Eva Christina Zeller, born 1960, lives and works in the old university town

of Tübingen on the Neckar where many of the great names of German

literature and philosophy, such as Hölderlin, Mörike, Hegel, Schelling and

Schlegel, met and studied. Most lived in the Protestant theological

seminary whose legendary garden is the setting for the cycle of poems which

gives the volume its title. Their  spirit lives on in the garden and the

psyche of the poet, who herself was a student of philosophy and German

literature.

The Neckar river, by which the Stiftsgarten lies, is the richest of

Zeller's images, recurring with shifting symbolic meaning. In the opening

poem of the "Stiftsgarten" cycle its flow carries the memories of and the

longing for places now faraway, while the upturned boats on its shore

represent the stasis of a present life that is in tension with the flux of

the poetic "I" who, for the moment located in one place and role, remains

aware of multiple potential other selves. The present role, that of mother

watching her child at play in the garden keeps her tied to this place, but

also grounded in a joyous way as she shares in the child's delighted

discovery of the generosity of the natural and material world. The child

too is being formed by the proximity of the river: "what does the neckar do

asks the child? / it goes, it flows it doesn't stay /like you " The contact

of the water is both spiritual - the dipping in the river a symbolic

baptism - and the life-giving source of the bounty of trees, fruit and

flowers in the garden. "the tree is / gives apples shade comfort

/conversations with birds /everything I need (the neckar with its fish/

neither good nor evil /a grave /so green and gentle "

Elsewhere, as in the cycle Requiem, the river symbolises the journey toward

death, the Neckar becomes the Styx, separating the living from the dead,

embodying the sorrow of parting and the desire to follow the beloved into

the beyond. Thus it is the river that metaphorically entwines the pain and

the joy of life, its continuing presence and flow making presence and

absence, life and death, the material and the spiritual simultaneous and

harmonious, a source of reconciliation with human fate. The most recent

cycle Stiftsgarten Tübingen stands in emotional balance with the earlier

Requiem, the two cycles linked by many common images.

However poetically intense Zeller's portrayal of her  beloved Tübingen

environment may be, she  is not contained or constrained by it; rivers flow

to the sea, and so lead those who follow them to far-flung places. An

earlier cycle of  ten poems, Land der langen weißen Wolke. (Land of the

long white cloud) Aotearoa reflects Zeller's experience while working as

Lektorin at the University of Otago in New Zealand, while others are

prompted by her travels to Greece and Ireland. At home or abroad her

response is both to the natural world and the ancient cultures that imbue

it with spirituality. The New Zealand poems resonate with birdsong, and in

playful rhythms, assonances and consonances the poet delights in the new

experiences of sea-shore and bush, the lashing of stormy winds on

corrugated iron roofs and the emptiness of mountain ranges as a backdrop to

the farmer working sheep with his dogs. Yet the newcomer's response goes

beyond mere novelty, interwoven as it is with Maori mythology telling of

the creation of Aotearoa, the land of the long white cloud. Zeller's

empathy with this material and the harmony that exists between the sounds

of Maori and the sounds of German convey a sense of belonging and a natural

blending of two cultural traditions. "In the beginning Heaven and Earth lay

in tight embrace, till Tane the son pushed a small white cloud between them

and separated them "

Zeller's poetry has already been recognized by the prestigious

ThaddäusTroll Award, a scholarship which gave her the opportunity to devote

herself for a year to her writing at the Castle Solitude in Stuttgart, and

her work has attracted the attention of noted scholars and critics, not

least of these the highly respected Professor Walter Jens whose comments on the volume appear on its cover. He and others compare Zeller's work with

the early poetry of the Austrian Ingeborg Bachmann, probably the most

beloved poet of the German-speaking world in the twentieth century.

Zeller's earlier publications have been out of print now for some time, but

this collection makes some of that earlier work accessible again, amplified

by the new, so that the growing confidence and coherence of her work

becomes apparent.
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