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___-they waste. By this standard, the Jews are the

- dquandering treasures

It is said that the rich are recognizable not so
mucl’ by the amounts they consume as by what

the schools of scholars that would have hastened
to its perusal and the public self-congratulation?
But we hardly notice such things, Glatstein
wrote, in a heartfelt lament on the neglect of
national treasures. ; :
Now Glatstein — author of 11 volumes of
poetry, including “Fun Mein Gantzer Mi,” his
own edition of selected poems, and several
volumes of essays, and long-time columnist for
“Der Tog” (now “Tog-Morgn Zhurnal”)—is dead
and the problem pertains to him. The grief at
his passing is inevitably deepened by the know-
ledge that even his best work remains widely
neglected. While he lived, the lament might have
been for him, but now it must be for us, for a
people fortunate enough to have such masters,
but too limited to feel the need of them.
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richest nation in history, squandering such cul-

tural treasures as other nations have only hoped
to amass. The poetry of Jacob Glatstein, who
died in New York last month right after
celebrating his 75th birthday, is a case in point,
writes RUTH WISSE, Lecturer in Yiddish
I:iti;era.ture at the Hebrew and Tel Aviv Univer-
sities.

Glatstein himself raised this matter several
years ago, on the discovery of a long-lost piut
by Yehuda Halevi: if the English, for example,
had unearthed a comparable find, an unknown
sonnet of Spenser or Sidney, can you imagine

TI!HE ripeness of Glatstein’s poetry

derives not only from his own gHe -

considerable talent, but also, in part,
from his chronological place in the
development of Yiddish verse. When
he arrived in New York in 1914,
aged 18, from his native Lublin, the
first massive waves of Jewish immi-
gration had already settled into
America’s shores, and a powerful
Yiddish culture had come into its
own. In fact, Glatstein’s arrival

~ going and impressive, but even at
' the time of its writing, and certainly
. later, none of the signators felt

 bound by its terms. Ironically, Leye-
~Jes was at his best within the
’,ﬂctest, most rigorous of classical
' poetic forms, and Glatstein became
- one of the greatest national poets of
our time.

" Glatstein, who attended the City

ge of New York and its Law
o0ol, was the arch-cosmopolitan
iddish poetry, and ome of its
ng intellectuals. The Inzikhisin
ted on the intellectual as well
~the emotive contcnt Of pos
d Glatstein especially emerged as
ver poet, a universalist, a high-
ultured modern. He was well-
in British and American writ-
o unlike most of his Yiddish con-
poraries who were familiar with
the continental and iSlavic lite-
fures. It was the more remarkable
he should have been the one to
vrite, in 1938:
ood mnight, wide world/ Big
king world!/ Not you but I
shut the door./ With wmy
vwg gaberdine,/ My fiery, yellow
patch,/ With head erect,/ And at
)k into

y sole. comnumndy/ 1 g0 back

coincided with a decisive literary
revolution.

The proletarian or ‘“sweat - shop”
poets still dominated the daily press.
Their strident calls to Strike! had
set the standard of literary taste.
Their depictions of immigrant and
working poverty, in marching lines
of steady rhymes and even rhythms,
found an immediate audience among
the labour movement’s orators and
the rank and file. But just at the
time of Glatstein’s coming to Amer- B
ica, some younger writers had sis EW
begun to publish, whose emphasis amt i SHIETEE LT, SHE S
personal rather than public expres- . E‘!‘“‘%' T
sion took its cue from the European = ¢ SIOUPES VAL R

symbolists. Their subtle rhythms s assocTatea T CATCe -
were modelled on the forms of mu- Inilikhlsm (Introspectivists). By
sic; their subjects were loneliness, pushing the emphasis from publicto |
love, languor.. diction was ‘tomed Private a little farther, the Intro-

ki 5 Spectivists set out to present
down and exclamation avol : - P Ql!!

The youngsters >

The group was dubbed
Youngsters,” (Di Yunge), 1ts™ 1
underscoring its rebelliousness
members called their publishing
pany Island, and throughout
War I, and even the Russian Ri
lution, they pointedly ignored poli-
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racitime: o

e offt o5 flashes Of me _“A Treasury of Yiddish Poetry,”
utﬁ ypebec pléesm fof tégl;g{m gﬁs"‘“"“ by Irving Howe and Elieser
beginning, “I? What am 1?” finds &1 Greenbers) o
‘its. answer in splintered images of 1 'In the same year, in a verysimi-
: k sun, doves, a green double-decker lar tone, Avraham ‘Sutzkever, writ-
tical topics except in so far as theSe'yug' 5 blond girl in blue tulle, anm (mg in Vilna, took his leave from
influenced private sensibilities. The .jg man whose skeleton seems visi- the international brotherhood of
old school was, predictably, ouff@-gye tne Hudson River, etc. The tech- ‘poets with the realization “az 8z
ged: the mew poetry was “art B of expressionism had replaced 'mein muze o mezuze.” (“that my
art’s sake” (a terrible denunciatioh) thoge of the symbolists. .. ‘muse is a mezuza”), When the
and irresponsible. But eventua.lly,‘ﬁ“,fsa 2  sworld turned its back on the Jew,
the nature of such things, the crifi- -0 . Free rhythms ., the Jewish poet bitterly turned his
cal taste was assimilated, and “'W . back on the world. But Glatstein’s
innovations of Di Yunge became . DE Yunge had begun to experi= iy became the tragic symbol of
commonplace for the next group of _ with free rhythms, but the ative choice even in the cru-
pectivists fairly insisted Hi'-mé of destruction.

breakaways. In about 1920 a third- 1 e i
generation of American Yiddish * a poet writes three poe The light-hearted irony that shoots
through so much of Glatstein’s

poets declared itself, younger by no L(D tféetimetﬂi‘hylﬁnzlﬁ tvs;o of tt‘hem
more than a decade, but self-con- (or better still, a ree) must cer- rithadls
sciously “new.” Glatstein was in the tainly be false...” Regular metre was :rly dpog;ry 1: lgev;.tg:iy ililaénSf&’Tr-
‘ i robably suitable to a former life- , during an »
forefront of these. He thus inherited P ¥y toio 4 irony of great bitterness ki
pain: e,

a brief but considerable “poetic tra- Style, they argued, but the city’s
dition” which he helped to develop irregular, accelerated tempo requi-
to its fullest, richest potential. res a matching irregularity in its



 Without Jews there is no J
_ God. :

If we leave this world
The light will go out in

e .;;it?”t. { 1
““Since Abraham knew you
cloud, <
You have burmed in every Je
f ace, i X
You have glowed in
Jewish eye,
And we made you in
image...

(Translated by Nathan Hal ;
New coinages

Many of the later poems
addressed to God, either in ‘a
“God, wherever you Mmay
There all of us are also not
in supplication, “Let me not re :
the omly ome — Do mot pass over
me with my thin bomes.”; or mira-
culously, in compassion: “I love my
sorrowful God/My wander-brother.”

With incredible skill Glatstein
coins new words for his purposes,
transforms idioms, teases with in-
ternal rhymes, and generally plays
with the language in order to achieve
its most poignant level of expres-
sion. The post-war poems are a true
liturgy, and Glatstein a more ten-
der paytan than his Addressee seems
to deserve. 2

During the last years of his life,
Glatstein’s subject became the lan-
guage of his writing. ‘Strange, that
when Yiddish came to be written
widely about 100 years ago, almost
every one of its users cursed his
per and the hour of his birth for
condemning him to so foul an in-
strument. In our day, the same vul-
nerability of the language is be-
trayed by the excessive fondling and
praise of each of its devotees.
Glatstein’s passionate love for Yid-
dish is always tinged by the reali-
zation that the instrument of his
greatness may also be his grave.

He has written his own epitaph
countless times, and needs no one
to interpret for him the glories and
the ironies of his life. He brought
to Yiddish poetry a shrewd mind
and a satirist’s eye for detail, com-
bined, as it rarely is, with a wond-
rous lyrical gift. He made Yiddish
poetry very tough, and asked the
same of himself and of us, in his
poem “Yiddishkeit” reproduced above
right).

IDDISHKEIT
By Jacob Glatstein

For those Sabbath lights that flume
o Raroe alroadict deat
e already become h
b' aweepinZaoul; bed candles set

! - do you yearn perhaps, Jewish poet?
- Forget it, they are no more, ‘

Zl_ge raining mercy.
s agony to see that Jewishness
become a cantor’s call,

~ and dried up is the well
: gme whole glowing ritual.

Jewishness become
only a folk-song, :
that catches at the heart

- and coats the entrails
- with the warm honey of memory?

Better to break up such a celebration.
You, Jewish poet, who have become the bee
and produce the honey margarine
that smears a slice of bread with song —
Yyou are nmo more than a chorister
who has only enough
for an amen in the chorus of decline ..+
Nostal_gm Jewishness is a lullaby for old men
gumming soaked white bread.
hall we produce the soft crumbs,
the words lifeless and hollow,
we who had dreamed
of @ new assembly of Men of the Great Temg;le.'
(Translated by Sarah Zweig Betsky)




