| e | DN

IN GEVEB A JOURNAL OF YIDDISH STUDIES

X0 15 WTY,, 19 WTY? "MT¢ « Three poems from "Poems from my
Diary"
by Abraham Sutzkever, translation by Maia Evrona

In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (December 2016)

For the online version of this article:

[http://ingeveb.org/texts-and-translations/]



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (December 2016)

“312aK80 |19 WTY,, 19 WTT? T
'

Three poems from "Poems from my Diary'

Abraham Sutzkever
translated by Maia Evrona

Translator's note

These three poems are taken from the expanded edition of Abraham Sutzkever’s
collection Poems from My Diary/Lider fun togbukh. With the exception of “The Sea
Tosses Its Drowned Silence Onto the Shore,” they loosely follow the four-quatrain form
of most of the Diary/Togbukh poems.

The extra fifth line in “Memory of the Well by My Cottage Near the Viliya” is, of
course, why I use the word “loosely.” This poem evokes the Lite of Sutzkever’s early life,
not simply because of the stated location—the cottage by the Viliya River—but because
of the inclusion of the “dove-trapper.” This term will probably sound strange to the
average North American reader, particular those from urban areas, but bird trapping
was once—and is still in some places in the world—a common practice, much like
fishing. In the Eastern Europe that was Sutzkever’s home, bird trapping was a
small-time occupation, often practiced by young men of questionable character.

Reading the poem again, I wonder why this particular dove-trapper chooses to
descend into a well shunned by birds. Reading all three poems together, I notice the

inclusion of some form of water in each: well water, sea, the midnight rain. Each poem
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also features a particular receptacle—a mailbox, a well, an ocean—and each of those
receptacles has life inside of it. I am conflicted about whether it is my job as a translator
to share these observations, so I will allow readers their own thoughts from here, and

invite them to come to their own conclusions.

The Sea Tosses Its Drowned Silence onto the
Shore

The sea tosses its drowned silence onto the shore
and shrinks back with froth on its lips
into itself.

Barefoot little wanderer,

before the smooth salty moisture
clouds it over, engrave your will

with a twig on the seashore:

Thus and thus and thus.

A wave with pearl wings will swallow it
and carry it to the roller of waves

and he will read it.

Read it, bless it: Let it be as the little wanderer wishes.
And a rapt, singular smile

will emerge from the sand, resurrected.

The sea tosses its drowned silence onto the shore.
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Memory of the Well By My Cottage Near the Viliya

Memory of the well by my cottage near the Viliya:

when a servant girl sweetly splashed through it with her dives,
it embraced her with its firm rings

and the sunset was not extinguished in the well’s abyss.

The girl jumped in along with her belly, since then

both the bucket and chain have been covered in rust

and neighbors have ceased to draw water from there

and the well has also been shunned the bird and its song.

A dove-trapper only, who was nursed in the dovecote’s
cradle, has descended down that chain of rusted sparks
into the well at night, to its mirror,

where that full servant girl drowned herself seven times.

Sunrise—rising green and yellow and tipsy

from the brandy gushing up in this old well at night.

The devil knows why I now hear the dove-trapper’s

melodies, when I go back further and further

towards home? Why do I, like him, drink the old well’s poison?

I Say To My Feet

I say to my feet: why does the rain at midnight give you fear?
Stand still, be patient, at the mailbox outside. So many secrets
inside. No one will stop you from lending an ear.

It’s clearly not reading, heaven forbid!

And to read a flash of lightning on the parchment of clouds, could one dare?
And to hear what the rain whispers to the dead, could one dare?
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Why should I not lend an ear to the mailbox and hear
the queen awaken in the beehive of letters?

I say to my feet: the strings of the rain are chains,

you are shackled! No clap of thunder can set you free.

I will stand at the letter-hive like one possessed and listen
to the silence of the unsaid between two divided friends.

May my thirsty body soak up every last bit of this fresh rain
and may my ear absorb now this music of secrets.

they will suddenly begin whispering over countries,
rattling quiet dwellings and setting fire to their beds.
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