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They jumped from the burning floors –
one, two, a few more,
higher, lower.

The photograph halted them in life,
and now keeps them
above the earth toward the earth.

Each is still complete,
with a particular face
and blood well hidden

There’s enough time
for hair to come loose,
for keys and coins
to fall from pockets.

They’re still within the air’s reach,
within the compass of places
that have just now opened.

I can do only two things for them –
describe this flight
and not add a last line.

Photograph from September 11
by Wislawa Szymborska translated by Stanislaw Baranczar and Clare Cavanagh.

I discovered this poem in an anthology given to me by
my daughter after a trip to New York. It was the first
time I had come across Szymborska’s poetry, to which I
have since become somewhat addicted. The poem is a
vivid interpretation of the ‘photograph’ of people
jumping (or falling) from the burning building, some
hand in hand as I recall. I found it incredibly powerful
yet sensitive, raising the mental pictures of the twin
tower attack itself, which so many of us watched on
television in stunned disbelief. It also elicited extreme
pathos, particularly as my husband and I had visited

NewYork not long before 9/11. This is a poem that can
convey both horror and empathy, but it also informs,
inspires and strangely in its way, reassures: the people
in the photo are not dead but are forever suspended at
the moment the photo was taken.
Szymborska has also provided inspiration for my own
poems: ‘No Last Line’, highly commended in SLQ
April 2018 competition, also just published by
Dempsey and Windle in my new book Time Matters.
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