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[7'0INN O'VVTINII [IN NXj7XO

SACCO AND VANZETTT'S MONDAY

Jacob Glatstein
translated by Lawrence Rosenwald

Introduction: There is a personal history to my translation of Jacob Glatstein's “Sacco
and Vanzetti's Monday,” and a personal agenda as well. But before getting to either, let
me state a general claim about the work: that it is the most complex and ambitious of
the poems about Sacco and Vanzetti, the one with the broadest range of sympathies, the
one with the most adroitly handled constellation of themes and refrains. It is one of the
few that does not caricature its antagonists, one of the few that draws on the astonishing
modernist poetic resources available at the moment of its composition, and the only
one, in my reading at any rate, with an imaginative sympathy extending both to the
condemned men and to those who condemned them.

As for the personal history and agenda: I got interested in poems about Sacco and
Vanzetti through a series of what looked like accidents at the time: the accident of being
born to parents who spoke of the two Italian anarchists almost as reverently as they did
of Trotsky and John Reed; the accident of reading Maxwell Anderson’s thinly disguised
Sacco and Vanzetti play because I'd studied with Anderson’s son Quentin at Columbia
and wanted to understand the son by reading the father;' the accident of reading John
Hollander’s translation of Moyshe-Leyb Halpern’s Sacco and Vanzetti poem because I
found (and find) Hollander a dazzling translator, and I wanted to figure out how he did
his work;? the accident of finding it useful to learn something of these poems so I could
offer, for a book of mine called Multilingual America, a precise example of a topic
treated by American writers in several languages, and so lending itself to a genuinely
multilingual study of American literature.

String together enough accidents and it all begins to seem bashert.

! Max Anderson’s play is Winterset: Play in Three Acts (New York: Dramatists Play Service, 1973).

2 Moyshe-Leyb Halpern, “Sacco—Vanzetti,” trans. John Hollander, in The Penguin Book of Modern
Yiddish Verse, ed. Irving Howe, Ruth R. Wisse, Khone Shmeruk (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 1987), p.
212-215.
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And still more when I add in the most important of the accidents, namely, that I
became very close friends with the late Sacvan Bercovitch, who was also my doctoral
adviser, whose mother named him for the two men, also naming one sister of his Ninel
(“Lenin” backwards) and another Octobra, for the revolution associated with that
month. Saki himself never seemed interested in the two men, and who could blame him,
given how they’d been imposed on him and how humanely skeptical he was of all rigid
utopian schemes, anarchism among them? But it felt to me as if by writing about the
two men I could get inside him. So I read the poems about them and wrote an essay in
what I thought might be his frame of mind.?

I came across Glatstein’s poem and was intimidated by it, and that essay I wrote
about the poems excluded his poem altogether; at 2770 lines it was too vast, not to
mention too politically and religiously nuanced, too elusive for me to make sense of; and
I couldn’t fit it into the framework I'd created. But Glatstein’s poem still loomed. I went
back to it, I read it again and again, I translated it, I became convinced it was a great
poem (Saki himself didn’t agree, by the way). But no one seemed to have read it, except
Jordan Finkin, who gave it a paragraph—an excellent paragraph, but just one—in his
essay, “In the Pot, Half-Melted: Sacco-Vanzetti Poems and Yiddish American Identity.”
I wanted people to read it, I wanted it to become part of the conversation, I wanted to
take part in the conversation it would evoke. I wrote an article about it, which has been
published; it contains the whole of the translation, section by section, interspersed with
my commentary.5 I think highly of my commentary, but what I really want is for people
to read the poem, all 270 lines of it, uninterrupted by my commentary or anyone else’s.
Maybe others will agree with Saki, and with the distinguished poet and translator
Richard J. Fein, who also doesn’t like it.°* Maybe they'll agree with me. But in either case
they'll have read the poem.

The facts of the Sacco and Vanzetti case are set out well in Michael Topp’s The
Sacco and Vanzetti Case and in G. Louis Joughing and Edmund M. Morgan’s The Legacy
of Sacco and Vanzetti. The pertinent facts about Glatstein are harder to come by; we
have no critical biography, and the few pages on him in the Leksikon fun der nayer
yidisher literatur shed no light on how he came to write this poem, or what political
views it emerged from.”

In a personal communication, Yitskhok Niborski noted the existence of a poem
by Leyvik with a similar title, namely, “Sacco and Vanzetti’s Wednesday.” Leyvik’s poem
was printed on August 21, 1927—shortly before the execution of the two men (which

3 Lawrence Rosenwald, “Politics, Religion, and Some Poems about Sacco and Vanzetti,” in The Turn
Around Religion in America: Literature, Culture, and the Work of Sacvan Bercovitch, eds. Nan
Goodman and Michael P. Kramer (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011).

4 In Choosing Yiddish: New Frontiers of Language and Culture, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
2013).

5 Lawrence Rosenwald, “On Jacob Glatshteyn’s Sacco and Vanzetti Poem,” Studies in American Jewish
Literature 34:1 (2015), pp. 24-43.

¢ I don't know why Saki didn't like the poem. In my understanding, Richard doesn't like it because it's too
grand in scale; he prefers Halpern's more condensed poem.

7 There is a biography by Janet Hadda, Yankev Glatshteyn (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1980) and her
first book, Language Experimentation in the Early Poetry of Yankev Glatshteyn (New York: Max
Weinreich Center for Advanced Jewish Studies of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, 1976). -Eds.


http://ingeveb.org/people/richard-fein

In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (May 2016)

occurred at midnight of August 22, so often dated August 23). Niborski suggested that
Glatshteyn’s poem was later than Leyvik’s, though not a lot later, on the ground that
Glatshteyn was likelier to take Leyvik’s poem as a challenge than the reverse. That
makes sense to me; I would, on strongly felt but at the moment speculative grounds,
argue that Glatshteyn’s poem is among other things a rebuke to Leyvik’s: “if you're
going to name a poem after a day, figure out how to make that day thematic, integrate it
into the poem.” Which Glatshteyn did and Leyvik had not done.
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Sacco and Vanzetti’s Monday

The day clearing through the blue mist

folding the city in a moist beginning

on windowpanes and doors and roofs

a bright restlessness growing before the full week.
Monday.

The first wheels on stones, wheeling and grinding and awakening,
brick buildings sadly whistling misery through all the side streets,
the mute ordinary knocks swiftly and in haste at every gate,
in the houses alarm clocks are ringing,

coffee grumbling in blackened pots,

fresh rolls waiting,

milk bottles impatiently expectant at the doors.

A heavy cover of holiness winds above the city,

Is it the train of Sunday’s dress, or a dream clinging

to the city’s sleepy marrow?

Was there something or will something happen?

The brick buildings whistle still more sadly

pleading in the side streets and alleys:

the week is here,

a city must not want to congeal,

a city has to move, vehemently move to the wild song of cities,
to the wild chase around and around.

Put on your work pants and set the wheels in motion,

pour the oil, provide the heat—

food for the city’s metal soul.

For nothing, nothing has happened

and nothing, nothing will happen.

Tramways humming, cars roaring, chimneys whistling,
irons clattering, coins jingling, steps knocking,

everyone solitary while together,

everyone together while solitary,

tens hundreds thousands millions—

millions walking, walking, walking

(solitary while together)

frightened chimneys cry out, ordering the city’s traffic:

not all together that way and that way

but this way and that way and that way and this way
(solitary, solitary while together)

gates shut and sealed like coffins,
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deafened are the ears of the city.
Nothing, nothing will happen.

1

Twinned are yesterday and today

and grown together and bent together

in a single clear confusion.

Clear in the bewilderment did he bewildered see clearly
how little comfort the dawn’s rose pink can bring

when the day is already determined

by yesterday and the day before,

when the hours are only a spiral staircase leading up to that hour of that day,
where the day itself in secret, like a thief, has already been
and has stuck in a knife.

The dawn’s rose pink for a day like this

is maybe its own early morning rainbow—

the bloody sign that it stands there bewildered

with eyes open to what lies ahead

knowing clearly that something will happen.

Because from yesterday till today the Governor

has paced on the bridge of a sleepless night,

with a gun on his shoulders he has been guarding

the consciences of a world.

All slept, he alone warded the silence”’

from the consciences barking like dogs

and crowing like little roosters

and meowing like weak kittens

and twisting and heaping and becoming a heavy pack.
And he bears a gun and a pack on his shoulders

and cheerful thoughts even in the first hours of the night
have struck up a song for him and made his weight lighter.
He said to himself, it is good that there are beds,

and a clever thought of God’s to make the sexes,

and it is good that people have invented

such colorful pleasures.

8 The Yiddish is ale zaynen geshlofn bloiz er aleyn hot gehit dem tshekhaves/ fun di gevisns vos hobn
gebilt vi hintlakh: “all slept he alone warded the tshekhaves/ from the consciences that barked like dogs.”
Tshekhaves is puzzling here. It usually means something like “object of curiosity,” but that sense is
difficult in this context. Also, the word is usually spelled differently (tshikaves, with a yud instead of an
ayen and a kuf instead of a khaf). Given the semantic difficulty and the unusual spelling, Harry Bochner
suggested to me in a personal communication that the Yiddish noun might be based on a rare Polish
adjective cichawy, "quiet,” which makes better sense; I gratefully adopt his suggestion.
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And thanks for the stomach,

and the darkness of poverty,

and bitter fear,

and the pauper’s pleasure in bread,

and the sweat of labor

that extinguishes the most radiant thoughts,

and dark houses that quench the light in eyes,

and above all for the great, great thought above all thoughts
that the cloak of method can never be stripped away,
and that revolutions only happen in history.

And history is what is told by old grandfathers with no teeth
and it always begins with Once—once upon a time.

In this way he thanked and praised

the quiet course of all things,

that his weight had become so light and airy

and no cats meowed and no dogs barked,

only a small baby was crying in the night.

He flung down the gun from his shoulders

and became a nurse and rocked,

lulled and rocked and lullabied with a song -

he, the mother of the childlike conscience of the world.

Midnight. Joyous demons have danced his own thoughts around him

and laughed away, mocked away from him the fear in his eyes.

He has sought shelter beneath the shadow of his own fear

and driven from himself the comfort of his words,

but from the branches they have been laughing down with a needling laughter:
something will happen.

But nothing, nothing will happen.

2

The night lay there like a single piece of black time,

and not he has heard how the minutes are weighing anchor,

and not he has heard the splash of a fallen hour in the water,

but only how a heavy, musty weight hangs in the night above him
and blocks the gate to a new day.

Will tomorrow never come?

(Let tomorrow never come.)

The feet grow weary of back-and-forth,

stride away from themselves,

beyond the far side of the congealed darkness.

Why has the town clock been muted,
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why is it not breaking through the knot?

Yesterday clenched fists had power,

hard as flint

and now it flows like sand through fingers.

Empty derided hands.

His anointers now lie in bed,

the women groaning with pleasure,

and in his ears two names are ringing

and his eyes are clouded like two windowpanes with two faces,
Clemency! Clemency! Clemency!’

Who sang out in the night?

Someone sits on the bridge and trembles with cold.
His feet hanging down in the water,

he quietly sits and sings:

Clemency! Clemency!

Good. Sing till it hurts.

Run me through with your song like a golden needle,
but look, lift your head up to me and understand:

I am not first and not second and not the end.

I am a fluttering in the brightness of quick, colorful motion,
I carry in fear a worn-out body,

who am I to become more than I am?

Am I then a painted clown to cry out all suddenly, Justice!
Suddenly, just like that, in the night, with no reason,
I, a moth, and all by myself to roar out: Justice!

Do I hold the seal in my hands?

I am not the first and not the end,

before me and after me a chain of people

cynically immortalizing themselves,

fastening themselves to the neck of a world-memory
and the waters will never erode their names.

Woe is me, woe and woe and woe.

In my ears two names are sounding

and my name will resound with theirs.

And you singing in the heavy night

sing me too into your song,

weave me too into the threads of your song

hear me and my voice as it cuts through the world:
Clemency!

” &«

9 The Yiddish word is ratevet, a plural or formal imperative, “rescue,” “pardon, “deliver,” without a direct
object. “Clemency” gets the rhythm and sense right but the grammar wrong.
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Who sang out the word?

Who now is tearing down the night’s dark garment?

Who is spreading out the final day

and coloring with light even the bars of a prison?

The man with the reverent mustache,

the man with the stubborn-holy eyes,

what are they doing now in the small cells?

Just a few mornings ago he brought them treacherous comfort:

I shall do all in my power.

Both laughed at him, their eyes honest and full of tears.

Ashamed he looked at his polished shoes

because between him and them there hung a thin curtain—

the curtain between a living man and two dead ones.

His words were hollow as bad nuts,

he hovered there with a living man’s fear in the presence of death—
but their eyes were alive, and pierced him to the marrow with their mournful honesty.

What are they doing now in the small cells?

Now, in the day of their triumph,

as was said by the man with the reverent mustache.
O Jesus pure of face!

O Mary, fair mother of God!

O Jesus pure of face!
O Mary, fair mother of God!
How these words now pierce an old mind.
Someone has reshuffled the cards.
Reversed what’s to come and what’s been.
Bright confident years when one was twenty.
And what was fated for one to see
in a village in the boiling heat.
A prison, and bars and guards with guns
and outside the prison women, men and children
gathered as for a market day.
All are shouting: Give us back the dark-faced man!
The prison falls like a house of cards
the bars are broken and the guards flee from the anger of the people,
the people in anger:

Justice!
A shudder passes over the bones:

Justice!

Saplings crack in tongues of fire
and the dark-faced man roasts the Governor’s young eyes,
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the eyes of a boy barely twenty:

Innocent!

Children shout; boys dance. Girls sing. Saplings crack.
The dark-faced man sings through the flames:

O Jesus pure of face!

O Mary, fair mother of God!

4

The prison where the two dead men are is secure,
the guards have the machine guns ready,

the people yawn an early-morning yawn,

the day has come,

the brick buildings whistle,

the coffee pots growl,

the milk bottles wait impatiently by the doors.
And he alone in the State House.

The stone walls are frozen,

no ray of sun can warm them,

he looks out through the small window,

and he himself is a prisoner in the State House.
The whole people watches by the doors.

A heavy lock faces outward,

power runs like sand through fingers,

through the window they toss him greetings of bright radiance
letters, letters, a flood of letters:

Courage! Mercy! Stand firm! Duty!

Justice! Justice!

O Jesus pure of face!

His head sinks down to the cold table
and lies there like a dusty document
among all the dust-strewn papers.
The stone walls offer no comfort.

It is the final day.

Who has brought in a fool’s-throne and forcefully placed him on it
and put on him the coat of a medieval king?

Bring in the women!

They fall at his feet and ask,

Lord King: Grace! Mercy!

For a brother, a father to my children!

And what shall I say to the gray-haired father waiting across the sea.
And what greeting shall I bring him
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for his flesh and blood now so wretched.

And what shall I say to my child?

The eyes of the sentimental executioner grow moist, the king sobs.
I shall do all in my power.

(O my derided hands.)

Why today have they eaten up all the rolls?

And drunk all the milk?

When the Bastille is safe

and on the windows the last few hours are in bloom,
woe is me and woe and woe.

O Mary, fair mother of God!

O Mary, fair mother of God!

The black procession is marching,

the required witnesses are coming,

in the priest’s throat the song dries up,

around the Governor’s solitary house couples walk arm in arm.
They come to stand before his stairs

and move this way and that in a silent dance.

Heads forward, heads back.

Heads forward, heads back.

In this silent, worshipful jazz their lips whisper:
Governor! Clemency! Clemency!

The Bastille is safe,

the beds are ready,

the couples sing longingly: justice.

The factories will whistle tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.
Clemency ’ - for whom? You? Me? Us?

Clemency!

The city clock slings hot lead upon the city,

the houses are still,

the governor’s house is safe,

the trees in his garden are dozing,

the bells have swung to silence.

The couples kneel,

the governor kneels.

O Jesus pure of face!

O Mary fair mother of God!

1 This one time the imperative rateve is singular or familiar, rather than plural or formal.

10
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