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Much of what she has written finds its source in her formative 
years in Poland, her wanderings during and after World War 
II, and the loss of the vibrant East European Jewish world 
in the Holocaust. During her lifetime she published eight 
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Red Poppies (1937), Home and Homelessness (1948), On the Other 
Side of the Poem (1962), and her last volume, Altered Reality 
(1977). Over the years she received the Louis Lamed Prize, the 
H. Leivick Prize, and the Manger Prize for her work.

Three volumes of her poetry have appeared in English 
translation: Generations (1982), Paper Roses (1985), and Selected 
Poems (1986).

Melech Ravitch was born in East Galicia in 1893. Early in 
his career he settled in Vienna and then moved to Warsaw 
in 1921. There he served as secretary of the Jewish Writers’ 
Association which placed him at the center of Yiddish literary 
life and activity. After travelling for years, he settled in 
Montreal in 1941 where he was a prominent figure in Yiddish 
circles and the Jewish community of the city. He died in 
Montreal in 1976.

Ravitch’s literary works include many volumes of poetry, 
essays and memoirs. In preparing his collected poems, The 
Songs of My Songs, 1909-1954, he drew on thirteen earlier 
books. Fifteen years later Ravitch published his last volume 
of poetry, Post Scriptum (1969). Night Prayer and Other Poems 
(1993), a selection in English translation, was published in 
celebration of the centenary of his birth.
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town near Vilna. He was a member of the literary group, 
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in 1937. During the early part of World War II, Sutzkever 
found himself trapped in the Vilna Ghetto, but he and his 
wife escaped and joined the partisans. 

Many of his books grew out of his war-time experiences 
including the collections, The Fortress (1945) and Ghetto 
Poems (1946), his prose account From the Vilna Ghetto (1946), 
Jewish Street (1948) and Secret Town (1948). He finally settled 
in Israel where he edited the Yiddish literary quarterly, Di 
Goldene Keyt. In 1963 his collected poems were published in 
two volumes. In 1985 he was awarded the Israel Prize for his 
writings in Yiddish. He passed away in Tel Aviv in 2010.

Sutzkever’s work has been widely published in translation 
and a number of collections have appeared in English 
including Siberia: A Poem (1961), Burnt Pearls: Ghetto Poems 
(1981), The Fiddle Rose: Poems 1970-72 (1990), Selected Poetry 
and Prose (1991), and Laughter Beneath the Forest: Poems from 
Old and Recent Manuscripts (1996).
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Preface

 We asked Seymour Mayne to do something 
extraordinary for this issue of Shirim. Could he intertwine 
holistically his own poetry with his Yiddish translations of 
poetry and commentary on Yiddish/Jewish life and culture 
in Montreal? Could he draw a picture of how life in Eastern 
Europe transported itself and adapted to life in a Canadian 
city? Could he reconcile the tragic memories of the past with 
the new hopes of life in a modern society? 

 The result is a creative and compelling mix of 
autobiographical commentary and the poetic insight into 
the continuity of Yiddish/Jewish life. Seymour has blended 
his memories of childhood in Montreal with the emotional 
searching of Yiddish poets and his own poetry that reflects 
one foot in the present and one deeply rooted in the past.

 Language plays an important part in the story. Life in 
Montreal was a mixture of Yiddish and Hebrew, of English 
and French. Even when speaking English, Yiddish remained 
just below the surface. As Seymour writes, Yiddish “often 
welled up in speech, a sorrow and lament that could not be 
staunched. It was as if the dead were finding utterance on the 
tongues of those alive.” It is these utterances that inform and 
drive Seymour’s poetry, translations and deep commitment 
to Yiddish language. 

 Above all, Seymour captures the Jewish drive to 
survive and move forward that transcends all language.
As he writes:
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Biographies

Seymour Mayne was born and raised in Montreal. His 
parents both immigrated to Canada. In 1921 his father arrived 
in Montreal as a young teenager along with his older brothers 
and mother. They rejoined their father who had left the 
Russian Empire in 1913 and had almost given up on his wife 
and children. His mother was the last of her family to leave 
Europe, in August 1939, and only her brother survived the 
Shoah.

Seymour Mayne is the author, editor or translator of more 
than seventy books. Six collections of his poetry have been 
rendered into Hebrew, including a major volume of his 
selected poems, Fly Off into the Strongest Light [Leensok 
letoch haor hachi chazak: Mevchar shirim] and Ricochet: Word 
Sonnets [Ricochet: Sonetot Milah]. As the leading international 
innovator of the word sonnet, he has given readings and 
lectured widely on this unique new ‘miniature’ form. 

A selection of his short fiction, The Old Blue Couch and Other 
Stories, was also published in Hebrew and has appeared 
in French, Romanian, and Spanish translations. His most 
recent book is In Your Words: Translations from the Yiddish and 
the Hebrew. He serves as Professor of Canadian Literature, 
Canadian Studies, and Creative Writing at the University of 
Ottawa.

Rachel Korn was born in 1898 in the village of Podliski, East 
Galicia. She lived in Lvov until the outbreak of war in 1941 
between Germany and the Soviet Union. After difficult years 
in the Soviet Union, she immigrated to Canada in 1948 and 
made Montreal her home until her death in 1982.
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