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The author’s impression of Stencl




Avrom-Nokhem Stencl arrived in this country in 1936, after
formative years in Poland, where he received a traditional Jewish
education, in Holland where he worked in an iron foundry and
seasonally on farms, and then in Berlin, where he combined city
living and contacts with regular forays into the countryside, and
where he found himself as a poet — a poet whose early Lider un
gedikbin showed the influence of German Expressionism and
whose most celebrated volume, Fisherdorf, dealt with rural
rather than city experiences. In London he became a predomi-
nantly urban poet, seeking again and again to celebrate the
particular corner, Whitechapel, to which he had homed, and
whose progressive de-Judaization after the Second World War
he watched with sorrow. He now saw himself as one link in a
chain of Yiddish writers who had tried to convey, with more or
less indirection, something of the impact London had made on
them: Sholem Aleykhem, in the much revered chapter of Mot!
Peyse dem kbazns which is headed ‘London, farvos brenstu
nisht?’; Yosef Khayim Brenner, in Meyeyver lagvulin (Me-ever
la-gevulin); Morris Rosenfeld, in his socially conscious and con-
cerned poems about proletarian life and suffering in the East
End; and Morris Vintshevski, the ‘grandfather’ of Yiddish
socialist literature, in his seminal volume Lester skver. Again and
again Stencl, indefatigable editor as well as poet and essayist,
sought to bring together not only his own scattered writings
dealing with the London experience, but also those of his Yid-
dish speaking contemporaries: a special volume of his journal
Loshn un lebn bears the significant title — Vaytshepl lebt.
Today, however, I would like to concentrate on what is to my
mind the highpoint of Stencl’s engagement with the Whitechapel
theme: another special edition of Loshn un lebn, the Yoyvl
almanakh of 1956, which set out to celebrate three hundred
continuous years of Jewish life in England after the readmission
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by Oliver Cromwell. To this celebratory volume Stencl himself
contributed four weighty items which combine into a kind of
summa of his life as a writer. A Foreword discussing significant
writings about England in Yiddish shows his powers as an
essayist, and traces the rivulets of tradition which had, he felt,
flowed into his own recent writings. An important cycle of
poems, entitled ‘In a derfl in Somerset’, goes back to the rural
inspiration of his earlier poetry. But the harshness of Fisherdorf
has been mitigated in this celebration of the English countryside,
which the poet himself described as an ‘idyll’, idilye: his perspec-
tive now is that of a man irrevocably committed to city-living,
for whom the country is a place for temporary sojourn only, for
a holiday, that must end with a return to the human contacts
characteristic of an ursaN environment. The poet feels at home
with the animals and plants of Somerset, but has little real
relation to its human inhabitants. The third of Stencl’s four
contributions to the Yoyvl almanakh uses a form he often
employed when he wanted to deal with his apprehension of
Jewish history: the Epic BALLAD. “Di balade fun di grine epalakh’
takes us back to the environment of Stencl’s youth in Poland: it
tells of oppression, conflict, misunderstanding and death in a
world of landowners, peasants and Jews before the ultimate
khurbn of the Nazi invasion. The most important of Stencl’s
contributions to the Yoyul almanakh is, however, kept till last: a
cycle of forty-two poems bearing the general title Vaytshepl
which has always seemed to me not only a highpoint in Stencl’s
own voluminous writings, but also one of the highpoints of
Yiddish poetry generally. It is this cycle which 1 would like to
place at the centre of this lecture in his memory.

The first thing to be said is that we are here face to face not
with a bunch of miscellaneous poems, but with a cycle in the true
sense. Its overall shape can easily be discerned by looking at the
unnumbered introductory poem and relating it to the last poem,
numbered 41. Here is the introductory poem:
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JYNYA BIPT YOYNYDRIYI KD DYIITALNEY &
3 TURIIYADNN 12w 11D PA 3w 9% Ty
SWPNIBIYT VIYDIRNYAONIN 1

JUmIp 1% DROWS 93P X &7 Y93 DMK

5 STIIBT SINARD LMRW YIIRn
FTRTT BY DMK DI IR T YT

A0 K9 B, RPN R IR JOIRN

I JUDRYRI R UM WP DYIORS R WORD

SBYWY™N L DYDYWLIRD TPT VO 1T M T vM

10 SBYBY X} a7 voyn whuyvw ypruen vy
AT7IRIN R’ O 2B TP LY PN PR

SUyaa K IR (HLITIE X WD T IR AW

Whitechapel appears as a kind of limbo: a shpring-bret far
geratevete who want to get elsewhere, or who are just waiting to
die, tsu keyver Yisroel tsu kumen. The last line of this introduc-
tory poem suggests that the cycle to follow is an RIP, a modest
poy nitman for Jewish Whitechapel, written on a little wooden
board, a bretl, rather than chiselled onto a solid memorial tablet,
a gravestone, a matseyve mit a tantsva. But if we now turn from
this to the final poem we find a significant development: the
shtetl tsvishn beylike shtetlakh which has somehow become
caught up or snagged in Jewish history — fartshepet is the word
Stencl uses — is now seen as something of much greater, more
permanent, importance. Jewish Whitechapel is still presented as
a phenomenon that is passing away, losing its essential character
as its former inhabitants move elsewhere or die; but it is now
celebrated as the Jerusalem of Britain — as saturated with
memories of Jewish life and letters as Pumbedita, Cordova,
Cracow, Amsterdam, Lublin, Volozhin, Vilna, Berditshev and
Kotsk. Indeed, the phrase ‘Jerusalem of Britain’ is clearly
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calculated to recall the traditional description of Vilna as the
‘Jerusalem of Lithuania’.

The process of historical appropriation made evident by the
relation between the first and the last poem is reenacted in the
cycle itself — from the second poem, which begins

,TAYID WILIPBOMK MR OYEY o1 PON
JIYNR N7 IYRIPYR U ARY WY PR M

over the climactic middle poem, No 23, which opens

JYPIPYAIR IR IYANT VT M
STRYID MR RT IPNY ADTION
JAYR I DI MR PON PR TORR
JINYT YIPIOR OXT vt IR oM

to the ultimate return, in No 41, to that hallowed line of tradi-
tion of which the Preface to the Yoyv! almanakh had spoken and
in which Stencl’s own poem cycle now takes its honoured place:

S5 T Y9Iy YA THYDIVIRT LRI 87
3 BYA BN JUOITY BYT LITYA SPONYVLIN
JUPIILIRD MYPLYLY YPNT YIWINK M
M1 78 DR M J2vha voyn 1T prInbynthw

The cycle is thus held together by significant development and
constant theme; but its individual components are also linked to
one another by a whole series of verbal hooks and eyes, as well
as by a network of recurring images which range from the idea
of getting caught or snagged to the complementary image of the
dance, with its ordered yet freely varied movement; by super-
imposition devices that enable us to see past, present and future
together; by recurrent metrical and sound patterns; and by a
meaningfully interconnected series of cultural allusions.

It is now time to give body to these generalizations by looking
at individual instances. For this purpose I have chosen three
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consecutive poems from this Whitechapel cycle — those num-
bered 16, 17 and 18 respectively. Here is No 16:

IDWNRI LVWYI DT .16

JYNYY AN YIS R 2 9T YR P
IV ORI PR PR OB IR Y21 oew
LOINR PR DAIWRY — D 71D DYAYBD M
SIPPL, TOO IR TIAY TOM AT TOM POR DX

5 PO Y YA YT ANK W M T WT W IR
1I0PRAYI YnRybYa 19K MeYE & N W oM

B%1Y YT DN O1IR WEMN Yayey vn

JUYRD PR OARY SDYI PR PR 1T T JYIYIR ayn oy

— 1byp 7 3oyBom 0T SSweiaaRD Wl

10 173°0 ORT IR POYOM DXT I DRT LYNRD ORT
AW PR R7AWY WEPLY M L IYRYLwYY 197900
17XO5Y% T IDRDIVR — T 1¥UpM 1Ra-nINo

— TOYIIW LAYI PYIR YT PR YUK T YN DX

1PN RN Y UK EBWE POy JORY T

15 — IR LI DY YT OO TTNLYY YA IR
JIVTWT AIHW YIp STV BYT JOERN YT W PR

This is one of a whole series of portraits that make this
Whitechapel cycle particularly memorable. Some are of named
individuals: fellow writers like S. Palme, Esther Kreitman,
Joseph Hillel Levi and Katie Brown; East End theatre folk like
Fainman and Kessler; but many of them — and these include the
most memorable — are of unnamed patrons of ABC or Lyons
coffee houses, the owners of fish shops or shoe stores, sellers of
religious books and appurtenances for which there is, alas, less
and less demand; barrow boys; cheap jack traders; tramps, and
well known Whitechapel eccentrics or harmless madmen. The
seller of cloth remnants belongs to this anonymous series — but
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though he remains anonymous to us, he is clearly not so to the
poet, who knows not only him but his family history, and writes
out of the fullness of that knowledge.

The poem is written in a relatively simple traditional form: a
ballad stanza of four lines in which only the even lines rhyme.
This takes its place in a wide range of traditional stanza forms
Stencl uses for his individual purposes — forms including Dan-
tesque terza rima and (notably) the Petrarchan sonnet, whose
conventional divisions — two quartets making up the octave,
two tercets making up the sestet — he uses with particular skill
and flair. The four line stanza of ‘Der reshtlakh ramsher’ is,
however, an especial favourite of Stencl’s because it has strong
links with popular rather than recherché literary traditions, and
because it combines the formalities of rhyme with the
informality of unrhymed line endings.

The first of these four line stanzas is, characteristically,
devoted to the past: ‘Zayn tate, der rov, a vilder kharef geven’;
and this gives the poet an opportunity to recall the religious
culture, the way of the Shas, within which the Yiddish language
took shape. The atmosphere of Talmudic study and exposition
becomes miraculously present by means of a series of carefully
selected particularities: Shas bavli, Shas yerushalmi, rishoynim
un akhroynim, mitn daf, mitn omed, mitn ‘veayen’ all help, in
their several ways, to make us breathe this atmosphere. Within
the poem, however, all this is consigned to the past: it is what
has been, iz geven; and the very first word, which refers back to
the title, directs attention to the son instead of the father. But the
opening directs attention also to an interconnectedness of which
we are subtly reminded throughout the poem: when we hear, at
the beginning of line 3, that Talmudic quotations flowed from
the rabbi’s mouth vi stenges, like ribbands, we cannot but make
an immediate connection with the wares in which the son deals
and to which the poem’s title refers. This connection the second
stanza continues and inverts. The rabbi’s stenges had looked
forward to the wares of his son; now the son’s position on top of
his stationary barrow is likened to the rabbi’s position on the
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balemer, the synagogue prayer platform, during a subtle expo-
sition of religious doctrine. In their own way, both father and son
are spellbinders; the oylem the remnant seller attracts in summer
and winter alike is implicitly likened to his father’s attentive
congregation. In this as in many other of his poems, Stencl
makes two worlds copresent; and the process of secularization
accelerated by the transplanting of Eastern European Jewry into
an English setting is powerfully suggested by the sudden
introduction of an English word — ‘barrow’ — into the second
stanza, after the first stanza had deliberately and ostentatiously
drawn on the ‘merged Hebrew’ component of Yiddish. This kind
of deliberate playing of the different linguistic components of
Yiddish against one another is something we find everywhere in
Stencl’s Whitechapel poems. I would like to draw particular
attention, in this context, to a masterly poem entitled ‘Der rebe
zol lebn’, where the rebe of the title turns out to be a coffee shop
bookmaker — who, however, by a characteristic Stenclian twist,
is made to appear something even better than a run-of-the-mill
rebe: a possible lamedvovnik.

But now we must return to ‘Der reshtlakh ramsher’. The end
of the second stanza leaves the father’s shul behind to
concentrate on the son’s out-of-doors activity: the cold foggy
days of line 8 join a whole series of such evocations of London
weather in Stencl’s writings. This continues in the third stanza:
the father’s world fades from view, the son’s comes clearly into
focus and acquires a visual beauty and a fascination of its own.
The colours and textures of the reshtlakh, the very names and
associations of samet and zayd, the speed and expertise of the
passage from seller to customer as the skhoyre baln are unrolled
and shrink, bespeak the poet’s own fascination as he stands with
the crowd of the remnant seller’s customers. But as the reader
takes his place alongside the poet before this profusion of flying
colour and texture, a simile once again projects the old world,
the world of Jewish religious culture, into this Petticoat Lane
world of upward mobility:

ARUWAT DR RZAWT JYSPLY MY YRYLwYT 1398’0
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And so we come to the final stanza, the most characteristically
Stenclian of them all. The dead father, olev hasholem, does not
‘rest in peace’ but revives within the son. The superimposition
suggested by the opening stanza is completed in this final one:
we see the two worlds together, the father’s world within the
son’s, but we also take the full measure of the difference between
them. And as this complex process is accomplished we suddenly
become conscious of a nonverbal sound accompanying the ram-
sher’s patter: the tearing of material, which sends a sudden
tremor through the spectators and which the poet now links
with another tearing, in the other of the two interconnected
worlds: the ‘tearing’ of Satan prophetically announced by the
rabbi:

YT oW YIp STW. DYT TuPAN T AW PR

This unexpected, startling ending makes a powerful impact
within the poem; but it cannot make its full impact outside the
cycle as a whole. For Satan is a constant presence in that cycle:
poem after poem evokes him, offering the poet a Faustian devil’s
bargain or sending his sheydim, his subordinate devils, to lurk
outside an East End fish-and-chip shop; and Satan and his
sheydim in their turn take their place in a reticulation of meta-
physical allusions that culminate in poems addressing God Him-
self or showing him grieving and mourning over the world He
has created. The terrible vanishing point of this metaphysical
perspective is reached in the khurbn poems which form an
essential part of this Whitechapel cycle. Here, for instance, is
what Stencl makes of that verse in Isaiah which calls our earth
God’s footstool:

1|9 mxm Iz 38

YOYpIYaIO® POT T VT PR Oy

SPIYT AYaw pRRD POT I8l 18T X

23p 7 JUMIX BRP DYT AL I3 R

AMR DR MY 02T NN Y B3N WabRe ¥l
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5 ABIYIIIRE L YEDNPIRD M opyr T
1BRD T IR TT TY VW 2MVWIWE Y™

o°1B PO IR bYIRYY 1YL 0T PR

— BROX KT IYPOYI T BYATNTA 197

At the end of this ‘metaphysical’ passage the Whitechapel fogs of
the 1950s, before the Clean Air Act became law, once again drift
into view. From every excursion, whether into heaven or into
hell, into the past or into the present, the poet returns to the city,
and the district, with which Stencl’s fame as a Yiddish poet will
always be associated.

In 1961 Stencl reissued some of the poems of his Whitechapel
cycle in a volume entitled Vaytshepl shtetl d’Britn. In this new
context, the Satan image at the end of ‘Der reshtlakh ramsher’
seemed too overpowering for its occasion; and along with some
minor revisions of sound and rhythm, and with the substitution
of Marshal for Rashba in line 11 (I suspect sound and rhythm
had something to do with this change), Stencl rewrote the end of
the poem. Here is the final stanza in the new version:

— JBYIIR LAY PWIAR T PR DR T N PR
179N LYK VYR Y 1OR SORY T Lobwn oy
qUDY YT PR DU IYORD BIYT PNX Y
JuMY & D% R byt roonk gra m

This less dramatic ending, strange rather than terrifying, coming
to rest on the superimposition of a market trader’s hand move-
ments over those of a Talmudist unravelling a subtle argument,
makes the poem more self-contained than it had been before.
The ‘pilpl’ of line 16 refers back to the same word in line 6,
closing the poem in on itself, as it were, instead of opening it out
into the startling metaphysical dimension in which God does
battle with Satan. We are reminded for the last time of the two
worlds, the worlds of father and son, and the interconnection
between them which had been the main subject of the poem.
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And now to the poem which follows ‘Der reshtlakh ramsher’
in the Yoyvl almanakh:

28pWH™I1 N9 1WWA"ININW W A7

JVMETYIONR JUIRI § PIYP & LRIO
JETbweIEYp AR 48NPTIRNI3 K

bEyWLMI NI TYPYI WINYN T R

A7 DRA LXAHDIRD P ILIY WM ¥

5 JB™TBUMR IR YOYRIIA PR

,UEYLWYIRENE TIY DAY M I 1D

JUMIPRA DIKPYR M IRIRDD 7T MW

,BYIPORIVAUIRT VIROOK DMK TN

01X TR IPRUY ND JURITRNP TR

10 JUMB3 IR TYYRTA U B IR UM

1o M Yo T PUTIYTD M K

WOYIR O R “TTIAPA T RO A

HRMIE WY 1D WA

JUORS YBYWLTN YT WIYLIYTIM

1§ AYOYDTATYT PR TEMPITRLMR TR

— Lyt py AR CPT LIYIAYE T VT YN VIS

1oha LBYI IYPY3 YT IMIRTPRA OYT

AT OX) TR b ~ybywnghaage ¥

JUIRY N0 1Y oRT PUTYIYT

20 J9°9D TOT JUMPR T Y DALIYX

Just as the world of the Talmud and that of the modern barrow-
boy had been brought together in No 16, so in the opening
stanza of No 17 the world of mid-Eastern splendour is brought
together with the apparently so much less splendid world of
Stencl’s fog-bound East End. Three things strike the reader when
he passes from No 16 to No 17. First, a change of form: as the
connections between the two worlds are less immediately
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apparent in ‘Der Shemiramis-gortn ...’ than in the preceding
poem, so the reader has to wait longer for the most obvious
‘connections’ made by the poem, the connection of rhyme. When
the expected rhyme does finally come, it spans the whole stanza,
as the ‘brikn-knipn’ and ‘keytn-shleyfn’ link the hanging gar-
dens. Indeed, it is these very ‘keytn-shleyfn’ that bring the word
with which the last word of the stanza makes its rhymed
connection: a connection which brings together one of the Won-
ders of the ancient world, the hanging gardens of Babylon, with
the discarded car tyres, the ‘oyto-reyfn’ of our modern age. We
can see clearly the advantages Stencl derives from his use of
stanza forms in which the unrhymed lines are more frequent
than the rhymed ones: when the rhymes come, they assume a
very special significance.

The second thing that strikes the reader as he responds to this
opening stanza is that once again the Eastern European world
blends into a Whitechapel which has now been transfigured by
reminiscences of more ancient wonders. The phrase ‘der Vloyner
beker fun Vaytshepl’ brings Wiélun and its shtet! associations
into the London scene in the easiest, most natural way.

A third observation can best be reinforced by a reading of the
whole poem. The opening stanza announces, and the rest of the
poem elaborates, a very special kind of aesthetic creativity: the
creativity of a man who works for his living in one of the most
obviously useful occupations, but who finds time to exercise his
aesthetic cravings, and satisfies the aesthetic sense of his fellow
citizens, in a way which redeems the least obviously attractive
surroundings and the detritus of urban living. Where, in the
opening stanza, it had been the car tyres who had been
redeemed, as it were, by their rhyme, in stanza three it is the no
less unpromising herring barrels that become so transfigured —
they are joined by rhyme to the ‘bigger’ but no more miracu-
lously beautiful Kew Gardens. And so to the end, which leads
our gaze from the heavens where the sun sheds its last ray, to the
earth, where the baker’s oven glows through the dusk, and
thence back to the heavens through which a bird flies, lured into
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singing by the beauty the baker has created below. The rhyme
glien and flien reenacts this movement from sun to baker’s oven
to bird; and as it does so, an aural impression — a bird’s singing
on the wing — supplements, once again, the primarily visual
images of what went before. This final image of the flying bird is
linked by its thyme, as we have seen, to the baker’s glowing oven
evoked in the same stanza; but it is also further linked, for those
who have a retentive ear, to the flowering roses of the previous
stanza:

1Pha MY YBNI T PYTIYME M DK

Blien, glien, flien — the sequence almost sums up by itself the
progress of the poem. And for those whose ear is not retentive
enough to make the link between the rhyme of stanza four and
the opening line of stanza three, Stencl reintroduces the end
word on line 11 just before the final rthyme, creating the kind of
assonantic link, or internal rhyme, which we find in so many of
his poems:

DR 9 132 BT PrIYYIIYT
JYBD P JUIMPR T Y LIV

Can we not hear, in the plethora of i sounds, an onomatopoeic
suggestion of the bird’s twittering song?

When he took over this poem into his 1961 collection, Stencl
once again seized the opportunity to revise. Arbe pines oylem
becomes arbe pines felder, to make the process of collecting
EARTH more vivid; and since this change brought with it the
replacement of a Hebraic by a Germanic word, Stencl redressed
the balance by changing the kenigin of the 1956 opening to the
malke of 1961. Above all, however, he altered the ending of the
poem (as he had altered that of ‘Der reshtlakh ramsher’) to fit it
into its new context: the free flying bird of 1956 becomes the
domesticated cage bird of 1961, which is no less a denizen of
Whitechapel than the baker and his flowers.
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ANMR T RIS SeywrTia, oy Savbw R
SIDIMDTYITRD NI DYDY LRYL PR
JYRARD WHIyuoNR Y wnvi R

Instead of the trilled bird song of the first version we now have
its strangely protracted beymish lid — a verbal link with the kind
of Jewish song which the Vloyner beker and others brought with
them from their East European towns, townlets and villages. The
intrusion of the Anglo-Yiddish term which now names the bird
is, of course, deliberate and calculated.

Before we pass to the third and last of our three consecutive
poems I would like to say a word about the persona which the
poet of the 1956 Whitechapel cycle projects for us. It is, for the
most part, a persona well known in big city poetry since the days
of Baudelaire: that of the flaneur who walks through the streets,
stopping before shop windows, listening to the patter of a mar-
ket trader, observing a baker at work, seeing a miraculous
miniature garden in the midst of an asphalt jungle, entering a
coffee shop and watching its customers. The stance is that of an
observer rather than a participant; but we learn enough about
this observer to realize how intimately his intellect and his emo-
tions are bound up with a world whose passing scene he
observes amid many reflections on its origin and destiny. His
stance, in other words, has enough detachment to avoid sen-
timentality and enough involvement to make us feel that what is
here presented as seen or heard, recollected or imagined, has
personal relevance for the poet and therefore also for the reader.

And so to the last of our three poems:

oW VW TDNRTIVR 'R .18

PYPIMY YRIRD TOT DM IO & YT PR OEN
1275 1% M IAONY J2RT DET LOPRYIR M7
AYRIBT YBAYBORYE IVVE X PN

JIMW PUTORIKD VT AR 1R P 9YTEyn ppm

5 AT AYD YPYTIORN YT AN TIM PR TN T M
PTRIIRART TYI0R UM 92— JUMT DYIRIROUD
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— YT TT PITIYAT JuRYE YpUa
APARIPAHIND LM LPMPYRTL™IL I YN

,OY7IBY TUOM XY N DLW JUIRIRD 7T

10 11 O TOME YR — Whvoyp YprTY
Q1% TYY0¥ 0T D UMpRYIR T vy

JAMPIZDNNE YL IR AN S0’

T MPINW PBIRA T VW TORN ¥ YT PR DN

1YRM2 1T ANR P LDIYT VAIRDNT IWoYPIYTIM

15 AT DRIIVR AYWTLING PR OWTIRWD PN N
SYIPI R RIR D TYRIYIANIAR

The thrust of the Semiramis poem had been, on the whole,
aesthetic: it chronicled and made the reader reexperience the
discovery of a tiny enclave of beauty. The bucolic suggestions of
the free flying bird stimulated to song at the end of No 17 are
then caught up, at the beginning of No 18, by suggestions of
forest beauty: a vald mit zayn gantser sheynkayt. That question-
ing opening line sounds almost like one of those German
Romantic poems to which Stencl had inevitably been exposed
during his sojourn in the Germany of the twenties and early
thirties, poems whose ideological misuse the socially conscious
poets of the Weimar Republic had begun to question and to
parody — as in Robert Gilbert’s Berlinese Song of the Unem-
ployed, ‘Stempellied’, which contains the lines:

Wer hat dir, du armer Mann,
Abjebaut so hoch da droben?

Such parodies ‘estrange’ Eichendorff’s questions about God and
forest beauty, to ask about the realities of power and their
connection with what is nowadays called ‘redundancy’. There is
no such parody in Stencl’s poem, yet the thrust of its opening is
very similar: he too takes off from forest beauty to talk about the
poor, but he does so in the context of Jewish ethics, of those
Biblical and Talmudic passages which proclaim the poor man’s
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right to GLEAN. And as it moves from the forest’s beauty to the
plight of the poor, Stencl’s poem characteristically bids us heed
the emotional as well as the physical needs of the poor: it is not
only their bodies, their cold hands and feet, which must be
warmed, but their trembling hearts too. When this social point
has been made, we can go back to our aesthetic imagery and
notice that the cold not only freezes the poor to the marrow and
the heart, but that it also mimics the forest in the leaflike articu-
lation of frost crystals on icy windows.

With this last image Stencl has once again begun that process
of superimposition which we can recognize, by now, as one of
his most meaningful artistic devices. The process is carried on by
stanza two, which projects onto the forest the expected
WHITECHAPEL scene: Petticoat Lane on a weekday evening. But
however vividly Whitechapel is brought before us, we are never
allowed to lose sight of the imagined forest scene: the rustling
(royshn) of the canvas covered booths (straganes) brings the
sound of the market and that of the forest together; the coloured
canvas can then recall autumn leaves, while the empty boxes
lying about can bring to mind the twigs strewing the forest. The
phrase beymer mit osyen bahangen shows particularly clearly
Stencl’s creative way with the Yiddish language: by a character-
istic catachresis or synecdoche, ‘autumn’ itself takes the place of
the autumnal leaves, just as in stanza one and again in stanza
three ‘poverty’ itself, di oremkayt, appears in the guise of the
individual poor. Line 11 deliberately harkens back to line 2 —
and this prepares us for the most obvious echo of all, the repi-
tition of the poem’s opening line in the first line of the final
stanza:

TLMPINY YIIRI POT LR RN R T X ORN .

But if the reader now expects the poet to end with some kind of
social prescription or indictment, Stencl deliberately disappoints
him. He may admire Morris Rosenfeld; but he is not a ‘social’
poet in the simple and obvious way Rosenfeld was. What hap-
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pens instead is that the forest image becomes more insistent and
particularized: a strange sunset settles on the trees; and as it does
so the poet himself comes more clearly into view than in any of
the poems we have read so far. For the first time an ‘I’ appears,
sidling in, as it were, in the guise of a vowelless gutteral:

AT ORIIR APV VIR PR IWTIRIWD 1IN K

Notice how the syntactic pauses in this line mime the contempla-
tive walk the lonely ‘I’ is taking, how they throw additional
emphasis onto the postpositioned adjective eynzam, and how
they increase the musicality of the poem by alerting us to one of
Stencl’s characteristic internal rhymes. Each of the three commas
of the line is preceded by a vowel: o, sho, do — all harking back
to the poem’s title, whose key term eynzam and ovnt sho the line
just quoted catches up.

The stressed vowel of eynzam is then caught and repeated in
the poem’s very last words, where it joins what would in Stan-
dard Yiddish be a # tune (i in Stencl’s Polish Yiddish), reinforc-
ing the eerie effect of the semantic suggestions of secrecy and

dread:

APRMIYI IR KR N JYRIEIMaR

This strange verbal echo or mirror effect — eynzam — aza eyme
— is surely intended by this most conscious of poetic craftsmen.
Assonances link the idea of loneliness, of an isolation mimicked
by grammatical encapsulation between two commas, with the
idea of mystery and dread which the forest so often inspires
along with wonder at its beauty — and the effect of this is
heightened by the grammatical suspension, the grammatical
incompletion, of the final lines:

AT ORIK MYV LINE PR OWTIRWD YN R
SPIMAYY AN R DD IPYPRIYIMIR
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The tune, the grammatical peculiarities, and the emotional
tonality of these lines, the ‘dusk’ theme with its suggestions of
the twilight of mankind, ‘Menschheitsdimmerung’, even the ‘O’
invocation — all these recall German Expressionist poetry no
less surely than the opening had recalled German Romantic
poetry. What we have here is a set of variations played by a
Yiddish poet, standing firmly within a Yiddish poetic tradition,
on the Romanticism and the Modernism he had encountered
during the formative years he spent in the capital of the Weimar
Republic.

Stencl occasionally looks back nostalgically to the poetic
inspiration of the time in which he had written poetry in the
ambience of Else Lasker-Schiiler and members of the Milgroym
group; and in the context of the Yoyv! almanakh, that summa of
his poetic development over some thirty-five years, he allowed
that nostalgia to appear in various oblique ways of which ‘In
eynzamer ovnt sho’ offers a particularly interesting example. But
when he came to transplant this poem into the new context of
Vaytshepl shtetl d’Britn in 1961, he clearly found the German-
Romantic overtones too obtrusive. He therefore cut out the open-
ing stanza altogether and produced a new three stanza version:

YW LINMR WARIIMR PR

AT AYD YPITIORN YT M TIM PR IO WT M

I IAUTRD 1708 1M YNNI — WA BYIRARILD
— WYMIT PT PITAYALT JuRbE Yprona
JyaRIya-bavn vm 1R Yoyl oyt 19n

5 AYNLY JUOM TR M P0W UKD 7
LI 2R MY M — Jybueyp yprInh

$IYRIYIT T ANR WNW P LXYL YPY YIYpNL &
JAPIREMNE IWBIN TIED Ang»a Yooa'o

TEEPINY QYRIRA IOT LM TORN ¥ YT PR ORN
10 1YRT T IR CTT LEYT MARDTT YoyYIyTIm
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AT DK DRIIDR AYWTLING PR PTIRWD
SYRPRYI MR RIS 1D YRNYANIKE

The removal of the original first stanza makes the opening
tighter, the juxtaposition more abrupt: no sooner have we heard
of the forest than we are whisked off to the market booths,
which are then compared and confronted with the forest’s
autumnal trees; and while the cheap gramophone records turn in
this second version as they had done in the first, they no longer
take us into Eichendorffian blue skies: they still recall bird song,
it is true, but only within the fogs that are so persistent a feature
of the Whitechapel townscape Stencl’s poems present to us. One
notices, once again, a closing-in process as one passes from the
version of 1956 to that of 1961.

In what is now the middle stanza, the previously so abrupt
juxtaposition and interpenetration of market and forest give way
to simile, to explicit comparison: instead of leydike kestlakh —
dare tsvaygn arum-lign we now read: di leydike kestlakh — vi
tsvaygn arum lign; and the synecdoche oremkayt has dis-
appeared altogether. It has made way for a line that joins natural
phenomenon to inner feeling, joins the sunset over ACTUAL mar-
ket and iMaGINED forest to the melancholy of those who have to
glean whatever they can find if they want to bring a little warmth
into their poor dwellings (lines 7-8). The alterations in this
middle stanza now create a new context for the final lines of the
poem, in which we hear for the first time what had been echo or
repetition in the 1956 original. What is so noticeable here is that
when Stencl talked about inner feelings, about the sunset as
trigger, sign and symbol of the melancholy of the poor, he used
the word shkie, a term from the HesrAlC component of Yiddish
(line 7); whereas in the final stanza, where the sunset is a
phenomenon of nature, where the urban setting has for the
moment disappeared and the forest trees are alone in view, he
uses a term from the GERMANIC component: vunderlekber zun-
fargey zetst zekh af di beymer (line 10). The structural parallel-
ism of these lines makes the difference all the more obvious.
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And so, as before, we come to the poet’s self, the tkh that
slides in at the opening of the penultimate line, walking IN sPIRIT
in the imagined forest landscape to which the actual words of the
stanza entirely confine us, but walking in BoDY, as the rest of the
poem makes clear, in a Whitechapel market given over, at even-
tide, to empty boxes and to the poor who pick them up. The
slow Romantic-Expressionist rhythm of the original version is
subtly altered by the removal of the Traklian ‘O’ and by the
speeding up of the (still contemplative) line 11, where now only
one mid-break, and only one internal rhyme, are admitted; and
the tune of the end is also significantly altered when an anticipa-
tory arum in the penultimate line prepares for the opening word
of the final one:

AT DR DRIIR AYWTLING PR Lo
SYRMAY TR RIE 71D 1YRRYINIIR

This is a very Stenclian effect: the first arum shows the poet
walking in the dusk, not towards some definite goal, but in his
usual guise of sympathetic flaneur; the second arum, however,
circumscribes him; hems him in, encircles or environs him in fear
and anxiety. And in order not to spoil this new effect by
unwanted anticipation Stencl has deliberately got rid of the one
previous instance in the original version in which the word arum
echoed an earlier use. We need only compare lines 10-11 in the
original version with the corresponding lines 6—7 in the revised
version to appreciate what kind of changes it took to satisfy
Stencl’s fastidious ear.

The note of anxiety and mystery on which both versions of ‘In
eynzamer ovnt sho’ end can be heard again and again in the
course of Stencl’s Whitechapel cycle. It is connected with many
images of decay and death, ruin and degeneration, loneliness and
orphaned wandering; it is connected with the destruction of the
East European shtetlakh and the murder of their inhabitants; it
is connected with cosmic visions of God using His footstool the
earth as a shive benkl for his murdered people, and of Satan
loosing his demons into the streets of London’s East End. It has
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links, above all, with the poet’s feeling that the world he is here
celebrating is passing away, as those who made it into a Jewish
shtetl leave Whitechapel behind and other, non-Jewish settlers
take over. But this theme of anxiety, regret and lament, strong
though it is, must be heard in counterpoint with a theme of
praise that runs all through the cycle — praise of those who
made Whitechapel a home for the human spirit. Whitechapel
now becomes, in the final poem of the 1956 cycle, the Jerusalem
of Britain: a locution which deliberately recalls not only William
Blake, but also the traditional Yiddish description of Vilna as the
Jerusalem of Lithuania. It speaks of a dying Whitechapel, of a
shtetl that has committed suicide; but this is followed
immediately by a line from Ezekiel which serves to introduce the
theme of Whitechapel’s immortality: “Thus saith the Lord God
unto Jerusalem: . .. when 1 passed by thee, and saw thee pol-
luted in thine own blood, I said unto thee: in thy blood, live . . .
in thy blood, live.’

19™12°7 oWt 29pwuT™n A

ORTIYVOBK IPRIP ANMRTIRP RNPTIND
PYRP TR MPWLITIWL PN PUIdEn oy
1 TID YR M Jaba voyn prIabynthw
LDIRYE N TMRVOWT 11D OYPIWRERINT 1M

5 STIXR WIWINK TROOW 9P YT 2R PR
— — Y TYIYDR PUT KD P2 VIO W LPYIT VYA
DYAIR T AWYN R ORI T WX O D

1997 PR YU bKD& 12°%2y3 17 vl

a . v PRI . . . VT PRI,

10 10 JURYY 1T B 1a»ba 1Y boyN T
I JUDLYRIRD PR DX TN TUOTIN PR IR

b3 YIngDa 8 prTaydh W IIYUIR M

A9 IT YTy T TOYDIPIRY LRI 8T
£ MUY BN TWITY OYT LITYR PONYWLIM
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15 SPpYWNED STYYLYLY YRR YIYINR M
ST 71D DIMKR M 72753 BoYN 1T Pyt

BT D5 T Seywuem

TLYDY YIPTNR UMY BAPHYISR 1793 Loy
QUATYITP MR 0T WT PR DWW 0T N

20 Lo3THN PR TIMAPI A1 ypRyY X I3 v

The maker of these poems is no homely, comfortable purveyor
of occasional verse; he is more, far more, than the lovable (if
sometimes irascible) folksy Yiddishist whom so many remember
with well deserved affection. He is a great and complex modern
poet, and I am proud to have been chosen to deliver this first
Avrom-Nokhem Stencl Lecture in his memory.
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Appendix

The full text of the poems discussed,

in their two versions

Reprinted from

Yoyvl almanakb (Loshn un lebn: London 1956)
Vaytshepl shtetl d’Britn (Loshn un lebn: London 1961)
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1956

2PyYTLIIN

JINYA B2 FLFNYORIYA IRD DYDY R
1 IYPUEYIDNR 1DOW ID 1A YR 13 WEM
SIPNIIWT FITDIRMPIONIN T

JYRIP I BRIWY 93P 1% XT AYT3 1NN

5 STUATBIT MNNRD L MBYI YoIRs
PIORTT BYIY IEMR QIR I T YT
A0 R’ YR, K10 R MR JUORN

I JubRIRD K UM WP DYIONS K WLRD

SOEYWHMN LYBYWHIRD U7 VOXT 1T N OT vMm

10 AOYUY R 72753 voyn Jybuyvw ypobeu jwmy
A17ARIN R} LM 23 D LY M PR

HUYIa ¥ MR IP0ITAD R WHYD T NI JW
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1961

JYNYS B2 YBYNYLRIYE WD BYIAAIBY R
§TYPUYVADNR 1DV TID P2 YRMY IX Y™
SIYPIIOIST FIPOWNPAONY, T

JEPIP I3 DRIV N3P X KT AYI2 19N

5 STANDT TNARD  MBYY YIRS
1 1PRTT O 1EMK DVIR TR TT YT
SIONMY RO BR, & 1PN R ANR JUIRN

P THYRIRT K LM WD DYIORS ¥ WORD

SBYWEM L BYBYWHIRD T BORA 1T PN T BN

10 SUypw R 72753 BOYN TYYLILY ¥pIea WM
SAXIN R U %D PO DY YN TR

JbpYIa & MR (ALITID K WBRY YT TR 1AW
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1956

WNRT TUBWDLT DT .16

AVTRA AP YT R 27 T YURY PO
$1Y A2 OR PR v Pk P33 ow
AINR PR QWK — DMn 71D oYYLd M
AT, 1B IR TIRY T AT UM YRR IR

5 AMBY Y YIPR WT MK W N T WT W ONN
LIubRIYE ynybya (pax Dibe ® phyn e m

A%y 93T oK O M Yayex v

JUYURD PR gD boeya PR NK DY T (yayna ayn oy

— 15 1 ypom 7 SSweiatrp

10 1730 ORT TR TYY0IA DRT LITOT ORT YNKD OXT
ROWIIN PR KA YEpww M qybyuwyn 1yrn’o
173°9Y% T PURDIOR — TT YO (YRaTTInD

— TOYIIR LAY PRIR YT PR DR 0T I PR

LIYN BhRN Y bx obwR POy YRy Py

15 — X BDIYEER 0P YT 0 TTNLY M3 MR
JWTWT 40w Yp TW. YT Jubyn o e pR
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YWARY YUYy YT

JYNYA AT YT R 37 9T YURD P

1Y MR TR PR OMSw pr vaa orw
LMNR PR DONWKRT — M0 DD DYIIYLD N
STOYY, TOM TIR TINY TP AT T0M POR IR

M0 W YIS, IPT IR ORI NI WT W DX
1TRORIYE IyRYOYa oMK P1eYs R uhEN Y ™
B9 93T DR DR YYTR yayey wn

JUYRD K ABV 5BYI PR PR N OT 1VIYI3 ayn oy

— 58P 7 1yBom T YYWeIaaRD W
11X°0 DRT PR PPHYOM DRT 4T DXT LUYBKD ONT
XU B Bewann yhbpruw Jybyuwy 1y0he

17Xohayy ProHPRDIMR — T 1Y 19R2TAMIND

— LYY BAYI PWIR T PR YR T YN DR
T7IEN BROR LYEN Y UK SORD 1N . obwn 1oy
VDS YT PR PIXIP TYIRD BIFT MNX I
JIBNW K DD R yRIYTImM 7PsomR ot M
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28

1956

29pWYTN N9 IRITIMNW T A7

JYAIAYIONR JUINI ¥ AP R ORI
AEPHWTLMP ANR DNIPTIPT MR
SSEYRWU™N 1B PPy WINHN WT KR
8T BRIT LYIREDIRD TT JLIRY WTIM K
JOMITRUNMR IR POYDTAIWA PR

LDYSWYARENE 99y 0P M YIIR 119
JYPIPRT LIRPYY M TXIRDD T IR
,EYITORIVATVIRT VIRODR IOMR IR
OIS IR IDRLY DD ILRITRIY TR
JUniba PR YYRMA JUORY ¥ ANK LM

17753 1019 YuNI YT PITIYMD M X
YOV 0 & “TTIRAPA T RO R
SEPIE JOTNMTRY DD VAR
O beywnmn 9yT 9yayhayTm
AYOYDTATIY PR JEMITRUMR PR

— b1 Y IR PE LAYV T OT YN LUORITRD
1Y LY WPY YT PIMRTPRA OYT

BT O3 TR banp aypywiagbage

JUIRY 1D b3 DRT PYTIYYIYT

YD TOT JORIR CPT Y DAIYY
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SEYWHPN N VIRI-NAVAY W

(02027281 1)

YAIRITADNN JOIRD R TNHR 1000 K
JorbweIu»p ANK EMIPTIPMI AN
SSEYWH™ PO NYPYA WINON YT I
AT LT VXIRDEIND T VIR WTIM K
JEPITRUME IR IWOFD N K

LODYDWYIARNE TIY WIOYD MB YAIR 1D
JYDIPRI DIRPYA M 1RIDD T IR
,OYITONIVATLINT VIRODR JDVIR TIX
LI IR IPRUY NI JLRITRIP PR
JynRIea IR TYEMA JUaNY R IR uM

179053 R YUMT YT PITIVID MY IR
IF0YIX O K TTIRAVP. YT PRD LYY
SREIY TUIRITIRRY B YAy
U BEYwE™ YT yoyhayTIm
SFOYDTALIYT PR IDTIRUIR K

— 5107 Py AR T LIYIASY I T Y L BORIND
1130 DAY APPYI YT NMIRTPRI DY

APIR T LIRD YUywrIRd, ORT SAvDY PR
SIUIADTYITRR MY DYDY LAY IR

JXND WBIPLONR T v ¥
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30

1956

W VI IDNRTIR 'R .18

PRIV YTIRG TOT LM TIRN K YT PR O
J279p 13 M POMY AR YRT UNPRYIR T
VXAV PUIPIRYY JIMIYS IR PN

J2W YEIORIRD T UK PR TT PTRYN M

AT YD YPITIORN T AN TN PR TN T M
PIVAINTIRD TYOR LR YRR — NI DYIRAKIUD

—YMTT T PURIYALT JURYD YpUo
JVARIYI-DITD B BPMpYYTE™IA Y193

OYNLY JHOM TR M LY JUIRIWD T
10K OME YINT — TYTROYR YTy
1R TEY0YA T NDTUMPRYIR T LRp
JVIPIONNT PLIM JIRD AR 707D

T LMPIOW YRR T LM 5N R} JYT TR ORN
1R 97 ANR T LIYT MVARDTIN Syoy9IyTIM
AT DRIIVR AYWTLMNYR PR OWTIRND o1 &
SYRMIYA TR RIE D YRR
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AyY LVINR WARTIMR X

AT ATV YPTTIOEM T AN TN PR IVEN T M
LITAINARD IS0 LM YNNI — WA DYIRIRID
— YT T PITISAT JuRSS yprbia
JqyaaRmya-Hamp v Ik boya oyT 1w

OYNLW JUOM R N HW JUIRIIND T

L0h DR TN M — ybuoyp ¥t 01
DX T AMR WNY T VIS APPY YOYpNL &
JAMIDIBONNE BN TIRD A1 Hovad

TLMPINVW YXIRY PO LR 7981 R YT PR OEN
19ynM2 M7 IR CPT VEYT MAIRDNIT WOYLIYTIM
KT D1 DRIIVR LYWL PR PTINND
IFAYL A2R RIR 1D JYNIYIAIR
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32

1956

10127 0W17 29wuTn 41

[LORTIWHORR YPRIP KNXTIRP RNVT7AMB
PERD TR MYRWLITIYA SIM L pwighn phar?
S 71D YInR M janba voym prinbyn-bw
DXEYE IR TMRWWT 1D DYPIVRERINT B

STIER IPIPINR TROOW YPIIva YT MK DR

— — PP PITHY POT W PR BID Y VPYPT bwn
JIOYAIR T TP R LONT 3T WX UMM B

1977 PR yupambars ® 12053y 17 pea

AL I L17h R L B /- = )

17 oxyS PUT B9 1a%5a 12y boyn IT A0
JNW JUOBTORTIRD PR IR TR VDTN PR IR
1991 yangha & Pyt wR TIYDIR M

S0 T Y TANYa THYDIPINT LRI KT
LY BN JYITY DT BITYA PONPWLIM
ABPYILIRD S TYLYDY YpeT YIVINR M
2T 71D DIMR M Janha boYN 17 privynbe

JU2T DY Tyt Soywpem

THYDY YIPINN JOME baYhyaImR 1anva uoyn
DWATYYTD IR LB T PR oV 0T M
LMATOR PR TIMAYA A YuIYY a9z B
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99277 @YY Beywnem

OXTISUONE PRI ANIRIWP KRNP1AMB
PIRP DR MWLITIEI yvm  pwbyn bt
S 71D PIBR M Javba voyn priavyn-hw
DERYD IR PRV 71D DYPIAWKBRINT BM

ADER WIWINR TROOW IPPIba YT 2K DK

— — B WIYHR PPIT IRD 1°2 LD W LPYT b

JIOYIIR T AWYR K DORT 1T Y3 5NTA 0
1997 PRSP uIbAIRD § 120%ay 17 vl

“O00M0 PRI L. YR TRTI.

197 TOXTY 1T M 12793 Jayh 1 voyn 1T
TP JUDBWINIRDE PR TIN PIWIRD JBOTIN PR
153 SRty X UYL WR TIYLNR M

S5 PO Yy YAy TRYRIYINT LRT RT
$PILYA BN JWYTY AYT LY SPONPWLIM
JUPYLIRD AYSUIVY PP PR M
ST 719 DIBR M JAvha boyN 1T PruIEHhY

M7 @HYYY YT SSeywnTn

PHYDY YIVINR WX panhyamK 13752 poyn
LOWATWITP MR O™ YT PR DT 0T M
OYATHYR R TIMAY A1 YLIYY 73 1% v




