My words would flutter above the mountains:
Poems by Matilda Olkin
Translated from the Lithuanian by Laima Vincé

Today, we’re excited to feature a beautiful selection of poems by Matilda Olkin translated from
the Lithuanian by Laima Vince. Matilda (Masle) Olkin was a young, gifted poet who was shot
and killed by the Nazis along with her entire family in 1941 when she was only 19 years old.
The story behind the recovery of her poems and diary is as astonishing as the poems themselves,
and Laima Vincé gives a moving account in her translator note. Olkin’s father had managed to
pass on her notebook of poems and diary to a priest friend who hid them under the altar of the
church before being exiled to Siberia by the Soviets. Upon his return, he passed on the diary and
poems to his organist, who brought them for safekeeping to the literary critic Dr. Irena Veisaite,
herself a Holocaust survivor. In 2019, The Lithuanian Institute of Literature and Folklore is
publishing the illustrated hardcover book that includes an essay on the life and poetry of Matilda
Olkin, Matilda's diary, and Matilda's poems. The publication of Matilda's book in Lithuanian was
ENTIRELY FUNDED by donations from Lithuanian people who believe strongly in healing the
wounds of the Holocaust in Lithuania.

We’re very happy to share with you these new gems that have travelled such a long way to get
here. Accompanying the poems are Vincé’s luminous paintings inspired by Lithuanian myths
and symbols. Tell us what you think using @TranslateMonth and #NTM2018!

—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman



Translator’s note

The poetry of Matilda Olkin, 1922 — 1941
Panemunélis, Lithuania

Matilda Olkin was born into a Jewish
(Litvak) family in the small village of
Panemunélis in 1922, just a few years after
Lithuania became independent from Czarist
Russia. Her father was the local pharmacist
and her mother was a housewife. She had a
happy childhood together with her two
sisters, Grunia and Mika, and her brother,
Ilya. Matilda's father, Noah Olkin, was close
friends with the village priest, Father
Matelionis. They drank tea in the rectory on
Sundays and celebrated the Sabbath together
in the Olkin's home. Already at the age of 13
Matilda was known in her region for her exuberant nature poems, which were published in
magazines for children. At 18 she was accepted into Vytautas Magnus University in Kaunas and

studied French and Russian Literature. In 1940 the Soviets occupied Lithuania and the Olkin's
pharmacy was nationalized. Matilda's university changed its location from Kaunas to Vilnius.
Despite the oppressive Soviet occupation, she went to Vilnius to study with Lithuania's elite
poets and scholars. She wrote her first collection of poetry, but knew that she could not publish
until better times—the Soviets would have considered her poetry anti-Soviet. In June 1941, the
Soviets began deporting Lithuanians and Lithuanian Jews to Siberia. Within weeks the Nazis
occupied Lithuania, pushing out the Soviets. They began arresting Lithuania's Jews and keeping
them in ghettos. Father Matelionis hid Noah Olkin in his rectory and Matilda's friend, a young
priest, made plans for the family's escape. However, one night Noah Olkin went out for a walk in
the village and saw a notice that anyone hiding Jews would be executed. He immediately feared
for his friend's life and made the moral decision that he could not risk another's life to save his
own. He turned himself in to the Nazis. His family turned down all rescue attempts. The family
was shot and killed by Nazis and their local collaborators soon afterwards. Before their deaths,
somehow Noah Olkin managed to pass on Matilda's diary and notebook of poems to Father
Matelionis, who hid them under the Great Altar of the Panemunélis church. Soon afterwards the
priest was exiled to Siberia during the second Soviet occupation. Upon his return from prison
camp many years later, he passed the diaries and poems on to the church organist, who passed
them on to Holocaust survivor, Dr. Irena Veisaite. Last summer Irena gave me permission to
translate the diary and poems. This is how one talented young poet's voice, silenced by hate 77
years ago, has been able to reach us today.

— Laima Vince, translator



A WORD

It is so difficult for me. I'd like to utter just one word.
That unspoken word trembles within me.

I see processions, generations, gliding past.

And a blue longing and shivering suffering.

And joy, quivering in tiny rays of light,
And the pain of aeons of shattered hopes.
But [—am that unspoken word and shadow.
I carry that unspoken word in my heart.

It is so difficult for me. I wish I could utter that one word.
Just one word for the crowds and for the nations.

The processions would pause. Time would come to a halt.
All the generations would stop, and listen.

And my word would flutter above the mountains and the seas.
Above flowing rivers and rough waters.

And longing and trembling suffering would cease,

And the pain of aeons of shattered hopes.

March 30, 1940



GOOD MORNING!

Oh, the Sun has woken

And leaps from her bed.

She opens one eye, then the other,
“Good morning!”

And all the flowers rejoice,

All the flowers and the birds.
They call out one after the other,
“Good morning!”

And out into the wide dewy meadow
The girl sends the herd.

And the flowers greet her,

And the Sun, and the birds.

And everywhere it's just the Sun...

The Sun—riding in her chariot across the sky,
The Sun—diving into the brook,

The Sun—in every blossom,

The Sun—in every cup;

Every drop of dew...

But the Sun shines most

In the eyes of the little girl.

Her eyes are bright, full of light.

They greet her joyful world,

A world bursting to life, filled with sunshine.
“Good morning! Good morning!”

1938. VILI. 10.



A Jewish Lullaby

My tiny little baby

Why won't you fall asleep?

Longing overwhelms you tonight.
Longing crouches beside your cradle.

The nights are long and dark,

And the road leads far into the distance.
On such a night you will leave me,

My tiny little baby.

And suffering with wait for you

Like a beloved friend beside the gate,

Great suffering and hardship

Will carry you silently through long generations.

Long generations carry suffering
From the cradle to the grave—
Suffering immense and deep,
And as endless as the night.

Fall asleep now. It is a long road
That will lead you into the night...
Go to sleep. I will sing to you,
My tiny little baby.

1940.111. 1.



Oh, how many have gathered
In my house of mourning.

I hold an infant in my arms,
And my infant—is Death.

They brought a silver sash
And armfuls of lilies white.
And I cannot thank them,
And I cannot smile.

All around me are lilies, white, white,
And faces wearing bright smiles.

But my hands are so cold,

A black ribbon is tied in my hair.

Someone has trampled my love—
The whitest of white
blossoms.

And among the wilted lilies,
I see my love, I call out.

Oh, how many have gathered
And no one will see my love.
I hold an infant in my arms—
And my infant—is Death.




Your tiny room

Was white, filled with sunlight.
And your shutters were white too.
You dried mint on your windowsill.

Every spring you picked violets

And kept them in water on your table.
And every night you wound

Your ancient clock.

Tell me, why, that night,

The wind blew out your candle?
Who rapped on your window,
Paused a moment, then left?

It was your fate calling, knocking
Quietly on your white shutters.

It stopped your old clock.

It snuffed our your white candle.

Your tiny room

Was white, filled with sunlight.
But the world is so wide.
Where will you go, beloved?

Matilda's last poem, composed for her friend Liucija in 1940. Liucija committed the poem to
memory and recited it to me and Neringa Daniené on July 10, 2018.



An Idle Evening

Evening comes and howls under your window,
Calling longing in a creaking voice.

What to expect, you no longer know,

When under the window sits blue longing's poise...

Evening comes carrying the ancient moon,

And a crackling star glistens beyond the window.
Somewhere behind the stove is the cricket's abode,
And under the floor—lives a quick small mouse.

Longing comes carrying an old violin
And plays a serenade under the window.
And how could you ever ask him to leave
When he is so sad and so polite?

And you feel hopelessly sorry for yourself,
When longing plays its song on the window sill.
And it all seems so ridiculous to you—

The mouse, the moon, the cricket.

And it seems as though you've gone mad,
And even turned to poetry,

When, gazing at the moon,

You sigh hopelessly.

October 19, 1939



I hear the flowers whispering quietly
And the stars conversing in heaven—
And the sun's rays laughing,

Waking an infant.

And the white flowers whisper quietly
And the stars converse in the heavens...
But—I walk. I will pass.

Voiceless, quiet, carrying my suffering.

And you will never know
What desires and what prayers,
What dreams and what wishes
Tremble quietly in my heart...

And—I go. I will pass.
Voiceless, quiet, carrying my pain.

I hear the flowers' quiet hymns.
And the angel's prayer.

Oh Lord, in this wide world

I alone am voiceless.

And you will never know

My words and my prayers.

Only the white, white morning blossoms,
Will repeat my words at dawn to the Sun.

November 2, 1938



All the skiffs have foundered
And mine will sink as well.
Death is wading

Through troubled waters.

And Death bade me
Sing my final hymn.
And Death bade me
Dance my final dance.

And so I sing my hymn

To the seagulls and the swells.
The azure heavens listen,

And I sing to them too.

And the sea carries my skiff
Through a window,

Carries me away to sleep,
And will pull me under.

Tonight Death wanders
Through restless waters.

The sun has sunk already

And my skiff will sink as well.

June 21,1940
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