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It is 1903 in Kishinev, Russia and Itsik Malpesh is born in the middle of a brutal 
pogrom. As his mother gives birth, she is joined by young Sasha Bimko, the 
butcher’s daughter whose father has been killed. In 1996, a young man who is a 
recent college graduate in languages, lands a job with the Jewish Cultural 
Organization, a non-profit that collects unwanted Yiddish books. The young man 
is Catholic, but is fascinated with Yiddish. He works in a warehouse organizing the 
books and looking after them. 
 
These two men are the protagonists in Peter Manseau’s Songs for the Butcher’s 
Daughter, which takes the reader into history and language through poetry and 
translation. The novel is arranged around chapters titled The Memoirs of Itsik 
Malpesh, in which the reader moves with Itsik from Kishinev to Odessa to New 
York City. Each chapter is a Yiddish letter of the alphabet, bringing to life the 
language that Malpesh uses in his memoirs. 
 
Interspersed among these chapters are Translator’s Notes written by the young 
man (nameless) who becomes involved with Malpesh when he goes to Baltimore 
from Massachusetts to pick up boxes of Yiddish books. 
 
Both men have women in their lives whom they consider muses. Malpesh is 
obsessed with Sasha Bimko and carries a picture of her. He writes poetry to her 
and follows her path around the world. The young man becomes romantically 
involved with Clara Feld, who is his part-time assistant and a born-again Jew.  
 
Malpesh has lots of adventures as he is forced to leave Kishinev after a run-in with 
his father’s boss at the goose factory. He is kidnapped by Russian soldiers for the 
army, thrown in with underground characters in Odessa, and tries to avoid the 
seamy side of life in New York City. He says of his life, “How did I survive? I floated 
on a raft of words.”  
 
Peter Manseau is not Jewish and like his young male protagonist developed a 
fascination with languages. His novel sweeps through history but with humor as 
befits the beloved stories of Yiddish writers. We meet Hershl Sveig, a young 



religious Jew who has been kidnapped into the army, and later there is a book on 
a shelf by the Reverend Hershl Sveig. 
Itsik meets Chaim at Bible study and later in New York City under much different 
circumstances. Itsik has a letter of introduction to Knobloch in New York City, and 
it is Knobloch’s huge library (stolen from Jews) that unites Malpesh and the young 
man at the warehouse, who eventually translates Malpesh’s work. 
 
This is a book where Yiddishists and Hebraists argue about language in an 
underground tavern in Odessa as World War I rages around them. The main 
characters all speak several languages, and yet they cannot communicate well 
with each other. There is lots of action both physical and mental as one follows 
the characters through the currents of their lives and those of the Twentieth 
Century. 
 


