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children finish speaking,
until the woman breaks
into the silence.

“Finally”, she says, “I
trust you now. I trust
you with the bird that
is not in your hands
because you have truly
caught it. Look. How
lovely it is, this thing we
have done - together.”
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placenta in a field. Tell us
about a wagonload of
slaves, how they sang so
softly their breath was
indistinguishable from the
falling snow. How they
knew from the hunch of
the nearest shoulder that
the next stop would be
their last. How, with
hands prayered in their
sex, they thought of heat,
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catastrophe this world
has become; where, as a
poet said, “nothing
needs to be exposed
since it is already
barefaced.” Our
inheritance is an affront.
You want us to have
your old, blank eyes and
not in our hands. Is
there no context for our
lives? No song, no
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might flow. We know you
can never do it properly —
once and for all. Passion
is never enough; neither is
skill. But try. For our sake
and yours forget your
name in the street; tell us
what the world has been
to you in the dark places
and in the light. Don’t
tell us what to believe,
what to fear. Show us
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attention to what you
have done as well as to
what you have said? To
the barrier you have
erected between
generosity and wisdom?

“We have no bird in our
hands, living or dead. We
have only you and our
important question. Is
the nothing in our hands
something you could not

46
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been before? A chance to
interrupt, to violate the
adult world, its miasma of
discourse about them, for
them, but never to them?
Urgent questions are at
stake, including the one
they have asked: “Is the
bird we hold living or
dead?” Perhaps the
question meant: “Could
someone tell us what is

42
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here,” his simple words
are exhilarating in their
life-sustaining properties
because they refused to
encapsulate the reality of
600, 000 dead men in a
cataclysmic race war.
Refusing to monumen-
talize, disdaining the
“final word”, the precise
slavery, genocide, war.
Nor should it yearn for
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she thinks, because it is
generative; it makes
meaning that secures
our difference, our
human difference — the
way in which we are like
no other life.

We die. That may be the
meaning of life. But we do
language. That may be the

measure of our lives.
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representations of
dominance required —
lethal discourses of
exclusion blocking access
to cognition for both the
excluder and the excluded.
The conventional
wisdom of the Tower of
Babel story is that the
collapse was a
misfortune. That it was
the distraction, or the

30
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slaughtering in the malls,
courthouses, post offices,
playgrounds, bedrooms
and boulevards; stirring,
memorializing language
to mask the pity and
waste of needless death.
There will be more
diplomatic language to
countenance rape,
torture, assassination.
There is and will be more

26
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users and makers are
accountable for its
demise. In her country
children have bitten
their tongues off and use
bullets instead to iterate
the voice of speechless-
ness, of disabled and
disabling language, of
language adults have
abandoned altogether as
human instincts for they

19
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malign language of
law-without-ethics, or
language designed for the
estrangement of’
minorities, hiding its
racist plunder in its
literary cheek — it must be
rejected, altered and
exposed. It is the language
that drinks blood, laps
vulnerabilities, tucks its
fascist boots under

23
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living or dead?” is not
unreal because she thinks
of language as susceptible
to death, erasure;
certainly imperiled and
salvageable only by an
effort of the will. She
believes that if the bird in
the hands of her visitors
is dead the custodians are
responsible for the
corpse. For her a dead all

14

LL

e (£poq
[[B1J UMO ST UB() 19120)
Jeym uo uonemoadg

*pas1oIaxa st romod

1811 Yorym ySnoIy
JUDWNNSUT 93 03

1omod jo suonasse woiy
Keme vonuane syrys
UBWIOM PUT[q dY ], "SWTE
$11 9AJTYDE 01 PAOYLIOES I
JO 9[punq [[ews 33 10§
os[e Inq £193p0W JO 108

way or you have killed it. If
itis alive, you can still kill
it. Whether it is to stay
alive, it is your decision.
Whatever the case, it is
your responsibility.

For parading their power
and her helplessness, the
young visitors are
reprimanded, told they are
responsible not only for

10

TONI MORRISON
Nobel Lecture Dec. 1993

“Once upon a time there
was an old woman. Blind
but wise.” Or was it an old
man? A guru, perhaps. Or
a griot soothing restless
children. I have heard this
story, or one exactly like it,
in the lore of several
cultures.
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disability: her blindness.
They stand before her, and
one of them says, “Old
woman, I hold in my hand
a bird. Tell me whether it is
living or dead.”

She does not answer, and
the question is repeated.
“Is the bird I am holding
living or dead?”

Still she doesn’t answer.

7
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its hiss and melt are the
envy of the freezing

slaves.

“The inn door opens: a
girl and a boy step away
from its light. They climb
into the wagon bed. The
boy will have a gun in
three years, but now he
carries a lamp warmed.”

It’s quiet again when the

60
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literature, no poem full
of vitamins, no history
connected to experience
that you can pass along
to help us start strong?
You are an adult. The old
one, the wise one. Stop
thinking about saving
your face. Think of our
lives and tell us your
particularized world.
Make up a story.

Narrative is radical,

53
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artful, but its artfulness
embarrasses us and ought
to embarrass you. Your
answer is indecent in its
self-congratulation. A
made-for-television script
that makes no sense if
there is nothing in our
hands.

“Why didn’t you reach
out, touch us with your

soft fingers, delay the the
49
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gnomic pronouncements;
her art without commit-
ment. She keeps her
distance, enforces it and
retreats into the singularity
of isolation, in sophisticat-
ed, privileged space.
Nothing, no word follows
her declaration of transfer.
That silence is deep, deeper
you have just given us that
is no education at all
because we are paying close

44
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brightly you trembled
with fury at not
knowing?

“Do we have to begin
consciousness with a
battle heroines and
heroes like you have
already fought and lost
leaving us with nothing
in our hands except what
you have imagined is
there? Your answer is

48
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the arrogance to be able to
do so. Its force, its felicity
is in its reach toward the
ineffable.

Be it grand or slender,
burrowing, blasting, or
refusing to sanctify;
whether it laughs out loud
orisa cry without an
alphabet, the choice word,
the chosen silence,
unmolested language surges
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She would not want to
leave her young visitors
with the impression that
language should be forced
to stay alive merely to be.
The vitality of language
lies in its ability to limn
the actual, imagined and
possible lives of its
speakers, readers, writers.
Although its poise is

sometimes in displacing

33
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millions mute; language
glamorized to thrill the
dissatisfied and bereft into
assaulting their neighbors;
arrogant pseudo-empiri-
cal language crafted to
lock creative people into
cages of inferiority and
hopelessness.

Underneath the eloquence,
time and life that
rationalizations for and
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hasty if no one could
take the time to
understand other
languages, other views,
other narratives period.
Had they, the heaven
they imagined might
have been found at their
feet. Complicated,
demanding, yes, buta
view of heaven as life; not
heaven as post-life.
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speak only to those who
obey, or in order to force
obedience.

The systematic looting of
language can be recognized
by the tendency of its users
to forgo its nuanced,
complex, mid-wifery
properties for menace and
subjugation. Oppressive
language does more than
represent violence; it is
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another story, fill baffling
silences. Official language
smitheryed to sanction
ignorance and preserve
privilege is a suit of
armor polished to
shocking glitter, a husk
from which the knight
departed long ago. Yet
there it is: dumb,
predatory, sentimental.
Exciting reverence in but

17
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the bird-in-the-hand
might signify has always
been attractive to me, but
especially so now
thinking, as I have been,
about the work I do that
has brought me to this
company. So I choose to
read the bird as language
and the woman as a
practiced writer. She is
worried about how the
children put to her: “Is it
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narcissism, its own
exclusivity and
dominance. However
moribund, it is not
without effect for it
actively thwarts the
intellect, stalls conscience,
suppresses human
potential. Unreceptive to
interrogation, it cannot
form or tolerate new ideas,

shape other thoughts, tell
16
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both the law and its
transgression. The honor
she is paid and the awe in
which she is held reach
beyond her neighborhood
to places far away; to the
city where the intelligence
of rural prophets is the
source of much
amusement.

One day the woman is
visited by some young
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They say the first sentence in any
speech is always the hardest. Well,
that one’s behind me, anyway. But |
have a feeling that the sentences to
come - the third, the sixth, the tenth,
and so on, up to the final line — will
be just as hard, since I'm supposed
to talk about poetry. I've said very
little on the subject, next to nothing,
in fact. And whenever | have said
anything, I've always had the
sneaking suspicion that I'm not very
good at it. This is why my lecture will
be rather short. All imperfection is
easier to tolerate if served up in
small doses.

Contemporary poets are skeptical
and suspicious even, or perhaps
especially, about themselves. They
publicly confess to being poets only
reluctantly, as if they were a little
ashamed of it. But in our clamorous
times it's much easier to
acknowledge your faults, at least if
they’re attractively packaged, than
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to recognize your own merits, since
these are hidden deeper and you
never quite believe in them yourself
... When filling in questionnaires or
chatting with strangers, that is, when
they can’t avoid revealing their
profession, poets prefer to use the
general term “writer” or replace
“poet” with the name of whatever job
they do in addition to writing.
Bureaucrats and bus passengers
respond with a touch of incredulity
and alarm when they find out that
they’re dealing with a poet. |
suppose philosophers may meet with
a similar reaction. Still, they’re in a
better position, since as often as not
they can embellish their calling with
some kind of scholarly title.
Professor of philosophy — now that
sounds much more respectable.

But there are no professors of
poetry. This would mean, after all,
that poetry is an occupation
requiring specialized study, regular
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explain something to someone else
that you don’t understand yourself.

When I'm asked about this on
occasion, | hedge the question too.
But my answer is this: inspiration is
not the exclusive privilege of poets or
artists generally. There is, has been,
and will always be a certain group of
people whom inspiration visits. It's
made up of all those who've
consciously chosen their calling and
do their job with love and imagination.
It may include doctors, teachers,
gardeners — and | could list a hundred
more professions. Their work
becomes one continuous adventure
as long as they manage to keep
discovering new challenges in it.
Difficulties and setbacks never quell
their curiosity. A swarm of new
questions emerges from every
problem they solve. Whatever
inspiration is, it's born from a
continuous “l don’t know.”

5

that’s absolutely inadequate to boot.
So the poets keep on trying, and
sooner or later the consecutive results
of their self-dissatisfaction are clipped
together with a giant paperclip by
literary historians and called their
“oeuvre” ...

| sometimes dream of situations that
can’t possibly come true. | audaciously
imagine, for example, that | get a
chance to chat with the Ecclesiastes,
the author of that moving lament on
the vanity of all human endeavors. |
would bow very deeply before him,
because he is, after all, one of the
greatest poets, for me at least. That
done, | would grab his hand. “There’s
nothing new under the sun” that'’s
what you wrote, Ecclesiastes. But you
yourself were born new under the sun.
And the poem you created is also new
under the sun, since no one wrote it
down before you. And all your readers
are also new under the sun, since
those who lived before you couldn’t

il

There aren’t many such people. Most
of the earth’s inhabitants work to get
by. They work because they have to.
They didn’t pick this or that kind of
job out of passion; the circumstances
of their lives did the choosing for
them. Loveless work, boring work,
work valued only because others
haven't got even that much, however
loveless and boring - this is one of the
harshest human miseries. And there’s
no sign that coming centuries will
produce any changes for the better as
far as this goes.

And so, though | may deny poets their
monopoly on inspiration, | still place
them in a select group of Fortune’s
darlings.

At this point, though, certain doubts
may arise in my audience. All sorts of
torturers, dictators, fanatics, and
demagogues struggling for power by
way of a few loudly shouted slogans

6

read your poem. And that cypress
that you're sitting under hasn’'t been
growing since the dawn of time. It
came into being by way of another
cypress similar to yours, but not
exactly the same. And Ecclesiastes,
I'd also like to ask you what new thing
under the sun you're planning to work
on now? A further supplement to the
thoughts you’ve already expressed?
Or maybe you're tempted to
contradict some of them now? In your
earlier work you mentioned joy — so
what if it's fleeting? So maybe your
new-under-the-sun poem will be
about joy? Have you taken notes yet,
do you have drafts? | doubt you'll say,
‘I've written everything down, I've got
nothing left to add.’ There’s no poet in
the world who can say this, least of all
a great poet like yourself.”

The world — whatever we might think
when terrified by its vastness and our
own impotence, or embittered by its

indifference to individual suffering, of

12

also enjoy their jobs, and they too
perform their duties with inventive
fervor. Well, yes, but they “know.”
They know, and whatever they know
is enough for them once and for all.
They don’t want to find out about
anything else, since that might
diminish their arguments’ force. And
any knowledge that doesn’t lead to
new questions quickly dies out: it fails
to maintain the temperature required
for sustaining life. In the most extreme
cases, cases well known from ancient
and modern history, it even poses a
lethal threat to society.

This is why I value that little phrase “I
don’t know” so highly. It's small, but it
flies on mighty wings. It expands our
lives to include the spaces within us
as well as those outer expanses in
which our tiny Earth hangs
suspended. If Isaac Newton had never
said to himself “l don’t know,” the
apples in his little orchard might have

7

people, animals, and perhaps even
plants, for why are we so sure that
plants feel no pain; whatever we
might think of its expanses pierced
by the rays of stars surrounded by
planets we’ve just begun to discover,
planets already dead? still dead? we
just don’'t know; whatever we might
think of this measureless theater to
which we've got reserved tickets, but
tickets whose lifespan is laughably
short, bounded as it is by two
arbitrary dates; whatever else we
might think of this world — it is
astonishing.

But “astonishing” is an epithet
concealing a logical trap. We're
astonished, after all, by things that
deviate from some well-known and
universally acknowledged norm, from
an obviousness we've grown
accustomed to. Now the point is,
there is no such obvious world. Our
astonishment exists per se and isn’t

13

dropped to the ground like hailstones
and at best he would have stooped to
pick them up and gobble them with
gusto. Had my compatriot Marie
Sklodowska-Curie never said to
herself “I don’t know”, she probably
would have wound up teaching
chemistry at some private high school
for young ladies from good families,
and would have ended her days
performing this otherwise perfectly
respectable job. But she kept on
saying “l don’t know,” and these words
led her, not just once but twice, to
Stockholm, where restless, questing
spirits are occasionally rewarded with
the Nobel Prize.

Poets, if they're genuine, must also
keep repeating “l don't know.” Each
poem marks an effort to answer this
statement, but as soon as the final
period hits the page, the poet begins
to hesitate, starts to realize that this
particular answer was pure makeshift

8

based on comparison with
something else.

Granted, in daily speech, where we
don’t stop to consider every word,
we all use phrases like “the ordinary
world,” “ordinary life,” “theordinary
course of events” ... But in the
language of poetry, where every
word is weighed, nothing is usual or
normal. Not a single stone and not a
single cloud above it. Not a single
day and not a single night after it.
And above all, not a single
existence, not anyone’s existence in
this world.

It looks like poets will always have
their work cut out for them.

Cover by Fiorella Ferroni. Translated
from Polish by Stanislaw Baranczak
and Clare Cavanagh

© The Nobel Foundation
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Foreword

By Jessi Haley, Editorial
Coordinator at Cita Press

In 2022, Annie Ernaux became the
seventeenth woman to win the
Nobel Prize in Literature. She is
also the first French woman, the
sixteenth French citizen, the
ninety-sixth European, and the
119th person to win. In her
acceptance letter, she stated “l do
not regard as an individual victory
the Nobel prize that has been
awarded me. It is neither from
pride nor modesty that | see it, in
some sense, as a collective
victory.”

Ernaux’s claim of a collective
ownership for a highly
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individualized award echoes
ideas shared by many of the
women laureates that came
before her—as does her
emphasis on the tension between
the patriarchal system the Nobel
stems from (and, to many, still
represents) and the structural
position of some winners,
particularly women. When asked
if she anticipated the prize, 2013
laureate Alice Munro replied: “Oh,
no, no! I was a woman! . .. | just
love the honor, I love it, but | just
didn’t think that way.” Learning
about her win from a group of
reporters as she returned home
from a hospital visit,
eighty-seven-year-old Doris
Lessing was flustered: “They told
me a long time ago they didn’t
like me and | would never get it. .
.. They sent a special official to
tell me so.” Surrounded by
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