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MORRIS ROZENFELD

(1862-1923)

[also: Morris Rosenfeld, Moyshe-Yankev-Alter Rozenfeld]

Born in the village Boshka, Suvalk district, Yewish Lithuania, then in Russia close to the German bor-

der. His father was a tailor for the Russian army. Lived in Suvalk, studied in heder. After his mar-

riage, lived with his in-laws and studied Talmud. Also learned German, Polish, read modern Hebrew
literatuse and Yiddish poetry. From the age of 15, he wrote Yiddish poems. In 1882 visited America,
returned to his parents who had moved to London, where he worked as a tailor, lived in dire poverty,

and was drawn to the anarchists. In 1886, settled in America, worked in New York tailor shops as a

~ .handwocker and then.as a presser. Began publishing.socialist propaganda poetry-that found an admiring

audience among the Jewish workers. His poems were sung in shops and at assemblies. From working
as a presser, he became ill; tried to earn a living by singing his songs and selling his books. After his
third book, 1897, he became famous. In 1898, Leo Wiener, Professor of Slavic literature at Harvard,

transiated a book of his poems, Songs from the Ghetto, into English. Translations into other languages

]

followed, including a book in German with Berthold Feivel’s translations and Lilien’s illustrations and

in English: Songs of Labor and Other Poems, translated by Rose Pastor Stokes and Helena Frank.

Rozenfeld got a position as a journalist. In 1905 his only son died at the age of fifteen and Rozenfeld
was paralyzed in half his body. His collected works were published in New York in six volumes,

1908-1910. In 1913 he was forced out of the Forverts and eventually became isolated from the new

world of literature. His poems and collected writings were published in many editions in the US and in
Europe znd several of his poems were set to music and gained wide popularity. Rozenfeld was received
in Yiddish criticism as one of the fathers of Yiddish *Proletarian” poetry, but he 2lso wrote many
national and Zionist poems, as ‘vell as personal Iyrics of love and nature, and satirical verse on the

human condition and the Jewish scene. j_ 5 ?



The Sweatshop

The machines in the shop roar and shriek out of tune,
I forget who I am in the noisy routine; -
I get lost in the horrible roar and commotion,

My self melts away, 1 become a machine:
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I'work and I.work and I work with no counting,
I create and create and create without end:
For what? And for whom? I don’t know, I don’t ask, --

How can a machine think at all, comprehend?

No feeling, no thought, the're is no understanding; --
The bitter, the bloodiest work deals a blow
To the noblest, the best, all the finest and richest,
The deepest, the highest that life has to show.
The seconds, the minutes, the hours streak by,
Like sails disappear all the nights and the days; --
I drive the machine as if to overtake it —-

T rush without reason, I rush in a haze.

The clock in the workshop ne’er knows any rest,

It points, ticks and wakes, it won't leave you behind; —
A man once explained its deep meaning to me:

its péiming and waking, inside lies a mind;
But something occurs in my head like a dream:

The clock wakes in me life and meaning so keen,

And something beyond it -- what it is, don’t ask!

I forgot, I don’t know, for I am a machine!...

And often when I hear the tick of the clock,

I see all at once through its pointing, its tongue; —
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I fgel that the pendulum prods me go on,

To work and to work, even more, fast and long!
I hear in' its tone all the boss’s wild anger,

ﬁis dark, gloomy look in the pointers that show;.»
I fear that, relentless, the clock drives me on

And calls me: "Machinel” And scbreams to me: "Sew!”

But at noon, when the master goes off for his lunch,
And the terrible roar for a while does depart,
Then slowly it dawns in my head like the day,
Then I can feel my wound and the throb in my heart; --
And bitter tears fall, and boiling tears fall
To soak my d.ry bread, til] from food I recoil —
1t chokes me, I can no more eat, I can not!

Oh, harsh bitter needl Oh, terrible toil!

The workshop appears in the mid-day recess

As a batilefield bloody that rests from its flood:
All around I see lying the corpses of men,

A scream from the earth — it is the shed blood...
One moment, and soon they sound drums of alarm,

The dead come to life, and the ba(t]é grows bright,

The tcoops they are fighting for strangers, for strangers,

And struggle and fall and sink in the night.

T ook at the battleground, bitter with rage,

With fear, with revenge, with a hellish wild ache; —
The clock, now I hear it all right, it awakes:

"An end to the slavery, an end we must make!”
It rouses in me all my reason, my feelings,

And éhows— me the hours - 2 stream with no dam:
I'shall remain wretched as ong as I'm mute,

Forlorn, the while I remain as I am...

The man who is sleeping within me awakes,

The vigilant slave falls asleep inside me; —

This is the hour, the right time has comel
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And end to the misery, an end there must bel. ..

But suddenty -- the whistle, the boss -- an alarm!
I forget who I am in this deafening scene -

I'm losing my reason, I'm losing my self --

I don’t know, I don’t mind, for I am a machine...

The Sweatshop

Corner of Pain and Anguish, there’s a worn old house:

tavern on the street floor, Bible room upstairs.
Scoundrels sit below, and all day long they souse.
On the floor above them, Jews sob out their prayers.

Higher, on the third floor, there’s another foom:
not a single window welcomes in the sun.
Seldom does it know the blessing of a broom.
Rottenness and filth are blended into one.

Toiling without letup in that sunless den:
nimble-fingered and (or so it seems) content,

sit some thirty blighted women, blighted men,
with their spirits broken, and their bodies spent.

Scurf-head struts among them: always with a frown,

~ acting like His Royal Highness in a play;

for the shop.is his, and here he wears the crown,
and they must obey him, silently obey.

GO

Aaron Kramer



_ Yehoash

(1872-1927)

Pseudonym of Yehoash-Shloyme Blumgarten;
in English: Solomon Bloomgarden

BORN IN VIRBALEN (WIERZBALOWO),
Suvalk district, on the Polish-Lithuanian
border and at that time on the Russian
side of the Russian-German border. His

father was well read in Jewish religious

and Enlightenment literature and an carly “Lover of Zion.” The breadwinner
was his mother, who kept a small hardware store. From the age of four, he
studied in heder and with private teachers: Talmud, Bible, Hebrew, and secu-
far Haskalah literature. At thirteen, after Bar Mitzvah, he began to study
foreign languages and literatures and wrote poetry in Hebrew. Yehoash was
a private Hebrew teacher for rich families. In 1890, he came to America,
tried out various trades, and wrote a book of Hebrew poems (unpublished).
He lived in poverty and contracted consumption; in ¥r9oo he went to 2 sana-
torium in Denver, where several Yiddish poets convalesced at different times
(Edelsheat, H. Leyvik). With the head of the sanatorium, Dr. Chaim (Charles
D.) Spivak, Yehoash authored a comprehensive dictionary of Hebrew and
Aramaic expressions in Yiddish. From 1909 on he lived in New York, pub-
lished poetry and essays in the international and American Yiddish press as
well as several volumes of collected poctry and fables. In January 1914, he
lefe with his family to settle in Palestine. As American citizens, they were
evacuated from Eretz Israel in 1915. His memoirs of that romantic period of
Jewish settlement in the Holy Land, From New York to Rehobot and Back,

-were also published in an abbreviated English translation (The Feet of the

Messenger, 1923). ;

Yehoash contributed to hundreds of Yiddish newspapers and periodicals
around the world (United States, Canada, Poland, Russia, Austria, Argentina,
Eretz Israel, and elsewhere). Published poetry, prose, fables, essays, drama,
travelogues. Translated hundreds of works from many languages (English,
Russian, German, Hebrew, French, Arabic) into Yiddish, including a masterful
Yiddish rendering of Longfellow’s Hiawatha, Lafcadio Hearn’s Chinese and
Japanese Legends, Omar Khayyam’s Rusbaiyat, Merezhkovsky’s Sakya Muni,

Rostand’s Chantecler, Byron’s “Hebrew Melodies,” and many more. He stud-
ied classical Arabic and translated parts of the Koran into Yiddish. His trransla-
tion of the complete Bible into Yiddish, combining archaisms of the medieval
Yiddish Bible translations with neologisms in the style of Yiddish modernist
poetry, is dne of the richest books of Yiddish literature and was the source of
Marc Chagall’s Bible illustrations. Many of his poems were translated into
Hebrew and other languages; others were ser to music. Numerous volumes of
his works appeared during his lifetime, including a ten-volume new edition,
published in New York in 1920-21. His later poetry and Bible translations
exerted a major influence on Yiddish modernist poetry and art, especially on
A. Léyeles, A. Sutzkever, and Marc Chagall.
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Subway

An unseen hand shgt the door
And imprisoned a throng of people,
Somc dunked on benches,
Some hanging on white rings.
The light -- time falling
On thin transparent fingers
Fresh from the typewriter,
On heavy hard hands
Sweaty from the workshop,
Nacre gloves... .
And the throng sways
Back and forth, back and forth,
In a weary, glazed rhythm,

As if lamenting a death...

The throng is shaken,

Collapses in a heap,

Gels.

And the unseen hand

Opens a door...

Smiling, pushing into the tangle,

A slender girl,

A bunch of lilacs pinned to her lapel..
And the throng begins to sway again
Weary and glazed,

And in the middle, the siender girl As it
With a bunch of lilacs...

1919
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Woolworth Tower

A remnant of day’s madness wends his way home,
Eyes like hot iron, faces numb...

Fewer wheels in the streets,

A heavy wagon, empty and slow,

Clopping on the pavement.

Evening falls

Like a dead wing on the mixed clump

Of bricks, cement and wires...

Thc noisc sinks to a mumblc as in a drcam,
Sighing through clenched tecth at the end
Of a stifled sob...

Aloneg, above all the buildings,

Graying tall and straight,

The cathedral of the gold-and-iron god...

1920

Rushing cars, wagons, trams,

Whistling whistles, blowing borns, ringing bells,
A fire-truck roars by

Trailing a black braid of smoke.

Masses shuffle tizcir feet,

Brown, yellow, pearl-gray, white bare legs...
White necks, clumps of powdered bodies,
Black painted brows, bleached blond hair,

Hats with green plumes,

Shining tophats, and a whir] of straw hats,
Broad Mexican sombreros,

Soldicr and sailor hats of a dozen nations,
Veteran denizens of the night with watery eyes
And big diamond stickpins,

Boys lighting up at every girl’s cye,

People of all lands and all suns,

Of a vineyard at the quict sca,

Of snow-mountains, of broad ficlds of wheat and rye,
Of high grass pampas,

O-l’ where a hundred thousand slaves

Dig gold out of graves in the carth...
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Northerners, .southerners, of airplanes and ships,
Rushing to the night bustle of Babel,_.
A wanton shine screams from all corners,
.A bright raucous cascadc. pours
And sprays up to the clay-yellow sky...
Firc-scrpents creep up high buildings,
On a tower three ﬁre;horscs run
With wild energy into the hot night,
A huge firc-bottle taps
Fire into a glass,
From the dark, a fire-cat leaps
And claws

A fiery spool...

1919

Cinema

A thousand people head to head
In the dark.
Up above leaps
A white clump,
On the white clump, spinning,
A big city with buildings
And wires and lanterns.
A broad street and packed sidewalks.
With flags and music
Comes a procession of soldiers,
Pedestrians, riders, cripples,
Trucks, ambulances,
Girls with red crosses
On white caps.
Old people in old-fashioned uniforms
Covered with medals.
Out of the blue, a young man
With a terrified face and raised coliar
Runs across the street.
1 sit among a thousand heads in the dark

And think:

A young man works in a factory,

bY |
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Goes home,

Plays with his child,

And one day be gets sick
And dics,

And above distant seas,
In New York, ‘

And in Chicago,

And in San Francisco,

Night after night, he runs across the street

With a terrified face

And raised coliar...

1920
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ON THE EL

Thangona strap in the EL
The train rushes on, hot and stuffy.
But I'm at home in the crowd
of women and advertisements,
So much to see. I look at the people,
at everything. My eye roams
back and forth, everywhere,
Likea dog, my nose
runs around sniffing:
It’s greedy.
And a whole part of myself
that I thought was surely dead within me
woke up then., :
The train races on, tenements passing,
Big blobs of women relax
with legs spread
and smile with a yielding sweetness,
their mouths chewing,
drowsy, tired, and lazy;
while others perch, thighs squeezed together,
lips pursed thin—
just Like that: thighs squeezed
and lips thin.
You are groggy from the heat
and the train’s rocking
from side to side;
but what £lls you with sweet languor,
like drowsin g in fresh-cut hay
yet alert for a child’s cry in the night,
is the fragrance that comes from them.



Mani Leyb (Brahinski; 1883-1905-1953)
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On Fifth Avenue

In a white building on Fifth Avenue,

On the thirteenth floor of a white building,
Girls pev and wait in the whiteness of BOrrow
For the evening bells lazy ringinge

S But the bell naps 1listless in the thick hours
And the day lies 11l in the stone of the walls
'And the needles whine and cry the wounds out
'And the silk in girls' hands rustles, rustles,

White silk, pink silk, violet and bluej

toand the needles wh:me, deaf and thin,
And on the windows in the whiteness of sorrow
The sun crawls from green dust in hot columns.

and the needles whine and cry the wounds out.

.And the silk in glrls' hands rustles, rustiles.
Jsarid the day lies 111 in the wounds of the hours,

Over the (hands®) of dgirls, in the stone of the wallss
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including staccato rhythms, dynamic free verse with rich sound-orchestration, and
ironic-conversational poems. .
~ Leyeles’s nexc book, Fabius Lind (1937), is a complete reversal: here the
urbanism is expressed not in hymns to the architccture of New York but in poems of
the alicnation and isolation of a sophisticaced, uncompromising, stubborn indi-
vidual, along with increasingly pessimistic poems on political themes, all embedded
in a kaleidoscopic diary of his objectified alrer cgo, Fabius Lind, and written in a
colorful variety of free-verse and merrical forms. The book opens with two pocms
looking back to his roors: “My Father” and “My Morther.” Rather than nostalgia for
adistant, bygone world, these poems express thoughrful ruminations on the sources
of his character and lot, as Leyeles registers in Fabius Lind’s diary:

I inherited naive open-hearredness

From generations of small-town Polish Jews,
And sharp ralk

From hot-bathed women in my clan.

A blind June-night mixed it ail

And sent me out—

With no regard for symmerry.

(“February 77)

As Jacob Glatshteyn summed it up in his essay, “The Figure of Fabius Lind” (I
Zikh, April 1937),

Fabius Lind delivers it all as a key to his colorfual restlessnéss and to
the tragic reflection of all the knowledge and understanding thar he has
amassed—not as tatrers bur as roots. Leyeles construcrs the character of
Fabius Lind with an amazing dramaric versatility and through the whole
tangle of restless, almost catastrophical ten years, he gives us the uld-
mate, the person at the very botrom, the Fabius Lind who seeks rest in
the perfection of stasis, in the calm high noon, in the sated sunhiness and
in the “ccstasy of the evening sun.” He secks the gelid calm in his
“Erude,” “Commradery,” “Antelopes,” in models of cool beauty, and
rcaches our, in the pocm “February 12,” 10 the inomacy of death.

The introduction to Fabius Lind contains a bitter serling of accounts with
Leyeles’s critics and a restatement of the principles of Introspectivism. Indeed, the
philistine critics of the newspapcrs—and, worse, in communist circles—demanded
“hymns to two-times-two” and accused him of “knowing”: Leyeles knows how to
write poems, he does not have to. (There is a pun in Yiddish: nuz means “have 10,
must” and muze is the “muse.”) Such was the atmospherc of Yiddish mass culture in
New York. Leycles again- explains his “anti-emotionalist and anti-rationalist”
Modemism: “It is, first of all, an intellecrunl mcthod that wanrs to feel but, not
less—to know.” And he proclaims: “Poctry is that which an important poct
creares. . . . Between Labyrinth and Fabius Lind 2 new standard emerged in Yiddish

poetry.”
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Aaron Glants-Leyeles (1889-1909-1966)
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Adcian Lubbers: Exchange Alley,
1929

» Wall Strect

Not Ashurbanipal.
Not Alexander..
Not Tamerlane.
Not Bonaparte.
Me—

Wall Street.
Mine—

Dominion over continents and occans.
Not with whip.
Not with blood.
Not with sword

Or race for land—
I rule

With paper

And yellow craving.

A long, winding cavern -
Between boxed, walled-in idols.
The idols strive upward,
Multiply in the heighrs,
Devour church spires,

Swallow sun and sky.

The cavern is narrow,

Somber and dark.

Stone, everywhere stone.
And under the stone—
A heart.

Cold, shimmering heart
Of the idols.

All around ir,

In underground vaults,
Behind iron walls—
Eternal clandestine ritual.
Yellow ghimmer,
Trembling hands of High Priests:
An awesome ceremony
On alrars of gray concrete.

The rocky rows—

Indifferent, silent.

And silent, the men.

At times, the dark carth of the catacombs
Rolls with laughrer.

At times, the buried hearr cres out—
But men arc scrious and silent

On Wall Strect.
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“Rush Hour.”

Each cell is filled.

Each cell curses the laws of space-
No air to breathe.

And worst of all—hands.

No place to hide.

Hands slide.

Fcet shuffle.

Men. Women.

In gray, electrically-yellow light,
Swinging slow, swinging nimbly,
Swinging left, swinging right,

A ‘heavy-breathing, moving web.
One beast—

A thousand enemies.

One face—"

A thousand feer and hands.

The light burns and grates.
Hatred burns

For the laws of Feese. 51;3/(2_, .
Burns raw and gray,

Harred of male for female, female for male
In the subway train.

Suddenly-——from the ceiling—a hand

Pours streams of golden dollars

On the breathing wall in nightmare tunnel-land
The breathing wall—

A tremor. '

Human blizzard.

Hands hurt.

. Hands push.

Hands search.

Hands shuffle.

Hands catch!

A hating human tangle—
Ablaze,

Eycs, ears—-crave, race.

And the dollars

Radiate,

Roar,

Fall

Upon a sprawling, struggling hating wall—
From the hand on the ceiling
Down.

Head to head.

Tangle in tangle.

Golden horror.

e




To the station comes
A dead train.
Pierced eyes.
Bloody mouths.
In dead holes—
Golden coins,
Flashing blades,
Dropped by a hand
In a subway train
In the underground
mad-mad-madness.
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> In the Subway

I
Walled-in

Joseph Foshko: Illustration o
“in the Subwav.” (from AL Leveles,
America and 1. 1963}

In the gray, moving wall,

Close to cach other,

A white girl and a Negro.

Smell of strong musk

Hugs the flask of a girl,
her fearful flutter.

The Negro squeezes tighter

Against the girl.
Black craving ’

Blesses white crowding.

A white girt and a Negro.

Gloom

In the moving, gray wall.
Gloom of a hunter

Who knows he will not get his choicest prey.
Not down on the rails do the wheels roll—

The dizzying, swinging wheels whirl

In a black, curled, unhappy head.

(Lynching fires

flaming, flaming.

Loop of a gallows—brighter, brighter).
The Negro squeezes tighter

Against the girl.

Hars ha vis




oRYML IR DRYNIVY < > Scorms and Towers
T IpTIw Snowy expanses
Ty po YA TR On hills of carth.

White endless spaces, broken and absorbed on the point of a spear,
On the peak of Woolworth Tower.
“\Where are the snows of vestervear?”

PO X D PDU (OMR DWW T UWOUYY JUUPITTIYRIR YOOI
SOTRNYI N0 oyNY OYT N9 1787 JOMKR
“IYIY FPUCRIRD T IV

Villon, my brother, Mairre Villon,

Maitre Villon aymna o Villon >
’ 93 B LORT 11 You did not sce
uTRNYM 7D YU OVT The Tower of Woolworth.
o 2P D DYTIVY X PR In a storm of snow. o
373 [ITUPYSONIVIR OYT [VIVI UM woRT 11 You did not se¢ the introspective sign, )
Yew YErppy?y LMD UD 277 JWIVDYY orM Which spires of concrete anth a thoufmd clccqxc.al sparks
(OO ¥ YOUMURYD K by ® 10 Y oRt 1;71;71) (Each—fthc star Q_f: a Heloise, a Beatnice, an Alice)
YT 9 JOTDYR PR 780 Thrust into the thick of snows, ]
J73RnRUMK (JOYVT JOLIYR IO OB TR Among masscs of people, mx!s, autorflo.bﬂcs.
970 T PR prATR TR D02 1§3 VORI You only knew, that czernal is the will -
JRRIRD o I >7 UMD ORN chcpmg away the snoufs of ymtcrycar,
T PRIV ORI N W PPATR Eternal, the memory vgh{ch rszmcmbefrs them,
_YYM WT TR UIPOTN DT ORN UIRA VT AR A Eternal, the hand sowing whiteness in the world.
R o™ MR And SO { kﬂO‘W, .
OPYMD LT DKW VI VT TR PAVR W That cternal is the hand that builds rowers,
— TR R PIR PR And eremnal, you and I—
AYPTIDY T The rememberers,
yorT T The knowers,
DWERW M1 The creators.
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7 Grocgia O'Keefe: Radiasor
H Building, Night, New York, 1921
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