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Foreword

Lajos Walder was born in Budapest in 1913, and died in
1945 in the Gunskirchen concentration camp, on the day
it was liberated by the Allied forces. He had managed to
graduate as a lawyer, despite the severe limitations on the
number of Hungarian Jews allowed to pursue a university
education. He was not, however, permitted to practice;
instead he found work as a laborer in a factory. He con-
tinued to write and publish until the outbreak of the war,
when he was recruited to a forced labor battalion. The de-
tails of Walder’s impossibly tragic end I won’t rehearse
here; the reader is urged to turn to the afterword, where
his daughter and translator Agnes Walder gives a moving
account of his life. 

Lajos Walder is unlikely to be a name you know or
even half-know. And yet we should know it. Walder reads
as a contemporary poet, in the best sense; though the
reader will first be struck by Walder’s refusal to play any
of the familiar come-hither games of the modernist era
(which have become so pervasive as to be invisible)— in-
deed before opening this book, they might first muster a
sense of self strong enough to not be insulted by Walder’s
utter lack of need of them. Nonetheless despite his insis-
tence that “poetry is a private matter,” his voice is very far
from indifferent, discourteous or cold. But it will speak
the way it speaks, whether you are listening or not. 

This vocal independence is most clearly signed by the
fact that Walder does what the hell he likes, when he likes,
and in whatever voice he likes. One minute he’s shrinking
the decades between author and reader to nothing, and
in the next breath separating them by millennia. Who
knows if Walder was aware of what was on the wind for
him, but it seems to have dramatically sharpened and
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lengthened his perspective: every daily event seems to
throw a historical, sometimes even a cosmological shadow.
(His adventures in the space-time continuum are often
very funny. “Interview” is a kind of science-fiction conver-
sation with God; God had intended to get back to us and
explain everything, or at least to the Neanderthal whose
hand he was holding— but was momentarily distracted for
a few million years.) 

Stylistically, Walder had a deep bag of tricks. His fa-
vorite is to run logically with an illogical premise, and for
much longer than he should be able to get away with; like
Cocteau, he knew “how far to go too far.” I can think of only
a handful of other poets with the wit and nerve to pull that
trick off— Francis Ponge, James Tate, and another writer
he occasionally resembles, the great Scottish-Jewish surre-
alist comic Ivor Cutler. (In “Animal Tale” Walder reminds
us that our reality is surreal enough; one merely needs to
observe it clearly— in this case from the meat’s perspec-
tive.) Though sometimes one feels a keen pang for the poet
he would have been, had he lived: “Music for Prose” shows
his ability to extend what another poet might   have left as a
local metaphor into an organizing conceit; in doing so, he
reveals the soul of the modern metaphysical he could well
have become. Those who die young do not have the luxury
of juvenilia, but we should remember that these are a young
man’s poems. Some, like “Telephone”— where the poet is
intoxicated by the potential of direct, immediate commu-
nication with anyone, anywhere— are a tad over-egged,
and touching in their youthful over-enthusiasm. But all
have their witty and ingenious merits, and many are plainly
brilliant. “Horoscope,” for example, sees the poet describe
the statistical fates of nineteen children born that day
(0.059 of them, for example, will be a movie star), and ex-
plain his plan to send their relatives one of his long-pre-
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pared death notices when the “quota” suicide or the car-
crash victim eventually meets their fate. The poem is not
only efficiently and hilariously executed but, in a smooth
tonal gear-change oddly reminiscent of Billy Collins, man-
ages to rise to a finely-judged lyric conclusion: “I, on the
other hand, / will go dry-eyed to the window / and watch /
how indifferently is washing his hands / in the autumn rain
// an unknown, enormous Pilate.” 

Knowing the tragic details of his life, it’s hard not to
read Lajos Walder (or “Vándor”— “wanderer”— as he called
himself in print) through the black lens of his biography,
or— given the dreadful times in which he found himself liv-
ing— as some kind of New Historical or cultural symptom.
But he wouldn’t have appreciated that, and was too much
of a maverick to be usefully read in this way. Walder had
no allegiance to any school or tradition. The bravery— more
often it seems sheer recklessness— he speaks with are out
of time. Of course he also speaks to his time, to his coevals,
to the increasingly desperate economic and political con-
ditions of pre-war Hungary; but his is also the thoughtless
courage of a young Athenian calling out some venerable
elder at a symposium, or some kid with a loudhailer at Oc-
cupy. His voice— brash, iconoclastic, dismissive of author-
ity— is seized by the moment to the extent that it becomes
the moment. Walder’s presence is what survives here, and
the experience of reading him is to return us sharply, wake-
fully, to our own present. It is the voice of an internal eter-
nity, unconcerned with securing a future more than five
minutes ahead. Walder is a nihilist; but he knows the value
of nothing in a society which locates value in the wrong
things entirely. 

Where did these poems come from? Who or what is
Walder like? Reading them for the first time, my mistake
was attempting to place this poet at all. My knowledge of
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twentieth-century Hungarian poetry isn’t sufficient to pin
him to anything but the vaguest coordinates. I have no idea
if Otto Orban encountered Walder’s work in his youth; it’s
possible, and certainly it carries Orban’s permanently
raised eyebrow. Though I felt I could also hear the gallows
humour of his Balkan neighbors, that cackling in the coal-
cellar we find in everyone from Cioran to Charles Simic;
then again, it also had the infinite world-weariness of Zbig-
niew Herbert, the flashy allegories of the young Miroslav
Holub … And lord knows Kafka is everywhere. His poetic
sensibility, though, seems to me closest to the great Chilean
anti-poet Nicanor Parra. Which is to say that like Parra, he
is like no one at all. This is because poetry, as a subject,
seems of little concern to him. Walder’s interest was in
what the poem could do. 

While he may not have cared much about the effect he
had on his readers, Walder was a natural communicator.
Most poets are not. His genuine, gentle compassion is also
a rarity in a poet. He also sees through everyone, through
all our earthly and celestial masters: he won't deign to hag-
gle with fascists or communists, argues strongly against
the existence of Heaven, spoofs the very stars in the sky,
and skewers the hypocrisies of humanism. (In “The
Twenty-Five Letters of the Alphabet” he has the alphabet it-
self indict humanity: “We, who equally serve the British
Empire / and the Hungarian Monarchy, / the Third French
Republic and the Russian Soviet, / accuse the chief editor
of the world’s conscience / of successively committing / the
gravest printing errors.”) Walder’s stance continually un-
dermines the twentieth century’s most cherished trope,
that of ‘identity’. He says simultaneously I am not one of
you, and I am you— his point being that our identities are
just as unstable as his. And he says this with great good
humor, and in a delightfully capricious way with a meta-
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phor: he is a star, he is a business, he is a hooker; he is a
man stuck at a movie that bores him, he is a cloud, he is
math; he is a thinking corpse, in a coffin on a train running
between Paris and Bucharest. And he is also, openly, Lajos
Vándor himself, the artist. Walder treats his own voice with
as much respect as his others, but no more. He remains “al-
ways the other and always a stranger.” 

Agnes Walder’s lucid and felicitous translation never
reads like one of those ‘labors of love’ one has come to qui-
etly dread, but the work of a direct descendant. She ends
this fine collection as Walder surely would have done, with
the line: “apart from thieves and murderers // there are also
human beings.” The human, the animal who is alone— yet
cannot help but share the pain of its own kind. On every
page, Walder reminds us that’s who we are. That he was to
suffer so barbarously at the hands of those who had forgot-
ten is also his vindication: our humanity is poetry’s only
real subject. 

Don Paterson
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gather around YourselF
Tour Guide as Foreword 

Reader, you’re now entering a museum
to observe a stranger (Group Portrait of Myself )
who has absolutely no idea about the meaning of his life 

(Mr. Somogyi).
He would like to scratch his head (The Head)
but not even that would help the future (Horoscope).
He realized that it was all in vain (Short Lyrical Oration),
even fairy tales prove a sad example (Animal Tale),
and the war is coming closer and closer (Information).
The seasons have passed over him (Obligatory Spring Poem),   
and though he lives here (Budapest),
he is fleeing towards the stars (Legend in Prose).
He thinks of the plants as his siblings (Family Event),
and the animals, too, are of more interest to him (Mooky)
than HOMO SAPIENS (Lost Generation),
who is making ready to kill. (Peace)  

Love rarely happens (Expedition),
though when he was an adolescent (Manhood)
he thought women were all different (Parliamentarianism),
but by now he only feels desire (Reverence)
and disappointment (Commemorative Plaque).

Lajos Vándor has lived twenty-four years to date (Typewriter),
yet has lived through humanity in its entirety (World History),
and even if he wasn’t conceived in Original Sin (Blood Pact),
he, too, is just human (The Human)
and not a millionaire (Poem of the Unemployed).
He traveled the paths alone (Arm in Arm),
he was alone, and he will continue alone (First Person Singular)



because wherever he went (Traveling)
only the scenery changed (Study Tour):
he remained a picture frame (Art Gallery)
and a soul in uniform (Budapest Division).
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I am a wanderer

— a modern monk
who wanders in a double-breasted suit.
All things I like just equally;
in the fields I dream about houses,
and in the city about evergreen pines.
I am a wanderer of millennia, 
in Rome a Goth,
a German in Flanders,
I wore a toga and the Order of the Garter,
and wherever I was
I was always a stranger — 
and at home, too — always just a stranger.
I am a wanderer — a frivolous modern poet,
an ode I write for as little as two pengős,
and let this quiet, simple offer of mine
not offend literary ears:
for ten pengős, a four-page short story 
I will personally home-deliver.

I am a wanderer — a modern monk
who wanders in a double-breasted suit.
I was a trader in the temple of Jesus
and a publisher in Academia — 
I was always the other and always a stranger,
always other than my own self:
in Rome a Goth,
a German in Flanders
on paper the writing,
in writing the letter,
in the fields I roofed houses,
onto the asphalt I sowed the seeds,
and even to myself I am a stranger:



because I was a German fighter in Flanders
and armistice in war — 
I was always wholly other than myself,
the monk who wanders in a double-breasted suit.

In Rome I recited Greek poems,
kissed the hands of hetaerae — 
I was always the other and always a stranger;
a petit-bourgeois in the nightclub
and in the soup kitchen a dandy.
I am a wanderer — a modern monk
who wanders in a double-breasted suit,
who would have liked to walk naked,
and knots his tie with care.
I was always the other and always a stranger,
always other than my own self:
in Rome a Goth, a German in Flanders
on paper the writing, in writing the letter — 
in the fields I roofed houses,
onto the asphalt I sowed the seeds,
and even to myself I am a stranger.

I am a wanderer — a modern monk,
the lone wanderer of the eternal other.
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rIdIng on clouds

I am my moods’ cuckolded Don Juan,
and half of Europe has fallen pregnant 
from my daydreams.

Yesterday, the rising Sun   
found me in flagrante with the Moon
and turned the horizon crimson
with embarrassment.

I didn’t give it another thought,
and a couple of hundred steps on 
approached a young cloudlet.

She was still a virgin, 
and I hurriedly made her an offer — 
lest someone else should beat me to it.

Then her face suddenly grew overcast,
fat teardrops fell from her eyes, 
and when, half an hour after a domestic storm,
the sky cleared and
I hung my drenched heart
on top of the Eiffel Tower to dry,
I got to thinking
that once every streetwalker was a cloudlet.

This thought completely reassured me,
and I decided
not to run after Ladies in the sky anymore
because there are more than enough good-looking 

women on earth.



we, the twentY-FIVe letters oF
the alPhaBet*

We, abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvxyz,
the twenty-five letters of the alphabet,
sadly draw our conclusions
about the current turn of events in Europe
and are willing, if need be,
to proclaim a general letter strike
even onto the forty thousand letters
of the Chinese alphabet — 
if the European nations
do not alter
the top-secret foreign policy directives
handed to their ambassadors.
We, who equally serve the British Empire
and the Hungarian Monarchy,
the Third French Republic and the Russian Soviet,
accuse the chief editor of the world’s conscience
of successively committing
the gravest printing errors.
We, who in Germanic or Latin shape were present
in every declaration of war and every peace treaty of 

the West,
accuse the historiographers,
who, by falsifying the history of humanity,
want to write bloody national chronicles.
We, who have been a Courths-Mahler romance
and the Zarathustra,
a Shakespeare comedy and a tragedy by Racine,
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*Translator’s note: the Hungarian alphabet consists of twenty-five  
letters—a point further explained in the Afterword (p. 198).
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protest against the new declarations of war,
whose plans can already be detected
in every nation’s war ministry.
We, the twenty-five letters of the alphabet,
who, thanks to the good work
of lead miners and type casters,
are in the music books
of Swedish kindergarten children
and in Italian anatomy books,
who are in the Bible
and in the identity papers of war amputees,
protest against every enciphered telegram
and every political swindle,
which we know about but which others are not aware of
because:
we do not want to appear again
as names on the casualty lists
that the widows and orphans
will read through tear-filled eyes.
We, the twenty-five letters of the alphabet,
from ‘A’ through ‘O’ to ‘Z’, 
demand world peace and demand equality before the law
and, having relinquished our autonomy, 
are willing to shrink to a mere four letters
so that, in place of the pornograph and detective novels,
we may burn into human eyes one word:
‘Love’.


