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So Many Oceans

Nobel Laureate Nelly Sachs wrote many haunting poems documenting the inner turmoil she
experienced during and after the Holocaust. She lived in Germany until 1940 when she fled to
Sweden and there spent the rest of her life. Reading these poems more than fifty years after they
were written, I see also in her nature imagery, a lament not only for the Jewish people, but for the
earth and its creatures. The English translations are my own. The third poem includes some of
her German text.

So Many Oceans

So many oceans vanished in sand

So many grains of sand prayed themselves into stone.
So many sobs were buried in the music of seashells.
So many dead abandoned in pearl eyes of fish.

So many patterns of stars in shining crystal.

So many pearls of laughter sing in the sea gull’s throat.
So many threads of longing travel the stars of the vaulted night sky.
So much fertile earth shrouding the root of the word,
You -

Behind the veil of secrets,

You.

Used with permission by Suhrkamp Verlag, 2021.
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So Many Oceans
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