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There are cultural landmarks that are more than just themselves. Prague is such a landmark. The city is 
like two mirrors put in front of each other. Looking into them, one sees an infinite number of dimensions, 
and each is a poetic possibility. The poet Stephan Delbos took a look and transcribed what he saw into 
the poems of his new collection Light Reading. And if geographically Delbos’s inspiration is the city of 
Prague, where he lives and works as a writer and scholar, thematically it comes from diverse literary 
traditions ranging from American literature to the European avant-garde and beyond. As a result, Light 
Reading, operates, in a sense, as a verbal museum, where intellectual artefacts from various epochs and 
cultures are exposed in a variegated pattern that celebrates life and creativity. 
 
Delbos is known for his translation of the surrealist poet Vítězslav Nezval, who was an important figure 
in the Czech avant-garde. An interesting aspect of Nezval’s poetry is that he experimented extensively 
with form. Delbos continues this experimental line, although his poems are more of a creative musing 
over the nature of avant-garde undertakings rather than blind repetition of its formal devices. For Delbos, 
the form always coincides with the theme. For example, in the poem called “Autumn Prague” there is a 
natural unity between the subject and the way in which it is expressed: 
 

wand- 
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cider 
 
glass type 
 

-writer 
 
The poem’s most important image is that of “wandering”. The idea of a walk, a contemplative stroll, is 
culturally important for Prague. Nezval turned this activity into a symbol in a number of poems and 
especially in his prose book The Walker of Prague. There he created an image of the city as a place where 
various epochs, styles, and meanings are united in an act of creative wandering performed by the poet 
who is an observer and cultural explorer. Delbos’s poem reenacts this meaning through its form. The 
words that are broken into syllables, the words falling one on another almost physically convey the 
rhythm of walking and draw a sense of dynamism which is otherwise carried out thematically. 
 
While Delbos’s creative use of the visual aspects of form enables him to explore various subjects, it is the 
cultural diversity of the collection’s themes that determines the sense of antinomic harmony vibrating 
throughout the collection. It is not surprising, therefore, that next to the Prague poems there is a tribute 
to the American poet William Bronk, a poem so stylistically intricate that it sounds almost like Bronk’s 
own voice: 
 

paper windows 
typewriting rain 
light claws tornado 
I find myself think 
funny naming storms 



 
Apart from the poem about Bronk there is also one about Jack Kerouac and yet another one about a poet 
from a completely different context and time – Vladimir Mayakovsky: 

grim daguerreotype 
mugshot leers 
from early age 

a distant 
avant 

garde 
 

Here, as well as in the other cited poems, there is an enlightened sense of understanding, a complete 
comprehension of the subject of the poem. Writing about something, Delbos uses his own words while 
also bringing in elements of the vocabulary associated with the main theme. And this does not only 
concern the poems about writers. There are minimalist poems about things, cities, and activities where 
one detail says it all. A good example is the poem called “New York City In The Old Days”: “Fedoras 
eating Egg Foo Young/At 2 o’clock in the morning”. Or another poem called “Election Day”: “two teams 
/ same scrum”. Much is conveyed through the images of “fedoras” and “scrum”. Those words are not 
merely symbols: they are complete and independent cultural artefacts that create the atmosphere the 
poems are describing. 
 
The poems cited above all belong to the first part of Light Reading. The second part entitled Bagatelles 
for Typewriter contains texts of more complex nature. The word “bagatelle,” as Delbos informs us in a 
commentary to the collection, means “a trifle” and it is “most often associated with short classical music 
compositions.” The musical aspect is important and recurs in several poems starting with the opening 
one called “Bagatelle for Václav Havel, Cimbalom & Hoarse Kazoo”. This piece is as compositionally 
inventive and unusual as some of Guillaume Apollinaire’s poems: the words spread around the space of 
the page like the echo of Cimbalom music played in a vast hall. This is enhanced by the additional echo 
of allusions. Václav Havel was not only Czechoslovakia’s president, but also a poet and playwright, which 
is why his figure brings about lyrical, melancholic feelings: 
 

Mr. President 
in Little Buddha Bistro    you sat 

at the next table    eating 
spring rolls years ago 

In your favorite café    Slavia the day after 
you died    I drank coffee 

No one noticed 
my Lowellian 

sorrow  my black jacket 
 

The adjective “Lowellian” is particularly interesting. Of all the American poets and writers who were in 
contact with Czech culture – a group including names like Allen Ginsberg and James Merrill – it is 
Robert Lowell who is mentioned in the poem. As Delbos explains in the commentary, Lowell wrote 
political elegies. Particularly, his poem “From Prague 1968” includes the lines: “today I wore my blue 
knitted tie to class. / No one understood that blue meant black….” This reference to Lowell is in tune 
with Delbos’s own poetic sense whereas it would be unexpected to find an allusion to Ginsberg or Merrill 



who both represent different kinds of sensibility. For all its diversity of style and form, there is an inner 
sense of consistence in the structure of Light Reading. 
The last part of the collection is entitled “Arrangements”. It is the most metatextual section of the book 
in the sense that the poems in it are attempts to think about the nature of poetry in general. The 
instability of any interpretational attempt is a recurrent theme in a series of numbered statements 
concerning what a poem can and cannot be: 
 

7.A poem that hasn’t read Ulysses 

8.A poem that hates talking 

9.This is and isn’t the end of the poem 

10.A poem with too many doors 

 

It is important for any art to assert its mutual belonging to and independence from the canon. The lines 
“a poem that hasn’t read Ulysses” as well as “A poem with too many doors” express such independent 
awareness. These lines both take into consideration and at the same time question the idea of art as a 
complex conglomerate of meanings that should be laboriously dug out by the reader. Such questioning 
positions Light Reading as a highly contemporary poetry book. The canonized modernist movement, for 
all its willingness “to make it new,” was very much based on hidden allusions, abstruse language, and 
barriers to accessibility. Delbos’s collections operates in a more democratic, enlightened way. It preserves 
the intellectuality of modernism but opens it up for a broader range of readers.  
 
In his 1935 lecture in Prague, the French poet André Breton said that “Prague is … one of those cities 
that electively pin down poetic thought, which is always more or less adrift in space.” Stephan Delbos’s 
Light Reading is a systematic exploration of such poetic thoughts that are not only pinned down in the 
space of Prague, but are also scattered across various time periods, cultures and contexts. In that sense, 
the word light used in the collection’s title is a metaphor that perfectly describes the central idea of the 
book. Light is a phenomenon that can be interpreted as both a stream of particles and a wave. Delbos’s 
method is to collect the particles of meanings and unite them in a wave of poetic perception. It is the task 
of the reader to discern the composition of the waves in an act of reading. Light Reading.  
 


