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Don’t Write Yourself 
In between worlds, 

 
rise up against 
multiple meanings, 

 
trust the trail of tears 
and learn to live.1 

 
When looking at Paul Celan’s poems, analyzation and interpretation vary amongst scholars. 

There is no universal way to decipher the meaning of Celan’s poems, especially with his use of 

abstract subjects and convoluted diction. One scholar, Hans-Georg Gadamer, uses hermeneutics 

as his methodology of interpretation. Gadamer understands that interpretation is highly 

subjective and yet believes each poem is” … a configuration of unambiguous precision.”2 In 

other words, Gadamer believes the meanings “are not transparent, nor articulated with direct 

clarity…” yet can be understood, at some degree, through detailed analysis. He attempts to 

decode the arcane meanings of each poem by simply asking questions.  

The most prevalent question Gadamer proposes, is in regard to the “you” and “I” in each 

poem.3 The scholar ponders the subject and speaker in every poem, however doesn’t establish 

any of his interpretations as definitive. He also notes that these subjects vary in each poem, 

which mean there must be individual inquiry on every poem. The “you” in one poem will be 

different than the “you” in another poem.4 Gadamer believes identifying these two subjects is 

important in understanding each work, however he never establishes any of his interpretations 

with certainty.  

                                                        
1 Paul Celan, Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, trans.  John Felstiner.  1st ed.  (New York:  W.W.  Norton & 
Company Inc., 2001), 388.   
2 Hans Gadamer, Gadamer on Celan: “Who am I and Who Are You” and Other Essays, trans. Richard Heinemann 
and Bruce Krajewski (Albany: SUNY P.1997): 69. 
3 Gadamer, Gadamer on Celan, 69. 
4 Mikaila Rummage, in class discussion, November 29, 2018. 
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Along with identifying pronouns, Gadamer investigates individual aspects of the poem. This 

concept is known as a hermeneutic circle, where small parts of the poem are analyzed and 

synthesized in order to understand the big picture. These components include the line breaks, 

rhythm, word choice, titles and more. Gadamer emphasizes how one must pay special detail to 

individual stanzas, not just as they are written, but also how they sound. The reader should note 

the intentionality of the pauses in the poem and how every line has its own purpose. Gadamer 

finds this even more relevant to Celan’s poems because of the line’s short nature. With few 

words in each line, Gadamer questions the diction and the words’ connotation and denotation. He 

notes that a single word can have multiple meanings and tries to fill in the blank with what he 

believes it should be. This also requires paying attention to the poem’s title and what it adds or 

deducts to the overall meaning of a poem.5 The more the scholar interacts with these parts, the 

more questions will arise. This inquiry doesn’t allow a directional analysis, but a cycle of 

potential interpretations leading to more questions. Gadamer believes patience with a poem is the 

best remedy not only to understand the poem’s meaning, but also to account for each detail of the 

poem. These individual aspects are intentional by the author and by attempting to understand 

their meaning and purpose in the poem, readers can create insightful analyses.    

The first line of the poem, Don’t Write Yourself, makes us wonder who is being addressed. 

Initially it would seem like the speaker is addressing the readers, given the second person point 

of view. This interpretation of the subject may suffice, yet the specific diction, of “write” may 

actually signify that Celan is referring to himself. Given he is a composer, it would make sense 

that he is talking to himself. Gadamer refers to this type of poetry as a “dialogue of the soul and 

                                                        
5 Yashita Kandhari, text message to author, November 21, 2018.  
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itself”.6 Granted there cannot be true confirmation, the introspective nature in which Celan is 

speaking to himself seems to be compatible. 

The first line, also being the title of the poem, shows the speaker’s emphasis of not wanting 

to limit himself to a specific definition. Writing is the action of making an intangible idea into a 

tangible form of expression that can be shared, analyzed, or critiqued. Writing oneself, in this 

poem, may refer to Celan trying to characterize and establish himself. This may refer to the act 

of establishing his identity, which is intangible, into a category that can be shared, analyzed or 

critiqued. This idea of two “worlds” emphasize an abstract battle yet does not specify who the 

opposing forces are, just that his identity is in between.7 Perhaps he is referring to Jewish and 

German people and he is stuck in between as he is a German speaking Jew. Or he may be 

referencing the time of him being in a labor camp as opposed to him being free. Also, is Celan 

able to relate to both worlds and is trying to not be exclusively defined by one, or is he unable to 

relate to either and is stuck in finding his place? While these worlds may be unknown to readers, 

there is indeed an underlying message. Celan is advising himself to not be defined by either 

“world” and neglect the boundaries these two “worlds” create.  

The next stanza brings power to the subject. There is a call to action as well as the reference 

of an opposing force. The words, “rise up against” introduce an expectation that he shouldn’t 

conform to.8 The next line identifies this expectation as “multiple meanings”. The “multiple 

meanings” seems to develop what the first stanza refers to as “two worlds” however, there is still 

ambiguity of what exactly this means.9 While not identified, there is a theme to not want to 

                                                        
6 Gadamer, Gadamer on Celan, 69. 
7 Celan, Selected Poems and Prose, 388. 
8 Celan, Selected Poems and Prose, 388. 
9 Celan, Selected Poems and Prose, 388. 
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trivialize the dynamic of a person and stray from being categorized in the limits of established 

associations.  

The poem concludes with a life lesson. Celan instructs to have faith in the hardships of life 

by encouraging to “trust the trail of tears”.10 The “trail” may be the way of life that is outside the 

norms of the earlier discussed “two worlds” and “multiple meanings”.11 This path is sure to be 

lonely and insecurities are expected to develop, but this inner dialogue shows Celan preparing 

himself for the journey. Celan using alliteration can be his way to emphasize the message of this 

line. Despite it introducing a somber attitude by acknowledging the adversities of life, it also 

encourages tenacity in navigating through those difficulties. These hardships are inevitable, and a 

person must adapt in order to live. It concludes that life is dynamic, and one should embrace all 

aspects of life.  

Overall, this poem advises to neglect the need to categorize or define a person and to just 

live. A person should be able to just be themselves, rather be subjected to limited views of set 

standards. This allows them to defeat the boundaries of pre-established institutions and to simply 

be. While that may be a path unknown or a path of difficulties, it is most beneficial. One can 

acknowledge the hardships in navigating through the world, especially when disassociating them 

self from compounds of society, but must focus on simply living life. This poem’s theme can be 

shared with all people; that a person should not be absorbed in trying to define themselves by set 

standards and to simply figure out how to live their own life. 

[1203] 

  

                                                        
10 Celan, Selected Poems and Prose, 388. 
11 Celan, Selected Poems and Prose, 388. 
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