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YINGL TSINGL KHVAT!

Mani Leyb
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

I have heard a lovely tale

To tell my children large and small.
So, children, now be quiet, sit still,
And let my lovely story unroll.

Somewhere, far from where we are,
You can’t get there by railroad car,
You can’t get there by ship, by horse_
So distant was this place on earth.

A valley lay, remote and deep,
Bounded by wooded cliffs so steep
That below, like a long, straight string,
A little river went trickling.

And by the little river’s shores,
Many houses set their doors,

Houses, streets, and a marketplace.
Next-door, a mountain raised its face.

Gentiles and Jews in that valley
Lived together peacefully.

Everyone’s needs and wants were met,
Everyone had enough to eat.

But it came to pass one day
That the summer ran away.

So, why should anyone be afraid
If the summertime has fled?

After summer comes the winter,
Winter comes and covers over
Houses, mountain, marketplace
With a mantle of snow-white lace.
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White and luminous with, ¢
Long and wide in the sun’g 2old 1.’
The distant road stands glig teniElow,
Until Pesach comes in the gentle gpr'
ing

From the farmlands peasantg drive
Their jingling sleighs piled high wity,
With geese and logs, with stray and hrye,
Laden to their brims this way, W,

In the bustling square, Jews hurry
Buying and selling in a flurry,
Haggling, bargaining, faces shine:

Today the market is quite fine!

Urchins race on the slippery stretches,
Shrieking, sliding on their britches
Where the ice is blue and soft

As the sky and clouds aloft.

Peasant boys, huge hats on heads,
Fly downhill on makeshift sleds
With a whistle and a shout.
Snowily they tumble out.

Smaller boys are swarming, rolling
Spheres of snow that keep snowballing
Till they’re stacked up in tall rows—
Snowmen, each with eyes, a mouth, a nose!

One boy, standing by the gate,

Rubs his ear: Hey, old Jack Frost,

You should stand like this till Pesach,
Until we have to go to heder.2

But instead, here’s what happened:
Winter comes like a dank dungeon,
Stinking dark as a hole in the ground;
No one can even walk around.

Not like winter, but like autumn,

Rain pours like a bucket without a bottom.
As for snow, not a single flake,

Not a drop of snow, not a fleck.
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The marketplace becomes so muddy
That it’s hard to move, and nobody
Can walk or drive—Walk where? Drive |,
Mud is knee-deep on man and cow. ow?

In the marketplace, a peasant forgets
To keep his wagon moving, lets

It sink in mud. Whip cracks. A curse,
Pulling, straining, falling horse.

A coachman, determined to depart,
Giddy-ups and urges, with an oath:
Give a good pull, horses, move!
And the horses cannot budge!

And the boys, as usual

Studying late in winter school,

Are terrified of walking home

Through the mud the square has become.

People bitterly complain

Because the mud will last too long.
Because there is no snow in sight;
Indeed, no snow will fall tonight.

People tremble and grow fearful:
Gentiles begin ringing churchbells,
Jews move lightly to their shul,3
Until the synagogue is full.

As for schoolboys, every student

Makes a vow to be more prudent:

I'll be good in heder and pious at home!
Beloved snow, please come! Come! Come!

A boy no longer buys a bagel.
But like birds boys fly to haggle
Over lanterns cut from paper
Red and of the clearest color.

In this town was one little boy
Dapper, dashing, skillful, joyful,
Tsingl Khvat—and Tsingl Khvat
Was he afraid? No, he was not!




JYW'IW"W ™ 1w2m axn
JAUDB2I T R 1330S pwg
S TR IIPBRID 1yR

S1p BN ST YOI

70 DY 1D WO T nk
.13 X DIND SYIR Wy
p NP P LMD Y —
orp R BN B M K

g3 1P BY SpaR & BEWD
Wy Y BB 1YBND
pyR B IYDDRS *

V8D [WHN? N BNY

b
SyMp ¥

SpK & B AT IR LD
Sy 1¥EYI DN 1D D8N
pgn Syar8 IR — RN YAy
pRnys DY) R 11D D

— RPN DIND PR PR D53
< 1MNND 1% DY IR 1Y 1% DY
1Y 1R — 13INED 1K 1Y

J0Ip ™ 13 yORS3 PRD IR

LAVIEIDIYD PIBD PR N3 K DU
SIVINN 1Y IPRY YORSD IR DIM93
LSRD Spwna (1 N3 W DYV
JD5KD DY 13 SYTIYD DN DRYIY

S507503 % DN DINED

J195D K B — BYD/N) DYPEM
OONED IYSTIYD — b bW ¥
Ipa 1D DY LWSTWDE T IR

S0 W M WHAPR T NN
70 PR DYBY WM WS
pIRBY 1PNV N VIR
JI8D 137 poRd3 PRI

BB S1D 1P IYIND
LW RS YRS 1T DN
« [MPT 1% DY PR Y 11D DN
YNy B3 PR WY P DN

137



138

Tsingl laughs: Paper lanterng|

I'm not scared of bears or lionsg.

If I were scared, would I dare g:)
Through the square at night alone?

Boys sit and listen, keeping quiet,
Silent, they all know quite well, that
Tsingl Khvat would never lie,
Indeed, he is no common guy!

As usual, when day turns into dusk,
The teacher glances at his watch,
And he says in a whispery voice:
Boys, go home. It’s time. Qut! Aroys!

A tumult starts—a deafening noise:
Get my lantern, Berl-Wheel! You, boys,
Give me a light! Kopl-Chicken,

Hurry up, get my lantern!

Together boys set out for home.
Each lantern is a small red flame.
Darkly they light the road ahead,
Trembling, terrified, afraid.

Suddenly one boy’s voice questions:
Hey, kids, is Tsingl walking with us?
Is Tsingl here? Is Tsingl there?
There is no Tsingl anywhere.

They look around in all directions—
Suddenly they see from a distance
Tsingl trip and fall and thud,

And he is over his head in mud!

There’s an uproar. One boy shouts:
—Hold on, Tsingl! I'll get you out!
And to approach he slithers near
But can’t come closer out of fear.

Tsingl stands happily in the mud

And happily bursts out singing, “Go!”

He wriggles, he twists, he twitches about,
But from the mud there’s no way out.
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Howls and wails of “Tsing], Tsing]»
Though full of goodwill, these by bung]

If a schoolboy hasn’t learned anything Ii e,
He knows to go straight home, for S, ore,
In neck-deep mud, Tsingl is stuck.

But does he feel he’s out of luck?

Cool, calm, collected, Tsingl states:

I'll just stay put until day breaks.

I'll snooze a little in this mess . . .
But as it was, it came to pass

That riding across the marketplace
A noble Porets spots Tsingl’s face

This noble Porets changes course
Mid-gallop on his excellent horse

And heads for Tsingl—one, two, three,
Pull—Tsingl Khvat is unstuck, free!

Then the generous, noble Sir

Wraps wet Tsingl in his fine fur,

But in that finery Tsingl burns

And tears himself from the kind man’s arms,

The noble Porets wrinkles his brow:
—You have no lantern? How is that, how?
Do you often walk alone at night?
Loudly Tsingl laughs outright:

—Paper lanterns, paper lanterns!
I'm not scared of bears or lions.

So should I be scared to go

Through the square at night alone?

The noble Sir chuckles, What a boy, so bold!
Tell me, what are you called?

Tsingl grows even bolder at that

And he answers: Tsingl Khvat!

The Porets finds it powerfully pleasant
Thgt a boy should be so confident
Without a thought before nobility;
And the noble Sjr speaks in this way:
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—1I have long since grown gray and o]q
Travelling widely throughout the world
But nowhere have I ever seen ’
A boy with spirit so bold and keep,

If you promise to remember

Me, a gift unlike any other

Will be yours. If you like that,

Then be still and listen, Tsing]l Khyat

I have this horse, which cost me dear.
It is purely flame and fire—

Like an arrow flying, can it

Cover thirteen miles a minute!

And I have a magic ringl,

Such a ringl for Yingl Tsingl

Twist it seven times around

And snow will fall from sky to ground.

And you yourself can now determine
Whichever thing you want to happen:
Ring or horse, you have the choice—
But don’t think about it too much!

Tsingl goes into a tizzy

—Horse? Ring? Horse? Ring? He grows dizzy.
And he answers, impetuous:

I want the ring. I want the horse!

The noble Porets laughs with a bellow:
Tsingl, you are quite a fellow!
And jumping over the horse’s withers,
The ring to Tsingl he delivers.

And the reins, too, he hands over,
Slapping Tsingl on the shoulder.
In a wink, as Tsing] stares,

The noble Porets disappears.

Tsjngl thrills from head to toe,

Giddy-up! An arrow from the bow

He spurs the horse, ring in his hand,

To fly from the square up the mountain. And
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Slurp! The horse, stock still, can’t 1,

. ud
Tsingl pulls at the ring. The mud 3 8153
He twists the ring seven times aroyp d ge

Snow suddenly falls from sky to groypg

So, why should people ever worry?—
Morning comes. They get up early,

And, mouths agape, they stare and stare:
Ay, ay, ay! Is that snow out there? '

And they can’t believe their eyes,

So they give the glass a wipe—

Then joy and celebration begin:

—What a snow snowed! white and clean!

The people deserve to celebrate,

For they’ve had more worries than delight.
But in the midst of the fun, a thought—
Where on earth is Tsingl Khvat?

Tsingl! Tsingl! His mother calls.

A schoolboy gossip smugly tells

That Tsingl got stuck in the mud, and so
He’s probably buried in the snow.

The mother wails, tears flow from her eyes.
But the know-it-alls just moralize:

—One should never set out to go

Through the marketplace at night alone.

But such a daring boy as Tsingl

And with such a magic ringl,

And with such an excellent horse—
And on this round and spinning earth—

Can swiftly, surely fly and blow

Like the wild whirlwind and tornado—
Valley and mountain and forest and field
In the wide and distant world.

So Tsingl, himself an arrow from a bow,
On his excellent horse flew,

Farther, farther from that place,

Out somewhere into the night, in space.

!
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But when, from far anq dis
Winter approaches with it
And not a flake of snow jg se

As if snow were forever goneirsl ’

tant Ways
S rains,

An arrow from a bow, Tsin
Shoots through the night,
Silent and invisible,

On the fine horse of the noble.

gl appears’
out of Nowheye

And he drifts sure and swiftly

Like the whirlwind wild and free
Grandly bearing the magic ring ,
Through the square and up the mountain

Slurp! The horse, stock still, can’t bug
Tsingl pulls at the ring. The muddy shgl‘; !
He twists the ring seven times around: 8¢
A sudden snow lies on the ground. .

NOTES

1 Yingl Tsingl Khvat. The words comprising this name have the followi
ings: Yingl is the substantive denoting a little boy. Tsingl means both act):riowlng Meap.
uvula, the dangling part of the soft palate [derived from tsung, tongue] g%ir and the
these two meanings connotes the character’s quality of being impetuous. amdefﬁrst +
like the trigger of a gun. The second meaning, with its reference to the physical ju(:lrcctefm
of mouth and throat, from which the voice emanates and words are given form, joins ?ﬁe
young boy character with the language-crafting poet. Khvat is an adjective’meaning
dapper, skillful, dashing.

For the pleasure of the verbal music and to preserve the yidishkayt of the character
and the imagined world of the poem, I have decided to leave the name in Yiddish, but to
convey at least some of the denotations and connotations through the freer parts of the

translation.
As for freedom, a line by line comparison of Mani Leyb’s Yiddish poem with my
n the latter. I have deliberately

translation will reveal a number of liberties taken i
changed certain minor details in order to achieve a stanza which corresponds to the
Yiddish in meter and rhyme. I have added and omitted such details in an attempt tlf)’
maintain a tone consistent with the original poem. Given the liberties which Mani If'e)‘;e
himself takes with sense and nonsense for the sake of verbal play and pleasure, I];b irl?ng
that my digressions are justifiable. In the end, I hope that this translation Wi e
Mani Leyb’s marvelous poem alive in English, and inspire children and the paren
read the poem to return to the Yiddish on its own terms. .

2 Pesach is the Jewish holiday Passover, in the spring. Heder is el

% Shul is the synagogue.
. * Porets denotes a landowner, a nobleman. I'm not sure h
g‘lda simple way to convey the socio-economic fact that this ma

idn’t own land, and the important fantasy in Mani Leyb’s poem this
relations of Gentiles and Jews in the terrible times of 1917. Therefore, 1 ¥ foreign
:EOSGH to leave the Yiddish word in the text as a kind of character name, &
e young English reader as Yingl Tsingl Khvat’s name.

ementary school

ow to translat for Jews

ig not Jew1sih ™= .
n is of the harmomous
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POEMS BY A. LUTSKY
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

A Beard Wants to Escape

A white beard

On an old Jew wants to escape
In the windy weather.—

It flutters like a flag on high.
The hat on his head puffs up
Under the trembling fingers
Of his left hand

And gasps with laughter

Into his right ear.

A Piece of Paper Wants to Commit Suicide

A piece of paper became disgusted with life,
So it flung itself upon a rail

And awaited the train.

As the train raced forward,

It grew scared at the speed,

So it gave

A heave up

And escaped with a fearful thrill.
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160
A Poem to the Poem

A song—to sound.
To the not—that is.

Thin—as I am.—

Spear.

Show—like I am.—
Sharp.

Mirror.

Tones—shimmer.
Mean more.
Demand.

Remind.—

Of what was not.
Of more than was.
Of more than is.
Beyond the mind.

A Tree Reflected in the Water

The tree here sees:

A tree here,

A tree there.

The reflection there sees:
A tree here,

A tree there.

The tree here thinks:

Like Here

Is There.

The reflection there thinks:

Here is
Like There.

The tree here wonders:
Am 11 he?

The tree there wonders:
Am I he?

The tree here laughs and tosses about:

That tree is upside down . . .
The tree there tosses about
Speechlessly . . .
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HOW MAN WAS CREATED

A. Lutsky
(Translated by Max Rosenfeld)

An eternity passed—
And man became.

RESTLESSNESS became pregnant with MAN
Then RESTLESSNESS gazed too long at DESp
DESPAIR sighed in HOPELESSNESS, ——SPAR
HOPELESSNESS heard it with SKEPTICISY
SKEPTICISM vacillated with PERHAPS
PERHAPS talked it over with MAYBE.
MAYBE made inquiries about IF

IF researched PROBABLY.

PROBABLY indicated it was EVIDENT.
EVIDENT winked at CERTAINLY.
CERTAINLY clung to IN FACT.

IN FACT whispered to OF COURSE.,

OF COURSE laughed at ASSUREDLY.
ASSUREDLY attacked DEFINITELY.
DEFINITELY took a punch at UNDOUBTEDLY
UNDOUBTEDLY threw himself upon TRUTH.
TRUTH fell upon the HEART.

And thus MAN was born

And thus MAN has remained—

with all sorts of DOUBTS,

along with all the UNCERTAIN TRUTHS ...
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PRIMAL MAN AND HIS SHADOW

Malke Heifetz Tussman
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

Primal man

Wildly hairy,

His body doubled over,

His arms like hammers

Swinging from shoulders to knees;
When he first saw his shadow—
Before him, behind him, beside him—
Like an animal he roared, “Boo!”
And fell upon it with clenched fists
Before him, behind him, and beside, beat
Until the brown skin of his hands split
Until blood spilt,

And the shadow—

Before him, behind him, and beside—
Remained whole.

Primal man threw himself

On his face

And with open palms and closed eyes
Stroked the shadow

And quietly murmured,

“Thou.”

And even today:
My shadow before me, behind me, beside—

I bow and call it,
Quietly and piously I call it,
“Thou.”
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MY GREAT POEM
Malke Heifetz Tussman
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

Throughout the night

I wrote,

Without pen and ink

I wrote,

Without pen and ink, throughout the night
I wrote

My

Great

Poem.

At the break of day

I wrote down,

With pen and ink

I wrote down

At the break of day,

Black on white, with pen and ink
I wrote down:

Sweet One!

I have worshipped in a temple that
Has no windows

To heaven.
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SONGS OF WOMEN

Kadye Molodowsky
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

The women of our family will come to me in dreams at night
In virtue we carried a pure blood through the generations and
We brought it to you, like a guarded wine in kosher cellar;

Of our hearts.

And one will say:

I was left an abandoned wife when my cheeks were

Two reddish apples still on the tree

And I clenched my white teeth in the lonely nights of expectation
And I will go to meet the grandmothers, saying: '
The withered melodies of your lives

Chase after me like autumn winds.

And you come to meet me

Wherever the street is dark,

And wherever there’s a shadow.

And why shall this blood without impurity

Be my conscience, like a silken thread

Bound on my brain,

And my life a page plucked from a holy book,

The first line torn?

Say:

182



183

11

i e to the one , _
leglff:sr?brought me woman's delight,

- Man,
‘?;i:fg’d l;lit another with my quiet. gaze,
And one night laid my head near him.
Now ] bring my SOITOW
Like bees stinging around my heart,
And have no honey to soothe the hurt.
And if the man takes me by the braid,
[ will drop to my knees
And remain on the doorstep like the petrifaction at Sodom,
[ will raise my hands to my head
Like my mother blessing the Sabbath candles,
But my fingers will stand rigid like ten numbered sins.

i

Sometimes a stone step is sweet as a pillow,
So I stretch out on its coldness

When I can’t bear up to the third floor

My head with its thin dry lips.

Then I am a silent, fainting girl,

Who shuffles across the ground on numb feet
And lies down somewhere

Alone all night on the stone stairs.
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I must turn the mirror aside,

So that now, in the still night, my face
Does not look at me with prim lips:
I will no longer consider what I have n ’

I will nod my head to the wall, e “onsidereg
As if to a living person who is sorry,

As if to an old, good friend.

In the still of the night it is all the same

Whether I am right or wrong.

My brows are heavy and still not unburdened,

And my limbs gravitate to the earth

In mute trust of her primordial conscience.

Long and mild are the dawns of Tammuz and Av,
When I hold my wakeful head
on a brown, sunburned hand:
Man,
I have kept near me a guarded place for you,
But I have not kept any peace and place for myself.
Through closed eyes the tears fall slow and warm,
And stillness spreads,
Like small drowsy rabbits around the bed,
Soon the day will make its first cry
And they will scatter
And I will rise to my difficult, long way.
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: o were servant girls,
or P°°rst£2§8d‘::ws forth from dim barrels
oghe;mhers sparkling wine.
An Pr Sarah carries with both hands
Mc;t*l‘le pitcher to whom it is decreed,
ﬁnﬁ mother Sarah’s tears fall
nto @ small goblet for whom it is decreed.
And for streetwalkers .
preaming of white wedding shoes,
Mother Sarah bears clear honey
In small saucers
To their tired mouths.
For high-born brides now poor,
Who blush to bring patched wash
Before their mothers-in-law,
Mother Rebecca leads camels
Laden with white linen.

And when darkness spreads before their feet,
And all the camels kneel on the ground to rest,
Mother Rebecca measures linen ell by ell

From the fingers of her hand

To her golden bracelet.

For those whose eyes are tired

From watching the neighborhood children,
And whose hands are thin from yearning
Ror a soft small body

And for the rocking of a cradle,

Mother Rachel brings healing leaves

iscovered on distant mountains,
And comforts them with a quiet word:
any hour God may open the sealed womb.

For those who cry at night in lonely beds,
And have no one to share their sorrow,
Who talk to themselves with parched lips,
To them, Mother Leah comes quietly,

Her eyes covered with her pale hands.

*An earlier version of this translation appeared in Grove, No. 6, Spring, 1982.
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These are the spring nights
When up from under a stone, a grass
’ earth, grass blade pushes forth from y,
And fresh moss makes a green cushion ’
Under the skull of a dead horse
And all of a woman’s limbs beg for the hurt of childbirt},
And women come and lie down like sick sheep .
By wells to heal their bodies,
And have dark faces
From long years of thirsting for the cry of a child.
These are the spring nights
When lightning splits the black earth
With silver slaughtering-knives.
And pregnant women approach
White tables in the hospital with quiet steps
And smile at the yet-unborn child
And perhaps at the dead.

These are the spring nights
When up from under a stone, a grass blade pushes forth from the

earth.




VIII*

I'm awake
Nights ngllne my days stand before me,
A ndr;:ther,s life comes to me.
Myd her emaciated hands
D ed in virtuous nightgown sleeves
Xlrr: Il)ilice a Godfearing script on white parchment
And words of Hamapl,
The prayer for falling asleep, grow angry

Like fiery coals quenched by her quiet plea,
And they shrivel her mouth
Like a withered plum.

And her tears come drop by drop like a meager drizzle

And now that I am a woman,

And walk clad in brown silk

With my head bare,

With naked throat,

And my own life’s misfortune hag hunted me down,
And like a crow

Falling upon a chick,

My room is often lit up all night,

And I throw my hands to my head
And my 1j

Ps recite a quiet, simple
Plea to God.

And tears come drop by drop like a meager drizzle.
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PRAYERS

Kadye Molodowsky
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

Don't let me fall

As a stone falls upon the hard ground.

And don’t let my hands become dry

As the twigs of a tree

When the wind beats down the last leaves.
And when the storm raises dust from the earth
With anger and howling,

Don’t let me become the last fly

Trembling terrified on a windowpane.

Don'’t let me fall.

I have asked for so much,

But as a blade of your grass in a distant wild field
Lets drop a seed in the earth’s lap

And dies away,

Sow in me your living breath,

As you sow a seed in the earth.
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I still don’t know whom,

I still don’t know why I askl[.]
A prayer lies bound to me
And asks of a God,

And asks of a name.

I ask in the field[,]

In the noise of the street,
Together with the wind, when it runs before
A prayer lies bound to me,
And asks of a God,

And asks of a name.

my lips,

a1

I lie on the earth,

I kneel

In the ring of my horizons,

And stretch my hands

In entreaty

To the west, when the sun sets,

To the east, when it rises there,

To each spark

To show me the light

And give light to my eyes[.]

To each worm that glows in the darkness at night,
That it shall bring its wonder before my heart
And redeem the darkness that is enclosed in me.
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GENERATIONS

Rokhl Korn
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

My mother loved another

And became the wife of my father—

Someone’s picture yellowed and faded from long years
Of smiling in her old velvet album.

When she embroidered a towel, a napkin,

She stitched in red silk her longing, her desire,

And the stitches used to run like narrow rivulets of blood
Silvered, bordered by her silent tears.

My grandmother. Today, who can understand the life of a grang.

mother—
I remember only trembling hands and narrow blue lips.
Today, who can know whether my grandfather Shaye loved her
How hard her happiness was and what she had to bear. ’

Not a letter of hers remains, not a piece of paper,

But pots fastened with wire in the attic, mute congregations
of former reality—

When her husband died, she remained a widow, young

With five children, the youngest son an orphan not quite seven.

So she planted an orchard, a thick, wide orchard,
Trees in straight lines, one by one, arrayed

To embrace the new naked house

And her own great solitude.

As for me—my daughter is now sixteen.

Just as [ was on that day, in that month of May,

When a hushed hour sowed in me the wondrous word,

In the fragrance of white lilac, spring, and the trill
of the distant nightingale.
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A packet of letters in the closet, a thin
All this is the ash of my life—

Now I see clearly—I was too close to my hapn;

So I continually ran forward, forward, ang fl zzizis,

I would have liked to say to my daughter—p
chase.

Let yourself be led by the embroidered, req rivulets of

Listen to what the trees rustle in grandmothey’s Orcﬁ bloog.

And to what my poem whispers, pensive and dreamy ard

O1’t, don’t, Gy

But how can her sixteen years comprehend
The tremble and sorrow of past lives?
For her, everything begins anew, begins anew—

She goes, and the shadows go after her, kissing her tracks
And somewhere on a branch of white lilac ’
The distant nightingale fevers its song.
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A NEW DRESS

Rokhl Korn .
(Translated by Kathryn Hellerstein)

Today I put on

For the first time
In seven long years
A new dress.

But it is too short for my sorrow
And too narrow for my grief,
And each white-glass button is
Like a tear

That flows down from the folds
Stony and heavy.
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