Abraham Sutzkever

Faces iln Swamps

The cycle, “Faces in Swamps,” was written in hiding during the first days

f the Nazi occupation of Vilna. Subsequently, it was hidden in a ghetto
cellar and discovgred forty-nine years later in Vilnius. The manuscript
“ontains nine poems with the following note in the poet’s hand:

Note. I wrote the nine poems of “Faces in Swamps” in the first 10

days, when the Plague marched into Vilna. Approximately between
June 25 and July 5. I wrote them lying stuck in a broken chimney in
my old apartment on Wilkomirska Street 14. This way I hid from the
Snatchers who dragged off every Jewish male they could find.

My wife carried the poems through all the horrors and tragedjies.
They were with her through the first provocation, were covered with
blood, in prison under Schweinenberg's whip. Miraculously, my wife
fled back to the ghetto with the poems, where I no longer was — |
had fled in the middle of the night, during the Roundup of the
Yellow Permits. When I returned, I found my wife in the hospital

where she gave birth to a baby. In her labor pains, she was clutching
the poems in her hands.

AS. »
Ghetto Vilna, May 16, 1942,
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Faces in the Mire: 1

Night came, turning our abstractions grey.

Doves were owls, white became black.

Our wounds were soldered by the steaming salts of day,
Mocking our dream, smokily calling it back.

Are you trembling earth? Are you as we are: tom?

Does the odor of martyrs tease your sensual memories?
Devour us then. the overconfident, the cursed-when-bom.
Devour our géneration with its idiot ideologies.

Still thirsty? We'll overflow for you, burst like tires.

We'll pour the gold that is our flesh into your ruts.

A nightmare will go at our faces in the mire,

Faces in the mire, above the dusk, above the wretched huts.

“In the Cell: 1]

The darkness wants to strangle me.

Invisible, leaden mice gnaw my sanity.

1 toss in this awful world of stone,

Dreaming of something human, something known!

I grope and a morsel of glass comes to hand,
The moon pliered in its transparent sand.

I forget whether or not I'm ill:

A hand chippe}! this, fleshy, palpable.

Testing the lunar edge warily,

[ ask: if I offered myself would you want me?
But the glass is freezing, my blood hot.

The blade, my throat: should I? No, not.
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SPYI5 WP qyaynd WP bR TR DR I'am boiling tea with your letters,
AP FIVT UM MY AYIRN PR My only treasure.

All that’s left
Of their touching measure
Are leaves of ash,

TRYRIRE IWPIRIBR 00

An3%n ¥ N6 vIM WT 121 weww by ogile. wormed with glow,
That only [ can read now as I ask:
ITAYNRI B33 P 9vn oY 12n by Am [ really boiling tea with your leters,
— 18ha or My only treasure?
vPPIY YprTabei w7 by nR Wind: stay stiller than a gravestone!
339 Vl7§ 1989 POUTIWEBR by Shadow: don't dare move!
A single breath
; Would scatter to the jealous world
U8 TY5uyba TR 7 W0°32 99vY M All the healing beauties
- OR 137'?131753 PX UMK 1W002I8VY Pouovh oy Of my treasure.
¢ 7395 vp ;]VJY“‘? e ]“'73 TR ORN How dear you are t0 me in these leaves of ash.
| How radiantly you're fading in these leaves of ash
AT YIVT BB MY YR TR That only I can read now as [ ask:
L TTAYRIRE qpiRIvR 1vn Am | really boiling tea with your letters,

My only treasure?
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. DERODIVIP 2T 1PIBTITN N> A voice from the heart commands me:
Believe in that degraded term, the right.
A lion’s however distant progeny

i + » L v’ oy AR X7 PR Must shrug off slavery and fight.
T or - o199 PETRENTMR 1P PR _ o
ot ' _ , There is a way, it arises
S E PR /BRI RIN BRI PTIX XD . In the forests of recollection.
1 BIML N BO YT LIRIY ORN _ There is also an ancient virus

Still capable of infection.

— I R 12D 127 9RD 10057 PR To make sense of your terrible pain
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Our grandfathers shake mythic chains,
Our sons wake to alarm bells.

There is a path through error:
-Redeem history’s omission.
Death excuses terror

MDY YEYYD PR AR 8 X7 PR'0 But never submission.
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The Circus

Tell me, brother, our dog’s struggle

What does it mean?

Our heart's gone mad.

All words fled —

Bees from a hive embraced by smoke.
But in a backstreet of the mind,
_Still throbs

A flickering nerve saved from destruction,
A last groan

Defying that blind silence

Sealed by a handful of earth.

Who are we? What is

The sense of our suffering?

If only _

To be victims of a bloodth_irsty_ lord —

- Let frogs be born instead of us!

The tongue is swollen with the rusty promise

- That wolf and lamb will dwell together.

As a child resembles father-mother, we

Inherit the resemblances of generations’ plague,

‘Of being waiters at the world’s set table, ’
Grateful for a coin tossed to us.

Is this the golden chain that binds two thousand years,
‘The tear chain burdening our souls?

=

It seems, just yesterday," forms lost their measure,
Abysses straightened out their hunchback necks
And covered the unburied skulls of generations
With hope —

And we were ready
To accept the blooming wounds as medals,
Boast of them in a pagan parade:
—Ho, ho, we too take part in the dream-plundering,
With our blood, pay dues to revolutions!
We, we.
But a lion overlooks the branch-covered pit
Lurking at his paws. .

Today —at dusk,*in a circle,

Around bonfire’s coppery wings,
Under whips of steel guards,

At the laughter of yesterday’s comrade —
Naked, with striped backs,

We dance: I in the middle.

With our own hands, we are forced
To tear the silver parchment

And toss into the bonfire

Like our own limbs, singing

Happy Russian songs.

Look! Between sword and sheath
The voice of paradise looms,

Letters from Babylon flutter,
Inscribed on the blackboard of night.
And farther, on high coils —

Rising, the “I am” L

From a consumed parchment,

And nothing —

He too went up in smoke.
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Circle, circle, dancing round,

If you have a feeling ~ burn it,
If there is a bath in hell,
This is where it will be found.

And without a stick the lame
And the rabbi — blind and old,
They're all hopping inaring |
For the joy and for the game.

Peasant woman hops to see:
What a circus, God is One!

Says a neighbor: Pay them stones,
For a circus costs a fee.

One whore points out in the clatter
To another: See them naked!
Stones are falling. Fire devours.

Climbs a vheygets' on a ladder.

Rabbi falls with stones that fall,
Kissing sparks in ashes flying.
And his Sh'ma"* is drowning too
In the coldness of the All.

And I, who was the clown in that disgraceful spectacle,
Had no courage to stammer a curse,

No strength to throw myself into the death,

As did my brothers in the time of Hadrian the Roman
When faith stifled in their body all the pain

(Though my heart is poisoned with coal glow

And the eyes of my spirit are speared with smoke).
Worse: I knelt naked before him,

Who defiled my father in his grave,
And with tears like black pox,
I begged for mercy.

Cursed one! Where is your old shield
That bent the spears of nations?

The colors of that i image, don't they reach you?
The blood of your forefathers, was it never revealed?

This is your punishment: to gasp half dead,

Gulping death rattles of your brothers, insane.

For you have nat deserved the last bread

Of joy: being naught —which means: becoming again.

Written in a biding place, early July 1941

B. Harshav
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A reference to his
sister who died in
Siberia during
Sutzkever’s
childhood.

I Lie in This Coffin

I lie in this coffin

the way [ would lie

in a suit made of wood,

a bark

tossed on treacherous waves,
a cradle, an ark.

From here, where all
flesh is taken to eternity,
[ call

to you, sister,” and you
in your distance

still hear me.

10

Something stirs

in my coffin,

a presence; you're here:

I know you by the stars

of your eyes, your light, your
breath, your tear.

15

This is the order of things,
and the plot:

today here, tomorrow not.
But now, in my coffin,
my suit made of wood,
my speech lifts,

my speech sings.

20

25

vilna, August 30, 1941

C.Ki william §

A Pack of Mudic

1

Over a pile of steaming horse dung,

I warm my icy hands.

I warm my hands and regret:

Not enough have I known, have I listened
To the greatness of smallness.

Sometimes,

The warm breath of a pile of dung

May become a poem, a thing of beauty.

I
With such moments
In a forest of snow
You have to wrestle
Worse than a dying man
Fighting his microbes.
If you win —
They will become your own,
Revealing
The meaning of struggle,
The birth of fates
Locked up in snow.
But if you lose the furious fencing —
Your own breath
Will freeze you to death.

oI
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Alone. Pure, frozen calm.

‘Under the stillness —

My naked body.

Just two yards of ground are mine —
Here I lie, covered by the moon.

I sharpen my ears

For a voice of a friend,

A voice of a friend!

But like my own echo coming back from afar —
‘Music of wolves

In a shimmering semicircle.

Is this the only faithful thing

I have left:

Music of wolves —

The last faithful thing

Frozen howls over forest snow?
Let it be!

Relentless as steel,

It closes in on me,

A pack of music!

Come close, my wolves,

My dearest wolves!

Let us be friends, let us prowl together
On hostile man, on the devilish whirl.
Pack of music —

Conquer the world!

Vilna, Zakret Forest, Decenber 1941

B. Harshav

Pray

I think I just thought of a prayer,

But I can’t imagine who might be there.
Sealed in a steel womb,
How can I pray? To whom?

Star, you were once my dear friend,
Come, stand for the words that have come to an end.

But dear, deaf star,
I understand, you're too far.

Still, someone in me insists: pray!
Tormenting me in my soul: pray!
Prayer, oh wildest surmise,
I still babble you till sunrise.

4
4

Vilna ghetto, January 17, 1942

c-k. williams
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A Day in the Hands of the Stormtroopers'®

Am I Guiley

— Am | guilty, must | pay for guilt?
And to whom: the present or the past?
— No difference, you fool, there is a qudt,

You may be a mistake — but pay you must!

— Was | created of my own free will?
Think about it, please, and spare vour scorn!
— N()lhing to think zll)()ut, don't ask wlml. wlwn,

And do not llang_your faith on any thorn.

—Am | and Fate a one or strangers two?
If two, reveal — I'll beat him to the ground!
— Decide vourself. In the flash of vour pain

You see him in the stormtroopers around.

Execution

Digging a pit as one must, as they say.
I'seek in the earth a solace today.

A thrust and a cut —and a worm gives a start:
It trembles below me, breakihg my heart,

My spade cuts him through —and a miracle, see:
The worm divided — becomes two, becomes three.

I'm cutting again: they are four, they are five —
Was it I who created all of those lives?

Theﬁ the sun breaks through my darkest mood
And new hope makes me proud and firm:

If a worm will never succumb to the cut,

Can you say you are less than a worm?

I
Don't hit. My limbs do not hurt anymore.
These limbs are not mine, like an hour that's passed.
An unseen hand pulls me out to a world
Where there is no death,
None.

I take off my body like a cover of dust.

Like a road wound up on a wheel, I spin in time.
But the pit is not covered with shuddering panes —
It’s really a shame,

A shame.

yig
Cranberries torn by the storm.
Bunches of beads on snapped twigs —
My body in lime.
Is this I? Where is my 1?
Every limb will try
To touch, to feel itself:

Here.

Here.

Here.
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Pieces of quicksilver
That won't come together.
Reality has no grip on by body.
No pain — like knifecuts on nails.
Dream is truer —
Drumming in my head:
Madness.
Madness.
And stains before my eyes, just stains
Like radiating hearts of carrots.
How did I get here?
Fled. -
When? From whom?

"How do you flee? Who gives the order?
The arrow sees sharper than the eagle,
Though he is ruler, she —a slave:
Hush: Live it backward, recall.

No, forget.

No, no, recall again:

Escaped.

You from death or death from you?
Nb matter.

The mocking man just played: .
Instead of you, he shot the dog.

Now the dog howls in your head:
Madness.
Madness.

yiig
Dawn,
As if I were born anew:
The stains — gone.
One white stain of lime,
Dissolved in water,
Seethes and sees:

Ilie steeped in it,

Half-drowned,

And melted rubies emanate from me,
Drip, run away

In lines like poems, plant

A smiling rosy sunset in the lime.

I grow fond of the limepit.
I lie and contemplate:
“I shall not cease to be amazed —
Till night, till late —
At the loveliest sunset
That I myself create!”

Vilna Ghetto, May 1942
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My Mother

I
Friday evening in an attic, cooing.
You flicker at the moonshine in a Siddur."
The points of your yellow patch are praying,
Like human limbs, they flicker and endure.

The pupils of your eyes drip with moon.
Mama-drops illuminate my faith with love.

Your prayer brings to me the smell of warm challab,”

With fervent prayer you feed the doves.

In each of your wrinkles my life is concealed.

I hear you cough. You tremble, trying

To hide it, lest anyone hear — for there in a corner,
Covered with earth, my bones are lying.

Your hand on my forehead is dozing: be calm,
Just a day or two, salvation —is near.
Your other hand on my ear is resting:

" The voice of the murder I must not hear.

v/ :
You won't fool me: I know you are dead.
Though you live in my dream. Why do they char
Your heart, three roses in scarlet red?
Don't cover up.
I l_{now who they are!

Don'’t cover up, Mama, you can't fool your child!
How can they bloom here, three roses unheard?
I see three bullets, purple and wild:

The first, the second, the third.

yiig
Bring on the cymbals,

Bring joy to a laughter, mute the scream of a crow.

Through fields
They chased my naked Mama,

Her body a ray in the mirrors of snow.

And she, as to redemption,

Runs somewhere, faster, fast.

And through her frozen tear, where the sun glows
Imprisoned forever, she sees me at last.

And amid her confession

She sends a blessing to her son.

The rifles pound.

She falls like a dove on the throne of the sun.

7
Where was [,

When cymbals crashed

And they dragged you to the scaffold?
—in a dog’s kennel; I Buried my bones,
With a dog’s joy that curses itself,

On lips —a leech,

In ear —a spider,

| peeped through a crack to see:
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Under the moon — mirror to the night,
The wind plays' with pearls of snow.
Snow-orchestra,

Mysterious swirl

Against the moon —

Whence such splendor?

Each tiny pearl

Of snow played

With its own shadow and the image
Gave me such pleasure

That I burst into barking— — —

v
For me, in the night, three bullets shine.

I run, from shadows dark to set them loose. -

I reach a yellow gate with watching sign:
“Achtung! Plague. Off limits to non-Jews!”

With my teeth, I bite through the stone

In light of slivered eyewhite panes, 1 falter:
The houses — with no souls. I am alone.
The streets —a burnt-out altar.

And I fear to watch your window pane.
Breathing with your dying, every stair.
With my mouth, I seek your smallest grain
Of dust. I feel you in each tremor of the air.

I drop to a threshold of stone, gray-white:
~— Mama, here I am, I'm returning!

And the bullets, painful and bright,

In the turmoil of my conscience, burning.

VI
I seek the dear four walls
Where you once breathed.

The stairs dizzying under me
Like a whirlpool moiling.

I touch the doorknob and tug
Thg door to your life,

It seems: A little bird cries
In thecage of my fingers.

I walk into the hollow room
Where your dream darkens —

Barely flickering, the oil lamp
You have lit.

On the table, a glass of tea
You didn'’t sip to the end,

Fingers still throbbing

On its silver rim.

L
Begging for mercyf the tongue of light
In the flickering lamp —

I pour into the lamp my blood
So it won't stop shining.

- 10~
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Instead of you, I find a coat of many colors.

1 press it to my heart, bashful and raw.

The holes of your shirt become my days
And the seam of your shirt in my heart like a saw.

I rip the clothes off my body and creep
Into your naked shirt as into myself.
No longer a shirt —your shining skin,
Your cold, your everlasting death.

VIl

You are talking to me
So palpably bright:
— Don't, my child,
It's a sin, it's a sin!
This is our parting —
Accept it as right.

If you are still here,

Then I exist too,

As the pit in a plum

Bears in it the tree

And the nest and the bird
And the chirp and the coo.

Vilna Ghetto, October 1942

Three Roses”

Frém the Poem “Three Roses”

I

Slivered sunset — shards of hot hail.
Time on my tongue lost its mind.

I run and fall like a stone

Into an abyss.

Falling, 1 pray to.oblivion:

Splatter my memory with acid.
Later, I lie in the depth of an abyss,
On delicate,

Rosy-soft serpents
Of a dream.

The serpents suck out my memory,
Extinguish the smells,

Deepen the colors.

The knife of darkness cugs open a vein.
Time seeps out of my skull.

But my mind cannot

- Free itself of itself:

Under the ash of what once was life
Splinters of God's image

Still glowing —

A vision of my mother

In her flowery shawl

And eyes: two candles in the storm.
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You were hiding, hiding, hidingyour tracks.
A wall split and swallowed you up in its cracks,
When Satan’s mignons, like worms,

Sought your breath.

Sought —not found, and drunk, moved away,
Suddenly: who's breathing the wall, looks for prey?
A Jew . .. Mogen Dovid"® . . . 1s it you, my child,

Or perhaps the savior?

Wrong, wrong, the Jew has betrayed. )

He drags by the hair, you are stunned and afraid.
Your hair turns white,

Covered with snow.

i/
An untouchable scale
Swings back and forth:
On one pan the world topsy-turvy
And |, crucified on a gate,
On the other —a teardrop.
The world swarming with me,
Has no idea what man is.
But the teardrop that would not be split
Can tell you of death.
It weighs deeper.

w
Who runs through the dead city with flapping wings
Like a chicken with its throat slit,
That tore out
Of the slaughterer’s stained hands?
‘Night enfolds him
In black smoke,
Unrecognizable.
But my heart,
Sensing what cannot be sensed,
Beats in time to that running. .
“It runs faster, faster,
Beyond all measure.
Fiye times,
A hundred times
As fast as him.
It hovers to the gates of the ghetto
Marked by a plague with screaming letters:
Achtung!
Plague.
Off Limits to Non-Jews.
And there, it grabs the figure by the collar
Like a thief

And in the light of broken eye-white panes,

It sees:
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A man as big as a thimble

And bigger than everybody else,
Windy naked.

His skin of blue, wavy glass,
Transparent,

Reveals (it’s scary to believe):

All the inside, the hidden:

A horde of senses fettered in chains
Like ,crifninals

And over them a purple whip.

And every single sense

Bites the other’s throat:

—It’s your fault, yours.

And screams in Yiddish . . .

The right eye is gold-blue,

A monument to a childhood
In the grave of a diamond.
The left eye, seen everything,
A cloud empty of lightning,
And on the cloud, a cataract —

A yellow Mogen Dovid.

14

Either because my Golem-head wants to break through the earth,
Or because the soles of my feet long to see the stars — -

I am drawn to fly off the roof with the sharpness of a sword

And, out of vengeance, to destroy myself.

VI
No, your words are too gracious, too maternal.
Consolation won't heal when sin is defiled.
If I'm too weak to stab your murderer —

On myself I must bring a vengeance wild.

Payment must come. I, your offspring,

of my own fate I must be the judge. I wail:
-As a broken bone wants to flee from its pain,
My soul wants to break out of its jail.

And maybe this reckoning is abysmally false
And this is the punishment: myself to torment?
And maybe your love has remained, keeping me
From leaping into freedom, forever pent?

v
I open a window to let in the frost,
Let the moon hang me in the noose of her shine.
My budding gets warmer as I freeze,
Farther from heme and closer to you.

virr
You had swum across the river —
You are free
And your life-color
Went off with the waves.
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On the other shore
There is no memory.
You don't even recall
How you got there,
For you left death
On this side.

And on this side am I

With our dying in my brain,
Suckling me, feeding,

Like your milk in the beginning.
But I cannot touch you, Mama.

For you are a mist

Spun out of tears,

And I —a tangle

Of sliced-up words
(Just one word: vengeance
Still gasping).

I wait for the river

To pull off, stream away
Under my footsteps,
And my life-color —
To catch up with yours.

X

I shall take a spade and walk off to seek you,
I shall plow up fields, dig up graves.

1 shall ask the grass, I shall taste the thorns
And feel your shadow on my arms.

And if I cannot reach out to you,

I shall dig into words and spade into sound.
Until I shall free the beautiful roses

Of the dark land where they went down.

Vilna Ghetto, October 1942

A Load of Shoes

The cartwheels rush,
quivering.

What is their burden?
Shoes, shivering.

The cart is like

a great hall:

the shoes crushed together
as though at a ball.

A wedding? A party?
Have 1 gone blind?
Who have these shoeg
left behind? ’

10

The heels clatter
with a fearsome din,
transported from Vilna

. 15
to Berlin.

1 should be still,
my tongue is like meat,
but the truth, shoes,

where are your feet? 55
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The feet from these boots
with buttons outside

or these, with no body,
or these, with no bride?

Where is the child 75
who fit in these?

Is the maiden barefoot

who bought these?

Slippers and pumps,

look, there are my mother’s: 30
her Sabbath pair,

in with the others.

The heels clatter
with a fearsome din,
transportec 'rom Vilna
to Berlin.
35

Vilna ghetto, January 1, 1943

To My Child

Because of hunger

or because of great love—

your mother will bear witness—

I wanted to swallow you, child,

when I felt your tiny body 5
cool in my hands

like a glass

of warm tea.

Neither stranger were you, nor guest.

On our earth, one births 10
only oneself, one links

oneself into rings and the rings into chains.

Child, the word for you would be love

but without words you are love,

the seed of dream, 15
unbidden third,

who from the limits of the world

swept two of us

into consummate pleasure.

How can you shut your eyes, 20
leaving me here

in the dark world of snow

you’ve shrugged off?
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You never even had your own cradle
to learn the dances

of the stars.

The shameful sun, who never shone
on you, should shatter like glass.
Your faith burned away

in the drop of poison

you drank down as simply

as milk.

25
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I wanted to swallow you, child,
to taste

the future waiting for me.
Maybe you will blossom again

in my veins. 35

I'm not worthy of you, though.
I can’t be your grave.

[ leave you

to the summoning snow,
this first respite.

You'll descend now

like a splinter of dusk

into the stillness,

bringing greetings from me
to the slim shoots
under the cold.

40
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Vilna ghetto, January 18, 1943

On the Anniversary of the Ghetto Theater

I
... We walled ourselves in
And live apart.
From your freedom outside, do not smile at us,

Do not pity —

_ For us, even death can blossom into wonder.

How can we sit together
With you in one place?
Your hatred for us will poison you like mice,

Our wounds —love will heal.

As long as the outside is yours —
Ours is the ghetto, here we will lie
And from God's heart, we will knead a redeemer

And polish a melody . . .

Ir
Perform, Jewish actors, in tatters and in walls,

Where life shrivels like hair that caught fire,

- When red drops of your loved ones are seething on stones,

And the alleys convulse like half-slaughtered hens

And cannot arise, fly away, flee. . .

" Perform, friends! Let us think: it’s a shtetl of yore,

They celebrate a weddiné at an autumn graveyard

With Jewish singing and dancing light,

In a joyous circle around the bride and groom!

Perform! From your mouth, let Yiddish sound,

Pure and clean as the ghost of a slaughtered child,

Harsh and hoarse as the voice of our rifle and gunpowder,
Performing tomorrow

Over the rooftops. . .
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And you, melancholy fiddlers,

Who stole out at night

Into the lurking outside,

Shuffling past houses,

Evading patrols,

Creeping to your ruined old home

And digging up your fiddles

Planted before your march into the ghetto—

You play too!

Pluck out the deepest tones!

Let them carry above your bones

And stray far, where a Jew still shimmers. . .

Where a heart still trembles, waiting for good tidings.
Let them carry over fields, over front lines,

Pure and clean as the ghost ofa slaughtered child,
Harsh and hoarse as the voice of our rifle and gunpowder,
Performing tomorrow

Over the rooftops. . .

Vilna Gbettb,' December 31, 1942

Grains of Wheat

Caves, gape open,

Split open under my ax!
Before the bullet hits me —
1 bring you gifts in sacks.

Ol(_i, blue pages,

Purple traces on silver hair,

Words on parchment, created
“Through thousands of years in despair.

As if protecting a baby

I run, bearing Jewish words,

I grope in every courtyard:

The spirit won't be murdered by the hordes.

I reach my arm into the bonfire
And am happy: I got it, bravo!
Mine are Amsterdam, Worms,

Livorno, Madrid, and YIVO.%

How tormented am 1 by a page
Carried off by the smoke and winds!
Hidden poems come and choke me:

— Hide us in your labyrinth!

And 1 dig and plant manuscripts,
And if by despair I am beat,
My mind recalls: Egypt,

A tale about grains of wheat.

And I tell the tale to the stars:
Once, a king at the Nile
Built a pyramid —to rule
After his death, in style.
;
Let them pou.r into my golden cofﬁn,
Thus an order he hurled,

Grains of wheat —a memory

For this, the earthly world.

For nine thousand years have suns
Changed in the desert their gait,
Until the grains in the pyramid

Were found after endless wait.
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Nine thousand years have passed!
But when the grains were sown —
They blossomed in sunny stalks
Row after row, full grown.

Perhaps these words wilt endure,
And live to see the light loom —
And in the destined hour

Will unexpectedly bloom?

And like the primeval grain

* That turned into a stalk —

The words will nourish,
The wprds will belong
To the people, in its eternal walk.

Vilna Ghetto, March 1943

Last Hour

Last hour, when you come, bring strength enough
For me to see a palace in ruined masonry,

To drive my final moments to their given end,

To tap a message to m)’/ prisoner soul: Be free!

Last hour, bring with you such nourishing belief
That in a single tear seven suns will be afire,
And in the resurrected dust, the seeds of heroes
Will germinate their will and terrible desire. .‘

#
Last hour, stir up storms in me,

Bleach out my wrongs, untangle my cacophony.
Form me like molten gold into your mold,
Scar my chaff away, leave me in melody.

Transform to love my weary self-disgust.

Let my corrosive sorrow have been withstood.
Exalt me to believe that the most wretched life,
If only in its longings, is still good.

Vilna ghetto, January 26, 1943°

Dated “March 2,

- 1943 i all

publisfied versions.
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How?

How and with what will you fill
Your cup on the day you're free?
Will you in your joy still

Hear the scream of the past
Where the skulls of chained days
Clot in bottornless pits?

Searching hopelessly

For the keys to jammed locks,
You'll chew pavement like bread
And think it was better before,

And time will gnaw your hand gently
Like a cricket under the floor.

In a rubble-encrusted old city

Your memory will be like a hole,
And your glance will burrow furtively
Like a mole, like a mole.

Vilna ghetto, February 14, 1943

Gk Willigms Declaimed at a

memorial gatfiering
for Liza Magun,
the U.P.O.'s
main finison and
courier; who was

caught by the
Gestapo and Rilled

in Ponar on

February 17, .

1943.
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Song For the Last

You aren’t moths, moths have power
enough to throw themselves into flame.
And not threshed grain

nor grass trampled underfoot.

Don’t look in the mirror

if you want to know who you are:

tear a chunk of raw time off

and sniff it: it is your death-odor.

Brothers, lift your heads, your sick
heads sinking
like the sun: I want to see you as you sink
hearing at least what I'm thinking.
Stay naked for now, stripped of the present.
Read yourself, as condemned men
' read scratches in the walls of their cell.
Do you think your pain will surmount its moment?

Yesterday you knew what you meant,

and hardly bothered to think what came next.

You built foundations on a breeze and a river

and on the gods of quicksand.

And envy, of course, and competition,

trumping your friend’s hand.

And didn’t know that thorns were your element,
and venom, and that your days would be perdition.

L
¥

An animal in danger

will tear its own flesh to get free:

you never felt the trap close,, _
you thought the arrow could no longer see.
Millions at a time you were no one’s

but believed in your individuality.

The clear words of your language were illicit;
you licked the honies of alien spit.
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And when a thousand years of enmity

has walled the light out completely,

and cursed you, last generation,

wicks in your nation’s memorial candles;

when each of you is a separate city

cemented togethéf‘ out of kith’s congealed faces,
has destruction’s furious violation '

dared your footsieps to leave traces?

'Have you broken apart, like a forest

- when the night’s hordes of lightning attack?

And felt the earth tremble and crack

and knew no one was there to protect you?

You haven’t changed at all,

your sense and feeling have left vou.

You're your nation’s nettle, not its fruit,

your treasure is trash, your well webbed with disuse.

You loathe your filthy selves and envying
your enemy guide his hands {o your throat.
You kiss his bloody conscience clean

while you attend his gentle permissions.

If you could believe, still, and pray,

it would be him who’d have your ablutions.
You hnd your origins disgusting and don’t see
that it’s you yourselves who've hhlmd the clay.

1 fear the freedom you’ll find finally. !
more than the three seconds I propose for myself.
Will you be admitted to that hallowed land
where stars ignite lamps on the shelf?
I beat my skull on stones to find consolation
for you in the fragments, you, the last,
for I, too, am a letter in your book,
. my sun, 0o, is spring’s leprous outcast.

Brothers, help me find what can consoele:
My head is broken, like blank slate.
Listen closely, remember its name,

help find how it might propagate.

It has to exist! How else lift the flags

of all our tomorrow’s golden suns?

No, you're weak, your soul sags,
you, the disgustingly patient, last of millions.

Vilna ghetto, March 16, 1943
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‘See, their brilliant light goes darker

Beneath the Whiteness’

Beneath the whiteness of your starsy
Stretch out toward me your white han
All my words are turned to tears—
They long to rest within your hand.

In my eyes, grown cellar-dim;

- And I lack a quiet corner

From which to send them back again.

Yet, O Lord, all my desire—

To leave you withh my wealth of tears.
In me, there burns an urgent fire,
And in the fire, there burn my days.

Rest; in every hole and cellar |

Weeps, as might a murderer.

I run the rooftops, even higher,

And I search—where are you? Where?

* Past stairs and courtyards I go running,

Chased by howling enemies.
I hang, at last, a broken bowstring,
And I sing to you—like this:

Beneath the whiteness of your stars,
Stretch. out toward me your white hand:
All my words are wumned to tears—e
They long to rest within your hand.
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Vilna ghetto, May 22, 1943°

° 23
Teacher Mira

With patches on our bodies, striped and parching,
They chase us in the ghetto, streets are marching,
Our buildings say farewell eternally,

Stone faces walk with us at each decree..

Old people wearing tfillin like black crowns,
A calf walks with a village Jew in tow,

A woman drags a person by the nails,
Another pulls a bunch of wood on rajls.

Among them walks a woman, Teacher Mira.
A child is in her arms —a golden lyre.

She clasps another child by his frail hand,

The students walk around her — trusting band.

And as they get to Jew Street, there's a gate,
The wood still warm and raw, they huddle, wait.
And like a sluice for torrents of a flood,

It opens up and swallows in its blood.

They chase us over ruins, no bread, no light,
Bread is a book, a pencil shines so bright.
She gathers all her children on the floor,
Teacher Mira goes on teaching as before.

Leonard Wolf
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She reads Sholem Aleichem's? tale aloud, %
A sparkle in their eyes, they laugh so proud:
She ties blue ribbons in the girls’ braids .
And counts her treasures: hundred thirty heads.

And Teacher Mira, like the sun, at dawn
Awakes, waits for her children to go on.

They come. She counts. Oh, better not to count!
For overnight, some twenty were cut down.

Her skin, a windowpane in stains of dusk,

Mira must not reveal the darkness thus.

She bites her lip, of courage she will tell:

About Hirsh Lekert,?® how he fought and fell. .

And overnight, gray covered all the town,
And Teacher Mira's hair, her silver crown.
She seeks in cellars for her mother blind,

And seventeen more children she can’t find.

When sun dried up the blood, with branches green
She trimmed the orphaned room, so neat and clean:
— Gershteyn® the teacher came and we shall sing,
Over the walls, our children’s choir will ring.

They sing: “Not far is spring.” But in the street,
Axes and bayonets smash, crush, and beat.

They drag from cellars, hidings, but the choir
Sings on “Not far is spring,” sings higher, higher.

They are but sixty, with no sister, mother,
Now Teacher Mira is one and the other.
A holiday approaches, little doves,

We shall prepare a play, a play she loves.

The féte —and only forty children left.
But'each in a white shirt, each child bereft.
The stage is fresh, a garden in the sun,

A river you can swim in, you can run.

When Peretz’s” third gift took all the bows,

The péril has cut down the rickety house.

People were caught by snatchers!?”® Save us, Heaven!
Of a hundred thirty, Mira remains with seven.

Till axes split her mind, she on her knees,
A flower, and her children — buzzing bees.
Gray is the flower, and the time is awesome. .

Tomorrow in the dew, again she’ll blossom.

Vilna Ghetto, May 10, 1943

162 A. SUTZKEVER
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The Fortress

I
The fortress is old,
So gloomily old,
Its dust — crumbled stars.
The grandfathers molded its hidden mold
Of clay soaked in tears.

Half a milennium, they built and built —
Oh, distant grandfathers,
Patient and great!

Bones kneaded into the walls
Stand guard —
Witnesses of fate.

Hear their voice:

Recover
Your trace,
Ignite
The steel,
Unite

The race. -

A wall against fear and a wall to endure,

In the fortress, your own body immure!

n
At night the fortress is dark,
Only the glow of hate.
The street lost its tongue —
Galloping steps of fate.

But deep under iron and clay
Layers are moved in the night:

In secret, they drill and they build,
Thkrough channels, traces of light.

A second fortress they dig,
In stormy rage —a mine.
And wicks feverish, ready
To ignite for the battle a sign.

Vilna Ghetto, July 14, 1943
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Charred Pearls

My words tremble so violently they moan,
Like broken hands they plead, entreat,
Helplessly hone '

Their edges like fangs lusting for meat.

I'm moved no longer by your howls,

5 .
Oh written word, fanner of the world’s fire:
Instead, charred pearls like emptied vowels
Gaze blankly at me from their pyre.
And not even I, dead already to my death,
Can recognize this woman in flame, 10

Of all her pleasures, body, being, breath,
Charred pearls are left, not even a name.

Vilna ghetgo, July 28, 1943
C. K. Willioms
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On My Thirtieth Birthday

At thirty, my father’s heart burst

While playing

Rebbe Levi Yitzhok's me|ody29 on a violin at night.
The fiddle trembled on his shoulder like a child
And its tongue —

A shining magnet —

Attracted V

The wide world to the shadowy hut

Where I, a seven-year-old dreamer,

Wound around

My father's knees.

It was in luminous Siberia.*
Was. ‘
A sunstain
Or the hot tongue
Of a freezing wolf —
Licked the snow on the windowpane
And could not melt it all. —
Its light
Illuminated the staccato sounds
Of the violin
And striped my wet eye with sparks.
Suddenly, my pale father
Clutched his heart,
Twitched,
Shook ,
With outstretched arm,
And on my small hands
His body fell
Along with the violin,
Like a heavy branch
Falling on a light wave
And the wave bears it away.
Above us, hovered a melody.
Below, on the floor,
My father gasping, breathless.
And either I made it up
Or my words are true:
Lying thus,
Bound to a cold silence forever,
His lips entrusted me:
—That's how, my child,
Try out on your hands the weight of life,
So you get used to
Bearing it later.
That moment
The poet in me was born.
I sensed:

Somewhere in my body a seed lies waiting,
Carrying in its entrails

A special mission.

It seemed: I became the lord

Of forests, 5

Men,

Things,

And all I see

Is my embodied wish.
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Since then it follows me,

Father's lucid will:

— That's how, my child,

Try out on your hands the weight of life,
So you get used to

Bearing it later.

Now

I have myself run up to my father’s age.
Run up ~

And no road back

And none ahead.

And when I see my face

In a mirror, -

From its waves flows up

My distant father.

And maybe I am /e, and my years
Are just a link

From his departed life?

The same face as his,

Evoking snow on windowpanes;
The same heart, '
Prepared to burst,

And like my father,

I have a red violin:

See, I tear my veins

And play on them my melody!

But no.one is there
To wind around my knees
And weigh my life,

To carry on

~ Like a wind

My yearning cloud
To a clear goal —

- There

Where all words come to rest,
Where days meet
Which never met before.

Like a stone, I clutch in my fist
My thirty years

And hurl them in the ébyss
Of a cold mirror.

Vilna Gbetto, August 1943
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tivan Forest

March Through S wampos

Swamps.
Swamps.
Swamps.

We splash

Through flooding copper.

We carry

Forest-partisans on naked shoulders.
Behind us —

In wheeling circles, the enemy.
Ahead —

Breathing in moon-scales —

Winks, draws us in, the melting soil.
The legs, sunk somewhere deep. ..
On frog-keys

They play

A hymn to the swamps.

Deeper.
Nightier.
Abyss.

Glimmer —

A star in the mud —

Is rest there?

Knees — ensnarled in phosphor-nets.
Bellies — bound with glowworm belts.
Hail

Pounding on naked bodies

Frosty flaming sweat.

Soon — soon —

The naked bodies will sink,

Arms — no longer strain to stretch
High up, clutching the guns.

Only a lost sigh over shoulders
Floods consciousness

Over our maddened senses.
They grasp how real s

The serpentine intoxication,
And tear apart net after net— —

We harden the swamps with our will.
We draw to the island, thehidden hill.
We shall get there. Bold, bolder!

We carry wounded partisans on our shoulders.

Zazherye Forest, October 13, 1943
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IF ALL THAT REMAINS OF US IS MERELY A CIPHER

If all that remains of us is merely a cipher

then I can only berate you: vanish from memory.
May all the graves sink deeper

and no dust remain from the ashes of history.

How else do I address my rifle:

Transform yourself in my hand, become a viper,
if tomorrow’s child will not hear
this shot I have just aimed.

) Narocz Forests
January 30, 1944
S efmond M?‘]’\'e‘

No Sad Songs Pleésé‘

No sad songs please:
Sad songs just tcase

At sorrow. The Sutzhevers,

Words, too, betray, along with a

And names, ° ' - group of U.P.O.

Forever ' “fighters, (eft the
© ' ' ghetto on

And tomorrow. Septerer 14,

Look out at the snow: 1943. The Narocz

forests, located 90
miles east of
Vilna, were a

In memory’s art
Is unexpected

Radiance, and in ‘ staging ground for
i partisan activity
The speeches of the heart, ; : under the
command of
You yourself are F. Markoy.
Resurrected.

Stretch your hands out r
To that whiteness: ‘

In its cold and burning a |
Veins , '
You'll feel returning : )
The redeeming life '

It contains.

Narocz forests,°

The Rom Press since the end of the eighteenth century was a prestigious
traditional press and publishing house in Vilna, later run by the Widow
Rom and Sons. It was renowned for its -ditions of the Talmud as well as
for promoting works of modern Yiddish and Hebrew literature. This
poem is based on a projected plan of the Jewish underground to use the
lead of the printing plates for ammunition to stock its tiny arsenal. The
poem’s images link the ghetto struggle with the ancient battles for
Jerusalem before the fall of the Temple.

The Lead Plates at the Rom Press

Arrayed at night, like fingers stretched through bars
To clutch the lit air of freedom,

We made for the press plates, to seize

The lead plates at the Rom printing works.

We were dreamers, we had to be soldiers,

And melt down, for our bullets, the spirit of the lead.

At some timeless native lair

We unlocked the seal once more.

Shrouded in shadow, by the glow of a lamp,
Like Temple ancients dipping oil

Into candelabrums of festal gold,

So, pouring out line after lettered line, did we.

Letter by melting letter the lead,

Liquefied bullets, gleamed with thoughts:

A verse from Babylon, a verse from Poland,
Seething, flowing into the one mold.

Now must Jewish grit, long concealed in words, I’
Detonate the world in a shot!

L

-
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Who in Vilna Ghetto has beheld the hands
Of Jewish heroes clasping weapons

Has beheld Jerusalem in its throes,

The crumbling of those granite walls;
Grasping the words smelted into lead,
Conning their sounds by heart.

Vilna Ghetto,

September 12, 1943 Neal Kozodoy

Frozen Jews

Did you ever see in fields of snow
Frozen Jews, in row upon row?

Breathless they lie, marbled and blue.
Of death in their bodies, no hint and no clue.'

Somewhere their spirit is frozen and saved
Like a golden fish in a frozen wave.

Not speaking. Not silent. Just thinking bright.
The sun too lies frozen in snow at night.

On a rosy lip, in the freeze, still glows
A smile —will not move, not budge since it froze.

Near his mother, a baby starving, at rest.
How strange: she cannot give him her breast.

The fist of a naked old man in surprise:
He cannot release his force from the ice.

So far, I have tasted all kinds of death,

None will surprise me, will catch my breath.

" But now, overcome in the mid-J uly heat

By a frost, like madness, right in the street:

They come toward me, blue bones in a row —

Frozen Jews over plains of snow.

My skin is covered with a marble veil.
My words slow down; my light that is frail.

My motions freeze, like the old man’s surprise,
Who cannot release his force from the ice.

Moscow, July 10, 1944
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