THE PoETRY oF ROYSHE —LEYR HALPEELN
L\T 55y

IT. From Ya New York 1119

[ Say to Myself

— MY X 1157
. ) s
MW X7 WoUYIYS oM 1wony 'y — w:y jo ),'fuomnd ::1 tt}i\z ::‘lzi?rw :x?ke that?
.r"l n"ls DX ]1“ -ls-' UDJ”P " y don t you go ee

The street is for merchants and such
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1758 DX ,I¥IK3 KB P DXI ™1 The street is for railways t'hat fly
R :l'"‘ ST SvB. v Like birds back and forth in the sky.

YYP K ’V;J"P 25 T D2 *Y The street is for children and cats

YY) K PK 05 M yvsw oxn Leaping like fish in nets.
MK YW kS PR Dlus"l The street is for drunkards as well,

M M v 71 vhpsn .D(m : Who wobble like smoke till they fall,

W8 1 pymx .]:u Px Wasting what's left of their days

As they stumble about in a maze.
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Why don’t you shave—brush your clothes,

8K 1 Svwrya nx -~
1 L iy Go visit your old coffee house?
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IR PR OYOK KT 0T KT — Like men in a bath, they all sit,
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AT WA PR K -‘,:(-, B vam Puj Each crawling higher and higher.
MK VIKT (YD VOYBY 'IU“ZW 'I:: Beating themselves, they perspire,
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¥ 1% oo oma Their eyes at the table and doze.
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AT AKX LINA LN YD M ,MA X Buy flowers. Go knock on the door

Of that house where your old friends are.
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Yor1 M yoxn wnu: 1,"‘ I don't care for such pride as I'll find,
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Lo% 1 ,y2H M1 M v ok That too'quickly uncovers a breast.
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, But the world is much more than this town.
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I know that the world is broad

5N M PK DM K 1K DM TR — And rich in meadow and wood.
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M 13 1ONIs VY WP PR K Is the time to shake loose and to go.
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01 K QMK LIKN DK PR YD So I wait for a bolt from above
Jn K PK M — privay? X And [ live like a zombie who moves
DWW PK MRS voaxn oxn Swaying and lost through the house
01K ymnneY P In a world of mistakes, still a corpse.
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Watch Your Step! «
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> “Warch Your Step!”’

Time 15 gold in the Golden Land.

The ring of a bell and the wave of a hand,
And doors snap shur, express trains fly
Through black tunnels, quick as the eve.
Walls fly backwards, like a screen

With star after star in red and in green—
Lite is green, and death is red.

Once a signal i1s sent out ahead

It hurls everything out of its way,
Wheels whirl in a wild hurray,

Trains swing up, swing down, swing fast,
Birds of gold and greed zip past,

Desire ignites in my blood, behold:
Hotter than greed and brighter than gold.
Hey!—If only I could grab in my hand
Such a bird! Oh-Ho, how grand!—

Like lightning flashing in the night.

Birds race and dart and soar in flight,
Brilliant as lightning, flash and expand—
Golden birds in the Golden Land.

In the Golden Land

Would you, mama, believe if I told

That everything here i1s changed into gold,
That gold is made from iron and blood,
Day and night, from iron and blood?

—My son, from a mother you cannot hide—

A mother can see, mother is at your side.

I' can teel trom here, you have not enough bread —
In the Golden Land you aren’t properly fed.

—Mama, oh mama, can you not see
That here they throw bread in the sea,
Because, when too bountitul is the earth,
It begins to lose its golden worth?

—I don’t know, my son, but my heart cries:
Your tace looks dark as the night’s skies,
Your eyelids close, your head on your chest,
Like the eyes ot a man dying for rest.

—Mama, oh mama, heven’t you heard
Of rtrains racing under the earth,

Thar drag us trom bed at break ot dawn
And late at night bring us back home.

—I don’t know, my son, but my heart is wrung:
I sent you away healthy and young—

It seems 1t was just yesterday!

And I want to see you like that today.

—Why do you, mama, sap the blood ot my hearr?
Can you not feel how it pulls me apart?

Why are vou crying? Do you see at all

What I see here—a high and dark wall?

— Why shouldn’t I cry, my son? You see:
You've torgotten God and torgotten me.
Now vour own life 1s a wall that will stand
Blocking yvour way in the Golden Land.

—Mama, you'’re right. We're divided in pain.
A golden chain . .. and an iron chain . . .

A golden throne—in heaven for thee,

In the Golden Land—a gallows tor me.
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The first published version of this poem appeared in the satirical review
Der Kibitzer in 1911. Rewritten several times, it became one of Halpern's
most famous self-characterizations, a provocative repudiation of the
dominant artistic preference for refinement and lyrical subtlety.

The Street Drummer

The bird sings free and clear, alone,
There the king trembles on his throne.
Trembling is too absurd:

I sing freely as the bird;

And as fast

As the wind’s blast

I dance wildly, blindly past,
Street-out and street-in!

If I'm sick and old and gray,

Who could care, ha-ha-hey!

For only a copper coin, or tin,

As if to break

The drum, I bang

And then I make

The cymbals clang

And round and round about I spin—
Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!

Boom! Boom! Din!

A girl comes along, a sorceress,

A blaze ignites inside me; yes,

I dance more wildly round about,

And start to clench my teeth, and shout
As | twirl,

Hold hands, girl,

And grab me round while round we whirl:
Dancing’s hotter done in couples.

A girl like you—a killer, though—

Left me not so long ago.

My sick heart breaks with pain and troubles,
So as if to break

The drum, I bang

And then | make

The cymbals clang

And round and round about I spin—
Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!

Boom! Boom! Din!

Children laugh in sport and fun

But I don’t want to be outdone:

Shake a leg, kids! Hop on by,

One more punch, then, in the eye.

One more spit!

In spite of it

With one jump everything is quit.
Inured to all with an evil name,

From my pocket I pinch some bread
And swig from my flask; down from my head
The sweat pours, and my blood’s aflame.
So as if to break

The drum, [ bang

And then I make

The cymbals clang

And round and round about I spin—
Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!

Boom! Boom! Din!

That’s the way I've torn on through,
Torn my way, and bitten, too,

With my head as through a wall,
Cross-country, over roads and all.
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Memento Mori
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Break the stone

With tooth and bone!

Break the stone and stay alone!

Dog and bum, clod and wind so wild;
Reckless and free, on alien dirt,

I have no coat, I have no shirt,

I have no wife and I have no child.

So as if to break

The drum, [ bang
And then I make

The cymbals clang
And round and round about I spin—

Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!
Boom! Boom!~Din!
John Hollander

Memento Mori

And if Moyshe-Leyb, Poet, recounted how

He’s glimpsed Death in the breaking waves, the way
You catch that sight of yourself in the mirror

At about 10 A.M. on some actual day,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

And if Moyshe-Leyb greeted Death from afar,

With a wave of his hand, asking, “Things all right?”’
At the moment when many a thousand people

Lived there in the water, wild with delight,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

And if Moyshe-Leyb were to swear

That he was drawn to Death in the way

An exiled lover is to the casement

‘Of his worshipped one, at the end of the day,
Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

And if Moyshe-Leyb were to paint them Death
Not gray, dark, but color-drenched, as it shone
Ataround 10 AM. there, distantly,

Between the sky and the breakers, alone,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

John Hollander

me_s (1852—-1915), whose poem “Monish” appears on page 3, was a
dominant figure of modern Yiddish literature. His death in Warsaw, on
April 3, 1915, at the beginning of the First World War, seemed to mark the
end of an era and elicited the greatest expression of public mournin
accorded a modern Jewish writer. It has been suggested that this poem is
an anti-Kaddish: in contrast to the traditional prayer of mourning, it
never mentions God’s name, it condemns the Jews, and it reflects on
impending death instead of resurrection.

L 21 “that great hero . . . thirty shekels to the world”: Wsing-the anti-
S.cmm'c stereotype, the poem cites Jacob's shrewd purchase of the
b.lrthnght from Esau, and Judas’s betrayal of Jesus for thirty pieces of
silver as proof of the unbridled Jewish mercantile spirit. The final part of
the poem seems to echo the anguished questions of the Book of Job, ad-
dressed here not to God but to Perets, the great “dead lion."
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Yitskhok Leybush Perets

And you’re dead. And you've not yet been covered by the ground;
Far through a thousand streets like horses galloping round,
Young and old newsboys spread, rushing about their business,
Hawking papers through which, with telegraphic swiftness,
We know now that your heart’s not beating anymore.

Here, splashed as in a great advertisement, is your

Gray head, black-framed. We Important Persons, who, at most
Should be prostrate and dumb, now ring around your ghost,
As in a bar some rich old drunk’s encircled by girls.

And we have tears and words as round and smooth as pearls,
As large around as coins. And everyone with a tongue

Inside his head now beats out, like a shoemaker’s young
Apprentice, hammering away at a heavy nail :

In an old shoe’s heel, pounds out a rhythmic dirge, a wail.
Every sound is full of dirt, of the smell of sweat

Like a black skin; and everything’s just merchandise. Hell! Yet
We'll deal in everything that sells, of every sort,

In Torahs and pigs’ bristles, in men and devil’s dirt.

Indeed, it's a wonder that all this time we haven’t been
Cheating Death of his sickle for pennies and some gin.

But then, we're flesh and blood of that great hero who
Bought, for a mess of pottage, a birthright; and then, too,
One of our number—a god as large as life, they say—

Was sold for thirty shekels to the world. Today,

Then, all this information being strictly true,

Indeed, why after all should we not trade in you?

Dust of our pride—what were you? A log not all burned up
Glowing in a gypsy camp at night out on the steppe;

The sail of a ship that wrestles with the wind and sea;

In a wandering wood bewitched, the last standing tree
Where lightning felled great oaks a thousand winters old,
Cut down at the roots. What are you now? On the cold
Ground, a silent man motionless as if penned

In marble by the deathcandle. A beginning-end.

3% An image#a glimpsed, momentary image now of it,

6y

That long sleep taking day and night from us, a bit

Of life with all the world’s beauty. Can this, then, be
Peace? this, our dark journey’s dream of eternity?

Why does man fall prostrate at thoughts of death and moan
Like a child crying, out in the dark night alone?

Who orders spring to flower and fade? Who guides the world?
Who on autumn days, through wild and forest, has hurled
The wind? And when the fallen eagle no longer flies,
Why must there be a raven to rip out both his eyes?

Why can a fearless hand touch the dead lion? Why

Does not the regal soul of the lion pour forth a cry

From the flayed hide? Forgive my asking all this. Forgive.
But what else can I do? I, too, love to live.

And [ have eyes

And I have eyes, yes; open eyes. And | am blind.

And [ am the child only of a common kind

Of grocer. And like a clod of withered earth that quite
Longs for rain, I long to be bathed in your light.

And like the poor mar’s hands, trembling at the bread,

I want the sight of your averted spirit. The dead

Of you, the night of you, is all I now can see:

This wasteland, with you gone, is emptier for me.

Blessed is he for whom there is a world to come:

There can be no such solace for me. Yet one more tomb—
Mine—will sink below the ground, and yet one more
Death candle—mine—will end in smoke: and as before

I shall be reading always the riddle of the dead,
Death’s sickle flashing up in front of me in red
Fire. Like red fire.

Like gold.

Like blood.

John Hollander
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THE BIRD 3mB ™

So this bird comes, and under his wing is a crutch,
And he asks why I keep my door on the latch;

So I tell him that right outside the gate

Many robbers watch and wait

To get at the hidden bit of cheese,

Under my ass, behind my knees.

Then through the keyhole and the crack in the jamb
The bird bawls out he’s my brother Sam,
And tells me I'll never begin to believe
How sorely he was made to grieve

On shipboard, where he had to ride 1 P4 m
Out on deck, he says, from the other side,

So I get a whiff of what’s in the air,
And leave the bird just standing there.
Meanwhile—because one never knows,
I mean—I'm kecping on my toes,
Further pushing my bit of cheese
Under my ass and toward my knees.

The bird bends his wing to shade his eyes
—]Just like my brother Sam—and cries,
Through the keyhole, that his luck should shine
Maybe so blindingly as mine,

Because, he says, he’s seen my bit
Of cheese, and he’ll crack my skull for it.

It’s not so nice here any more.

So I wiggle slowly toward the door,
Holding my chair and that bit of cheese
Under my ass, behind my knees,
Quietly. But then, as if I care,

I ask him whether it’s cold out there.

They are frozen totally,

Both his poor ears, he answers me,
Declaring with a frightful moan
That, while he lay asleep alone

He ate up his leg—the one he’s lost.
If I let him in, I can hear the rest.

When I hear the words “ate up,” you can bet
That I'm terrified; I almost forget

To guard my bit of hidden cheese

Under my ass there, behind my knees.

But I reach below and, yes, it’s still here,

So I haven’t the slightest thing to fear.

Then I move that we should try a bout
Of waiting, to see which first gives out,
His patience, there, behind the door,
Or mine, in my own house. And more
And more I feel it’s funny, what

A lot of patience I have got.

And that's the way it’s stayed, although
That was some seven years ago.

I still call out “Hi, therel” through the door.
He screams back “’Lo, there” as before.
“Let me out” I plead, “don’t be a louse”
And he answers, “Let me in the house.”

But I know what he wants. So I bide
My time and let him wait outside.

He inquires about the bit of cheese

Under my ass, behind my knees;

Scared, I reach down, but, yes, it’s still here,
I haven't the slightest thing to fear.

John Hollander
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MOISHE LEIB HALPERN

MY HOME, ZLOCHEYV

’ Zlochev, O my home, my town,

With a steeple, shul and bath,
Wives who sit in the market place
And little Jews who scramble like dogs

5 Around the peasant who’s coming down
With a basket of eggs from the hill—
How life in the spring wakens in me
My poor little bit of yearning for thee—
My home, Zlochev.

10 But when I begin to recall
Rich Rappaport, as he goes
With his fat belly to shul,
And Shyeh Hillel, the pious man,
Who would sell the sun and its shine
I5 As he would a pig in a poke— .
It is enough to darken in me
Like a candle, my longing for thee—
| My home, Zlochev.

How does it go, the tale of a fop:

10 Once, in the twilight, he looked so long
At the angels around the sun
Till a drunken goy with an ax
Gave him such a blow in the vest
That it almost finished him off—

% The drunken goy is hate in me

For my grandfather and therefore thee—
My home, Zlochev.

You are my witness. It really was so.

When grandfather, helped by the police,
30Put my mother out of the house,

My grandmother, on widespread feet,

Simpered almost as honey-sweet ~

As a peasant girl with two soldiers—

Cursed be that hatred in me
3 Which reminds me of her and of thee—
My home, Zlocheyv.

’

They stood in a ring, like naked Jews

Around a scalded man in the bath,

Shaking their heads, stroking beards,
40 At the thrown-out packs

The rags and tatters in sacks

And the broken remains of a bed—

My mother still is crying in me,

As that time, under heaven, in thee—
45 My home, Zlochev.

'Yet the world is a wonderful thing,
With horse and wagon over a field
We dragged ourselves to a train
That flies like a demon over the land

50 Till it reaches a steerage that goes
To downtown New York—
This is the only solace to me:
That I won't be buried in thee—
. My home, Zlochev.

- NlaH\af\ Hal,b’cf-
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The Tale of the Fly

On a windmill sail, in the golden sunset,

Sits a devil who whines with vexation,

For a fly has escaped from the starving village
And she buzzes and circles around his nose,
Never letting him sleep.

The miller hears, at his idle wheel,

Whining (but whose?) from outside somewhere;
He thinks it must be his wife, who comes

To ask why he sits there like a bear,

Not grinding bread for the children.

So he starts the idle millstones turning
And jumps between them—as if instead
Of wheat; the sun peers in and thinks
That her shining has made the flour red,
So she shows the devil this Wonder.

The devil runs into the village then

With the Miracle of the Reddened Bread,
But Abramka can tell he’s a devil who wants
To torture the goyim till they’re dead

With the tale of a Miracle. . . .

So he pushes his way to the front of the crowd
And says that they're bored with tales so absurd;
But the devil laughs, and pointing upward

As if at some suddenly passing bird,

He cuts Abramka’s throat.

The goyim think this is a riot, and laugh
With their faces turned upward toward the sun,
And the devil proceeds to have with them

The same variety of fun

He had with poor Abramka.

The goyim lie in the golden sunset

Like red loaves of bread along the ground;
The crows say Grace to their Provider—
As they come gathering around—

For such a splendid banquet.

The devil runs back to the windmill then
And dances like a monkey, and springs

From sail to sail in the golden sunset

And crows like a cock, and whistles and sings
Like the silly wind at its labors.

John Hollander

» I Shall Never Go On Bragging

There are people who maybe go on bragging
That 1t’s not nice to crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

But 1t 1t’s nice to schlepp in streets after a death wagon,

Clad in black, and lament with eyes sagging,
It is a s1n to go on bragging

That i’s not nice to crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

u-

n version of the Christian sacrament, as he
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l"crh.xps one should nor be so pushy, so attacking.
One can, perhaps, crowd quietly around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

But if you cannot chase them even whip wagging,
Because earth’s tyrant, our belly, nagging,

Wishes so—you must be evil to g0 on bragging
That 1’s not nice to crowd around a wagon

With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

That is why I'll never go on bragging

That 1’s not nice to crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

May the shoving anguish me and plague me,

Fll stoop my head, and sutfer like a beggar.
Pechaps Pl cry—bur I will never g0 on bragging
That i’s not nice to crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

B. Rarchay

From One of My Letters

Verily, I am far away from you . . .

But in your letters, gentle things you do
Recall whole companies of summer birds
Seeking flower-honey in among nettles.

This part of the country? The sky, blue everywhere,
And I love you everywhere, my wife; but care

And weariness in me becloud your beauty

Like the smoke of the train on the blue sky.

A stranger who might read these verses through
Would probably think: What a peculiar Jew—
Likens his wife to sky and summer birds

And himself to smoke and nettles.

I say this loud and clear: to this good stranger
I stick my tongue out, and | give the finger
So that he won't, O my beloved wife,

Give you the eye from such a distance.

But watch yourself in any case; don’t be
The one to let your head get turned by me
With blue sky and summer birds

Among the New York trolley cars.

It won’t be long now, and I'll soon be back.
My train whistles on the hilly stretch of track
Near Cincinnati, that lies deep below

Poised like some perilous spittoon.

I laugh myself: I like the simile,

And only hope my little pleasantry

Won't end up, somehow, with egg on its face.
You know precisely the kind of jerk I am.

Meanwhile, wherever I go, there’s not one thing
I lack, except your head, to which I cling
When I want to tantalize your little mouth
That longs for mine.

Soon, soon, as I told you. Now I am more
Than a thousand miles nearer you than before.
Give my best to New York—a lousy town

But not too bad, if you have someone there.

John Hollander
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THE TALE OF THE WORLD

I ordain the conquering of the world
—So the great king said,

And all the people were duly informed,
And all the mothers truly mourned
Their living sons as though dead.
But the plow in the field,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laughed without sound

When the news was brought round,
The bad, black news.

Now the world has been conquered at last.
What's to be done with the thing?

The Royal Palace is far too small

—They forgot to measure the world at all
When designing the opening,

But the plow in the fleld,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laughed till they cried,

Laughed so hard in their pride

That the king’s crown was shaken,

The courtiers, meanwhile, hold that the world
Should be kept out there under guard.

But the king has turned a deathly gray,
Fearing the world will get wet some day
When the rain falls hard.

But the plow in the field,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laugh till they cry,

Laugh till they nearly die.

The world’s still there, outside.

MAN, THAT APE

Man, that ape, the first time in his life

He sees an elephant at night,

In all that darkness, the elephant’s
Wearing, it seems, a pair of pants.

He broods about this for a while,

Then from some fig leaves, constructs a pair
Of pants, a pull-over, and underwear,

A shirt and shoes and then a hat,

And a skullcap for wearing under that.
Man, that ape.

That's ncthing—the first time in his life
He sees ti.e risen moon on high,

He locks his wife in an embrace

To singe the hair from off her face;

And after that, to make her gleam,

First he smears on a chalky cream,
Then sticks on all the gold he’s got.

She doesn't emanate one beam.

He howls and bays and starts to scream.
Man, that ape.

That's nothing—the first time in his life
He sees the sun ascending where
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The mountaintop and heaven mcct,
He raises his right fist to swear
That he will follow it up there;

- Since when, too short of time, he’s run
From east to west, just like the sun.
The sun comes up, the sun descends:
He climbs, and falls—it never cnds.
Man, that ape. :

PAIN OF THE WORLD

The city begins not far from my house.
On a stone, outside in the night,

An old god sits and weeps

For all the doors have been closed to him,

Near to my house, between night and smoke,
The watchmen laugh so loud and vild—
Asif, by hitting iron on gold,

They would still their own fright.

In a stable, not far from my house,

Sit three ancients with hoary beard
And crowns of light on head and hands,
Holy men from eastern lands.

And, on hard straw, the wife,

Also naked, old and gray,

Moans, a thin tree in the wind,

And rocks herself as you rock a child.

Over us—the pain of the world.

It cries through the windows and curses
The star which had been awaited

ApnA, with light, deceived us once more,

THE LAST

Evem’ng sun.

And, in evening cold, all the flies

In the corners of the panes are numb,
If not already dead.

On the rim of a water glass, the last
Is alone in the whole house.,

Ispeak:

“Dear fly,

Sing something of your far-off land.”
I hear her weep— She answers:
May her right leg wither

If she plucks a harp :

By strange waters,

Or forgets the dear dung heap

That had once been her homeland,

Nathan Halper
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THE WILL

So this is how I did myself in:

No sooner did the sun begin

To shine, than I was up and away,
Gathering goat shit for my tune
—The one I wrote just yesterday
About the moonlight and the moon—
And then I put with these also

Some poems from my portfolio

In re the Bible's sanctity

(Just :hinking of them sickens me)

And these I wrapped up in my rag

Of an old coat, packed up like a bag,

After which, I took the whole shebang,

Put up a nail, and let it hang

Outside my window, on a tray.

Aduits and children passed my way

And asked what that mess up there could be,
So I answered them, on bended knee:

These are all my years; I think

They went all rotten with infection

By wisdom, and its ancient stink,

From my precious book collection.

But when my son, the little boy,

(In my sea of sorrow and cup of joy

He's just turned four) strained his eyes to see
Those summits of sublimity,

Well—I put him on my knee

And spake thus: Harken thou to me,

My scn and heir, I swear that, just

As none disturb the dead in their rest,

So, when you have finally grown,

I'll leave you thoroughly alone.

Want to be a loan shark, a bagel-lifter?

Be one, my child.

Wanc to murder, set fires, or be a grifter?

Be one, my child.

Want to change off girls with the speed that those
Same girls keep changing their own clothes?
Change away, my child.

But one thing, child, I have to say:

If once ambition leads you to try

To make some kind of big display

Of yourself with what's hanging up there in the sky;
If you dare (but may that time not come soon!)
To write about moonlight and the moon,

Or some poem of the Bible, poisoning the world,
Then, my dear,

If 'm worth something then by way of any

Money, so much as a single penny,

I'll make my will, leaving everything

To my landsmax, the future Polish King.
Though we’ve both stopped calling cach other “thou
I'll chop up, like a miser shredding

Cake for beggars at a wedding, -

All the ties that bind us now:

Poppa-chopper Son-schmon -

Andso help me Godin Heaven

This

Wwill

Be

Done.

John Hollander
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on tre Sea Shore

————

> Zarkhi to Hin:elr

———— .

Oh, Zarkhi, Zarkhi, You cannot cayse

A bridge to be buil straight across

Over the sea, to 80 there and back—

And your longing stands on the other side
With red-raised Paws, and calls and crieg
Like a village broad who needs a man—
Needs a man,

Needs a man.

Oh, Zarkhi, you are watching the ships in vain,
You ake.merely hitting nails in your head

When you believe whatever you thought and said.
Ships bring only such people, behold,

Who have time and who have gold

To eat once and eat again—

And eat again,

And eat again.

Perhaps you could convince your dream

To turn you into a floating cloud.

But what’s the use, if before you move out
Appears—devil-take-him— from afar

The wind with a knife, and cuts in small parts
The heaviest cloud like a head of cabbage—
Like a head of cabbage,

Like a head of cabbage.

And showing your tongue won’t help either, Zarkh,

This could be done even by a yellow
Corpse, hanging on the gallows,

Or a child, his lips white with milk,
Running around in a coat of silk.
But you, Zarkhi, seem to be wise—
Seem to be wise,

Seem to be wise.

» Zarkhi, His Pipe to the Yard, Cries

Zarkhi, his pipe to the yard, cries.

He likes the evening sun on grass.

Bur the evening sun shines and burns

As on raw meat, on the legs and arms

Of the broad, combing her hair in the yard.

Zarkhi, his pipe to the yard, cries.

He likes to be pensive in evening shine.
But his neighbor looks like a butcher-boy
And he walks out, naked and fresh

To the broad, combing her hair in the yard.

Zarkhi, his pipe to the yard, cries.

He likes the wind to sing in the tree.

But the wind hates the tree that is dead
And sings in the painted hair of the broad
Who combs her hair in the yard.

Zarkhi, his pipe to the vard, cries.

He’d like to sec the night come 1n:

It will take the broad and lead her inside,
And it will grant some moonshine light
To the dead tree in the yard.
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Omar Rabbi Zarkhi (So said
Rabb: Zarkhi.)—a typical
opening of a saying by a sage,
rendered in the traditional form
of Jewish teaching: a word or
phrase from the Hebrew sacred
text 1s followed immediartely by a
Yiddish literal translation. The
reading of such a bilingual
passage is then tollowed by
explanation and analysis of
existing commentaries. Halpern
uses this Jewish torm with a
stance from Eastern philosophy
(e.g., the open-ended
interpretanions and the
quasi-Persian name, Barhandi).

<[5 -

> From Zarkhi’s Teachings

Omar Rabbi Zarkhi—so said Rabbi Zarkhi:

In the Book of Barhandi

Compiled by the greatest sages,

In chapter seven,

A story is told of a murderer

Who once, like a wolf in the darkness,

Wept in the depth of the night.

He went out on a robbery,

Artacked a woman in her sleep

And was abour to kill the baby at her breast—
When it stretched our two lictle hands,
Grabbed the knife, still dripping blood,

And played with it

Till the stains of blood on his shirt

Looked like flowers atr dawn—

In the glow of the torch

That lighted for murder.

Shavrulim ledarrkhi peruma—Light hidden in darkness.
The lament of a murderer.

Or maybe—who knows?

Maybe it means something altogether different
And the tongue will roast in hell

For not interpreting it right?

Omar Rabbi Zarkhi—so said Rabbi Zarkhi:
In the Book of Barhandi

Compiled by the greatest sages,

In chapter seven,

A story is told of a saint.

Once, as he passed by a church at night,
Glowing embers were thrown trom the windows,
And his beard and his coar caughr fire

Like a torch (on his body).

Then the saint raised his eyes to the sky

And dying, he said:

—For blind fools the stars are signs,

For evil men they are nothing;

But in truth they are

God’s light maybe,

Showing through His sky—

Tiny holes in the old umbrella over the world,
And it is nothing but a grace

To one on whose head the light falls in a flame
And takes him away.

Shavrulim ledarrkhi peruma—Light hidden in darkness,
The last prayer of a saint.

Or maybe—who knows?

Maybe it means something altogether ditfercnt
And the tongue will roast in hell

For not interpreting it righe?

Shavrulim ledarrkhi pruma—a
mock-Aramaic, pscudo-Talmudic
text in need of explicauon. The
syntax reads: “The shavruls are
Prumed for Zarkhi” (the words
in boldface have no meaning).
With a shght change, 1t would
mean: Zarkhr’s sleeves are slit.
Also, Proma’a in Aramaic 1s
burglar.




Title supplied here.

Thus secular poem employs
surprisingly biblical images: the
Burning Bush (stanza 11), Mose:
barred from entering the
Promised Land (stanza I11), anc
Samson (stanza IV).

W yadh Lt 70 DN <« What Do We KﬂOW, Dear Brothers

-ly'7: 1o '713379 X IR M7 opvuog'ysnu Three rul_)bcr!)ands on a thin tin pot
DR D0 Oy T"!j: “ UM DR And a Pill.' ot gIR.SSCS Iookmg out to sea.
— DM UD?}WPJV: 7927 AWOHXR VITN AN Maybc lfS:Z&I’khfS longmg that weeps—
YT YAy Rito) 10°M ORM Whar do we know dear brothers.

And maybe it is not Zarkhi that weeps

Bur a tree that burns and isn’t consumed,
Weeping with branches as if they were arms—
What do we know dear brothers.
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And maybe it is not a tree that weeps

Bur the silent lament of an eye and a hand
Of a man dying at the threshold of his land—
What do we know dear brothers.
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DIRT K LD K IR 1D IX9p ymww 1

= TI? 11 0 Synw W »a vawow OXM OYI™X 11D
VT2 ¥2°5 1n 10 oxn

VIRVY ms“ IVIPR LYW DY X TWOX rm And maybc It 1s not a man that dies

W VI IND 19 ™ 153 X 1?5, But a blind giant a thousand years ago
— W1 VJVW“WYIBP'( 1 LINKI chping over his shorn hair—
Y13 y:s'; "y .{D““ D?'{-n What do we know dear bl’O[hCl’S.
LI DKM Y P LW TIX WEK PR'D P And maybe it is not a giant that weeps
LIRTIVOPN YOMIK) YOS DXT W But the simple silly instrument
= LA YUOR DN WLNK VIM oxN Weeping under Zarkhi’s aging hand—
T2 ¥2% 1 10 o What do we know dear brothers,

M0 Yy ™n " TR V1D <« » The End Of the Book

1D WY 1 M3 PR ayd So I ask my dear wife
JRDEY OYT 1P TIVIRD 13 MR M How to finish the affair
— ¥5u>3 rom Of my little booky—
IR T OB PYNR ORT 293 ORT o1 LAyt Says she: Let happiness leave on a train
YOY2L X vn IYPIMPIE IR And wave back with a hanky.
— Younw-yoyan R At Says I: Hanky-panky—
— You>nw-yhy>na o1 vart Says she: Booky-shmooky—
WOY2 VI TR PN ¥ PO LIYID PR And asks me whether I'd like
YoUR R LB yIRp With my coftee a cooky.
= YoUInw-yhyop cpx ant Says I: Cooky-shmooky—
A I M 8% SRR VR And tell her to put a case on my pillow
YOVY X And nor to play hooky.
Younw-yoy3y 1 vaxt Says she: Hooky-shmooky.
WUOW DI¥ [IXIVIMIN R VOTA X And tells me to repair her shoe
VoUW T By hook or by crooky.
VOYIDW-YoYIW PR It Says I: Crooky-shmooky.
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.vbv:v:w-yby:*:-vbya*v-vby:'p-vbya’x-ybv:*w-vbva’bs Spook)'-cmoky-hooky-cooky-hanky-pankv-bookv-shmookv.
— LOROYYI DVITRIR 1N 1287 So we laugh together— ' ) '
VIKRDYI DVINRYNR Laugh so nice.
— UDIRDIRD 121K 7T Tn LKA T Till she closes my cyes—
DIRDIRD 1AMX Closes my eyes.
JAVT 0YND TH YT LM LYK TH PR And rocks me with 3 song of rain and light,
JAVY 0YND Y oyt vy Rain and light,
3N WP ¥375p 1D vt qvn oXM That you sing to little children ar nighe,
Children at night.
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SONG: WEEKEND'S OVER

There in the shadowy, dank hall

Right alongside the ground-floor stair—
A weeping girl, attended by

A grimy hand in the mussed-up hair.
——aA little love in big Manhattan,

The hair—a whiff of some cheup rinse
The hand—hard, stiff and leatlicry
Two equal lovers, for whom this is

As good as it'll ever be.
—A little love in big Manhattan.

It’s strange to listen to two people
Standing there in the dark, unheard;
Why doesn’t Sammy say a word?
Why doesn't Bessie say a word?
—A little love in big Manhattan,

They may be talking, but it’s all
Blarketed by the howl], instead,
From a million iron fire escapes
And all the dark ceilings overhead.
—A little love in big Manhattan,

Ceilings on ceilings and beds over beds;
Steamy air, wrapped in smoking shrouds;
From the top floor down, a chasm falls;
Frcm above, acres open to the clouds.
—A little love in big Manhattan.

O huge night city, such grim strangeness
Wraps you up in the darkness here!

Man and wife sleep by the million

Like drunks all bloated up with beer.

— -A little love in big Manhattan.

Like monkeys in the trees, the children
Hang in their fire escapes, asleep;

Soot drifts down from above their heads,
Dropped by the moon, a chimney sweep.
—A little love in big Manhattan,

Ard the girl Bessie knows “from nothing”
And Sammy, too, with his open mouth,
And Monday swims up before your eyes,
A desert of dead miles toward the south.
—A little love in big Manhattan.

And even Bessie’s poor old mother

No longer asks, “Where is that kidr”

It doesn’t matter that black hair

Has all been bleached to blonde and red.
——A little love in big Manhattan.

It isn’t that he’s ill, the sad one

Who contemplates these things at night;
But sick of his own sadness only,

He lies and broods, his pipe alight.
——A little love in big Manhattan.
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I Walk Along

I walk along, absorbed in thoughts of bread,

When, from out of the blue, just up ahead,

One of the Just gives me a stare, and then
Asks if 1 wish a rooster, or a hen.

Let’s see: the hen lays eggs for Mankind’s sake,
The rooster’s crowing startles him awake.

But there’s a horse’s mouth I have to feed,

A cow to milk and soil to plow—I need,

In fact, the rooster, and I tell him so.

He touches me with his handerchief, and lo
And behold! a rooster made of gold jumps out—
The very kind I'd always dreamed about.
Under my arm [ put him; off 7 go,

Like that, into the garden in the snow.
Meanwhile, I add up what | have: a red

Scarf, for one, the cap upon my head,
Galoshes, and a rooster made of gold.

I wonder what I still want—but I'm called

By a hurried, distant voice, I turn about:

A woman through a window reaches out

A flower to me, and I make it mine.

She asks me in, and orders up some wine
From someone kneeling, bowing to the ground
Until his forehead makes the floor resound;
He runs to fetch me milk and kasha—nu,
Kasha and milk was what 1'd wanted, too.

I grab it, like the rooster made of gold

Under my other arm, and soon I've strolled
Farther into the garden in the snow.
Meanwhile, I add up wht I have to show:
Galoshes, the cap upon’my head as well,

A scarf, a rooster, a flower in my lapel,

And a bowl of milk and kasha on a tray.
Since this is almost all I want today,

A broomstick now is all I might invoke

(To measure the snow), a bagel made of smoke,
A feather for my cap perched high up there,
And a minute—perhaps two—free as air

In which I might sit myself down, you know,
And sing a song of something in the snow.
But since I know that nobody on earth

Is bound to live in anything but dearth

Of what he wants, it's what I have I prize.
Really, too—as if guarding my very eyes—

I take great pains now, as along I go,

Not to lose anything (Horrors!) in the snow.

John Hollander
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Salute

There’s always something in our land, too,
And when there’s no lamppost that will do,
There’s a convenient tree: what's clear’s
That a Black of at least twenty years

Hates anything tall that, in a pinch,

Would hold you high enough to lynch.
Although the one that [ saw get

Hanged, wasn’t quite fifteen yet.

The white old maid has an unsweet face;
Like a rusty lock on an old suitcase

Were her nose and mouth, it must be said;
Feet? Hands? with such an old bag, instead
Of touching her skin, you're better dead.

She charged him: You're the one, she said,

I'll have you hanged until you’re dead.

In his panic he laughed and befouled himself, true,
But she brought along tar, and she laughed too,
And gave a look at the tree up there.

As the first smoke puff went up, I swear,

The crowd—but you’d never hear the same

Even in looney-bins set aflame.

Tar at his heart, the very first spot,

Is black over black, hot over hot,

Each eye not lightning—a soft, white blot.
Body twists skin off, as if trying

Thus to divest itself of dying.

Not only was a rope then flung

And around the neck of the carcass strung,
But other ropes were pulled up high

Causing the Stars and Stripes to fly.

But the sky is blue and doesn’t care,

And the flag’s a joy to the windy air.

And [—whipped dog—watching what occurred,
A partner in crime, said not a word.

You don’t need to swallow a pigsty, I guess,
To vomit up a greenish mess—

Just hear the priest, wisdom’s fount, who says
If Blackness was God’s blunder to begin,
Then letting it mix with white’s a sin.

It's not the branch, its whining prattle,

Nor the rope, with its dangling rattle,

Nor the windblown feather, that had to miss

Its chance to give the corpse a kiss,

But you—the whole world’s sorrow-stink

Who stood at a distance there to think—
Playing pocket pool, with your fingers curled—
To dream up a poem for yourself and the world.

Now go wake up Chopin, the musician, and let
Him overflow (if he doesn’t forget

How) with tinkling noises, and you can bet,

When bloodshed needs background music, that few
Gentiles can’t sing the Kol Nidre too.

John Hollander



