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Melech Ravitch

1893, Radymno, Galicia (now Poland)
—1976, Montreal

Melech Ravitch, the pseudonym of Zekharye-
Khone Bergner, received a secular education and by
age 14 had left home to study and work in Lemberg
and Vienna. Influenced by the Czernowitz Language
Conference in 1908, he began to write in Yiddish and
published his first book of poetry in 1912. He was
drafted into the Austrian army during World War |
and was wounded. He returned to Vienna, where he
was greatly influenced by Expressionism. In 1921 Rav-
itch moved to Warsaw where he, Peretz Markish and
Uri Tsvi Grinberg collaborated in popularizing mod-
ernist Yiddish poetry and became known as “Di
Khaliastre” (The Gang).

The Excommunication* (fragment)

In another part of the city shutters come down on
Jewish storefronts,

and in a distant suburb, more shutters,

you hear the same slamming of doors and shutters

all over Jewish Amsterdam;

the Jewish wives and daughters, their heads covered

with black silk kerchiefs, come out of their houses

and fill the streets with ominous waiting.

From the depths of the fog a beadle’s voice cries:

“Everyone to the synagogue!”

Then a silence, broken only by the three loud raps of a
wooden hammer.

And here’s a woman shouting up to the window above
her,

“Solomon, Solomon, for God’s sake, hurry, or we'll be
late for synagogue

and we'll miss Spinoza’s come-uppance!”

... “Spinoza, fool and lunatic—Barukh, the so-called
blessed and luminous,
throw him to the dogs, that Benedict,
that traitorous pig’s brain! Hell, beating, prison, public
shame be on his head!
Dear God Almighty, that he dared defy you, and spit
upon your Name. One sin begets another!”

Translated by Miriam Waddington

As secretary of the Jewish Writers Union and editor
of important literary journals, Ravitch was at the cen-
tre of Yiddish literary life in Warsaw until 1934, when
he left to start his world travels. He settled in Mel-
bourne, Australia from 1936 to 1938 and lived briefly
in Argentina, New York and Mexico before settling in
Montreal in 1941. There he was a central influence on
Yiddish literary, educational and cultural activities, to
the extent that Montreal became one of the major
centres of Yiddish literary activity from the 40s to the
60s. He lived in Israel from 1954 to 1956 but returned
to Montreal. Always “an exponent of the new and ex-
perimental, he wrote neo-primitive verse, essay po-
ems, dramatic narratives and confessional lyrics” (edi-
tors, The Penguin Book of Modern Yiddish Verse) and
was a great influence on many younger writers.
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* part of the opening of a long narrative poem, written in 1916, on Spinoza, the Jewish philosopher who was excommunicated on July
27,1656, and who was the dominant philosophic influence on Ravitch.
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Horses

Eighteen years

of hauling heavy loads,
two forgotten horses
on the lonely roads.

Eighteen years

of standing on the hard stable floor;
the horse-stall dust dimmed the sheen
their skin had all those years before.

Cringing under the whip

that stung and burned;

the straw they ate two times a day
they dearly earned.

Lashed by cold and rain one night,
the elder pressed his heavy head
against the other,

coughing as he said:

“I'm tired, brother. Eighteen years
by your side without protesting.
I'm shaking, sick, and blind,

and I need rest.”

Two horses alone that night
without a future;

sold in a tavern

to a horse butcher.

Their master gave his hand
and toted up the worth

of two unhappy horses

in this wide earth.

Bargaining for one more trip
with them to haul

a last wagonload of wood,
and a cold farewell.

As it had for eighteen years

the whip cracked, and they trod
the forest path hauling wood
for the winter days ahead.
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From The Penguin Book of Modern Yiddish Verse, edited by Irving Howe, Ruth Wisse, and Khone Shmeruk, Viking Penguin, 1987.

Black and white sketch drawn by Yosl Bergner, brother of Melech Ravitch.

Jan./Feb. 2011/ 21



And when they came from the forest,

no need for them to eat;

they took their own flesh to the slaughter
on their own weary feet.

Two brother horses trembled
when they saw where they stood,
two long heads pressed together,
attentive to the blood.

Plain to see when the yoke was lifted
off their necks that day,

the black skin

where their manes were worn away.

Plain to hear the sound of fear

when they lay in their blood on the floor,
the wild sound of iron hooves

pounding the stony floor

like the sound of their feet on the stony street
for eighteen years,

and their heavy breath as they went—

two horses

on this lonely earth.

And now their lives are spent.

1919

Translated by Seymour Levitan
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Outlook Fundraiscng Sapper

Sunday, March 27, 2011
6 PM

Ben Chud Auditorium
Peretz Centre
6184 Ash St., Vancouver

Please RSVP by calling the Outlook
office at (604) 324-5101

Cover charge $25 per person

Please indicate your preference for
Meat or Vegetarian Lasagna.

Free underground parking.

Micheal Vonn, Policy Director of the
BC Civil Liberties Association, will speak
on, “Threats to Civil Liberties and Free
Speech”

woaal deliccous Lasagna Supper!
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