


WHAT ARE POETS FOR?

cNlDY f\fIOe-k q(,& )n I-

",d wm'",J~ .~~itu,e 'i~)" "I<> Holde,­
lin's elegy "Breult7and Wine." We hardly understand t~

question today. How, tho:!, shall we grasp the answer that
Holderlin gives?

"... and w.bat are p>cts 'or in a destjb,te time?" The word
"time" here means the era to which we ourselves still ~long.

t
For Hijlderlin's historical a~rjen(e. the ap~rance and sacri­
ficial death of Christ mark the besinning of the end..pf the day
of ~ . i . falling. Ever since the "united three"­
Herakles, Dionysos, and Christ-have left the world, the
evening of the world's age has been declining toward its night.
The world's night is spreading its darkness. The era is defined
'by the god's failure to arrive, by the "default of God." But the
default of God which Holderlin exptrienced does not deny "?
that the Christian relationship with God lives on in individuals
and in the churches; still less does it assess this relationship '""

egatively. ~defau1t oL.God..means tbat no.god. anH!oo,"r .~

alhers men and t . . risib~and.- . 11 .....~
and by such gathering disposes the world's history and man's
sojourn in it. The default of God forebodes something even
grimmer, however. Not onl h ve he gQ.ds attd the god Bed\. N...~
but the divine radiance has become...extinguishedjn theJorld's\ '"V'
l!iitQ..ry, The time of the world's night is the destitute time,
because it becomes ever more destitute. It has already grown so
destitute, it can no Ion r di th.Ldefau!LoU:i<>oW"--'4",
default,
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the destitute time is no longer able even to experience its own
destitution. That inability, by which even the destitution of the
destitute state is obscured, is the time's absolutely destitute
character. The destitution is wholly obscured, in that it now rI
appears as nothing more than the need that wants to be met. I{
Yet we mllst think of the world's night as a dest~thaL.l3J«S\"'~f

v p~.~L~s.si~OLaO.cLop.timism. Perhaps the world's
night is now approaching its midnight. Perhaps the world's
time is now becoming the completely destitute time. But also
perhaps not, not yet, not even yet, despite the immeasurable
need, despite all suffering, despite nameless sorrow, despite the
growing and spreading peacelessness, despite the mounting con­
fusion. Long is the time because even terror, taken by itself as

f
a ground for turning, is powerless as long as there is no turn_
~ith mortal men. But there is a turlLW.itb...mOrtal.s-Wh.cPJh.ese

~
nd the....w.ay. to their own nature, That nature lies in tbis. thatJ

-t/ , ort.a1s...Ieach·_ 0 the ab j$ SQOnec than the heavenly po~rs. ,
Mortals, when we think of their nature, remain closer to that
~bse~:e because they are touched by presence, the ancient name

,--lof &lOg. But because .eresence conceals itself at the same time,
it is itself already absence. Thus the abyss holds and remar~
everything. In his hymn "The Titans"' HOiderlin says of the
"'abyss" that it is "all-perceiving." He among mortals who must.1­
sooner than other mortals and otherwise than the)', reij:b jntA
the ab QJDcsJo..know_the-marks-that--the-aby:ss-remaFks:-For_
the t, these are the traces of the fugitive_&:2.di, In Holderlin's
experience,~ the wine- od brings th~s trace down to '
the god-less amidst the darkness of their world's night. For in
the vine and in its fruit, th.!: god of wine guatds...th b:eiog
~d.one a_oo.thcr-a£..earth..and-s1:.y as the site oL,the...weddios
(cast of men and.gods. Only within reach of this site, if any­
where, can traces of the fugitive gods still remain for god-less
men.

,

!,ong is ~ destitute time of the world's n.ight. To begin
wit~this requires a long time to reach to its middle. At this
night's midnight, the destitution of the time is greatest. Then

,A.~ -r........JI

Because of this default, tb.cre.iails tg a J
Iground that 8round~it. The word fa by~AbgrJInd rig-

r
1inallY means the .soil and ground towar w IC, ause it is
Jundermost, a thing tends dQwow~tdt But in wbaL£ollo~s we

b( ~aU think of the Ab- as the (am lete absence of th~ground.
The ground is the soil in which to strike root and to stand.~

) or w lIC ~::~:-,ome•...hwes jn tb.c-abyssJ
Assuming-that-a tufU ,till ttl :~ ~£en !QL.tlus destitute time
at all, it can come some day only if the WQrld turns about
fundamentally-and that nQw means, unequivocally: jf it turns

c:,L away from the abrss In the age Qf the world's night, the abyss
of the world must be experienced and endured. ut for this

..". it is ecessa r that there he t.b.o.s.e.....w.ho...r.each..into the @y~s.

The turning of the age docs not take place by some new god,
Qr the old one renewed, bursting into the world from ambush
at some time or other. Where would he turn on his return if
ren had not first prepared an abode for him? How could there
ever be for the god an abode fit for a god, if a divine radiance
jiid not first begin to shine in everything that is?

The gods who "were once there," "return" only at the "right
/time"-that is, when there has been a turn among men in the
lright place, in the right way. For this reason Holderlin, in the
unfinished hymn "Mnemosyqe," written soon after the elegy
"Bread and Wine," writes (IV, 22'):

.. t. The heavenly powers
Cannoyao all things. It is the mortals
Who,)'each sooner into the abyss. So the turn is
With these. Long is
The time, but the true comes into
Its own.












































































































































