" 7Zisholandoy

(1889-1937)

aLso: Zishe Landau,
but the poet signed his name as above,
in the Yiddish dialect of central Poland

BORN IN PLOTSK (PLOCK), POLAND.
His father was a descendant of a distin-
guished Hasidic dynasty and of a well-
known religious author. He studied in
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modern Hebrew. His Hebrew teacher 1
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for relatives in Vilna and emigrated with them to Americ
published his first Yiddish poems. Landoy was one of the leading poets of the
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grammatic introduction. In his poetry, he

mplanted in him a love for Heine’s
d; at fifteen he went to work
a in 1906, where he

Young Generation; he
pure art poem.” In 1919 he publish

in America until 1919), with a pro
drew on the Yiddish folk song and Heine’s ironic lyricism, as well as on Ger-

man and Russian neo-Romantic poetry and the decadent mood at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century; he expressed the individual’s alienation, bore-
in New York’s atmosphere. He also wrote verse comedies,
lism and translated poetry from many languages
ndoy worked as the publicity director of the
r his early death, the only volume of
well as a volume of transla-
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literary essays, and journa
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Epilogue

Because the papers meanly ignore me— :
they think my luncheon menus not fit to prin-—
small wonder girls don’t give me a tumble

“and day by day my stock goes down,

And every day my debts get higher.

Vainly my ten fingers stretch out for patrons.
It's lucky Martel’s isn‘t beyond my reach
and coffee—black—is still a nickel. i

If coffee goes up, Ill 80 and hang myself,
and how many poets are as classy as me?
But while the coffee’s cheap, my marvelous songs

will bring happiness to our people and our tongue.

Irving Feldman

L. the People and the Waitresses

Were Eaow young and rich, in restaurants
Pwould spend day and night, in an codeavar
To find pretty waitresses in those haats -

I would at once start loving them forever,

And il her goddess-gaze would shinc on me with lave,
Like Dante, | would write terzinas, up and down,
And if the waitress ever wished 1o coo like a dove,

My people! -- I would leave You a sonnct crown,

In our tongue -- sonnet crowns, terzinas,
Oh, what a ternible furor they would make!
Waould there not be a translator (who vur kin is)?

And you, my people, and 1, in fame would wake!

But I'm no longer young and moncy's always a pain,
@ | must gt some dough in my pockets to ting -
The beautiful waitresses wither in vain,

And I and my poor people are languishing.
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Veeses
Half a world sinks in tcarst
. The bourgcais -- what a strife! -.
Dying to be virtuous, it appcars,

Faithful to God, children and wilc,

And (o spite them, 1 alone
Live as carcless as T choose -
H 1 wish, I count cach stonc

On New York strecets and avenues,

“Tuesday

Two glasses of hot tca with milk | swallowed,
I'gnawed three or four rusks:

Alterward  sat at the table a long time,
Smoked, observed a nail in the wall,
Traaslated four poems from German,

Lay weary on the couch,

Put my hands behind my head,
And spat three times at the ceiling.
My heart grew heavy

: For summer is past.

"I would have strolled atone in the park,
Or caught flics at home. .
Again 1 spal three times at the ceiling,
And ail three times | misscd,

Alterward I dozed off.

August 28, 191§

Yesterday, Saturday night, August twenty-cighth,

1915 ,28 youriy

Ninetcen hundred fiftcen, when I sat

Correcting my galley proofs,

PTIEDT DR O3 boy B naw gooyy Suddenly, T grew sad.
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On my desk I saw a Jetter from 3 [ricnd,

DL pryger Bbe 1 Of July eighth, where he wriles to me
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From his summer house in Middictown, New York:
you o “Thank you for the few words

You seat me, write me morce often, your cvery lelier
Gives me joy,

~ Though you writc so badly and cold -
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I rcad his words scveral limes 6vcr:
“Though you write so badly and cold,”
And I fclt uncanny.

I, who néver care what people say
About my pocms or cven aboul myself,

Why am I so touchy

About everything they say about my letters?

PLEASURES OF THE SOUL

I'm not attracted to girls any more,

sixteen, eighteen, you know, teenagers,
dancing about, always on the go,

with eyes glowing at you

Jike motorcycle headlights,

wearing dainty little blouses

with the pink and blue ribbons of childhood,
and shorts with rufied edges.

I don’t even care for boys any more.

What gives me pleasure now

is:
Conversation in the evenin g
in a comfortable room, drinking hot tea,
talking over old times
anid friends who are gone,
looking through photograph albums,

reading here and there in the classics;

and best:
women in their thirties or older
who have been through the mill
and know how to make love with a man.
They used to be active in the movement
but now begin to get heavy
and start squeezing themselves into corsets.
They don't always remember
to take precautions
and get caught sometimes
but their men know how to get it taken care of.

They have children,
set up nice, sunny apartmenpts,

eat health foods,

read highbrow books,
apd are bored.
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This Evening

Evening in the house

where you sit and look out

the window,

and in her chair your wife is kmltmg

or maybe sewing.

You turn around—and she is sitting there
doing nothing,

the needle, scissors, cloth

are lying idle in her hands,

and she is lost in thought over the days and days

that creep by in worries.

Here, we say, everything is always missing
and the daily grind is inescapable.

And every day that's gone is gone for good,
it won't come back again.

And just as this ore has, the next too will pass,
and what was hoped for, waited for,
will also have gone past.

These are the things she is thinking,

when she looks up hopefully at you-—

who have just now turned from the window

to look at her.

Everything suddeniy is clear.

You get up

and go over to your wife, your faithful wife,
and touch her shoulder lightly

and stroke her hair,

and want to say so many sweet things to her,
and say not a single word.

You go back to your chair

and look out the window.

The night is deep, the stars are big,

and quietly your heart opens.

Irving Feldman

Of Course I Know --

Of course [ know (mjay is Sunday
And tomorrow will alrcady be Monday
And alter spring ¢ ﬁﬂlmmcr
And c::l:(sys]cm ts bad

(‘A'tﬁ/in New York lives Opatoshu

/'/ .
/ And the pridc of France is Jaures.

I also know many deep scerets:
The count of Abruzzi is
No count. e is like all the rest of us

And strolls in the street

On beautiful days: coat shung over his arm.
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§ also know: Darwin gucssed correctly,
And Copernicus was right,

But better than all that | know:

I
Am

Forever fost.

And Discussing in the Café...

And discussing in the café at a able
The role played in the war by airplanes,
Tanks, submarincs, and the sitation of the Turks,
And what changes will have to be made in the Baikans,
In the heat of the discussion 1 felt
How your eyes took at me mild and soft.
I turned my head to you and saw
“In them 2 gleam P will never forgett
And suddenly it was clear to me
That airplanes fly high
A:;d submarincs swim deep,
That tanks arc effcctive as cverything England docs,
That in the end something will happen 1o the Turks,
That there will be changes in the Balkans --
But what will be with me,
With me and you —~

With us?

A corner of your mouth twitched constantly,

Did you feel the same as me?
AT THE SILENT MOVIES

“” »
HOW ENDLESSLY FOOLISH WOMEN ARE,
REUBEN ICELAND

The pictures flicker on the screen.
They're hard to follow once you've seen
the girl with fong hands and little feet
fidgeting for attention in the next seat.

You sneak an arm behind her chair:
Blissfully the minutes fly.

“I'd like to be a movie star.”
Yourisk a hug, she doesn’t mind.

Her body yielding as you squeeze,

she gazes softly in your eyes,

and on your face you feel her hair.

You whisper a line from a friend’s poem,
How endlessly foolish women are.
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With Zishe Landau

by Reuben Iceland

Translated by Gerald Marcus

First Meeting

I don’t remember what year [ met Zishe Landau. It is also
unclear to me whether it was late in autumn or early in
spring. But I well remember that it was in the evening on
Canal Street in front of the old Drukerman’s bookstore,
that the evening was cold, misty and muddy, and that I
wore a heavy winter coat. All the passersby wore heavy
winter coats, and everyone in the little group of young
writers who stood in front of the bookstore, waiting for
a new periodical that was supposed to have been brought
from the printers, wore heavy coats. But the thin, blond
boy with the big blue eyes, who was introduced to me
as Zishe Landau, wore a light, narrow, leather-colored
summer topcoat buttoned tightly over a pointy belly.

For those who knew the later broad and hefty Landau,
it might be hard to imagine that in his nineteenth or
twentieth year he was a thin, almost sickly boy, just as
they might be unable to imagine that Landau used to
go dressed as a dandy, in tight clothes, a stiff collar and
a derby. In this last respect, though, he was not an “only
child.” All of us in those years had notched rings on our
foreheads from the hard round hats we wore.

[...]

Like a lot of beginners who have not yet found their
own voice, I sang, perhaps without realizing it, with an
alien voice, and used poetic expressions that others before
me had coined. Like a lot of beginners, I did not yet know
that even the most powerful experiences and the deepest
feelings do not in themselves make a good poem. Only
later, when one becomes richer artistically, one discovers
— often through great pain — the secret: that much more
than impressions, experience, and sensitivity, one has

to have expression. The best words in the best order, as

32 fFAaLL 2010

Coleridge required. This means tone, rhythm, and form,
valid only for a given poem and not for any other.
Between Landau and me, it was not “love at first
sight.” We immediately began to speak the truth, and the
truth hurts, especially when one is young. Landau was

five years younger than L. In my eyes, [ was the younger,

with all the possibilities and hopes that shine upon the

youngest, but also with all the pain and self-doubt that
hurl you from one abyss to another. To be young means
to be hopeful, because if a young poet has not achieved
everything he dreams of today, he will certainly achieve
it tomorrow, next year, or even years later. What differ-
ence does it make? To be young, though, also means to be

morbidly sensitive, and I was oversensitive. At that time,

" the smallest blow to one’s honor struck like a stone. The

slightest unkind word pierced like a dart and wounded
deeply. And at our first meeting, Landau said a lot of
unkind things to me. And I, for my part, did not spare
him. And perhaps what I said also met its mark. But in
retrospect Landau was the more skillful, and he always
remained so. To speak that way, like a knife between the
ribs — none of us could do it.

That night I tossed and turned. I felt so deeply hurt
from my first meeting with Landau that I could not sleep.
I spent all of the next day standing at work, empty inside,
and when I got home I could not eat a bite. Until then,
I had written all my unpublished poems painstakingly
in a clean notebook and pasted the published poems in
a second one. A few days after my meeting with Landau,
I took the notebook with the published poems and the
notebook in which I had entered the unpublished ones,
tore them in half and threw them into a burning oven.
That was not the first and not the last time that I tore up

my things, and it was always curative.

s et



H. Leivick (1888-1913-1962)
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Somewhere far, somewhere far awa

Lies the land, the forbidden land,
Silvery blue the mountains

Never trod by man;

Somewhere deep, somewhere deep inside,
Kneaded into the earth,

Treasures are waiting for us,

Treasures covered with dirt.
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Somewhere far, somewhere far away
Lies a prisoner, lies alone,

01/1' his head, the glow is dying,
The glow of the sctting sun;

Deeply covered in snow

To the land, the forbidden land.

1962), about his exlle In Siberia for political activities:
Published in sheet music by the Jibneh Verlag, Vienna,
and the United States.

usic by Lazar Weiner (1897-1982).
36. The song was popular in Europe
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That particular trait of telling the truth, especially
about poetry and in such a sharp and biting way that it
would go deep into the bones, Landau kept his whole life.
The closer someone was to him, the. more Landau per-
mitted himself this openness. Very often it was the test
of whether a friendship could form between him and
another poet. The moment Landau felt that a poet could
not hear the truth about himself or his verse, he became
a stranger. He could still meet with him often, play cards
with him, brag about the preserves he made or what a
connoisseur of drinks he was, but he no longer talked
about poetry with that man.

Landau was not always correct in his judgments. That
wouldn’t have mattered, because who, after all, is always
right? But the worst thing about Landau was that, in his
eyes, he could never be wrong. Moreover, he would often
redeem a mistake with a second and worse one. This, it
seems to me — just like the habit of telling someone the
truth right to his face — he inherited from the Chasidic
court of the Strikover Rebbe, his grandfather, where he

grew up. Children and grandchildren of rebbes became

accustomed from childhood on to speaking bluntly. In
the households of rebbes, as in all households that live in
state and constantly play politics, one is never wrong. It’s
always the other side that’s wrong, the party with which
one has an open or hidden quarrel. The quarrels may be
for the sake of Heaven, because of one or another nuance
in worship. The methods, though, weren’t always heav-
enly. Even a petty intrigue was justified if it was neces-
sary, or when one thought it necessary. Landau’s quarrels
were always for the sake of Heaven. In essence, even his
unfairness — or malice, as his targets called it — did not
come from a desire to hurt or wantonly cause pain, but
from the fact that, like every poet, he could not always be
an objective critic. Hippolyte Taine remarked that every
true poet who has his own method must by nature be
one-sided and even believe fanatically that only his way
is the correct one. Naturally he cannot appreciate the
value of another poet, especially when he is going in a

different direction.

Brotherhood

A closer acquaintanceship between Zishe Landau and
me began at the meetings of the organization “Literatur,”
which published the two anthologies also called Literatur.
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_n unzer friling (In Our Springtime),
; ;Icelanc@ describes his uncomfortable
- first meeting with his colleague Zishe.

““Landau and the early days of Di yun’géi He presents a

REUBEN ICELAND (1884-1955) was one of
Yiddish literature's first aesthetes. Born in the Polish
shtetl of Radomyslt Wietki, he came to America in
1903. White working a day job mak-
ing caps in a steamy, dimly lit shop,
he became a leader of the Yiddish
avant-garde and co-founder of the
poétic movement Di yunge.

In these excerpts from his memoir
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We began to be even closer in the summer of 1910, when
we were preparing the second Literatur anthology.

(.- ‘

The meetings of “Literatur” were attended by 60 or 70
young people who from time to time published a poem or
a sketch in one of the daily or weekly newspapers. Most
of them did not remain writers. Some of them went to
work for newspapers after a while. Others became union
leaders, doctors, dentists, pharmacists, or even successful
businessmen. At the meetings, from the start, the group
began to emerge that would later make history with the
Shriftn anthologies. The group also split into smaller
groups, and the smallest, which consisted of Mani Leyb,
Landau, and me, over time inherited the name Yunge.
Later, David Kazansky grew closer to us and became one
of us. Because of its approach to literature and because
of its poetic nature, the group also had to include Rolnik
and Raboy. But they never completely identified them-
selves with us.

The name Yunge began as a way to deride a group of
young writers who in 1907 had the chutzpa to declare that
the little bit of Yiddish literary strength that existed in
America must be freed from the influence of the news-
papers and who tried to create their own literary corner
in the slim numbers of the monthly journal Di yugend.
Later, the name came to signify all young writers who had
pretensions to being different, though artistically they
really had no relation to us. Only with the crystallizatibﬁ
of our group did the name take on a definite meaning.
Now it became the name of a unified school — the first lit-
erary school among Jews. A school that never came out
with a written program and yet had a recognizable coun-
tenance that distinguished it from all of its surroundings
and put such a stamp on Yiddish poetry that it was no
longer possible to keep writing as one had written before
itappeared. )

Three people, fundamentally different in tempera-
ment and character — in those first childish impressions,
so important for a poet, of home, landscape, and environ-
ment, and early snatches of melody, song, and story; fun-
damentally different in education, encounters, dreams,
aspirations, and the influences (ethical, aesthetic, and
literary) of their formative years; fundamentally different
in their way of writing — became nonetheless the creators
of a unified school with a definite method, a definite
viewpoint, and a definite standard. How this happened is

a mystery to me, to this very day. In part, I explain it by
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the fact that, for all our differences, we had one trait in
common: acuteness of the senses.

This, incidentally, is a trait that all artists have, and
we were, if not the first artists, the first conscious artist-
group in Yiddish verse. Our outlook, our worldview,
and our approach to man and world were artistic. Our
demands on all Jewish poets, and principally on.our-
selves, were purely artistic. One of our cardinal require-
ments was not to rely on what one knows just because it’s
accepted, because one heard it, or because one “read it in
books,” but to approach every phenomenon with open
eyes and an open mind and try to know it anew, to know
it in one’s own way. Not so much with the intelligence
as through the senses. Not logic, but intuition: psycho-
logically. -

This requirement was itself the result of a discovery.
A discovery to which we came gradually, after much
searching, reading, and comparing; after long days and
nights that we spent in deep conversations about only
one thing — poetry, which was dearer than everything

We maintained that poetry should
not exist by reason of whatever
ideas it promotes, but because

it lives for its own sake.

and for which we could sacrifice everything, even the self-
love and vanity that is for the poet exactly as sharp, if not
sharper, than it is in women. We never spared each other.
All the defects that we saw in one another, we pointed out.
And not just tapped with velvet gloves, God forbid, but in
the sharpest and most biting way. Flogged so as to hurt,
and it did hurt. Hurt until blood flowed. But it had the
necessary effect.

When we arrived, Yiddish poetry was in the service
of ideas and movements, social and national. The poets
stood tall, took an honored place. But the poetry was, as
always in such circumstances, dead and buried. We pro-
claimed its freedom and its right to an independent life.
We maintained that poetry should not exist by reason
of whatever ideas it promotes, but because it lives for its
own sake. It has its own place and its own function in

life. Therefore, poetry is not obliged, indeed, it must not
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This image is taken from a collection of Zishe Landau’s transiations
of world poetry, published posthumously in 1947. While the poems
in the coliection span several continents, the illustration by Yehude
Topel specifically evokes the classical tradition which captivated many
Yiddish modernists.
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take upon itself other functions, because then it would
betray itself. And our literature sounded foreign then and
sounds even more foreign today, when parties and move-
ments rule life more than ever and put their dictatorial
paws on eveiything and everything must serve them.
When we arrived, our poetry, especially here in
America, was grating-shouting-bombastic and melo-
declamatory when it dealt with social themes; soaked in
Jewishness with an aroma of tsholnt and mikva when it
involved itself with national themes; and scattered with
spangles of poetic Germanisms when it wanted to express
individual, lyric experiences. Only in their satirical
poems did the poets of the past writein a good, intimate,
authentic Yiddish, when they wanted to laugh at some-
thing. Because nothing, in their eyes, was as ridiculous as

The artistic instinct told us that
our language did not lack words for
the deepest experiences and finest

moods. One must but go and

look for them in the right places.

authentic Yiddish. In retrospect, they were blood brothers
of the authors of our old shund novels. In those novels too,
only the moldy, spent, “funny” characters spoke good
Yiddish. The heroes and heroines, though, who had the
authors’ fullest sympathies because they were modern,
up-to-date people and knew such modern things as love,
spoke with a “poetic” Germanized Yiddish.

As a reaction to all this, and to all the clichés that our
poetry was then full of, we Yunge impoverished it both
in themes and in language. So that we ourselves would
not become tempted and fall into bombast, we threw
out social themes; to protect ourselves from all cloying,
flowery language, we avoided national motifs. In order to
properly express intimate, lyrical feelings, we realized we
must do two things: on the one hand search within our-
selves for understanding so that we could better compre-
hend the world, and on the other hand clean out all the
garbage, all the absurd words that immature little poets
and half-baked newspaper writers had gathered in var-
ious alien places, and from which had spread that florid
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gushing that passed for poetry.

Reduced to ordinary, common themes, our poetry
became richer, because in striving to know ourselves we
opened so many gates and doors to the inner, individual
life. i

In impoverishing the language, we made it richer. For
now, without the foreign, absurd overgrowth, Yiddish
began to sound different: more natural and inherently
more beautiful. This alone was a great achievement. But
we did not stop there. The artistic instinct told us that
our language did not lack words for the deepest experi-
ences and finest moods. One must but go and look for
them in the right places. If we don’t find available words
for everything that we need, we will surely find words that
can evolve, bend, be rebuilt and re-created, so that they
will serve our purposes and will be in the spirit and sound
of our language. Mani Leyb went out and found what he
sought in the mouths of the folk; Landau and I, in the
accumulated folk treasury: in the Tsenarena, the Tkhine,
the folksong, the storybook, and the Chasidic story.

(-]

I don’t mean to write here the history of the Yunge.
Still less to do what we have never done — set forth the
program of the Yunge. ,

An artistic school is in general no more than an exit,
from which the artists that belong to it separate, each
going his own way, searching for his own multifaceted
education and perfection. Only the followers and imita-
tors remain stuck in the doorway. On the way, every artist
arrives, through experience and maturity, at new realiza-
tions, in the light of which the school and most of what
it stands for become insignificant, often even comical or
completely false. Through the years, everyone from the
Yunge went through a whole series of transformations,
each in his own way, according to his character and to his
new experiences in life and art. [...} But however much we
diverged in later years, in essence we remained the same.
Only the branches grew apart in different directions. The
trunk remained rooted in the same artistic convictions. 4

Gerald Marcus is a painter and printmaker. He lives in New
York City.
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