
DID THE SHOAH ENGENDER A NEW POETICS? 

Reading in Time: The Wartime Poetry of Avrom Sutzkever 
"Tsi bin ikh der letster poet in Eyrope I Am I the last poet in Europe?" Avrom Sutzke
ver asked himself on the 22nd of June, 1943. "Tsi zing ikhfar meysim, tsi zing ikhfar 
kroen? I Do I sing for the dead, do I sing for the crows?" (Sutzkever 1968: 79). 1 His im
mediate answer was to forcibly wrench together fire and water, heaven and earth, time 
and space: 

Ikh trink zikh in fayer, in zumpn, in rope, 
Gefangen fun gele, gelatete shoen. 

I am drowning in fire, in swamps, and in brine, 
Entrapped by yellow-badged hours. (ibid.) 

The wrenching together of opposites is called an oxymoron, the poetic device that by 
June 1943 had become the staple of Sutzkever's response to the German onslaught. 
Swamps, always in the plural, was the closest analogy that Sutzkever could find in na
ture for the process of entrapment that had begun in the summer of 1941 with the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union. He who drowns in both fire and swamp is truly 
doomed. 

Unique to his fellow-Jews was the drumbeat of despair created by the alliteration of 
"Gefangen fun gele, gelatete shoen". As a stand-alone metaphor, gelatele shoen is strik
ing enough: hours that are patched, or patched-over, or bandaged, suggest a measure
ment of time when all of time is mortally wounded; but gele, gelatete shoen is strictly 
denotative, time-specific. These are the yellow badges of shame that only Jews were re
quired to wear to distiguish and separate them from the rest of humanity. 

The rhyme scheme too is designed to create incompatible pairings. Both rhymes in 
the opening stanza mix-and-match the Germanic, Hebraic, and Slavic components of 
Yiddish; let us recall that before the war, when still in his twenties, Sutzkever was al
ready known as a virtuoso of Yiddish rhyme. The rhyme of kroen:shoen, crows with 
hours, is semantically unexceptional, since shoen, from the Hebrew, is the standard 
word for "hours." Here, the abstract and endless flow of time is yoked together with the 
menacing presence of black crows hovering overhead. But the Yiddish ear is shocked to 
hear the exalted, universal sound of Ey-ro-pe matched up with the low-Slavic word ro
pe (from the Polish). Irrespective of their meaning, these like-sounding words do not be
long together. 

Most important, however, is the opening line, because it challenges and qualifies the 
title, "Gezang fun a yidishn dikhter in 1943 I The Song of a Jewish Poet in 1943." 
Sutzkever does not ask, as we would expect him to, ,,Tsi bin ikh der lets/er yidisher poet 
in Eyrope? I Am I the last Jewish poet in Europe?". Not only would this violate the reg
ular, amphiprachic meter, the meter of epic poetry in Yiddish as in other European 
languages, but also, according to Sutzkever, only the power of the poetic word can stand 
against the fire, the swamps, and the brine. Yet, for all that the poet alone stands in the 
breach, it is the precise fate of the ghetto Jews, branded with yellow badges of shame, 

1 Unless otherwise specified. all translations are made by the author.

347 




















