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Mayshe-Leyb Halpern's "Zag ikh tsu mir" and Abraham Sutzkever 's "Ot bin ikh dakh" 

... the heart cannot go to the spring but remains facing it and yearns and cries out .. : 
-The Seven Beggars, By Rabbi Nahman of Brats/av

Moyshe-Leyb Halpern and Abraham Sutzkever developed as poets in distant spheres of 

Yiddish creative writing. Halpern, struggling to establish himself in the still-new world of early-

20th century Yiddish-speaking New York, tried to preserve an individual identity within the 

pervasive reach of secular Yiddish culture. Sutzkever, during his years as a young man in pre­

World War II Vilna, cultivated an inclination toward classical imagery that distanced him from 

other developing Yiddish writers in his immediate milieu. Given the rapid changes in Yiddish 

poetry in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, the 27 years separating their births also placed 

these two poets in separate generations of Yiddish poetry. Nonetheless, both men, though 

geographically and generationally at a distance, struggled with writing and with the meaning of 

the act of writing, and both men confronted this struggle explicitly within their poetry, though in 

very different forms. In the two poems under consideration here, Sutzkever's Ot bin ikh dakh 

and Halpern's Zag ikh tsu mir, the two poets express poignant and sometimes even desperate 

struggles with creative paralysis in the face of the ego-centric isolation of poetry. Despite the 

dramatic structural differences in the two poems, the identification of similarities in theme and 

symbolism illuminates important aspects of both poems, as well as of the poetic voices of the 

individual writers. 

Moyshe-Leyb Halpern's Zag ikh tsu mir, published in 1919, presents a nuanced glimpse 

into the isolated world of a brilliant and rebellious poet. In this particular poem, two competing 

aspects of Halpern's poetic persona argue in an intimate tone that is ultimately rendered futile by 

fundamental and irreconcilable misunderstanding. The tension between the two voices in the 
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