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Guest Editor

	 Seymour Mayne is the author, editor, or translator of 
more than 70 books. Six collections of his poetry have been 
rendered into Hebrew, including Fly Off Into the Strongest 
Light: Selected Poems and Ricochet: Word Sonnets. A selection 
of his short fiction, The Old Blue Couch and Other Stories, has 
been published in Hebrew, French, Romanian, and Spanish. 
His most recent books are In Your Words: Translations from the 
Yiddish and the Hebrew, Le chant de Moïse, a bilingual English-
French offering of biblical poems, and Perfume: Poems and 
Word Sonnets.

	 He has edited two special Canadian issues of SHIRIM 
and contributed a double issue that interweaves poems by 
the author along with translations he has rendered from the 
Yiddish, interspersed with memoir passages about growing 
up in the Yiddish-speaking immigrant neighbourhood of 
Montreal in the post-war period. 
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Irving Layton: The Jewish Poems

	 The Canadian poet Irving Layton was born Israel 
Pincu Lazarovitch in Romania in 1912, and was taken by his 
parents to Montreal as an infant the following year. Layton 
grew up in the immigrant Jewish neighbourhood east of St. 
Laurent Boulevard, attended English-language schools, and 
also the famed public Baron Byng High School. He anglicized 
his name in his twenties. During the Depression, Layton 
enrolled to study agriculture on a government scholarship 
programme and later completed an MA in political science at 
McGill University. He passed away in Montreal early in 2006.

	 Layton grew up in a traditional Jewish home but his 
religiously observant father died before the poet finished 
primary school. He did not attend any of the afternoon 
Jewish schools and though he conversed in Yiddish with his 
mother who took care of her brood as a widow by running a 
small grocery shop, Layton did not learn to read the Hebrew 
alphabet. He underwent no bar mitzvah preparations to 
expand his Jewish knowledge, and drifted instead into radical 
political circles in his late teens and twenties. However, 
his attachment and connections to the Jewish community 
of Montreal began early in his working life when he was 
employed at an orphanage. Having discovered a gift for 
teaching, Layton embarked on a long career working in a 
variety of schools and educational institutions. Every Jewish 
writer and artist who emerged from Montreal in those first 
decades of the last century was shaped by the influences 
of the organizations, schools and other institutions of the 
community, given that it was almost autonomous in its 
religious and social life. 

	 In the late 1940s Layton lectured to newly arrived 
immigrants whose number included Holocaust survivors, 
first at the Jewish Public Library and then at Sir George 

Warrior Poet 

King David stood up in his chariot; 
The valley was strewn with dead Philistines. 
Some draped a stone, some lay as if asleep; 
On their broken armour the sun hammered and shone. 

The war shouts and cries still rang in his ears; 
Before his eyes rider and horse still fell. 
Though dazed he could yet praise the Lord of Hosts; 
Bravely had his warriors fought that day and well. 

But the contorted mouths of the slain asked, 
"Why did the Lord will it that we should die?" 
And he bade his boy to bring him his harp 
And his lips quivering stared blankly at the blank sky. 

A Wild Peculiar Joy 

King David, flushed with wine, 
		  is dancing before the Ark; 
the virgins are whispering to each other 
and the elders are pursing their lips 
		  but the king knows the Lord delights 
in the sight of a valorous man 
dancing in the pride of life. 

For the Lord of Israel sometimes 
		  also reels on drunken feet: see, 
in the wayward flight of eagles and moths, 
in thunderstorms and when lightning 
		  rives the cedars of Lebanon, 
O the Lord wheels in blazing footgear 
above the hills of Jerusalem. 

King David is circling the Ark 
		  on reeling feet, and he sings: 
“Ho, Israelites, hear me! Hear me, everyone! 
God himself staggers on drunken feet 
		  and each night wearing 
for raiment the flame of our campfires 
He dances in our valleys North and South!" 

Black-bearded stalwarts leap up to follow him 
		  as he stumbles around the Ark; 
no one listens, none in the throng is fired 
with his wild peculiar joy. So bowing low 
		  he kisses the Ark thrice 
and with a last joyous cry reels singing to his tent 
to compose a boisterous hymn in praise of the Lord. 


