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Heather Valencia

From Der tsirk to Erev mayn farbrenung

The Transformation of Experience in Two Poems by
Avrom Sutzkever

Every literary treatment of an experience involves a process of trans-
formation, and the theme of the 1271 (the Holocaust) is one of the key
strands in Sutzkever’s work that constantly undergoes development
and metamorphosis throughout his poetry and prose, from his contem-
poraneous treatment of it until the end of his creative life." A significant
early example of this can be seen in three works based on an ordeal
which Sutzkever endured in the Vilna ghetto in the summer of 1941
Together with an elderly rabbi and a boy, he was seized by a German
stormtrooper and forced to dance naked round a fire, singing Russian
songs and tearing up and burning Torah scrolls in front of a crowd of
spectators. Eventually the victims were allowed to dress and escape.

This traumatic event gave rise to two poems and a prose account.
The poem py 7y71 (The Circus), written shortly after the event, in July
1941,> was not published until 1978, when it appeared together with
other previously unpublished ghetto poems.? The prose description is
contained in Sutzkever’s memoir xvya y19m (Vilna Ghetto), written
between 1944 and 1946. In 1949 Sutzkever wrote a second poem arising
from this incident, 1111y727X5 171 37y (Before My Burning), publishing
it in the volume 1ax11-7y78 1< (In the Fiery Chariot),s his first collection
of poetry published in Israel.

In a talk given to launch the book, Sutzkever focussed specifically
on AMmy127K8 [ 31y, saying:°

K IY21Y2 0 K PR 19 K 15 YIBXIIKT T
JAMWYAR DIV YN YLKT TT M WYY
DYIVYIDTIR TIK VZIBWYIONR LIV TD X
™13 A [..] 72¥7 yara K Y80 KK yako

1 Cf. Valencia 2004: 217—239.

The biography of a poem is much lon-
ger and older than the date when it was
written. The image and form of a poem
evolve over a long period of years, some-

2 There is a discrepancy about the date of the actual event: in Xvy1 15™ Sutzkever
states that it took place in August 1941, whereas the inscription at the end of the poem y7
P7Y reads 1941 7717 27K, WNAYDYYIRA X 'K [AMwya (Written in a hideout, beginning of July

1941).

3 96/95 v™p vayT1oxa 71. The poems then appeared in book form: Sutzkever 1978.

4 Sutzkever 1947.
5 Sutzkever 1952: 115-117.

6 Novershtern 1983:177. All translations are by the author.
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DIYBITMIHRA DY 111 ,1IMaVA 77T ORT T oK
'Iyl? U‘l"P’J'ﬁ[?P 7 - ”U’WP"JWﬁ‘?P” }_{ jok)al 'ljyjj
AR TI8 792 K, 50y K715 A1yKa T
AW K 715 078 (51K BRIV K Y [
SUTPTITYD, IYDWDIYAYA YT DX K VAR
DXKD AIXIVA 'K YDAV DY TIRNIRS OXN
Wp [..] MmS0MK PR 7Y YRR TR
TR DHYIV YO IR JIYN [IMAVI V1 T OXT
YT IR DIKYA LMY 718 YLK LM LYY

JAYD = 2RIV I PR YD

times a whole lifetime [...] But in order
for the poem to be born, its seed must
be fertilised by a ‘trifle’ — the trifle can be
the movement of a twig, the glance of an
animal [...] or a raindrop on the face of a
window-pane. Without this blessed ‘tri-
fle,” which transforms words into song,
chaos into harmony, tears into redemp-
tion [...] the poem cannot come into
being. And it may well happen that only

with the breath of death does the poet
breathe life into his song.

His singling out of this poem as a paradigm of the poetic process, cou-
pled with the final sentence of these remarks — that the life of a poem
can emerge from the v"v 115 nyvx — as well as the intriguing fact that
the poem pn7y 1y was withheld from publication for so many years,
are indicators that this incident and the works arising from it were of
particular significance to the poet. A study of the evolution of 1™ 3y
amy27x3, taking into account the two earlier stages in its biography —
the poem pay 7y and the prose description of the incident — affords
insights into Sutzkever’s poetic process of transformation.

Xoya w17, written while Sutzkever was in Moscow between 1944
and 1946, bears witness to the atrocities inflicted on the Jews of Vilna
by the Nazis and their collaborators. Its purpose is to give factual infor-
mation, and Sutzkever’s description of this ordeal is very detailed. The
stormtrooper’s mocking words of “comfort” to his victim, in which the
origin of the title of the 1941 poem can be seen, are reproduced:’

TR .OLIVIW 1P XL LW PR YN [.] 7 [...] Twill not do you any harm. I swear it
am ™2 ™3 voyn 17 YL A aynw by Hitler! You're simply going to perform
DWMIRIYN PN KRB in a circus, that's all.

The poet describes his fear, his attempts to bribe his captor with a
watch, the appearance of the old rabbi, the boy’s terror. We witness the
way their clothes were neatly laid in a pile and covered by the rabbi’s
prayer-shawl, the tire marks all over the scattered Torah scrolls, the frail
old man'’s difficulty tearing the stiff parchment, and his suffering when
pushed near the fire by the Nazis:®

7 Sutzkever 1947: 28.
8 Ibid.
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DKITYT WT. MR TTUOKNIRE UXTAN T The rabbi closed his eyes. The smoke
[OMYIADMIR T LRT'D .LY7MPYINIIK K wreathed around him. Out of his mouth
SR, IRZM T8 came a groan: “Oy!”

Finally Sutzkever gives dispassionate details of the end of the ordeal:?

TR MP WM YT PR R R 3w The rabbi entered the destroyed study-

JBRODIR TR 9217 OXT Iy voyuwys  house and began to pray. The boy fled,

VATIYIAPYIIR TR MOP PR MR 1A R and [ went into the study-house too and

TP TR [BIK ANVIRTYT PR, 7pIm K 'K lay down in a corner to await the next
Axp  day.

In this report, there is no suggestion of the existential questioning which
underpins both poems, but several specific similarities and discrepan-
cies between the prose account and the poems should be mentioned.
Sutzkever comments on the comfort he derived from the old man’s
composure:"

P72 171 IR TPT 1BMIX [RLYA P1p X KT R I looked at the old man and the look on
X1 7 vroyasX vXT  his face conquered my fear.

The character of the old rabbi is of seminal significance in 1™m 31y
amyna7xa. Absent from the prose account is any comment on the be-
havior of the crowd, or on the writer’s emotions after the ordeal. In "y-
77y, however, these two aspects are very important.

As in all his prose writing, Sutzkever uses poetic strategies to
arouse emotional responses. The image of the rabbi begins its trans-
formation from human individual to the symbolic figure he becomes
in the poems:"

yyIRnw 1w m o L[] vptyTa ko Asmall figure [ ... ] white as snow, his long

AYPTIYT K1 DK LOXN YuKeXp VK7 - black gaberdine makes him even smaller.

XKD MRS TP K PR W, WIRT M To me he seems like a child disguised as
Jpr  anold man.

9 Ibid.: 28.
10 Ibid.: 27.
1 Ibid.: 26.
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This is a dramatic visual image of contrasting black and white, and the
idea of the child conveys the helplessness of the victim. He acquires
stronger symbolic status during the enforced dance:*

N5 17w KL WVIYERTIWYAITR YIRT 1T
X M YIVIOTIK DRIT VLT [P 1IyMI07TIK

5v3 1R pmayaonx vy viyoprn

His thin shrivelled body looked, by the
glow of the dying fire, like a wax memo-
rial candle, bent over and yellow.

The image of the melting memorial candle links the rabbi to the idea
of death but also to that of hallowed memory. A similar juxtaposition
of Nazi desecration with Jewish holiness and beauty is present in the

description of the defiled Torah scrolls:*

~IKD yayomyy vm [...] N80 197 & A heap of Torah scrolls [...] with torn,

"1 LM LIMIYIINT YIYLIYA YU
OyTya y1aya

bloodstained mantles bordered with sil-
ver thread.

Sutzkever also introduces one of his key images, the sunset, in the de-

scription of the bonfire:*
LAXIP YN LM WPKYE YT LRI WLYBW

K DM NIK DYNIRD 37T [OTWIITTTIR T
YT 1Y 0T T TR ORDYA P95 K pRIp

Later the flames burst more powerfully
through the parchment and with a crack-
ling sound surged upwards to the fire of

AIRRENMT NSy the sunset.

As well as contributing to the visual power of the scene, this image
brings together symbolically the iniquitous fire of the violators and that
of the natural universe, the sunset, which emphasizes the grotesque
dichotomy between the two, intensifying the desecration. The sunset
image recurs at the beginning of 2111y727K5 17 3.

It is clear, therefore, that although Sutzkever’s prose narrative is
detailed and factual, he subtly employs poetic devices to engage the
reader and suggest moral issues, which are indeed the central focus of
both the poems.

12 Ibid.: 28.
13 Ibid.: 27.
14 Ibid.: 28.
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The most important study of py 7y to date is Yechiel Szeintuch’s es-
say’ “py qyT, T 118 yBx1axn 71, in which he assesses the poem’s
significance within Sutzkever’s ghetto poetry. He maintains that in all
previous poems the lyrical 7"x had been an individual, personal 7x

whereas here,*®

DK, R WITDPYIRp Www K oy x|
'R 0152 - M X N9 VNI PR 3170 LIV
YT R ANERW YT 18 LYY YWY YT
“Y71yTyB YT IR UTYR LAYYT AyLTMY
LM A1TTI72INRE K DTIKITIT AR R WD
Y MNTn vanym 1y 593 JWhKLLIT X
DYT 1Y TR 1Y AR 2T 1Y DAyIow

[...]1itis alyrical collective I which gene-
rally speaks in the name of a we — espe-
cially in the first half of the work. In the
second half the personal I also speaks,
but always in connection with a histori-
cal collective, whose level he is striving
to reach, but cannot.

Daon vn

Szeintuch analyses the struggle of the 7'x in terms of four interlinked
themes which run through the poem: the relationship between the
individual and the collective, the motif of the v™p vay19xa (The Gol-
den Chain), the desecration of the Torah scroll, and the theme of v11p
owiT (martyrdom). The attempt of the individual 7% to become a link
in the chain which represents 18 ,v™p™aWNT WPTYAY? NB YIYIRIL K
T K 118 593 oy vrprtnayny (a tradition of living continuity, of the
attachment of the individual to the community)* is for him the central
theme of the poem. The poem’s speaker fails to achieve this, first, by
his act of tearing up the Torah scroll, which for Szeintuch represents
the destruction of yiyvoiopy 1yayowviyn N woumvonK (W DY (the
Jewish interpretation of human existence),” and second, by his inabil-
ity to choose death rather than betrayal of Jewish belief and honor. Pa-
radoxically, in a situation where the moral foundations of Jewish life
are being destroyed, the only way to keep the chain unbroken may be
voluntary death: owir-wrmp.

In my analysis of this poem, I am indebted to Szeintuch’s insights,
but my interpretation diverges from his in one significant respect. For
the speaker’s failure to achieve nwit-w1p, Szeintuch concludes, he ac-
cepts punishment, but at the same time acquires a mission:*

15 Szeintuch 1983: 258—-279.
16 Ibid.: 258.
17 Ibid.: 267.
18 Ibid.: 265.
19 Ibid.: 269.
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TV DM LYK YT LT TN YT LK Y
Mpn T[] IREIWT LN OXT IR LI
APy YT PR AR BT X 18
¥ YOI M2 T IR Mpn X MR DTy
T 1Y = QXIVW TT T §UIK VIV TIK [HRW
YITT 71T DIPRIR B NIV wpTivayb X

(89-88 MMW) w5

The poet has not attained this level and
his failure therefore becomes [...] the
source of a guilt feeling, but at the same
time a source of his strength to carry
on creating, and to take upon himself
the punishment — to be a living witness
of the annihilation through his poems

(lines 88—-89).

The final lines of the poem (lines 88-91) read:*

That is your punishment, to gasp half dead
and gobble down the death-throes of

your brothers.
Because you have not earned the last joy
of dying — which means: of being reborn.

UMDY AYRIT VEWT 1Y ORIVW 7T ORT TR

AYTM2 7T NS 92K TD703 JoVI8 TIK
T8 yuyyY T LITTIRG V2 VORI 1T 7™M
VT T NS SDITN DRT — DMK YN 718

Szeintuch’s analysis implies that there is, implicitly, an optimistic note
in these final lines, the idea of expiation and poetic mission. In my view
this is not the case: this poem ends in despair, and the sense of poetic
mission is not realised until Sutzkever reworks the material eight years
later in a111y727K5 "1 39y, Szeintuch does mention at the end of his
essay that “11p™n K P17y Ay7, LMIPRA AMYIIIRD T 3y, 77 7R, (In the
poem “Erev mayn farbrenung” the poem “Der tsirk” attains completion)
but he does not develop this. However, by comparing and contrasting
both poems, it becomes clear that pavy 2y7 is only the first stage in a
complex process of metamorphosis through which Sutzkever trans-
forms concrete experience into poetry.

Py vt is divided into three sections. The first of these consists of
four unequal parts, dealing with the question of collective and indivi-
dual guilt and introducing the central moment of the poem, the “cir-
cus” in which the 7'x and the two other Jews were forced to perform.
In the first three parts, which are in free verse with varying rhythms,
the speaker questions himself and his fellow Jews. Here, as Szeintuch
points out, the 7'x sees himself as part of the collective, and therefore
he addresses his questions to a 7y112 who stands for the Jewish people.

The poem opens with the first question:*

ART ,AYITN0 VTN 1 AR
QYTTIR 1Y DTVKI DR ,IY TR OXN
?52IKY e

Tell me, my brother, tell
What is it, what does it mean,
our vile, servile struggle?

20 Sutzkever1978: 9.
21 Ibid.: 6.
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The derogatory adjective w it is repeated in the second part, and re-
curs, also in the context of guilt and self-loathing, in the 1942 poem 1m
ynxn (My mother), in which the poet castigates himself for his absence
when his mother was murdered.” In the latter poem it expresses the in-
dividual’s self-loathing, but here it encompasses the moral degradation
of the Jewish people. In his attempt to answer his own question, the
poet depicts a state of madness — 717 1'x yaxi1 oxT (the heart is mad) -
in which even words have fled vm yvYvIxIR] X pPROWIT K 15 (V172 772
7™ (like bees from a beehive wreathed in smoke). Here one of Sutz-
kever’s early metapoetic images, poetic words as bees,* has been adap-
ted to fit the dark times. The introductory section contains no answer
to the poet’s initial question, but ends with the observation that even
in extremis the will to live asserts itself:**

TLOININI D YOYAIYLINT K XYYy K1 But somewhere in a back street of our
X1 LIKSW consciousness still beats
271 718 DYMYLRIVA MV YD WPTTIPIY K a tiny, twitching nerve, saved from destruction,
VIYT DPYBWIYTM DXN YIVIp WLYYY K alast groan rebelling against that blind silence
vrp VY Y1191 which will be sealed by a heap of earth.
STV 18MT K DM LYNNMIKS LIYN oXN

The imagery of these four lines precludes interpretation as a positive
evaluation of the life-urge; its animalistic, instinctive nature places it
within the negative category of the earlier epithet wram.

Two further questions to the 1m of the Jewish people open the se-
cond section:*

?m avrayn Who are we?
21777 yAYTTNR YOX PO T yT PR XN What is the meaning of all our sufferings?

Instead of an answer, the speaker can give only a nihilistic description
of Jewish history, poetically conveyed through the reversal of positive
motifs of Jewish life and faith into their negative mirror-image: if, in
contrast to the Divine promise to the Jews, they are merely 115 nuaap
KT JPWWIRTLIZA K (victims of a bloodthirsty master), then instead of
human beings they should have been born as frogs — the cold-blooded
frog suggesting the furthest extreme from the human essence. The se-
cond reversal is the rejection of Isaiah’s promise of a messianic age

22 Sutzkever 1945: 33—37.

23 Cf X7 'K 12 LY, Sutzkever 1963: 27.
24 Sutzkever1978: 6.

25 Ibid.
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when “the wolf also shall dwell with the lamb”?® as a lie that blisters
the tongue:*

,BOTD YPTTIVIIRWYT T NS LIWLYZAVISIK TR ANY T Our tongues are blistered by the
JVRRNY 1Y X1 DK 1K R9R1IK blighted consolation
that wolf and lamb shall crouch down together.

The unreliability of a promise from the qan (Tanakh) signifies the col-
lapse of the essence of Judaism, and as faith in the word is central to
Sutzkever’s poetic credo, this negation of the holy word, as with the
flight of nyvyn yamw yox (all beautiful words) in the first part, is a pow-
erful image of despair.

The concept of the v™p yay19x, the chain of Jewish tradition and
continuity, is introduced as the third image which is turned on its head:
instead of focussing on the proud aspects of Jewish tradition, the spea-
ker sees only the tragedy and despair of Jewish fate:**

— YNXN"YLKD N5 TP OXT 0MPAYYIY VAW OY M NX - And, as a child inherits similar qualities

ARZE YPTINITT NS LTPIYZIY TT M YW from his parents
DUYT YT ™M ©IYASYP YUOYIPIRE [T NE  so we inherit the curse of generations
W JUTIYI of being enslaved waiters at the world’s
Y01 WAVEIRNYAIY T IKE [YPIRT WD IX set table
KT DAY MY DT DXN YIYTIRA 7T 07 TR KT - and, like a servile dog, thanking for
NINW YIWTTINK UK DTPTIVIL TT the coin thrown down for us.

That is the golden chain that links
two thousand years,
the chain of tears upon our souls.

These lines encompass the whole history of persecution; reflecting
the speaker’s bitter despair, the v™p yay1oxa has become a vp-1IyL
through generations of humiliation and enslavement.

The third section continues the train of thought which castigates
the collective 7, bringing the focus onto the more recent history of the
Jews. Sutzkever criticizes the Jewish people for the foolish political op-
timism of the Juoya (yesterday ), which one could interpret as the period
which began with the Haskala. The participation of Jews in Europe’s
wars and revolutions led them into an illusory dream of acceptance;
Sutzkever uses the image of soldiers who believe they have an equal
entitlement to a share of the booty:*

26 Isaiah11:6.

27 Sutzkever 1978: 6.
28 Ibid.

29 Ibid.: 7.
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AMIPRI-MYN OYT PR P20 R MR (AR xR - — Ho ho! we also have a share in the dream-booty,
1YY TT D172 IYTTIIR LM TTIY LYK IRY 1M we also contribute to the revolutions
with our blood!

But the Jewish people have not learned from history; false hopes have
concealed N7 "7 N8 LIAIRWY YoIIRA V1 T (the skulls of generations
that have not come to rest), and the lion does not see the trap beneath
its paws.

After this initial existential enquiry into the historical role and fate
of the Jewish people in light of the present catastrophe, the fourth part
of the first section of the poem brings an abrupt change of focus. The
general becomes the personal: the broad jvoy1 becomes the precise
vamiT (today) of the central event, and the collective 7™ among whom
the poet had sought refuge becomes the specific 1™, namely the three
participants in the ‘circus.’ It is as if the X, initially unable to contem-
plate the horror of the event he had just experienced, had taken refu-
ge in general speculations about the Jewish people, but is now forced
to confront his own individual guilt and the shocking event itself. The
pause in the first line of the section: %17 1x 'K ,0aK1 37y - — LI X
(And today — — before night, in a circle) creates the impression of a mo-
mentary hesitation, before the writer can bring himself to plunge into
the painful description. The vami1 11x parallels the waya vx (just yester-
day) of the previous section, and the reader expects a continuation of
the historical, reflective mode; the switch to the personal plight of the
7' is dramatic.

A further important marker for this change in perspective is the
striking alteration in form and meter. The first three parts each consis-
ted of between nine and twelve lines in free verse, with different line
lengths. This gives way in the fourth part to a series of rhyming coup-
lets, mainly of dactyls and trochees: a nervous, jumpy rhythm, evoking
the insane dance of the victims. At the end, there is a broken line, a
pause, and then a line standing on its own, without a rhyme:3°

Va1 17Map §x yu™i k- And further, in high smoke spirals
TN WT IR T O™ surges upwards the onoykhi
LYNIKRE DYYANSWARE praps  from the parchment that is being
- LKA TIK greedily consumed
DIYL™MIYT R IR and there’s nothing —
it too has disappeared.

30 Ibid.
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This dramatic pause, marked by the dash, creates an instant of suspen-
se, followed by the final, tragic disappearance of the sacred word.

Here a motif which is merely mentioned in the prose account at-
tains central significance: the tearing and burning of the Torah scrolls
and pages of the Talmud. These writings represent the very being of
the Jewish people, so that when the poet destroys them he is destroy-
ing himself: 1y17%1 yaya=x 1 (my own limbs). In his description of their
disappearance in the smoke, he uses images resonant with meaning:
v 118 71p v (the voice of Paradise), the 732 1 nrmix (letters of
the Babylonian Talmud) and, most significantly, »1x, the word for “I”
with which God identifies Himself at the giving of the Ten Command-
ments; the »21x therefore represents the living presence of God and the
essence of Judaism. In Sutzkever’s depiction the '21x detaches itself
from the parchment, but this does not denote survival: the last lines,
quoted above, instead suggest that the sacred *21x has departed from
them (vayv™yT).

The second section of the poem is characterized by further chan-
ges of form. The biographical 7'x disappears, as if the poet cannot bear
to contemplate his involvement in this degradation, and the central
section depicts a macabre dance of death where the speaker addresses
a 17 whom he exhorts: o 1y7121K5 - 978y3 x x1 voxi1 (If you still have
a feeling — burn it). The new rhythm dramatically evokes the frenetic
dance; the regular four-line stanzas of trochaic tetrameter with the rhy-
me scheme ABBA provides a monotonous rhythm for this inexorable
TIXRXp (circular dance).®

The grotesque atmosphere is heightened by the description of the
sadistic behavior of the onlookers. In contrast to the prose account,
which simply mentions a j3mpY5M1Y DALY A AT WL T 1Y, M
9pxVPYBL 187K (crowd that the Germans had rounded up in good time
for the spectacle), here we witness a peasant woman rejoicing, a pros-
titute sniggering at the victims’ nakedness, and stones being thrown
which, it is implied, kill the old rabbi, who in the prose account had in
fact gone back to the prayer-house after the ordeal. The indifference of
heaven to his final prayer intensifies the pessimism of the poem:?*

37 YT LYXE AWIMLW 9KRE - Stones fall. The rabbi falls
Jypns TwR K prawtp  kissing the sparks in the ash.
WPIMKS MR LN YW 71X And his Shema also sinks down
DR TIB LTPLYRP WTTK  into the coldness of infinity.

31 BothYitskhok Yanasovitsh (Yanasovitsh 1981: 66 ) and Avrom Novershtern (Novershtern
1983:131) comment on affinities between p17y 2y 1 and Moyshe Leyb Halpern’s apocalyptic
poem LOXA K (A night). This comparison is particularly apt with respect to the nightmarish
atmosphere of this second section of Sutzkever’s poem.

32 Sutzkever1978: 8.
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This central section could be seen as a kind of interlude where the poet
has momentarily moved away from his own raw anguish into the “re-
fuge” of a vision of hell in which he himself is not involved. However,
in the final section, consisting of two parts, the whole issue is finally
confronted. Returning to the free verse of the poem’s beginning, the
7'x unequivocally admits his own guilt: using the circus image, he pic-
tures himself as the Y7 (clown)— a personage without dignity and often
with negative connotations. His shameful role consists of two failures
to act and one dishonorable action which, together, destroy the yay1oxa
v7p: he did not have the courage to curse his tormentors, nor could he
summon up

DM PRRL Y RN KT M2 oyT (L] [...] The strength to throw myself into death,
YN OYTIRMIR 19 UTY WT PR Y Ta v M like my brothers in the time of the
T™107 ™7 WBIYP 'R DPOWIYT LKRT 12173 T Nywa Roman Hadrian,
when their faith smothered the agony
in their bodies.

Confronted by another Hadrian, he was not the equal of his forebears.
These two failures to act honorably are compounded by the only action
which the speaker was able to perform, namely his begging for mercy
from those whom he describes as having 13p 171 1K JuxL 1™ LTIYWYA
(defiled my father in his grave) — this image emphasises the disgrace-
fulness of his action. Through these failures, he has broken the chain. In
the first part of the poem the v™p yay17x31 was described as a vmp-TvV
because of the two-thousand-year-long sufferings of the Jews. The re-
ference to tears in this final section of the poem echoes this earlier
image, but also contrasts with it: his own cowardly tears are yyaxnw
17x8 (black pocks), which he views with self-disgust.

In the final two four-line stanzas, the poem comes to its despai-
ring conclusion, and in doing so returns to the relationship between
the individual and the collective, but this time, in light of the event just
depicted, the speaker gives a final judgment on his own inability to act
as a true Jew. He calls himself qyayv%xwaxs and in the first of the two
stanzas questions his own identity:3

27w YUOR 17T RN yayuoRwaRd - Accursed one! where is your ancient shield
?1rew yayoypoyh mayy v oxn - which bent the spears of nations?
;1972 DYy 115 27K5 77p 1 T VI YT Does no single colour of that image reach you,
211N L7 DXLWBK [T T YXN [P LR has your lineage never revealed itself?

33 Ibid.: g.
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The questions are about the fitness of the 7' to consider himself part of
the Jewish people; the image is that of a hero who has lost his shield -
the allusion to the 717 a1 is clear — and the implied answer to the se-
cond question is a negative one: he has also lost the vision of his noble
lineage. For this he visualises his punishment:3

LTLYA ATRT YEWT Y HRILW T oRT R That is your punishment to gasp half dead
2y T2 T ND Y37K3-oa Joyib Ik and gobble down the death-throes of your
brothers.

He is condemned to remain alive — though spiritually dead — by nou-
rishing himself parasitically on the death-throes of the other, braver
Jews, who achieved what he did not. The word ~y12 recalls the ny1na
a1 of the first line, but whereas at the beginning of his enquiry he
and the y1™m 1y111a were part of a 1™m, now, having unflinchingly ex-
plored his role in the ‘circus,” he realizes that he is separate and aliena-
ted from his brothers, surviving, as he sees it, at their expense.
The last two lines make the cause of his guilt absolutely clear:

T8 yuyYY T LITTIRG L1 VORI 1T 7™M
YT Y NS LM DT — OTIK [N 18

Because you have not earned the last joy
of dying — which means: of being reborn.

He is not permitted to become a link in the chain — he has not died, and
so cannot be spiritually reborn.

The despair and lack of resolution in the poem may be the main
reason why Sutzkever did not publish it until almost four decades later,
as Novershtern also suggests:3s

DRIT AMY77Y2KR vy w1 vn [
T7 1301 SRT YTYPYI0 IR 1YY VTV 03
WPyt YT 7 K yaxS gk 1o ox
IXB KB X ™M LITIYA WLYBW DXIT TRIEY
Y1 R DKM (1949) A11y127K8 7 37,
TAKIDIR T JWIYIRNIKD IR RNV VP
IX OYT 'R DMOWKA Py YT, 1 LMoYy
“DIYIRE YIYYAYI YT VAN AV MpED T
M [9IK 7P L7 LAY DYRD YT IK A11Y8H

JUIYYWYL YWIDRNNRID T PR 1Y

34 Sutzkever1978: 9.
35 Novershtern 1983:132.

[...] It was not the dreadful experience
itself that led Sutzkever to hide the poem
for many years, because the same epi-
sode later served as the background for
“Erev mayn farbrenung,” (1949) which
he published with no inhibitions. The
exceptional nature of “Der tsirk” is that
[in it] the doubts outweigh their possib-
le resolution and the poet finds no way
of coming to terms with the traumatic
events.
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The eight years between pary 2y1 and 1112y727X8 171 3y took the poet
from the immediate experience itself, through a period of wandering,
mourning and reflection, to a new, optimistic beginning in Israel,
evoked in the opening poems of the volume 1ax11-1y™5 1x (In the Fiery
Chariot), which appeared in 1952.%° The book is divided into five sec-
tions, and most of the poems either celebrate Sutzkever’s relationship
with the land of Israel, or pursue his ever-present metapoetic theme.
Though never absent from his mind or writing, the experiences of the
12 are now in the realm of memory, and the poet places a group of
poems specifically focussing on this theme in a separate section of the
book, which he calls a1mxn7y71 115 waxp =1 (The Cherry of Memory).
Among the poems of this section is 3111y727K8 171 3.

Formally there are significant differences between the two works:
the first poem proceeds through a series of rapid, dramatic changes of
meter and form, with rhyme and free verse, while the later poem con-
sists of three sections of — with two significant exceptions — regular un-
rhymed trochaic heptameters, an unusual metre for Sutzkever.

Whereas p1my 1y begins with the collective 1m of the Jewish peo-
ple, this poem opens with the depiction of the 7"k in an imaginary land-
scape, a projection of his inner state, reflecting his isolation. This can be
perceived in the opening image of the sunset, which, like all the other
attributes of nature, emanates from the fantasy of the 7'x:%7

ToRMP 1Y 2RRHIT YT MY VAP YN NS v tis not from the west that the sunset surges

D7 DYT WP ORI PIRT 17K 115 K1 -, DINK YOKR towards me
Y55 7T, yup Yy TIYIER OR-11 VAT YO every evening — but from my own heart,
AWK IR (VAW SR1IpYIRT DY118 which no one sees.
WLy JOXA All the already disappeared suns flood out
ATY™9EIRG K 'K 11, TI0TDIYN PR POR A752 R IR from the heart-spring, swallow and devour
JAMK YITI-ynwn bm 012V PRLWY 012 X LIATYAD streets and people,
U7X T, LY T LI YIPIYTORNT  and [ alone remain in the world-secret,
LDHRWTIRD YLIRPRI as in a flood

Y112 D71 - AYPLIR TIVEIVIIRT VLW AV a tree remains, lonely, with mad green eyes,
7T LPYYBLIXR 71BWEN ND LTPIYMBRP WT TR M2 which do not recognise time, or the old
...071B AKX familiar landscape.
Ways and paths towards a field of corn —
do not exist.
Only in the upside down of my reflection
there appears
my own face...

36 Sutzkever19s2: 9, 10f.
37 Ibid.: u5.
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In Sutzkever’s ghetto- and later poetry, he often creates a dark atmos-
phere by turning normally positive images of nature into their opposite,
making of them something disturbing or grotesque.®® These could be
called “images of reversal.” Two of Sutzkever’s key images of nature are
trees and sunsets. Here suns from the past® flow out of his heart and
devour all outer reality. The tree, the only discernible feature in this in-
ner universe, has reversed its normal Sutzkeverian function as an image
of life and regeneration, to become a symbol of the poet’s isolation and
disorientation: it has attributes of human madness (11K yama-ynwn).
The motif of the flood, used with reference to the suns and the tree, has
resonances of the biblical Flood with its connotations of guilt and pu-
nishment. This reversal of all normal reality is conveyed by the repeated
word vpaymexp (“topsy-turvyness”), which introduces the idea of the
7% as an anti-Narcissus who sees in his reflection an image of horror
rather than of beauty. The abbreviated line n%b 11X (my own face) —
the only irregular line in the whole poem — conveys the shock of seeing
the face, which is ageing before his eyes:*

YIKIIRD ,DTRIYIERP T R M72 R Y1 vwaRy - Nothing Isee. Only in this topsy-turvyness, slowly
DMIUMIK PR Y7V, 0ms (rn priamTp vy my face wrinkles like the oldest human being,
YLYBW M N1 YPOXN K M1 MW VIV DK R DIXRN as if in a primordial dream
I was looking at a mask of my later self.

Thus the surreal landscape of the first section evokes the isolation of
the 7°x from the outer world: His past reality is obliterated, his present
is a flooded landscape without recognizable topographical or human
features, and the ancient wrinkled face of a future without hope already
exists within him.

The first section ends with a colon, the normal function of which
is to suggest that what follows will explain or elaborate on what goes
before it. The message given by this colon is that his state of mind in
the opening section is to be explained by what is about to be descri-
bed. Thus the expectation of a nihilistic ending is aroused. Sutzkever’s
achievement, however, is that in the course of the poem - that is, by
means of the act of poetic creation itself — he reaches a resolution of
the conflict.

38 See footnote 30.

39 The reader is confronted here with a Sutzkeverian neologism, vpwy1ya8ax. Since the
separable prefix BX can mean a finishing or departing, the phrase suggests suns which have
disappeared from the world before this sunset — all the suns of the poet’s past.

40 Sutzkever1952: 115.



Heather Valencia: From Der tsirk to Erev mayn farbrenung 123

The poem moves from the inner landscape to a dramatic recrea-
tion of the incident. As in pay 1y, the poet’s reluctance to confront
the trauma makes him use retarding techniques: in this case a descrip-
tion of nature, a real environment this time, which begins as a serene
evocation of an autumn evening:*

JORLW Ya%YT TT NS [YNBWYL .LDIIRT WIRIAK - UK And now — a blue autumn. Spun from the same stuff
ANBRWKA 1T LYPYIT 1IK LIBW ,XNAN M NH XN with which, probably, Creation spins and crochets
VY M 7B - PAMKWTIP B Y7avaxya  the blue gleam of children’s eyes — full of
JDTPVIRY IR sad tenderness.

This gentle romantic description, with its image of children’s eyes, sug-
gests innocence and beauty; a serene world, created by a transcenden-
tal presence. The poet’s own emotions, however, do not permit him to
sustain this vision of an ordered universe, and elements of surrealism
creep in, until gradually nature again reflects his own distressed self:*

21178 77 vm YYYnRe LI JwoKRE YamE T IR And today the birds flap slowly with their wings
5355 xe ™y v LWLRL ZAMG TV MULYTYN IR and one can see that each bird flaps with

QYITDLW TT IS JOPKI TUZXI YAINT M1 DX TT VOB two pairs of wings.
YUK J0WYIBK OXN-IRD T 0ORN YORp X IR The street is empty. As if cornstalks had
DYPLDKD (UMY T PR TIRY 1 IR JVArSp wpyoa grown up from the paving stones

5355 axe iy 71 vm Yams ypruaynmw t1axd  and a scythe had just cut down every one.
Bells ring out, leaving traps in the air
for the floating birds with two pairs of wings.

The allusion to four-winged birds evokes Ezekiel’s vision of living crea-
tures with four faces and four wings.* The evening bells are a malignant
force, setting traps in the air for the birds — perhaps a forewarning of
the malice of the Christian neighbors. The image of the empty street is
created through another of Sutzkever’s ‘images of reversal.’ The initial
neutral statement: oxa ™1 OB assumes symbolic coloring through the
metaphor by which the poet extends it: elsewhere in Sutzkever’s poetry
a symbol of life, cornstalks are a sign of emptiness and death when they
are growing between the paving stones of a town. Only in a town where
people do not walk on pavements does grass grow between the stones.*
The poet then imagines these cornstalks themselves as having been ob-

41 Ibid.: 115.

42 Ibid.

43 Ezekiel1:4-6.

44 The same reversal of a normally positive metapoetic image is seen in the negative
image of grass in the sixth poem of 2110 1y 71y y1X (Ode to the Dove ): X731 v™M VY WKRA [..]
T ™ — ([ ... ] grass covers my country like mould). Sutzkever 1955: 12.
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literated by a scythe, an image suggesting Death the Reaper. With this
multi-layered image, Sutzkever suggests the foreboding of death.

So the apparently serene ‘real’ landscape, the voaIxT 2y, has
gradually turned into a vision no less disturbing than that of the first
section. Now, however, the poet must confront the central episode,
which he does with a further moment of hesitation reminiscent of the
earlier poem:

(py ayT) [ vox1 A7y —— LA R And today — — before night [ ... ] (Der tsirk)
(3my129K8 1 37y) [ rk oS yn -1k And - they lead us [ ... ] (Erev mayn farbrenung )

In the depiction of the ordeal, there are significant differences between
the two poems. The malice of the neighbors, dwelt on in painful detail
in the earlier poem, is here reduced to three lines, and the poet’s scorn-
ful attitude is conveyed merely by the quotation marks round “ouow,: %

VT2 77 QMK [AYPLIK TIK .LYPRI .LYPXI .LYPRI  Naked. Naked. Naked. And opposite on the wild
,“O10W, YyI1mn [y ynmaey vpr1opy  disgusting apple trees sit my “neighbours,”
JYp18 yprayi78 71X K7 78y o™ bite into apples, chase away the flying sparks.

The speaker’s humiliation is eloquently conveyed by the threefold
LYPX), in contrast to the more direct description of the neighbors’
taunts in p17y 1yT, and the message of the ironic “onow, is further inten-
sified by the transferred epithet of the "ynma%sy yp1%py v, whose
apples they are enjoying as they watch. The economy of these images
enables the poet to focus all attention on the central issue which forms
the climactic final section.

Also for this reason, the figure of the boy has been omitted. The
essence of the poem is the dialogue between the 7'x and the old man,
and the symbolic importance of the parchment; the whole focus of the
poem is the conflict between good and evil. This also explains the devil
on the church spire, ringing the malevolent bells; he is the counterpoint
to the old rabbi, who is transformed and elevated in this later poem.
We have seen that in both the prose version and the earlier poem he
was a human figure, albeit with an aura of sanctity, but here Sutzkever
raises him above the purely human sphere: he is described as having a
y1nma1am (lion’s mane); like Moses, he carries the scroll as paxwya x
1 15 (a gift from Sinai), and he is able to walk on the glowing coals

45 Ibid.: 116.
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as if on grass. When he goes into the fire, his body is transformed into a
ma 1pr1yYa (dazzling body).

His answers to the speaker’s questions therefore have absolute au-
thority. The questions in p2y 1y1 were about the suffering of the Jewish
people throughout history; in the final section of this poem the ques-
tion is an urgent personal appeal about the speaker’s own young life:#

AM5KA 7T TR OXT 1879 v [ywosyw y1mr, — - Grandfather, whisper my lips, is this the reward
"IV X YOX DY LK 212y% J0ayyT v ™ IKE  for my life not yet lived? Does this all have
a meaning?

The old man’s answer draws the 7°x out of his private agony into the
v7p Vay oK), into the collective 7 of the victims, who have an ethical
framework for their actions, in contrast to the evil oppressors:*

vayr myoroynovoxn, [..]  Would you like to be like those people
27Vay5w T VIR ]AVPLIRK 01278y 181K on the apple tree opposite, or like the persecutors?
1701 K O7MIK DT PrTAYLW T 0MpRA TR ™ To be a Jew means: always to be prepared for a trial,
[...] “o1gmR IR OIMKR  for a trial and a miracle. [...]

In the earlier poem the 7°x gave in to the temptation of saving his life
at the price of his honor, and thus forfeited being part of the miracle of
the ever-regenerating v™p vay17xa. But in this poem the conflict is re-
solved through the symbolism of the scroll: in p7y 1y the 7'x was guil-
ty of destroying the scroll, but in a111y727X8 ™1 37y, the moral damage
is repaired and the way shown towards the redemption of the Jx: it is
through the scroll that the key motif of the poet’s word is introduced as
the essential factor in his salvation.

As the prophet-figure of the old man is consumed by fire, the word
X leaps from the parchment, as in pa7y 2y7; this time, however, the
sacred word is not annihilated but gives the speaker the moment of
illumination necessary to complete his redemption:*

— 721K YT LYNIRL N LAKT [YNKMY P15 X vm  Together with a spark the onoykhi leaps from
DK VT 1Y TR 129 11X 277 D1pT DYIIR 1YIAR the parchment,
IVAIMYRA ORI Y IR DIR[0 VAR 'R 911 but it can be seen in the old man’s body and life.
,IYPR78 YIXD 'K DK IWLIIK R 9KE - ,jyamn yox [ want to catch my onoykhi, so that it
conquers
all my sufferings — so I fall under him,
into the heart of the flames,

46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 1bid.: 16f.
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VAT 7T UTAMIK TR VIR 17N TR 1BXWKA 7711 For my word is fashioned from the changing todays,
27 1Y 1B LAYIAVIONK DK LXT 91yY5 wrkixx  and a stupid flame has burned it off my tongue.
PUTM 5 yayomayy T eW rTum Pk oy) - With my lips that are bitten in agony, I begin
JIPT DY118 O7p108 7T ROV K XD [ARMYAX  to whisper syllable for syllable the verses of
1ZXNK YP1aTK PR YIy111ay3 DYX 010D the old man,
VYR [PTTIVANT 'K IXDYAIK DIV AT7 ' IR ancient verses born in eternal yesterdays
and my body becomes clothed in singing armour.

This is the climactic moment of the poem: the old man is the embodi-
ment of the immutable 1y, of the essential Word, and this leads the
poet to consider the difference between his word and the »21x. The dif-
ference is epitomized by the two accentuated words jvamit and [oxnx:
the JoimiT of the poet’s word represents transience and change, in con-
trast to the 19xnx yp1amx of the words of the Torah, embodied in the
rabbi, which constitute the eternal vp yayoxa.

Only through the transformation of his word into something eter-
nal and sacred (™1x 1™ [vax5d [catch my onoykhi]) can he become
part of that continuity which eluded him in p7y 2y7. This is why he
throws himself under the rabbi, into the fire. This striking image sug-
gests a mystical union with the "21x, and the transfiguration of the 72xis
achieved by his reciting the words of the 19xnx yp2amx of the Torah ver-
ses. It is significant that his final triumph is conveyed by what is clearly
an echo of the armor metaphor of the earlier poem — there the symbol
of his guilt was the loss of his shield:*

27w YUK 1T 1R AN YAyuYRwIRE  Accursed one! where is your ancient shield
21w yay7ypoyh amayy v oxn - which bent the spears of nations?

Now that the poet has found his "ax, that is, his word, which has
achieved the status of eternity and continuity which the sacred verses
embody, he is protected by a 1yyixs jp1ayarm. The attribute prmayam is
an allusion to the poetic word: the verb jva171 (to sing) is always used
by Sutzkever in a metapoetic context.”® So the 7'x has now emerged,
protected by his poetic word, which has achieved the eternity of the

49 The words of God to Abraham (Genesis 15:1) read like an answer to this question in y7
P77y, and a bridge to the ™x of the later poem: X1 2771 12w 77 (a1 "21K DIAK KA X
(Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield and thy exceeding great reward ). The 21X which springs
from the parchment could well be part of this verse, answering the question of pa7y y.
50 For example in the poem X X 7% 277 K (1 lie in a coffin): ™ [ 71X X PR vYR X [...]
VIR M IR YR 0T [, T9p Yywy i PR ([ ... ] and now in a coffin, / as in clothes made
of wood, / still my word sings ). Sutzkever 1963: 249.
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ywn5 1 yoyow 71¥ [.]  [...] To the fresh new stars
JM9K M DAYNW ,JAKNTYTE K 'R vaymw  he soars up in a fiery chariot, soars up like Elijah,
YWHOR HX0 K M Suakn-Jorw (1At Rk and pick up his shadow-mantle, as did
once Elisha.

11K This idea is cemented in the final lines of the poem, depicting the
death of the rabbi:
Elisha took up Elijah’s mantle and carried on his work; by using this
image, the 7'x is affirming his place within Jewish tradition, not rejec-
ted and isolated, but a link in the v™p yay1oxa. The two rhymes in the
last three lines of the otherwise unrhymed poem give a sense of com-
pletion. The movement of 2111y12K5 ™M 37y is the reverse of pary qy:
the earlier poem begins with the attempt of the 7'x to be part of the "m
of the Jewish people and ends with the isolated 7'x, cut off from the
593 (community) ; the second poem begins with the isolation of the
1'%, and ends with his integration and a clear vision of his role within
the community of the Jewish people. a111y127x5 17m 31y is the 11pn of
the earlier poem, and it is here, not in p7y 1y, that he finds the poetic
word.

The two poems, considered together, are the first example in Sutz-
kever’s work of a process which was to continue throughout his crea-
tive life: the constant poetic reworking and transfiguration of the 11n
within his monumental oeuvre. They are a confirmation of the trans-
formative power of the poetic word itself. From the agony and guilt of
the poem written just after the ordeal itself, Sutzkever is able to change
the experience into a source of inspiration for his creative life. This
happens during the course of the second poem itself: the disturbing
imagery at the beginning of 2111y727X5 171 31y evokes the poet’s frame
of mind as he begins the poem, and his bleak view of the future is con-
veyed through the image of the wrinkled face as a "yvysw 17 118 ypoxn.
But by the end of the poem this despairing vision has been transformed
through the process of creating the poem: the Nazi bonfire, which was
the cause of his degradation and isolation from the v™p yay1oxa in 7
7Y, has become a symbol of purification in 11my7237x8 ™1 37y, exem-
plifying Sutzkever’s conviction, expressed two years earlier in the epic
vrvwn»ya (Clandestine City), that a central function of his poetic
mission is to transform pain into beauty:>

Ty pynya DIwRa PR M 1YY R 1live! Thave been destined to be
N1y WprypKR7 Wuw-pna R a cruelly silent watchful witness
W 'R T Y9 TARNNKG M oxn 7 118 of pain, which must transform itself into light.

51 Sutzkever 1963: 443.
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