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M a r g o t  S c h a r p e n b e r g  is  n o  n e w c o m e r  t o  G e r m a n - A m e r i c a n  l i t e r a tu r e .  

T h e  C o l o g n e - b o r n  a u th o r ,  w h o  h a s  r e s i d e d  in  N e w  Y o rk  s in c e  1 9 6 2 ,  h a s  

m e a n w h i l e  b r o u g h t  o u t  2 7  v o lu m e s  o f  p o e t r y  a n d  t h r e e  p r o s e  b o o k s — a ll  in  

p r e s t ig io u s  G e r m a n  p u b l i s h i n g  h o u s e s .  I n  J a n u a r y  2 0 0 9 ,  s h e  g a v e  t h e  f ir s t  

r e a d i n g  o f  h e r  n e w ly  p u b l i s h e d  c o l l e c t i o n  Verwandeln. 60 verstreute und neue 

Gedichte in  a  p a c k e d  a u d i t o r i u m  a t  Deutsches Haus o f  N e w  Y o rk  U n iv e r s i ty  

( P e te r  B e ic k e n ,  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M a r y l a n d ,  g a v e  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n ) .  I n  a  w id e  r e t ­

r o s p e c t iv e  g e s tu r e ,  t h is  v o l u m e  c o v e rs  a ll  m a j o r  t h e m e s  o f  M a r g o t  S c h a r p e n ­

b e r g  s p o e t i c  o e u v re . T h e  t i t l e  p o e m  ( 1 1 )  f o l lo w s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  m e t a m o r p h o ­

s is  w h i c h  is  o f  c e n t r a l  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  t h e  c r e a t iv e  p r o c e s s  a n d  t h e  s e l f - a n a ly s is  

o f  t h is  a u th o r .  R e m a r k a b le  in  t h is  c o l l e c t i o n  a re  s o u n d i n g  a t t e m p t s  i n t o  th e  

d e p t h s  o f  s e m a n t ic s  a n d  p la y s  o n  w o r d s  r e ly in g  o n  r h y m e  a s  a  p o e t i c  i n s t r u ­

m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  l ig h tn e s s  o f  t h e  p o e t i c  d i s c o u r s e  a n d  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  

r h y m e  p a t t e r n s  o v e r s h a d o w  a  m o r e  c o m p le x  a n d  d a r k e r  g r o u n d  o f  o u r  e x is ­

t e n c e  a n d ,  th e r e b y ,  o f  t h e  a u t h o r s  p h i lo s o p h i c a l  i n t e n t i o n .  W h a t  s e e m s  so  

s im p l e  a n d  c o m e s  s o  e a s i ly  a c tu a l l y  d e c e iv e s  t h e  e y e  o f  t h e  r e a d e r .

C le a r ly ,  t h e  r h y m e  in  M a r g o t  S c h a r p e n b e r g ’s la t e  p o e t r y  h a s  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  

i r o n y  a n d  p la y f u l n e s s .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  r h y m e  is a  s ty l i s t i c  f e a tu r e  o f  p o e t r y  

f o r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  is, t h e r e f o r e ,  u s e d  in  c h i l d r e n ’s b o o k s .  I f — a s  i t  is t h e  c a s e  in  

t h is  c o l l e c t i o n — r h y m e  is b e in g  a p p l i e d  a s  a  p l a y f u l  p o e t i c  t o o l  a t  a  la t e  s ta g e  

o f  a n  a u t h o r ’s c a r e e r ,  t h e  c i r c le  o f  l if e  a n d  l i t e r a r y  p r o d u c t i o n  is  b e in g  c o m ­

p l e t e d .  B a u d e l a i r e  o n c e  s ta t e d :  “ L e  g e n ie  c ’e s t  I’e n f a n c e  r e t r o u v e  4 v o l o n t e . ” 

L ik e  in  a  c i r c u la r  m o v e m e n t ,  c h i l d h o o d  m e m o r ie s  a n d  r e c o l le c t io n s  o f  e a r l ie r
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stages o f  life have found their way into this volume, as can be observed in 

“W ald” (9 3 -9 4 ), “Koln, St. Ursula: Reliquiare” (8 6 -8 7 ), and “Kleine Ballade 

(Koln 1944)” (48).

At the same tim e, the reader o f  this volum e repeatedly comes across 

forms o f  spiritual poetry, o f  a memento mori (as expressed similarly in the 

preceding collection. Von Partituren, Lesezeichen und so weiter). The sections 

“zeitlich” (5 9 -6 9 ) and “S chnittm uster” (1 0 5 -7 ) reflect on the tem porality 

o f  our existence and on the poetic speaker’s final phase o f  life, bu t the texts 

are not lam ents or elegies— the certainty o f  death is pronounced  w ithou t 

fear, even in a playful m anner that finds new com parisons for old events. In 

“U m zug” (1 0 9 -1 0 ), death is referred to as a carpenter w ith ruler and pencil, 

in “O bung” (1 1 5 -1 6 ) innocuous instructions for physical exercises serve as 

m etaphors for vital procedures ending  in the “H alt” o f  ou r existence.

A serene w isdom  carries the section “Sichten— Einsichten— W iinsche” 

(9 1 -1 0 4 ), preparing the spirit o f  the last poem  o f  the collection “G edachtnis 

(fiir alle)” that sets next to basic states o f  the hum an m ind, such as d ou b t and 

desperation, an indestructible hope (117). However, this juxtaposition does 

not indicate a naive, optim istic ou tlook  bu t rather a fierce am azem ent about 

the fact that hope is still possible at all.

Any critique o f  M argot Scharpenberg’s poetry cannot afford to om it an 

analysis o f  her specific form  o f  a pictorial poem  or lyrical dialog w ith a work 

o f  art {Bildgesprdch) as presented in “Licht— A m sterdam er M useum sbesuche” 

(1 9 -4 6 ) and “Kolner K irchenbesuche” (7 1 -8 9 ). This poetic concept relates 

to a conversational pattern or dialog, a m utually  stim ulating act o f  observa ­

tion and reflection whose result is m ore rhan just a description or interpreta ­

tion. H er approach does not try  to repeat w ith different m eans or to translate 

from one m edium  to another. In her picture-inspired poem s, the contem pla ­

tions triggered by a w ork o f  art are being released into the au tonom y o f  the 

poetic discourse. H er poem  is artistically strong enough to stand on its own, 

even to walk away from the o ther m edium . Therefore, it is no t any longer 

necessary to use the work o f  art as an illustration or visual explanation o f  the 

poem . Even if  the reader is no t fam iliar w ith the art works that are displayed 

in various m useum s in A m sterdam  or C ologne or elsewhere, the poem  can 

be recognized— and enjoyed— in its own right. Consequently, the poem s o f  

this volum e are no t accom panied by photos. There is no need for visual sup ­

port. Ihe  poem  “Koln, St. Andreas: Lowenpaar” (73 -74 ) may serve as one o f 

m any examples. I h e  purpose and con ten t o f  the poem  are no t so m uch the 

description o f  the w ork o f  art, bu t the reflection that the w ork o f  art sets free 

in the eyes o f  the beholder, o f  the poetic ego. That way, there is even room  for 

a G erm an-A m erican com ponent: the lions at the entrance to the m ain branch 

o f  the N ew  York Public Library— they are guarding books, i.e., o ther relics
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than their sacral brothers. Obviously, we are dealing with a playful assortment 
of thoughts and creative associations generated in the mind of the observer.

Another recurring motif in Margot Scharpenberg’s poetry is language— 

scrutinized and interpreted in regard to its relevance to our human existence. 
In “Definition” (97), language—specifically in the form of words—is the 
defining criteria of being human. In her autobiographical note at the end of 

this volume, the author adds; “Aber was alien Themen als Grund unterliegt, 

ist Zeit, Zeitlichkeit, Veranderung.” (121). This concept is reflected in the 
poem from which the entire volume draws its title, “Verwandeln,” a Bild- 

gesprdch inspired by a painting by Elite Imhof and executed in the afore­
mentioned compositional style of the author. It can be read as an individual 
poem, but also as a confession and self-explanation of the author. In as much 
as she remains faithful to the essence of her poetry, she remains faithful to 
herself. It is true that by now the tone of her poetry has loosened up, has 
become lighter and seemingly light-hearted. However, within her adherence 
to the same choice of themes, her philosophical view has become more strin­
gent and radical. Insofar, a difference between her early and her late produc­

tion can be discerned.

Point Pleasant, New Jersey Gert Niers
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