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alka Heifetz Tussman
claims a special
place in the world

of Yiddish literature. Her poetry—
frank and exploring in subject matter,
innovative in language—crossed prev-
iously established boundaries of
convention; critics called her the most
modern poet in Yiddish.

Born on a farm in the Ukraine,
Malka Heifetz was raised in a Yiddish-
speaking home where Hebrew texts
and culture were ever-present. The
daughter of a mystic who studied
Kabbalah, Malka was, from a young
age, keenly sensitive to the life of the
spirit. No less keen was her apprecia-
tion of the natural world, whose
voices and rhythms provided her
with her first poetic models. Later she
would find models and inspiration in
the poems of Pushkin, Lermontov,
Akhmatova, Whitman, Poe, Rimbaud,
Tagore, Bialik, and her Yiddish
contemporaries.

In the early stages of her career as.
a poet, Malka Heifetz Tussman
(then—as throughout her career—
she was adamant about keeping the
“Heifetz” in her name) taught herself
to write in strict verse forms. Later,
she experimented with both struc-
ture and style, exploiting the flexibili-
ty of the Yiddish language to create a
unique voice, rich with verbal and
syntactic invention,

The one traditional form she never
abandoned was the triolet—a tricky,
eight-line poem containing multiple
repetitions and rhymes—which she
molded to express a wide variety of
themes.

Over the years, Malka Heifetz
Tussman published consistently in
the Yiddish journals, while also rais-
ing a family—she had two sons, Yos-
sele and Yudele—and teaching Yid-
dish to children and adults. Between
1949 and 1977, she produced six
books of poems and in 1981, she was
awarded the prestigious Manger Prize
for Yiddish Literature. In the last
decade of her life she continued to
write prolifically, and was finally
deterred only by lailing eyesight and
what she called her “sick hands.”
Tussman died March 30, 1987 in her

Berkeley home; she was 91.

This, of course, is only the barest
outline of Malka Heifetz Tussman’s
life as a poet. To it, I would like to
add a personal remembrance.

[ met Malka for the first time in the
spring of 1973, when we shared the

platform of a poetry reading at a Jew-

ish arts festival in Berkeley, California.
Malka had moved to Berkeley the
previous year, after spending a year
in Israel following the death of her
husband; most of her adult life prior
to that had been spent in Los
Angeles. I was living at this time in
Palo Alto, where 1 was finishing up a
doctorate at Stanford,

I was struck immediately by Mal-
ka’s demeanor, the intensity of her
expressions, the dignified—one might
even say proud—way that she carried
herself. But what drew me to her
most was an odd coincidence: at this
poetry reading, each of us had read a
poem entitled “To a Modern Kabbal-
ist,” though hers was in Yiddish, mine
in English. More than similar in title,
the two poems expressed the same
point of view, and this startled both
of us. Although Malka’s poem had
been written years before mine, I had
not read or heard it, or any of her
poetry, until that day. Added to this
was the less odd but, for me, signifi-
cant coincidence of our having the
same first name—my Hebrew name is
Malka. I considered our meeting to
have been bashert, fated, and I went
home that night, a new book in hand,
and began to devour Malka’s poems.

It was not long before I found
myself in the grips of a maddening,
wonderful, frustrating process, trying
to make these poems come alive in
English. When the summer came, |
decided to abandon my plans to
study Yiddish literature at the YIVO
in New York, in favor of spending my
days with Malka and becoming inti-
mate with her poetry, in order to
translate it faithfully. I rented a room
in a communal house in Berkeley, a
few miles from Malka’s apartment,
and settled in for a summer’s work.

Malka and I met together for
almost three months—six days a
week, ten, sometimes twelve, hours a

I AM WOMAN

I am the exalied Rachel
whose love lit the way for Rabbi Akiba.

I am the small, bashful village girl

who grew up among the tall poplars

and blushed at the “good morning”
of her brother’s tulor.

I am the pious girl

who paled as her mother raised her
hands to her eyes

Sor the blessing over the Sabbaih
candles.

I am the obedient bride

who humbly bent her head beneath
the shears

the night before the wedding.

I am the rabbi’s daughter

who offered her chaste body to save
a Jewish tewn

and afterwards set fire to herself.

1 am the woman of valor
who bore and fed children
to earn herself a litile place in paradise.

I am the mother
who, in great hardship,
raised sons to be righteous men.

I am the Hasid’s daughter,

infused with her father’s fervor,

who weni out defiant, with her hair
cropped,

to educate the people.

I am the barrier-breaker

who distributed Bread and Freedom

and freed love from the wedding
canopy.

I am the pampered girl
who set herself behind a plow
to force the gray desert info green life.

I am the one whose fingers
tighiened around the hoe,
on guard for the steps of the enemy.

I am the one who stubbornly
carries around a strange alphabel
to implant in children’s ears.

I am all these and many more.

And everywhere, always, I am woman.
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