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Poetry n conventional Jewish terms, Abraham Sutzkever, who died January 20 at age 96, was a man of contradictions.

' His early childhood in Siberia — what he called his “blond beginning” — gave him a keen responsiveness to ice

: and light and stars and flowers that critics have considered pagan. His early reputation as an apolitical lyric poet
A dark violet plum, 8 pas KRR P i

in Vilna would not seem to predict a risk-taker and a rescuer. But when the war came to Vilna, the “Ariel of Yiddish
the last one on the tree,

; : i e literature” — his nickname, from the “airy spirit” of Shakespeare’s Tempest— became Ari-el, the Lion of God. He
thin-skinned and delicate as the pupil of an eye,

smuggled rare books and documents cut of the YIVO archive and weapons into the Vilna ghetto. When the ghetto
that in the dew at night blots out was liquidated, he escaped with his wife to the partisans in the forest. Airlifted to Moscow, he reported on the geno-
love, visions, shivering, cide in progress and later testified at the Nuremberg trials. After the war he returned to Vilna, dug up the hidden
and then at the morning star the dew books and papers, and arranged for their smuggling to New York. He settled in Tel Aviv and founded the journal
grows weightless: That e Di goldene keyt ( The Golden Chain), publishing Yiddish literature in the heart of modern Hebrew culture.

is poetry. Touch it so lightly : Sutzkever saw no conflict between the love of art and nature and an absolute commitment to the Jewish
that you don’t leave a fingerprint. people. He continued to write his elegant and exacting poems throughout the war years. He composed with a
strict eye to form: the “Angel of Poetry,” he imagined, would guard his life only if he wrote poems worthy of
protection. His task, as poet and hero, was to save the fragments of culture, language, and experience: he worked,
YIIYND . i in Ruth Wisse’s words, “to make each fragment yield the sensation of the whole.”

' “It seems rather mischievous,” says Wisse of the poem “Who will last?,” “to locate permanence in wind and

0195 YuYoRS Spiw X foam; and the second stanza, reducing poetry to a language of grass and flowers, takes us all the way back to a pre-
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historic landscape and forces us to confront the possibility of having to begin there again.” But this is what a poet

with a Siberian childhood knows: that the prehistoric is not so remote as civilization imagines, and is regenerative.
The least blade of grass reconstitutes a landscape, even in the horror and misery of the Vilna ghetto. Sutzkever’s
finely crafted lyricism was not escapism but resistance. In his work, nature and art joined forces to sustain the
Jewish soul against the annihilating powers of a cruel enemy. His metaphor of the “fiddle rose” imagines a

fiddle — his father’s instrument — growing and blossoming from the grave, playing its own music. ¢
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Who will last, what will last? A wind will last. ,DIM R DY 12272 212293 Dy OXN, 12222 BN YN
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as Creation seeds again and lasts.

For its own sake, a fiddle rose will last.

Seven blades of grass that know the rose will last.

Longer than all the northern stars will last
the star that falls in a tear will last.
In the jug, a drop of wine will last.
Who will last, what will last? God will last.

Isn’t that enough for you?
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