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RAW & INCOMPLETE 




By What Logic ?


During the Fifties, I was employed at the National Bureau of Standards in Washington, D.C. Busy with family and busy with advancing my professional career, I took rather little interest in the popular culture of the day: art, music, etc. In some respects my interest was rather the reverse. I recall calling the “folk music” and the “folk singers” inauthentic “folk” because the music had been elicited and disseminated within  a commercial culture of radio, television, or mass concerts. It was music ascribed to specific composers and lyricists, as opposed to the anonymity of spirituals or songs that were dubbed “traditional” and collected by  such people as the Lomaxes  or Bela Bartok.  


A half century has now passed and my position has softened a bit. This was due to a computer facility available to me known as the YouTube. The YouTube allows one to hear many songs via the audio attachment and if, by chance there is available a relevant visual tape of the artist singing, this is shown simultaneously. New to the potentialities of YouTube, a few days ago, I asked it to play me the German pop tune of the ‘20’s that contains the line “Jede Frühling hat nur einen Mai.”  (Franz Lehar, from the operetta The Land of Smiles .) YouTube obliged me by coming up with a version sung by Lillian Harvey who was a very popular German singer in those days. 


A bit more “surfing” on YouTube in the neighborhood of Lillian Harvey brought up a song “Sag mir wo die Blumen sind.” (Tell me where the flowers have gone.) Sung by Marlene Dietrich. I thought her performance quiet, cool, with emotion present, but restrained, almost choked back, was absolutely stunning. Marlene was probably in her seventies at the time.  I realized immediately that this was an anti-war song and as line followed line, I was moved to tears. 

            Sag mir, wo die Blumen sind,
Wo sind sie geblieben?
Sag mir, wo die Blumen sind,
Was ist geschehen?
Sag mir, wo die Blumen sind,
Mädchen pflückten sie geschwind.
Wann wird man je verstehen, 
Wann wird man je verstehen?


Sag mir, wo die Mädchen sind
Männer nahmen sie geschwind.
Sag mir, wo die Männer sind 

Zogen fort, der Krieg beginnt.
Sag, wo die Soldaten sind
Über Gräbern weht der Wind.
Sag mir, wo die Gräber sind
Blumen wehen im Sommerwind


The origin of the song interested me, and my computer facilities provided the answer. It surprised me. The lyrics were originally in English and the music and lyrics were written in the mid fifties by the American folk singer and political activist Pete Seeger. Out of the corner of my eye, I had, in those years, noted Seeger’s  name, but nothing more. I had been asleep as with Rip Van Winkle, but thrice endormed,  to wake up to a past that still persisted. Hadassah knew the song very well; my children knew the song very well and assured me that it is the most significant song of the second half of the Twentieth Century. And all the while I knew nothing of it. Where had I been ? 

The computer provided me with an interview with Seeger that filled in the background of the song.  The ideas expressed, the senseless losses from wars, the inability of mankind to learn anything from their grief,  he said, can be found in many earlier songs. He also said, (and this redounds to the glory of Max Colpet, the translator into the German, and of Marlene,)  that in some ways the German version of his song was better than his original English version. I agree, feeling that the German version is more poignant. 

This is the background of a question I wish now to pose. Here is a song that might have been written and sung by the 12th Century minnesinger Walther von der Vogelweide. Here is a song that gripped the world, a song that has been translated into fifty languages, into Hebrew even ) ; a song that brought tears to my eye. Tell me, by what logic, by what aesthetic criterion should we not consider “Sag mir wo die Blumen sind” to be great poetry ?   

***
How doth the city sit solitary, that was full of people! how is she become as a widow! she that was great among the nations, and princess among the provinces, how is she become tributary! -- Lamentations 1.1 
An anti-war song written by Walther von der Vogelweide? 
He lived in the age chivalry; of knights in armor.  Come on, now. Think of the epic poem El Cid. Anti-war ?  Or go all the way back to the Iliad, the epic war poem of Homer:
The Wrath of Peleus' Son, the direful Spring
Of all the Grecian Woes, O Goddess, sing!
That Wrath which hurl'd to Pluto's gloomy Reign
The Souls of mighty Chiefs untimely slain;
Whose Limbs unbury'd on the naked Shore 
Devouring Dogs and hungry Vultures tore.
Since Great Achilles and Atrides strove,
Such was the Sov'reign Doom, and such the Will of Jove.
   

 --Alexander Pope’s version. 
Do contemporary poets limit themselves to issues that I believe are representative of my views ? Howl -- Alan Ginsburg
--- Philip J. Davis 

