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I set off on a journey to Russia in the
midst of winter. The country

was covered with snow.

The Adventures
of Baron Munchausen
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What a winter towering in the yards
Like an oak
Like a stump
Like a shrine

Airborne particles of frost-ash
Tiny cavalry officers
Circling the guilty head
Diving on its very dome

Time for hibernation.

As an undone corpse subsides where it is slain;
Inexorable as the gathering pace of a train
Lie then, where you are laid
For the rules are already made.

There was once a hare, and once a vixen
And they lived by the deep blue sea.
First they lived in an ancient dugout
But then they both built homes

The vixen built a house of ice
And I’ve heard the hare’s was of mica
Built from timid hare-tears
And sad cabbage saliva

And so they lived in harmony, hare and fox
On holy days they set off fireworks.
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—I had a dream: In my dream a table, and on it
Lay the most wondrous youth
And he was arrayed in
Palest attire, sable shroud.
—Little Mother, most gracious Majesty!
—My marble-hewn hero.
My own darling, quite beyond compare
How I love you. Wait and see.

Then everything went to sleep:
The wind in the chimney, the fire in the hearth,
And an ache in a head, and the water in the tap.

Then everything stopped still:
The hairdresser at the end of a shift in her overalls
Her legs stretched out, eyes half-shut
And the homeless man in the stationary tram
And traffic lights, switched to amber

And in the winter air the police batons
And the yellow sky, supported by pillars of smoke
And people in furs in hats in police vans
And people apprehended at their registered address
Their almost transparent houseplants
Their speechless domestic animals
Their warm clothes, their cold drinks
We, wrapped in snow for safe-keeping
Like pictures overlaid with glassine,
Suddenly came to a stop.
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I remember when I was packing to leave, for life
That first time I felt my spirit dumb within me
As if it knew what it would now have to learn
And my wife wept, and my two friends, the bravest ones,
But my daughter was away, she’d come home to find me gone.
Dawn broke—and half the night spent burning

manuscripts and documents.
I took no clothes, I chose no slaves to take with me.
When I think back I find myself already on the ship
The sea all around me, the sea on the decks,
The helmsman prays, the water roars, sailors swear,
My nostrils fill with waves but I write on
Let’s see what tires first, the storm, or my appeal.
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How did we come to be in this wardrobe?
(How did I come to be in this coffin?)

We aren’t alone in the wardrobe:
Ancient shaggy pelts,
A frozen fleece, hung with icicles
Fur coats with deep dark shores
You are lost in them (we are lost) as in a forest
The dreadful smell of chill, nightfall
The snow marked by the pox.

In a distant and strange realm
There rocks a crystal tomb,
Snow falls, starlit space
The coffin swaying side to side
Above the earth in a wasted place
On a bed of ice sleeps your bride.

Marie Stahlbaum dreams
That she is in a deep well—
The sleeve of her father’s fur coat
The musk of mothballs, close darkness
The silken lining whispering,
Walls lined with jars and jars
Filled with summer fruit preserve
Whitest light at the end of the tunnel
The staircase gets steeper and steeper

The steps fewer and fewer.
Tatiana Larina dreams
That she is running out to meet you
But the earth has long grown cold
The colonnaded house knee-deep
In heaped snow
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The path gone, the road under drifts
That reach to the steeple’s cross.
No headstones anymore, the churchyard
Full, and the rosy tint of the snow,
Pale as drugget opened over the plain.

No, we can’t take the sleigh and ride out
To the pine woods for tea with Mr. Bear.

Ovid in Tomis dreams
Of white geese over Rome.

Auntie Toma dreams
Of how the model life begins.

If you in the megalopolis remember me still, the exiled one,
Know this: I died as my sentence was spoken.
I live like the dead, I wear my body thin
Pliant, it shrinks to my bones.
I’m an outsider here, a barbarian, deaf to the language
An idler, my hair white at my temples
I mouth the Getic tongue with dead lips
With dead legs I stamp the stiffened water.
What can I tell you, my wife, to lessen your pain? How horses
Gallop over the smooth river, arrows are let loose;
How fish cling fast-bound in the ice, their mouths agape
And there is no one to free them. Nor to understand me.
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The wine freezes and stays in its shape even without the jug
I break a small fragment and suck on it like a nipple.
There are no apples. You wouldn’t recognize me now.
The locals are wrapped up in pelts, with only their faces uncovered
But they wear thick beards. They look askance at my toga.
Even the stars here are not mine.

Liber, little book, written in time’s hidden pocket,
In lands where such as we are faint wraiths,
Go now to the limelight of the City
Where every word wears a handsome purple fringe
Go unshaven, your coat worn and faded
Your lamed feet, your cheek stained by tears.
Go to that place where misfortune is not known
Where there is no square I have not kissed in my mind’s eye.
You are to say only that I live, no more.
Let them ask questions if they wish—
Only a few will, all the while glancing about them.
Bear in mind that others will want to injure you
But it hardly matters: to reach the hand of a reader,
I would roll up into a scroll, carry myself to the

post office.
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—Little Mother, most gracious Majesty!
—Dearest invaluable friend
My own sweet darling
Cherished soul!
Giaour, Muscovite, Yaik Cossack,
Pugachev, Turkey cock, Peacock
Tomcat-from-over-the-seas, Golden pheasant
Tiger, Lion in a reed bed
You are beyond compare. I spit on the rest.

A winter morning. Dawn
Light flickers over the rafters.
She rises
Reluctant
From her bed
Wraps a dressing gown around her.
Wipes her pocket mirror with a sleeve.
At this hour, no one to see. No
Need for face paint so early.
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