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EHRENBURG’S POETRY AND SOVIET HOLOCAUST MEMORY

SUMMARY

In a book-in-progress I examine Holocaust poems created by Jewish-Russian authors during World War 2, printed in Soviet
mainstream publications in 1941-1946, and read by mass audiences. Historians of World War II and the Shoah are familiar with the
non-fiction and fiction of Ilya Ehrenburg (1891-1967) and Vasily Grossman (1905-1964), and also with their work on The Black
Book. Yet students of the Shoah—both of history and literature—tend to be less informed about the experience of Jewish-Russian
poets bearing witness to the Shoah in 1941-1945.

In January 1945 Ilya Ehrenburg (1891-1967) published a cycle of six short untitled poems about the Shoah in the flagship
Soviet magazine Novyi mir. The printing size of the magazine was 30,000 copies, and it made Ehrenburg’s cycle available to a diverse
audience of Soviet readers. The first of the six poems in the cycle was Ehrenburg’s poem about Babi Yar, indispensible to students of
Holocaust memory in the USSR. Yet Ehrenburg’s 1945 cycle has never been examined as a whole or properly contextualized and
historicized. The last quatrain of the cycle made the following appeal (rendered here in English translation): “I beg you senselessly,
my heart/Approaching, stopping, crossing again,/For just a bit of tremulous art/ Behind a dainty curtain of rain.” It is remarkable that
as early as January 1945, on the eve of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau by the Soviet troops, Ehrenburg was asking in print, that
both the poet and the victims of the Shoah be granted a modicum of remembrance and salvation through art and in art, however muted
or vague the art’s expression of Jewish loss.
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TEXTS

Note: The English literary translation of Ilya Ehrenburg’s “Rachels, Hayims, and Leahs wander...” is reproduced from An Anthology of Jewish-
Russian Literature: Two Centuries of Dual Identity in Prose and Poetry. 1801-2001, ed. Maxim D. Shrayer, 2 vols. (Armonk, NY and London: M.
E. Sharpe, 2007). The English translation of Ehrenburg’s January 1945 Novyi mir cycle is a work-in-progress, and I am most grateful to my
colleagues Dwayne E. Carpenter, M.J. Connolly, and Andrew Sofer for their comments and suggestions, only some of which I was able to address.
I welcome comments and sugestions on these translations. The bibliographies precede the texts of the poems and do not purport to be exhaustive.
The original Russian versions are taken from the editions marked in boldface. I gratefully acknowledge the contribution of my research assistants,
Margaret Godwin-Jones and Leon Kogan. MDS

ILYA EHRENBURG (1891-1967)

“Rachels, Hayims, and Leahs wander...”; wr. 1941; An Anthology, 1: 529-530.
“Brodiat Rakhili, Khaimy, Lii...”; wr. 1941; pub. II’ia Erenburg, Vernost’ (Ispaniia, Parizh): Stikhi (Moscow, 1941), 52; rpt. I’ia Erenburg,
Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. 1a. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 482.

* * * * * *
Bpomst Paxuau, Xaumel, JIuu, Rachels, Hayims, and Leahs wander
Kak npokakeHHBIE, ITOJTyKUBEIC, Leperlike, half-alive, cast asunder,
KamuM BX TpaBsIT, CJIEHBI U TIIyXH, Stones that are deaf and blind torment them,
Bpomsit, pa3yBIucs npes cMEpThIO, CTApyXH, Old women wander, shoeless, demented,
Bpomst MianeHIbl, pa30yKeHbI HOYbIO, Roused by the night, young children wander,
I'oHUT UX COH, 3eMJISI UX HE XOUYET. Dreams goad them onward, earth does not want them.
I'ope, oTkpwLIACH CTapas paHa, Woe! An old wound is unsealed, and I suffer:
Math MO¥O 3Bajii IO UMEHH — XaHa. Hannah, was the name of my mother.

Translated from the Russian by Alyssa Dinega Gillespie
Copyright © by the Estate of Ilya Ehrenburg. English translation copyright © by Alyssa Dinega Gillespie.
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ILYA EHRENBURG (ctnd.)

“Poems”; wr. 1944-1945.
“Stikhi”; wr. 1944-45; pub. Novyi mir 1 (1945): 16; rpt.:

“1(Untitled)”: as “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo: Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 45-46; “Babii lar” in II’ia Erenburg, Sochineniia
(Moscow, 1953), 4: 605; “Babii lar” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhi 1938-1958 (Moscow: 1959), 72-73; “Babii lar” in II’ia Erenburg, Sobranie sochinenii v
deviati tomakh (Moscow, 1964), 3: 455; “Babii lar” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. l1a. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 512.

“2(Untitled)”: as “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo. Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 83; “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhi 1938-1958
(Moscow: 1959): 76; “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh (Moscow, 1964), 3: 458; “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg,
Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. 1a. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 518.

“3(Untitled)”: as “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo: Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 81; “3(Untitled)” of an 8-part cycle in II’ia
Erenburg, Sochineniia (Moscow, 1953), 4: 634; “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhi 1938-1958 (Moscow: 1959), 85; “Untitled” in I1’ia Erenburg, Sobranie
sochinenii v deviati tomakh (Moscow, 1964), 3: 470; “Untitled” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. la. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 518.

“4(Untitled)”: as “1(Untitled)” of a 4-part cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo: Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 84;
“1(Untitled)” of a 4-part cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in 1I’ia Erenburg, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. 1a. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 519.

“5(Untitled)”: as “2(Untitled)” of a 4-part cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo: Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 84-85;
“1(Untitled)” of a 2-part cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh (Moscow, 1964), 3: 464; “2(Untitled)” of a 4-part
cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. la. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 519.

“6(Untitled)”: as “4(Untitled)” of a 4-part cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Derevo: Stikhi 1938-1945 gg. (Moscow, 1946), 85-86;
“3(Untitled”) of a 3-part cycle, “9 maia 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh (Moscow, 1964), 3: 466; as “4(Untitled”) of a 4-part
cycle, “V fevrale 1945,” in II’ia Erenburg, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, ed. B. la. Frezinskii (St. Petersburg, 2000), 520.

Wb DPEHBYPT ILYA EHRENBURG

Ctuxn POEMS

1. 1.

K 4yemy cioBa u 4rto mepo, What use are words and quill pens

Korma Ha cepjiie 5TOT KaMeHb, When on my heart this rock weighs heavy?
Korma, kak KaTOp>KHUK SIIpoO, A convict dragging his restraints,

51 BOJIOUY UyKyIO MaMATh? I carry someone else’s memory.
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S xun Koraa-To B Topojax,

W Ob11u MHE JKUBBIC MHUJIBI,
Tenepb Ha TYCKJIBIX ITyCTHIPSIX

A noikeH pa3pbIBaTh MOTHIIBI,
Teneps MHE Ka)K/IbIi sIp 3HAKOM,
W xaxnblii Ap TENEpb MHE IOM.
S1 5TOM JKEHIITMHBI TI00UMOIT
Korpga-To pyku menosai,

XoTs1, Koraa st OBLI C JKUBBIMU,

S1 3TOH JKEHIIUHBI HE 3HAJI.

Moe nuts! Mou pymsinal

Mos HecMmeTHast poJiHs!

A capiry, Kak U3 KaXa0# sIMbI
BEI okikaeTe meHs.

A roBopro 3a MepTBBIX. Beranew,
Koctsmu 3actyuum — Tyna,

I'ne npimat xjieboM U gyxamu
Ente xuBble Topoja.

3anyiite cBet. Criycture (huary.
MpI k Bam nipuninu. He Mb1 — oBparu.

2.

Pakets! caimoToB. Uem HeOO uepHeid,

Tewm Gobllle B HUX CTPACTU pacTEP3aHHbBIX THEH.

JletsaT u cropaioT. A HeOO YepHO.
W ecnu cebs nepexuTh HE J1aHO,
To THI HA MUHYTY Yy’XKHe TYTH,
Kak sta pakera, co6oii ocBeTu.

I used to live in cities grand

And love the company of the living,
But now I must dig up graves

In fields and valleys of oblivion.

Now every yar is known to me,

And every yar is home to me.

The hands of this beloved woman

I used to kiss, a long time ago,

Even though when I was with the living
I didn’t even know her.

My darling sweetheart! My red blushes!
My countless family, kith and kin!

I hear you calling me from the ditches,
Your voices reach me from the pits.

I speak for the dead. We shall rise,
Rattling our bones we’ll go—there,
Where cities, battered but still alive,
Mix bread and perfumes in the air.
Blow out the candles. Drop all the flags.
We’ve come to you, not we—but graves.

2.

Rockets; fireworks. The blacker the skies,

The darker the passion of those ravaged days.
They fly and they burn. And the sky stays black.
And if you don’t survive an attack,

Then just for a minute, like this rocket steadfast,
You light someone else’s path with yourself.
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Uyskoe rope, OHO, KaKk OBO/I,

Tbhl OTMaxXHENIBCSI — U CSAET CHOBA,
3axo4Yenib BBIMTH, a BBINTH TO3/THO,
OHO — ropsiunii ¥ MOKpBIN BO3IYX;

W kak HU IBIIINIIB, BCE TaK K€ TYIIHO.
OHO HEe CIBIIIUT, OHO — KJIUKYIIIA,
OHO TIPUXOJUT U HOYBIO HOET,

A 4TO C HUM JIeNaTh — OHO YyXKOe.

4,

Byner conHIe B TOT JI€Hb UJIM I0K/b, WU CHET,
TumwnHa yausut. K HEll mpueT yenoBex.
Tummuo# HaunHaeTcs Bcé. Kak Bo CHe,
UennoBek BO3BpaIaeTcsa BHOBb K THIIHHE.

O, moGenp! mocaenuui camot! He cnosa

Hawm pacckaxyT o cuactbe — BOJa M TpaBa,

He opynibst OTMETAT cpaxkeHUH KOHeTl,

A OGueHHe KPOXOTHBIX ITUYbUX CEepIell.

MBI yCIIBIIITUM, KaK TUXO JIETUT MOTBIJIEK,

Ecnu Berep ynercsa u Beuep jaex.

JleHb mpueT, U CIaBOK TPOMKHI XOp
Xopouio mpocaaBUT NTHYHUHN B30D,
U, cmesice, HaeHET cTpeko3a
BrixonHele spkue riasa,

BynyT cHOBa Hebeca /i nTHIL,

A MeapiHb 11 3BOHKUX MEIyHHULI,

Someone else’s woe—like a gadfly;

You wave it off, but it gets right back at you,
You’d like to go out but it’s late already,
The woe’s hot and muggy air,

No matter how you breathe, suffocating.

The woe doesn’t hear, a nagging hysteric,

It comes at night, moaning, aching,

And what to do with it—someone else’s.

4,

Sunshine, downpour, or snow, on that day

Silence astounds. A person comes to stay.
Everything starts in silence. Like a dream

Of a person returning to silence, yet again.

O, victory’s last fireworks! Not words

Will tell us of happiness—water and grass.

Not guns will mark the conclusion of battles—
But the beating of bird hearts, those tiniest of bells.
We’ll hear the quietness of moth wings in flight,
If the wind has subsided and young is the night.

The day will come, the warblers’ loud chirps
Will sound in chorus, praising birdsome quirks,
Merrily, a dragonfly will don

Her brightest weekend eyes and keep them on.
Once again the skies will be for birds,

And the honey meadows—for lungworts.
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ByayT TonbKO TE 3aTeMHEHHBI,
VY koro JyHa u 6e3 JIyHBHl,
BynyT pyku, 4to061 0OHUMATB,
BynyT ry0b1, 4TOOHI 11€J10BATH,
Jaxxe BeTep, MOYNTAB CTHXH,
3aHO4YyeT y cBOEH OJIbXH.

6.

[Ipoury He nns ceds, Ay Tex,

Kto 1 B KpoBH, KTO J10JIbIIE BCEX
He cnplman vy 1106BU, HU CKPHUIIOK,
Hu po3 He Bunen, HU 3epkai,

[lon keMm U 1O B CEHSIX HE CKPUIIHY I,
Koro u coH He oknukai.

[poury nns Tex: u uBeT, u meoder,
Ut00 OBUIO 3BOHKO U MECTPO,

Uto00, ymupas, 1eHb, Kak Jedep,
Ponsin u3 ropina cepedpo.

[Tpomry no cnés, o 6e3paccyicTaa,
Houns, Boias u nepens,

HeMHOro cMyTHOIO HCKyCCTBa

3a ErKuM MOJIOTOM JOXKIS.

Translated from the Russian by Maxim D. Shrayer.

Only those will be dimmed at noon,

Who are moonlit even without the moon,
There will be hands to hold and embrace,
There will be lips to kiss and taste.

Even the wind, after reciting poetry,

Will fall asleep under its alder tree.

6.

I beg you not for me, but those

Who lived in blood, whose mirrors froze,
Who hadn’t heard love’s violins,

For the longest, who forgot the smell

Of roses and the lilt of sleep—

Beneath them no floor will tilt.

I beg for them: both color and singing,
Please give them ringing, motley sounds,
So that the dying day, like a cygnet,

Will drop tongue-trilling silver sighs.

I beg you senselessly, my heart
Approaching, stopping, crossing again,
For just a bit of tremulous art

Behind a dainty curtain of rain.

Copyright © by the Estate of Ilya Ehrenburg. English translation copyright © by Maxim D. Shrayer.
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