetry is “Poetry to be thankful for”.

Works Cited.

- Associazione Culturale Tracce Freudiane di Torino, Profeta è il sogno o il sembiante?, Seminar, Nov. 13th,2009, edited by Gabriele Lodari, http://traccefreudiane.com/wp/archives/133 . 

- Babel, Isaac, L'armata a cavallo. Diario 1920, Marsilio, Venezia, 1994. 

- Di Nardo, Desi, The Plural of Some Things, Toronto: Guernica Editions, 2008, 75 pp., $15 paper. 

- ______ Dieci poesie tradotte da Renzo Ricchi, in Rivista di Sudi Italiani, Year XXVI, n° 1, 2 June, 2008 Translations. http://www.rivistadistudiitaliani.it/articolo.php?id=1394 

- ______ Biografia e Poetica / Biography & Poetic Statement, in ―Bibliografia, Issue Two, n. 76 

- Knox, Roger, “The Plural of Some Things” di/by Desi Di Nardo (recensione/review), in ―Prairie Fire. (Sept. 24, 2009 - Apr. 1, 2010), and in www.Bibliosofia.net-Canada2.html n. 75. 

- Marchese, Egidio, Isaac Babel. L’anima russa barbarica e lirica, in ―Bibliosofia, first serie, n. 22. http://www.bibliosofia.net/files/isaac_babel___l_anima_russa_barbarica_e_lirica.htm ). 

- ______ Rita Melillo (Uccello Tuono) A colloquio con gli Aborigeni del Canada, (recensione) in ―Italian Canadiana,Vol. 17 (2003), pp. 136-139, also in ―Bibliosofia, Issue One, n. 35 del 1.12.2005, http://www.bibliosofia.net/files/tut.htm 

- Melillo, Rita, Tutuc (Uccello Tuono,) A colloquio con gli Aborigeni del Canada, Atripalda (Av.): Mephite srl. Editions, 2004. 

- Montale, Eugenio, ―Spesso il male di vivere ho incontrato, in Ossi di seppia, Mondadori, Lo Specchio, Milano, 1971. 

- Salach, Darryl, An Interview with Desi Di Nardo, ―The Toronto Quarterly, Issue Three, May 1, 2009, pp. 13-22.. In ―Bibliosofia, issue two, n. 72. 

- Ungaretti, Giuseppe, ―I fiumi in Vita d’un uomo. 106 poesie 1914-1960, Mondadori, Oscar, Milano, 1971 

 2010, June 1st 

�	 Frames?







