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Melekh Ravitsh
translated by Lazer Lederhendler

Introduction: The “Spinoza” story is drawn from the second volume of Dos
Mayse-Bukh Fun Mayn Lebn, the memoirs of Zakharye-Khone Bergner, better known
as Melekh Ravitsh (1893-1976). Ravitsh was born in Redim (Rodymno), a town in
Eastern Galicia, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He later moved to Vienna
and eventually to Warsaw, which he called home until 1934, when he left Poland for
good. In 1941, after traveling widely, Ravitsh settled in Montreal, where he wrote the
three volumes of his Mayse-bukh.

Volume Two covers the years 1908-1921 and includes an account of how, in the wake of
the momentous 1908 Czernowitz Conference, Ravitsh found both his pen name and his
vocation as a Yiddish writer. His literary career was just beginning when World War I
broke out, and Ravitsh spent three years as a soldier in the Austrian army. It was during,
in his words, “that first mass murder,” that he — like numerous intellectuals before and
after him — became enthralled by the philosophy of Baruch Spinoza. Galvanized by his
readings, of the Ethics in particular, Ravitsh began to compose what would become his
third book of poetry, Spinoza (published in 1918). Some fifty years on, he shaped this
episode into a story of how those poems came to be written. But there is clearly more to
it than that.

Generally identified, and self-identified, as a poet first and foremost, Ravitsh was also a
prolific prose writer of impressive range and artistry. The “Spinoza” story offers a prime
demonstration of his abilities as a storyteller, portraitist, and stylist. Concision, a vivid
sense of place and time, a smooth blend of humor, drama, and irony: Ravitch skillfully
deploys such narrative devices — in many ways reminiscent of Chekhov — to engage the
reader in the quest at the heart of the story, a young man’s search for absolute truths.

The immediate outcome of that quest was, of course, a collection of poems. Accordingly,
Ravitsh ends the “Spinoza” chapter on a triumphant note, implicitly inviting the reader
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to turn (or return) to his book Spinoza. 1 took up the invitation. Reading the poems
allowed me to better understand the transformative impact of Spinoza’s life and works
on Ravitsh’s own life and writings, which so often evince a fully embodied sense of the
immanence of the divine. By way of example, here is the final verse of the poem “In
likht” (my translation), where Ravitsh addresses Spinoza directly:

From the light of your words there remains

A golden shimmer on the garment of my soul,
And from your books, timedust

Rises up when I open them,

Later to shimmer vibrant-golden

Down upon my poems,

The dust steeped in light,

A mist of light

On my poems’ ceaseless praise

For you.
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I had a cousin named Itzik, the son of my mother’s sister Leytshe and her second
husband Hersh-Wolf. Endowed with every virtue, Itzik was kind and handsome, clever
and cultured, a man of many talents. He had studied law and became well known as a
defense lawyer in cases brought by the Polish government against the leaders of
left-wing organizations. Itzik Gut-Rosenblat was an outstanding orator. But he was also
a fabulist, and here and there he would throw in a story that bore no relation to reality.
Yet he would stand stubbornly by his claim and marshal a hundred-and-one arguments
to support it. He was a first-class dialectician, and could invoke a mass of evidence to
prove that some patently unkosher thing was actually kosher. Itzik also devoured books
and was well-versed in world literature. The whole family loved Itzik but took his
assertions with a grain of salt. His casual attitude toward the truth ultimately cost him
the right to practice law and drove him to seek refuge in drink.

In the middle of the First World War, Itzik, a year my senior and already an officer, was
wounded at the front. He was in Vienna while I was on a short leave there. We talked
and talked endlessly. I was seeking some consolation in the midst of that first mass
murder. I had long been a vegetarian, but that alone afforded me no spiritual solace.
The Old and New Testaments, the Koran, and the sacred books of Buddhism, which I
carried around with me at the time, were scarce comfort. So I turned to Itzik: “You are
familiar with the books and great works of the world. Give me a book that will be the
alpha and omega of all books, a book to live and to die by.” Itzik launched into a long,
eloquent disquisition on a mysterious book possessing the very qualities I sought, one
that for many years had been his great book of consolation. The more I hung on his
words, the more he drew me in—that was his way. I let my imagination run free, and
before my eyes a sort of secret book took shape: the Book of Books. But when Itzik saw
that he had brought me to the peak of suspense and that, heaven forbid, he might have
gone too far and I might conclude that this supreme Book of Books was a mere
fabrication, he said: “It’s Benedict Spinoza’s Ethics.” I was bitterly disappointed, as I
had once attempted to read this book only to give up midway. But Itzik insisted, “Go
back and read it again. Read it even if you have trouble understanding the beginning.
After a few dozen pages you'll find it reads like a novel, and you’ll see that I'm right. It is
the Book of Truth.” Coming from Itzik, this paean on the Book of Truth sounded
strange. But I did as he said.

I bought myself the inexpensive compact German edition of the Ethics and later the
other five pocket-sized volumes of Spinoza’s works published by Reclam Verlag. I still
have them today. I never parted with those little books; they were my companions in
dozens of countries and on the seven seas, which I sailed for nearly a year , and through
all of life’s storms, great and small. The book of consolation.

Shortly after my conversation with Itzik I was transferred to the 45th Howitzer
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Regiment. On the one hand there were the peasants, giants adept at handling the huge
black artillery horses, and on the other hand the students, tasked with operating the
howitzers’ intricate computing mechanisms so they wouldn’t be lobbing shells every
which way. At first, however, we remained in the barracks, still in training. Time was
short, the war was raging, and military instruction, which in peacetime took years to
acquire, now had to be crammed into our heads in a matter of weeks. I took advantage
of every free moment to read the Ethics. Itzik was right. It really was the Book of Truth.
Much of what Itzik used to say did not add up. But his statement about this being the
book of ultimate truth—that much was true.

On Saturday afternoons we would clean the barracks. This took quite a few hours, right
up to the evening roll-call. But soldiers who volunteered to clean out the cesspits by the
stables and next to the barracks—or for even worse jobs—were dismissed as soon as the
task was done. You could earn two or three free hours that way. Every Saturday
afternoon, the instant the corporal summoned the volunteers, a handful of lazy slobs
craving a few more hours on the pallet would step forward, along with the thin,
dark-haired fellow who wanted to use those same few hours to plunge into Spinoza’s
Ethics. The moment the dark-haired fellow stepped forward to join the slobs, laughter
would burst out from the company like a cannon shot. Still, there was no other time to
read the Ethics, and it had to be read. It just had to.

This was when the first of my “Spinoza” poems were written.

Time passed. The field artillery regiment went off to the battlefield. The Spinoza reader
soon had his foot run over, as it happened, by the wheel of a field gun. He was
transferred back to his previous infantry regiment and spent many months in a
convalescent home. His regiment was then stationed in Szombathely (Steinamanger in
German), the Hungarian city with myriad Catholic churches. For a time he worked
twelve hours a day in a regimental administrative office. He had finished reading the
Ethics long ago, as well as Spinoza’s other works, and was immersed in composing a
series of poems: “Spinoza.” There was noise all around. A quiet corner was nowhere to
be found, and writing the Spinoza poems demanded absolute calm and concentration. I
spent my few free evening hours roaming around the devoutly Catholic city, looking for
somewhere quiet. I soon discovered that Catholic churches were always open and,
because they were so numerous, rather empty as well. And rather dark. I entered one,
genuflected, and saw that every station in the church had a small lectern where a man
could write in peace. From then on I knelt each day for an hour or two, mumbling a
little under my breath whenever someone looked at me, and when the church was
empty, I wrote. Once, while I was absorbed in this work, a soft-spoken, ascetic priest
noticed me and came over. I told him I was writing prayers for myself and that, being
Jewish, I was writing them in my language—Yiddish. He tolerated me and even helped
me find a spot where the light was better.

So it was that the church voices of Szombathely, the twilight tolling of the bells, and the
wintry afternoon sun entered the “Spinoza” poems, as did the faces of the consumptive
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patients in my regiment’s infirmary—Spinoza, too, had suffered from consumption.

Mid-November 1918 saw the collapse of the European constellation that had existed
before the First World War, and on the horizon the morning star of the weary world
appeared, bright with hope for the ever-returning messiah whose name is Revolution.
And on just such a morning, more precisely at dawn, by the light of the morning star, a
demobilized soldier returned home carrying in his rucksack “Spinoza,” a poem written
at the price of countless hours cleaning out the latrines in a Cracow barracks and
countless hours kneeling in a Szombathely Catholic church.
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