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Kadya Molodowsky (1894-1975) is gen-
erally considered the greatest female writer in
modern Yiddish literature, an assessment that
would not entirely have pleased her. Living and creating
among male writers who in calling her “der menersher kop”
(the masculine head) believed they were bestowing on her
their greatest praise, it is perhaps not surprising that she bris-
tled at evaluations of writers based on gender rather than abil-
ity In an article entitled “A Few Words about Women Poets,”
published in the Yiddish journal Signal in 1935, she asserted
that terms like “female poetry” or “male poetry” that unnec-
essarily emphasized the sex of the writer were senseless, for
writing was much more an expression of spirit than of sex.

I think Kadya, (as she is affectionately called in Yiddish lit-
erary circles), would have been pleased with Kathryn Heller-
stein’s Paper Bridges: Selected Poems of Kadya Molodowsky,
the first comprehensive English translation of her work, in
terms of the selections, the quality of the translations, and
Hellerstein’s assessment of her. The volume is bilingual, com-
prising some 150 poems, numerous photos, an introduction
and abundant footnotes. Its pages reveal “a poet of the first
rank in the history of Yiddish poetry,” as Hellerstein writes,
who explores a broad range of topics but writes with particu-
lar urgency and intimate knowledge about the experiences and
struggles of the emerging modern Jewish woman.

Hellerstein is an accomplished translator and critic, best
known for her work on the poet Moyshe-Leyb Halperin and
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her numerous articles on
Yiddish female poets. These
accomplishments plus a
unique combination of poetic,
popular and scholarly sensibili-
ties make Hellerstein ideally suit-
ed to bring a very important poet
to Yiddish and English readers. On
occasion, her translations do not cap-
ture the idiom and cadence of the Yid-
dish. At times, by not rhyming, the English
loses some of the playfulness, euphony, and
irony of the original. At other times, Hellerstein’s effort
to be faithful to the Yiddish causes the English to be labored.
But her translations are always careful and often beautiful, and
her introduction and notes greatly help the reader understand
Molodowsky’s poetry in the context of her life and times.

The title Paper Bridges is inspired by several poems about
the legendary bridge of paper that the Jews will cross to enter
Paradise when the Messiah comes. It is well chosen, for the
bridge represents the aspirations of the poet and her people,
often dashed, yet constantly shaped afresh, by personal and
national creativity, into new dreams and achievements.

As Hellerstein shows in her introduction, Kadya bridged
many spheres: religious-secular, Hebrew-Yiddish, male-
female, Burope-America, Diaspora-Israel. She was born in
White Russia into an educated mercantile family in whose
home a portrait of the staunchly secular Zionist leader
Theodor Herzl hung side by side with a talmudic scholar, the
Vilna Gaon. Kadya began life already rooted in several Jewish
worlds. Although girls generally were not given access to
Hebrew or Jewish texts, Kadya studied chumash (Pentateuch)
with her father, and later both Talmud and Russian with pri-
vate tutors. Moving to Warsaw in the "20’s, she worked by day
as a leacher in a socialist Yiddishist Tsisho school, and in the
evenings in the Zionist Hebraist community school, again,
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