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From the Depths

Chava Rosenfarb
translated by Hannah Pollin-Galay

Introduction: Chava Rosenfarb’s poem “Mimaamakim” (From the Depths) is both an
elegy and a love letter. Rosenfarb opens the poem with a dedication to the “ruins of the
Lodz ghetto,” her hometown where she was raised and then imprisoned before being
deported to Auschwitz in 1944. Defying the ethos of ‘non-representability’ in Holocaust
literature, Rosenfarb takes us on a vivid tour of the ghetto, entering homes, digging into
corners, picking up sounds and images as she goes. While the lyric voice speaks initially
to the Lodz ghetto, that addressee transforms as the poem progresses. Sometimes she is
speaking to a song of the ghetto, and at other moments to its singer, the ghetto bard,
Simcha Bunim Shayevitch, who was her mentor, her friend, and possibly her lover. He is
depicted directly in the poem and also recognized in a footnote. Multiple poetic motifs —
the spider, the Shekhina, unsung songs — echo Shayevitch’s poem “Lekh lekha” (Go
forth).! In an act befitting the title, imbibing the language of others and taking someone
else’s music into one’s “depths” is a process explored within the poem.

Rosenfarb wrote this poem in Brussels in 1946, soon after her liberation from
Bergen-Belsen. As Rosenfarb later recalled, she felt an unstoppable urge to write and
repossess her voice at this moment. Rosenfarb’s youthful buoyancy expresses itself best
in the music of the poem, its rhyme, which I have tried to preserve wherever possible. At
the same time, the poem contains an intellectually mature, programmatic message with
regard to language. Embedded throughout the poem are special terms drawn from the
intricate argot of the ghetto. In her introduction to the 1947 volume Di balade fun
nekhtikn vald un andere lider (The Ballad of Yesterday’s Forest and other Poems),
where this poem was first published, Rosenfarb explains that she included these
specialized words intentionally, hoping that they could “become everyone’s shared
estate [alemens eygentum]” (4). Her poetry was an opportunity to teach a secret code
and build community around it. I have therefore preserved some of these specialized
terms as well as Rosenfarb’s footnotes glossing those terms, which playfully enhance
and counteract the verse text.

! Simcha Bunem Shayevitsh, Lekh lekha (Warsaw: Centralna Zydowska Komisja Historyczna, 1946).
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This duality of the poem, the tension between Rosenfarb’s intellectual program and her
musicality, also informed my translation process. I first translated this poem in order to
teach it to an undergraduate class called “A Woman’s Language? Sexuality, Gender and
Yiddish Literature” at Tel Aviv University. Having shared my tentative English
rendering, I asked each of the students to translate a few stanzas into their respective
first languages. I received responses in Hebrew, Russian, German, and Arabic. Hearing
the poem in this wide array of languages, I understood that “From the Depths” could
arouse passionate interest among non-Yiddishists and be rendered legible far beyond its
original context. Given that Rosenfarb addressed this first book of poems to “You from
other nations, and you, our own brethren who did not experience these cruel years,” (3)
I think she would have been happy to learn of the text's capacity to traverse lingual and
cultural boundaries.

In addition, my students helped me to embrace the sense of joyous experimentation in
the piece. While I had initially made some more academically-oriented translation
choices, emphasizing Rosenfarb’s interest in the language of the ghetto, my students
were drawn to other aspects of “From the Depths”: Rosenfarb’s emotional swings, her
outbursts of spirituality, and her ambition to make a Holocaust poem into a sensuous
piece fit to be read aloud. Thus — as Rosenfarb incorporated her mentor’s voice into her
own lines — it is my hope that some aspects of my students’ voices can be heard in my
translation.

I wish to thank Raphael Halff, Julian Levinson, Miriam Sagan. and Jeffrey Wallen for
their comments on this translation. Research for this translation was supported by the
Israel Science Foundation, (grant No. 467/20).
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From The Depths

For the ruins of the Lodz Ghetto

From the depths I call you,
Song of home interrupted...

There, amid rotten fences and blind holes
You trace your own tracks,

Like a stray dog.

Along shingles of scattered roofs, you rove,
Like a spider, alone

On the gray web of her generation.

There, you weep into a dried-up well
Like a child, gasping

At a mother’s stricken breast.

From inside a fallen chimney, you wail
Lamenting, abandoned

—a graveyard’s wind.

There, you cry into windows stripped of glass,
Like an autumn fly

In its dying shiver.

Amid stone ruins, you sway with the grass,
Like the soul over a grave

Like the Shekhina over a cradle, you hover.

You, holy song of ruined home

You wander the streets, empty, bereft

And you call from every rag, from every stone
Your mute call, mimaamakim, from the depths.

Right there, I see you on Mlinarski Street, Marishiner
How you, in dry earth, wither with the thorn.

You used to grow in the garden plot, the botvine®
Turning red to green before every door.

And while slender onions grew there,

Potato patches smiled in bloom.

There a ghetto woman did her weeding,

And a ghetto man, with a watering can, strode through.

? In the ghetto almost every person had a plot of earth [botvine] to cultivate. The fruits of this labor fed
the soul more than the body (Rosenfarb’s note).
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And birds never sang so sweetly
As there, perched on a thin branch.
Hope never grew so greenly

As on a crooked ghetto-patch.

And though the heavens hung above
Surrounded by rifles and rusted rods,
Nowhere else had life held such purpose
And no one had ever felt so close to God.

There you spun in shadowy Fayfer’s Alley
At the gentle end of a summer day

A game of tag with the Angel of Death
—the last Jewish children are at play.

And they threw “srulke-jacks” as though throwing fate
On wooden stairs, on windows.

They ran among the ghosts of night

Playing chase with their own shadows,

There, with their last breaths, darkened mothers
Blew upon their kitchen fires

Frying blackened “coffee-crackers™

Dripping oil, dripping tears.

And fathers with trembling hands
Weighed each bread slice to size,

Then served the bread to their children
Hunger flashing in their eyes...

Never was a bite so sweet

As there around that ghetto table
Where a mother served hot water-stew
And spoons reveled in the bowl.

And never did walls gleam so bright
As they did at home, by windows in the dark,
As at that last meal, that last time

3 In the ghetto, there was imitation-coffee, which was easier to receive than anything else. Then, people
cooked various dishes and even soup from that “coffee.” This particular “dish” temporarily blocked
hunger, while also tearing holes in the stomach. (Rosenfarb’s note)
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During those final family talks.

There you spun on Masarske

On a quiet, dusky shabes.

There in silence, with faces of parchment—
Sat the last grandmas, the last bobes

And bearded grandpas, also the last,
With peyes wrapped in old, torn socks,*
Hurried to rattle off some psalms

As if scared, as if racing the clock.

And on the mute eve of Yom kiper
You arose with a Kol nidre tune,
With the cry, behind locked shutters
Of the last Sh’'ma-Yisroel Jews.

And a life raged, as never before,

And a hero roared, as never before,
And a prayer begged, as never before,
And a beggar pleaded, as never before.

This is you, over a saw, a press-iron
Weaving your web, for days, for years.
Your love and hatred swollen,

Into a hollow of faith, a hollow of fears.

And you spun along with the tailor’s jingle:
“Our poor burning town...”

From lips, over bony hands, you trickled,
Like tears, you dripped down.

But then often you’d string yourself higher
With the machine’s blast, you’'d call,
When sons and daughters would sing
Their hearty “Internationale”

With their fists raised at the fences
Shimshon’s eyes turned to fire—
But Shimshon of the ghetto had no hair

4 Though forbidden, highly pious Jews did not shave off their beards and peyes. They always walked
around with old handkerchiefs and socks around their faces. (Rosenfarb’s note)



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (June 2022)

No grenades, no guns, no “shpayer.”

And hands were never so forlorn,
They’d never been so barren,

As when those young fingers

Fell back to the saw and to the iron.

And never had the heavens been so dark,
All worlds locked down, a thousand-fold,
And never was a people in its final prayer
So lost and so alone.

You, holy song of ruined home.

You mute melody—you crawled on a rusted wire
You, a body raped a hundred times over

Your soul cleansed, a thousand times more...

There you hang from creaking rooftops

As on the mast of a sunken ship, you cry

From the drowned below, that mimaamakim-call,
Reaches the blue, wide-open sky.

And today, as then, the sun sets

Under fields, under Marishin®

You've wrapped yourself there, like in a tangled salil,
In an old, torn curtain.

You flutter around in the white, ashen dust
Out from windows without panes

Like a white dream, like a dove

Over a town of haunted shades.

You stretch this blankness over the streets,
Every corner’s been wrapped around.

As if it were the knotty cord

Of a bell that’s muted and drowned.

’ A “shpayer,” literally ‘spitter,” was slang for ‘revolver’ in Holocaust-era Yiddish. (Translator’s note)

¢ Marishin [Polish: Marysin]: A village on the outskirts of the city, annexed to the ghetto. A few fields of
grass were growing there. In the summer, the ghetto leaders lived there in cottages. The old Jewish
cemetery was there, next to the train tracks that led thousands to extermination. (Rosenfarb’s note)
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Then up, up to the ghetto bridge,”

You pull that thread of mute melody.

Your torn strings bounce over broken steps,
As if stumbling on piano keys.

Later you pull yourself even higher

Up to the old church steeple, you climb along
You cover all the tombstone-roofs

With your white, dusted veil of song.

Your ash, your breath hover over all,

You chain yourself to that breath through every door
Until shadows emerge from all the holes

Leading you out on a night-stroll.

And again you emerge on Lotnisher Alley

Where there stands a house with half-open shutters,
Where a girl once learned her letters

And a father called her Blimele.?

And there, still under the window, in that room
Her doll’s cradle, empty

And cast upon it, sleeves strewn

Her father’s shirt lies.

There you weave into the silent cradle

Taking cover in its folds

You stay there, muted, until night with its black mantle
Crawls out from every hole.

It’s long been night for dead Blimele
And for her father, also gone

But not for you, you holy melody

In that cradle, you're just now born.

You rise from a rotted paper, here

In the father’s pocket, left behind,
You rise from a long dried-out tear
Between the erased, rubbed-out lines.

And flesh makes your ashy whiteness full

" The ghetto was divided into two quarters, each fenced in separately. Trams, electric cars and wagons
could travel in between the two quarters, bringing the only news available from the outside world. A
wooden bridge connected one part of the ghetto with the other. (Rosenfarb’s note)

¥ That was the name of the daughter of the deceased poet Sh. B. Shayevitsh. (Rosenfarb’s note)
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And it makes the barren night red;
And you rise with that mimaamakim call
Of the great ghetto poet, dead.

And you rise with joy,

And you rise with love,

And you rise from dust,

And over graves, you climb above.

And you swing the Earth—
With your shiver, it rocks.
And you smash the sword
Of ancient gods.

And out of the ancient desert

You lead weary Earth.

You read the new ten commandments
From all the mountaintops, you call forth.

And with your every groan, generations shake
Your every tear slides down their cheeks:
Right there, they stand on the pyre’s flames
And call out your call, mimaamakim.

You, open melody, freed

You, a holy song, raped.

Rise like the Shekhina over a cradle
Carry yourself, like a soul over a grave.

They weren’t the last

And they won’t be gone for long.
In our being, they’ll keep living
They’ll rise through our song.

From that handwriting, from that shiver,
From that tear on moldy paper—

That singing wind brings to me

Here, your breath, your air.

So, I call to you from the depths, you my song,

Rise up from their ash and bones

Come into my young, feverish body

Bring their undreamt yearning and unwailed moans.
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And make them rise in my joyous blood
With the green of hope, with pride.
Make them live forever in my every day,
Make them holy in my lines.

Brussels, September 1946

I wrote this poem before I knew that two of Shayevitch’s poems were found in garbage
cans in the Baluty district. They were published by the Historical Commission under
the name “Lekh lekha (Go Forth)”. (Rosenfarb’s note)
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