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Week 2 — Intro
Fulfillment and Healing in Zionist Poetry
Dr. Stanley Nash

Materials:

A. Introduction

B. Primary Sources:
Please select 1-3 of the following poems to study this week. You may want to select one from each
of the four poets, or, focus in on one of the longer ones more deeply. It is up to you.

1.

2
3
4
5
6.
7
8
9
1

0.

Shaul Tchernichovsky’s “I Believe”

. Rachel Bluvstein’s “Rachel”

. Rachel Bluvstein’s “Only of Myself Have I Known How to Tell”
. Rachel Bluvstein’s “To My Land”

. Rachel Bluvstein’s “A Plaintive Song”

Rachel Bluvstein’s “Kinneret”

. Rachel Bluvstein’s “And perhaps did these things never happen”
. Rachel Bluvstein — Biographical notes

Isaac Lamdan’s “Masada”
Uri Zev Greenberg’s “Miriam’s Well”

For additional biographies of the above poets, please see the course website.

C. Bibliography:

1.

Sholom J. Kahn, “The Poetry of Rachel,” Ariel: A Quarterly Review of Arts and Letters in
Israel, No. 38, 1975, pp. 5-30.

The Ploughwoman: Memoirs of the Pioneer Women of Palestine: Memoirs of the Pioneer
Women of Palestine, edited by Rachel Katznelson Shazar (2™ ed. 1975; newer edition also
available). Read particularly the chapter entitled “Among Writers,” p. 216-225.

Reuven Kritz, Shirei Rachel, Shirat Rachel, Rachel
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A. Introduction:

The themes of fulfillment and healing have suffused Zionist poetry at least from
the Middle Ages when Yehudah Halevi proclaimed “My heart is in the east/ and I am in the far
reaches of the west” (“libbi ba-mizrah va-ani be-sof ma‘arav’). The physical exile of the Diaspora
occasionally led to the Jew’s feeling himself in an existential exile from his true self and potential.
For the intellectuals of the Haskalah, return to the Bible and return to Zion—at least as a utopian
vision and ideal—frequently dovetailed as a corrective to the narrowness of ghetto life and
Talmudic rigidity. Then in the late 19th century there was a young Hebrew poet and artist, M.Z.
Mane, ill with tuberculosis and ostracized by his fundamentalist family for daring to paint human
images, who wrote a moving poem entitled “Healing for My Life” (“Marpe le-Nafshi”). Together
with the Land of Israel springing back to vibrant, healthy national life, Mane envisioned an equally
miraculous healing and rejuvenation for himself.

The first text we will examine is Tchernichovsky’s poem beginning with the famous words
“Sachaki Sachaki” “Laugh, laugh at my dreams,” well known for its lilting melodic rendition as a
Hebrew folk song and in Gates of Prayer. In its melodramatic effusiveness it reminds us of Emma
Lazarus’s “The Great Colossus.” Like that poem from the Statue of Liberty, Tchernichovsky’s
poem, often translated as “Credo” or “I Believe* lavishly encapsulates the ideals of a new era, a
new dawn for the combined hopes of mankind and its “chosen” national exemplar. Note how
Tchernichovsky’s poem sets forth an agenda of revolutionary libertarian possibilities while
simultaneously prophesying the emergence of a new “Hebraic” man and ideal, “dor ba-Aretz omnan
chai,” a generation with its feet solidly both “on the earth” and “in the Land”—terrestrial, not
ethereal, nationally focused not dispersed and deracinated (uprooted and/or rootless).

Then moving to Rachel Bluvstein we shall see an even more personalized envisioning of
Israel’s personally redemptive, healing and “purifying” potential. The image of this ailing and
lonely woman bathing in the Kinneret and emerging “purified,”
as she writes in her famous song “ve-ulai,” has resonances on the personal and national level.
Rachel’s generation and cohort (the Second Aliyah, 1905-1914) were in the thrall of A. D.
Gordon’s “Religion of Labor.” The return to the soil and to physical labor was seen a curative
personal and national regimen of almost mystical dimensions, a kind of “group therapy” for the
Jew, who in A.D. Gordon’s view, was alienated from himself.

As we read through the nine poems selected for study, culminating in Isaac Lamdan’s
masterpiece of the Third Aliyah (roughly 1919-1929) and Uri Zvi Greenberg’s post-Holocaust
lament, we will highlight dimensions of psychological and psychosocial succor and solace in
Zionist poetry and in the Zionist dream.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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B. Study Materials:

1. Shaul Tchernichovsky’s “I Believe” - JP0TTITD 7 e TIaND IR

Laugh, laugh at the dreams
Of which I the dreamer speak.
Laugh that I believe in man,
For I still believe in you.

For my soul still aspires to freedom,
I have not sold it to a golden calf,
For I still believe both in man,

And in his spirit, a mighty spirit.

His spirit shall throw off the shackles of folly,
It shall elevate him to the highest heights;
The laborer shall not die from hunger,

Freedom--for the soul, a loaf of bread for the poor.

Laugh that I also believe in friendship,

I believe that I will yet find a heart,

A heart--that my hopes are its hopes too,
Feeling happiness, understanding pain.

I will believe in the future as well,

Although that day may be far away,

But come it shall--then will one nation

To another bear greetings of peace and blessing.

Then my nation too flourish once more,

And in the Land a generation will arise,
Whose iron chains will be removed from them,
In utmost immediacy they will see the light.

They will live, love, act, do,

A generation on the Land (or: on the earth) truly living,

Not in the future, some heavenly future--

A life of spirit (or: ethereal life) for them will not suffice.

Then a new song will one poet sing,

To the beautiful and sublime his heart sensitive;
For him, for that young poet, from upon my grave
They will gather flowers for his laurel wreath.'
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chhernichovsky believed he had been born too early, when the parochial arbiters of Jewish culture could net yet
espouse the humanistic and universalistic ideals that he believed to be inherent in Judaism. In the last stanza of the
poem, it is as if Tchernichovsky, a pantheist poet who expressed belief in reincarnation, foresaw a time when a

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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Questions and Notes:

1. The poem was written in 1894 and published in 1897. To what degree does it reflect utopian
socialist ideals and the ideals of the burgeoning Zionist movement. What is its link to the ideals
of the French Revolution?

2. Hillel Barzel, Professor of Hebrew Literature at Bar-Ilan provides an original reading of this
poem in his book. Working from the (unproven) hypothesis that Tchernichovsky wrote this
poem as a kind of imitation of the famous PN N of Maimonides with its 13 principles of
faith, Barzel lists 13 ideological points, the last of which is “the attitude towards the dead” in the
last stanza of the poem, which is supposed to be a stark counterpoint to Maimonides’

LPUNN NN PNINRYD IN. Do you think there is any basis for this juxtaposition? Do you
think that the poet’s concept of life after death is suggestive of O30 1NN in the messianic
era? If the poet’s utopian vision has a messianic ring to it, is this resonance “other-worldly” in
any way?

3. Do the stanzas of the poem fall into a natural division into two parts? Explain. What
sermonic/midrashic application suggests itself in the phrase ¥9-2)y¥2 NI21N ND? Note, too,
the memorable rhyme with the word 1y. The word 177 has a famous association with the
word’s appearance in Leviticus in the verse ...NIN2 )T ONNIPY. Explain how a rabbi can
easily link this association with American ideals of liberty.

4. The line 972--N9 ,W9)7--9177 has the ring of a marching slogan that might appear on a
placard. Explain how you might make the Hebrew relevant to your congregants.

5. The phrase 92N Y22 can evoke Biblical associations (Adam’s son and the meaning of the
word in its context). Explain links to Genesis and Kohelet. What can 927 950 020 92D
suggest. Is Tchernichovsky’s worldview reminiscent of the biblical associations, or is it the
opposite?

6. The phrase MM »N can have multiple associations. M1 can, of course, be positive, but the
prophetic usage of ©TP 9T MY DY is clearly pejorative. Also, does the German and
Yiddish term luftmensch call anything to mind in this context?

7. The Israeli generation of authors immediately following the 1948 War of Independence referred
to itself as N2 7. What are the multiple associations of this term for this sabra generation?

8. What is there about Tchernichovsky’s ORI N OPNY PPNVY) that led the authors of Reform
liturgy to include it in the prayer book? Note that at least one teacher in our movement, who
came from a traditional background, said upon hearing “Sahqi Sahqi” sung in our New York
sanctuary that Tchernichovsky would “be turning over in his grave” if he knew that his poem
was being recited as part of the liturgy? In what way does this extreme reaction reflect a rather

rejuvenated generation of Jews rooted in an "earth-bound” this worldly orientation would begin to acclaim
Tchernichovsky’s vision. A young poet of that generation would so articulate Tchernichovsky’s vision as to virtually be
his reincarnation and hence be crowned with a victorious--a virtual “Tchernichovsky Prize” winning--laurel wreath of
flowers gathered from the poet’s grave.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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fixed and inflexible view of the poet? Bear in mind that Tchernichovsky was known variously
as the Hebrew poet of Paganism or the Hebrew poet of Hellenism. To understand this one must
read his poem “Facing the Statue of Apollo.” This poem depicts the poet bowing down to the
statue of the Greek God, but also seeing many aspects of Apollo in the ancient Jewish God of
the desert, Shaddai. The poem ends with the notorious line about what the rabbis did to
“emasculate” and alter the ancient God of the Israelites 229N D¢ MYINIA INIONN (And
they bound him with the straps of (their) phylacteries). In light of the poet’s assault on
traditional Jewish practice and belief, explain how his views could have been found to be
palatable for the Reform liturgists.

? Appearing in Eisig Silberschalg, Shaul Tchernichovsky and Shalom Spiegel, Hebrew Reborn (See the chapter entitled
‘The Bard of Hebrew Paganism,” as well as, most importantly, the last chapter of Spiegel’s book.)

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
CCAR and HUC-JIR’s Joint Commission for Sustaining Rabbinic Education



Week 2, Stanley Nash’s Introduction “Fulfillment and Healing in Zionist Poetry” Page 6 of 20

2. Rachel Bluvstein’s “Rachel” - PLw21»2 B0 nRn "onn”

Behold her blood must be flowing in mine, A7 I3 AT
Her voice is singing inside me-- - 1712 ,'-f'?']p [
Rachel the shepherdess of Laban’s sheep, ’T;]? IRY nyig ]?Hj
Rachel -- the mother of mother’s. oON7 oOX - b5mn
And for that reason, 0% "? n2ag 12 '?S]'_l
I (can) hold to my path kil —7’}7:‘!1.
With such surefootedness (confidence, stamina, agility) A770 RDi D;;T i . ;3
Because preserved in my legs are memories 2910 NimD
From way back then, way back then! T :
For that reason, a house is too confining (narrow) for me TR 277 IR 12 '?3_7"!
The city (life)--(feels) alien, Bah sl iglemkl
Because her (Mother Rachel’s) scarf used to wave P e
In the desert winds; . _!}é: LETa) . ,n.{ 537.3

Questions and notes:

1. Note: the Hebrew word )7 means the same as M17); it expresses a sense of wonderment. Note
the rhyme scheme A-B-B-A. According to Kritz, this is a subtler rhyme scheme. What does it
accomplish? Note the choice of the word Y7 instead of WV for the sake of the rhyme.

2. To what degree do you accept the notion of “reincarnation” (NIVY) 53373) in this context?
3. What do you make of this as a “political” claim to Jewish possession of the Land?

4. How does the poet “prove” her surprising opening statement? (Note the wistful psychic “proof”
in the second stanza.)

5. In the third stanza what are the two possible meanings of the word >277-777 that make this
image so graphic and poignant?

6. The word NNVYIA could also have two possible translations or nuances. What are they, and how
do both work well within the poem? The use of the archaism »n instead of 9 accomplishes
something here. Explain.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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3. R. Bluvstein’s “Only about myself” - Pow o1 (D 7maxy by pv

Only about myself have I known how to tell 2Ry 12-__':)@'_7 ARy '7y 7
My world is as narrow as the world of an ant Tonl gRiva nbiy 3
My load, too, I have heaped on like her CITVS; ’ DQ@-y ’?.{WD mb)
A load too great and heavy for my meager shoulder. A5 op n:);: 7:{3_1 3%
My path, too -- like hers to the tree top -- =Ny '7:{ 72772 - °277 DX O}
Has been path of pain, a path of toil. a ' ’!7@}] '.:DE” j‘lND?_J ' 177

The hand of giants, malicious and sure (sadistic and calculating)

ik i 9 9
A hand making sport (of my pain and frustration) has AR 1T DRy T

thwarted it (my path) and made it futile. SR
A hidden (lurking) fear of this hand of giants EaRinl T”?U ’J_ﬁi'l':ltf ‘?;)
Has made all my routes (in life) crooked and filled with tears. PRIy TR TRY 0D
Why have you called me, O shores of wonder? X597 °Din -,9'7 algha) o
Why have you lied (to me), O distant lights? 70’17-7”" JT'I'H'.N ,C?ﬂlE) ,—;75‘;

Questions and notes:

1. Why would the poet compare herself to an ant? Is it the same analogy to the ant as one finds in
Proverbs Chapter 6:7-92° Explain the much different analogy in this poem.

2. Rachel chose the path of physical labor as her “religion.” This idea is linked to the personality
of A. D. Gordon and his “religion of labor” that was to redeem the Jewish psyche from the
negative habits developed through the centuries of galut. In what way does Rachel’s frailty thus
have a so much more tragic quality than if she were simply unable, say, to help out with the
harvest on a kibbutz? To what degree do you personally subscribe to the ideas of return to
nature and to the soil that arose in Russia in the 1870s and were so influential on the
development of the Zionist ethos? What is the link to the bible, and what are your own feelings
about this ethos and its possible relevance to American Jews?

3. Initem number 3 note that the Hebrew N>TN 9N21N T12) 19 means the same as the modern
Hebrew comparative using the word yoter. Also note the sadistic imagery in the second stanza
and compare (as Kritz does) to the line from Shakespeare’s King Lear: As flies to wanton boys
are we to the gods,/ They kill us for their sport.

4. The weight described in the poem is not just physical. The subject of the poem is the burden of
unfulfilled aspirations and the psychological weight that this produces. Explain how this plays
out in the poem and how the ideas of the poem --one of the most cited of all of Rachel’s works -
-might be applicable in counseling situations.

5. Inthe first and second lines of the third stanza in the Hebrew, what is the subject, what is the predicate
and what is the object. Rewrite the sentence in a more straightforward fashion in Hebrew.

3Proverbs: “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise; Which having no guide, overseer, or ruler,
Provides her bread in the summer, and gathers her food in the harvest. How long will you sleep, O sluggard? When will
you arise from your sleep?”

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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4. Rachel Bluvstein's “To My Land” - PBw2172 517 NR™ 92X 5N

I have not sung to you, O my land, JRAR ,‘|]? N XD
Nor glorified your repute JaY CPIRD N"?"_l
With heroic exploits, ;ﬁq:g ' m“p»‘pyj
Wi;h the spoils of bagles; ;NiaTp '?’?W:I
Only a tree have my hands planted WOl T - 7Y PO

On the quiet shores of the Jordan.
Only a trail have my feet trodden down

DPURIY 177 °Din
237 W12 Pav I

Across (the) fields. niTw "1 by
Indeed, very meager, - IRR ﬂ';?j TR
I know this, Mother (Land, Earth), ORD DNT Ry
Very meager, indeed IR T 7.3;{
Is the offering (summarized in song) of your daughter; J ﬂl; ﬂﬂ'ﬁ;ﬂ
Only the voice of shouting for joy L 3 YA !?1-'7 7

On the day that the light shines brightly,
Only a crying in secret places
(Lamenting) over your downtrodden state (poverty).

,11&{1 REY m";
Qpoa °22 P77
T3y %Y

Questions and Notes:

1.

According to Kritz this is Rachel’s most popular poem, the epitome of the theme of love of the
Land of Israel.

The word >»nng in line 2 should remind you of the words NIN91M and the prayer
OOP> NOYD 7735 TN OMID N9 preceding TY 19W. Explain connotation.

The poet seems to be belittling herself. However, side-by-side with her humility one sense that
she is deprecating the male/masculine/macho aspects of warfare. What do you sense more in the
poem--inferiority or quiet pride and self-justification? Explain. Bear in mind that the word
m>»Yysuggest boasting over one’s exploits in tales of prowess and glory.

Note the poet’s personification of the Land as Mother. Those who place much emphasis on
Rachel’s biography note that Rachel’s mother died when she was only and that her relations
with her stepmother were very bad. Also, her lack of romantic love could have influenced her
somewhat ironic depiction of traditionally male exploits and her favoring of more intimate and
gentle relationships. Do you feel that this plays out in the poem?

In the last 4 lines of the poem the poet uses very stark and contrasting language
(TOW--IND NP 0P PI2- DN NYIN) to depict the Land and her emotions. Elaborate.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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5. Rachel Bluvstein’s “A Plaintive Song” -]’UW:W'?D Piamiiahia a3 AT

Do you hear my voice, O my distant one, "?W Krainh Al palgly]
Do you hear my voice, wherever you may be-- - 937 WR2 Al Jal7igly
A voice calling out with vigor, a voice crying in silence M7 1292 bjp Jya X7 bﬁp
And beyond (the limits of mortal) time enjoining a greeting ' '?,-,;,33 1% o by
(an imperative) (of eternal love)? S
This world is enormous and its paths numerous. 27 A3 09T nan W 520
They intersect for an instant, they part forever. Yo fal ik ,7';’7 nNivins
A person can go seeking (after this farewell), but his (or her) v’pm m’prmg I DI wpAn
feet are not up to the task (stumble), TIR WK NN Nxmb 77315 )
Never can he (or she) find that which has been lost.
The last of my days are already near perhaps, SR 2R 122 U MR
Already near is the day of the tears of farewell. J72 niyps by obg 2ip 2
I will wait for you until my life is extinguished, P01y Ty :|‘_7 20N
Akin to (Mother) Rachel’s waiting for her beloved. 27975 brn nisns

Questions and Notes

1. Kritz suggests that the second stanza poses a kind of ultimatum to the lover who is either far
away or self-distancing--i.e. standoffish and reluctant to make a commitment. What do you
think?

2. The poem is dedicated to .22 initials that might stand for )YO»9%2 NWNan Israeli writer or
Michael Bernstein, a lover of Rachel whom she knew in Russia and whose letters in Russian to
Rachel were discovered only relatively recently. (See short biography below based on the latest
findings.)

3. The word N)¥1 in line 4 does not only mean “command.” It means to bequeath, to leave a
legacy or deathbed wish/request. Exactly what 1292 M¥) means is tantalizingly vague,
because 1972 can mean either a blessing or a greeting. The greeting can be casual or it can be
highly intimate. The notion of the “haunting” of the beloved may or may not be far-fetched, but
the theme of this kind of mystical affinity between souls that can triumph over life
circumstances, or avenge life’s cruelty, is not alien to Jewish folklore and literature. Note that
the word NMN)Y is a will (as in last will and testament) or a bequest. The usage in the poem
suggests a psychic projection by the poet that her (unrequited or unfulfilled) love will outlive
time and even death.

4. Rachel’s tragic biography and persona is inextricably intertwined with the history of the Israeli
pioneering experience, and that in itself is a fascinating psychological phenomenon. What are
the possible interpretations other poetry’s enormous popularity and longevity?

5. The last two lines suggest the opposite of the Biblical story. In fact originally the poem read “as
Solveige--the heroine of Ibsen’s Peer Gint--waited for her lover.” This adaptation of the Bible
story is also a fascinating projection of Rachel’s life situation back into the Biblical story. What
do you make of this? Explain the grammatical form of the word N2n3.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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6. Rachel Bluvstein’s “Kinneret” —7’!.’)&731'?2 b NN nJi2

There are the Golan hills, (just) stretch out your hand and touch D2 Y3 0 LI ,7’?11 7 oY
With thein! rtive (imperious) quietness th d: halt TRy CiER OO ARRTa

ith a surely assertive (imperious) quictness they command: halt. : L : . —ys
In radiant isolation Grandfather (Mount) Hermon dozes R2oD TR 0} niMp MTTIa

And a chill blows from the peak of its whiteness. JiNRT NapEn Mavil nIx
There along the shore of the (Kinneret) sea there is a palm with 1773 '?@W ’?p'f ve @7 Ain I7’3_7 Qv
Th IStOI?thlg trlee(;?" lik ischi hild AR pIrn ]?I?? RS
e palm has tousled hair like a mischievous young child, 19y s
Who has slid down (unnoticed to the shore) and in the waters QSR HT;?_J'? W'?;W
of the Kinneret '1"?33 w2

He is splashing his feet.
How many flowers there are on the Kerak.* 723 ]?3_7 7772 o079 12T R
The blood-red (color) of anemones and orange of saffron, " g9m37 anol ribsn o

There are days -- the vegetation is seven times greener,

The sky blue color above is seventy times more blue. R R

o3 npand MPIn oYW
Even if I should be reduced to (being or feeling) destitute and iny -1,7337 UIR 3 o)

Walklng about dOWl’lcaSt, _ ,D’WT n1x1wn‘7 :‘?ﬂ =
And my heart should be turned into a devastated area of (taken UDWb ]?QHNU 1 7.33'? ]?QHNU
over by) strangers, ' v :
Could I (ever) betray you (O Kinneret), could I (ever) forget Tyl 700
The favors’ of (our) youth?°

Questions and Notes:

1. This highly popular poem/song focuses on three typical scenes of the Israeli landscape, all of
which emanate confident repose, playfulness and beauty: the Hermon, a solitary palm tree on
the Kinneret and flowers on a meadow beneath a blue sky.

2. Analyze the Hebrew of the first stanzas. what are the grammatical forms of the verbs. Note and
translate the phrases: DNVIA NNNTA and MNP MTT11?

3. Why does the poet refer to the Hermon as “sabba”? Note that this is also colloquial with the
accent on the penultimate syllable (not on the last syllable as it should be according to strict
grammar. Why do the mountains command: “stop.” (note: for this I do not myself have a perfect
answer; it is a guess).

* A hill that served as a cemetery for Kibbutz Kinneret.
> Hesed here refers to loving and unselfish deeds, emotional and physical closeness.
® The Biblical reference to the verse in Jeremiah, chapter 2:2 resonates here:

TP nax TIPS TON TP RIS A > WD ofvry Cme axgp) o
TP K2 PN 3793 TN 1R?

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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4. The central image of the second stanza is the most charming and original of all. What does the
palm tree remind the poet of? There must also be something in the clumsy position of the palm
tree that elicits this metaphor. What do you make of it?

5. The third stanza grows more ecstatic in tone: it is characterized by hyperbolic language such as
“the blood of the anemone”; seven times more green; seventy times more blue. Explain how this
prepares us for the last stanza’s outpouring of emotion. Kritz points out that the uncommonly
ornate metaphor D% MNXWNY also contributes to this tone of emotional intensity. I would
add that the Biblical allusion in the use of the word “hesed” is equally effective in elevating the
pathos of the ending. Look up the Biblical reference and explain.

Portraits of the Holy Land: Antiquity to the Present — Sefirah Study 2005/5765
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7. R. Bluvstein’s “And Perhaps...” - ]’DW:W'?J R 13 Y QY= Ly = iy 1y B K N> "?’IN':I

And perhaps did these things never happen, ,n'?iyp 27277 T X5 )
Perhaps ' soIx
Did I never arise early (and go out) at (the break of) dawn to ’u'? Y ay CRnovn ) CI'?‘I-Y?__J

the garden, ' ?5=;>$—n;_71__3 1';235
To cultivate it by the sweat of my brow? ' C
(Could it be that) Never, in the long and scorching day D°7pP 20X D2 ,D'?‘ly?_;
Of the harvest, e ‘pw
(Could it be that never) High atop a wagon laden with sheaves mnbg nomy n'?;y i3
That I never bursted out singing? 77Y3 ,1?1']7 "AN3 )
(Could it be that) Never did I achieve purity (while bathing) nvpiw nPan2 *piJy X5 02ivn

in the quiet blueness mjghk
And in the (holy and wholesome) perfection SOY NI i . DY nnEe '?W
Of my Kinneret...O, my Kinneret, T 20ioR D?JI?I'I m? , h”ﬂ;l

Did you (really) exist, or was I dreaming a dream?

Questions and Notes:

1. This poem may contain the very highest level of pathos. The well-known musical rendition
contributes to this in no small way.

2. The Hebrew should be savored. The phrase 1) 9NY DY NNOWN may remind you of
99221 ONNAN DOWN. Note the usage ))D... dNNOWN without any other intervening verb and
the phrase INY DY meaning “at dawn.”

3. Some of the critics argue over whether the poet is really in doubt or whether these are rhetorical
questions. The second question is so detailed as to make this question moot. Of course the
things happened, but if it all was like a dream then the present is a lackluster reality.

4. Analyze the Hebrew of the middle part of the long question beginning with the word,
“bimromei.”

5. The last part of the question uses the word “taharti” (“I bathed”) instead of “rachatzti” to bathe.
The notion of purification goes far beyond simple cleansing. Connect this idea to the philosophy
of the religion of labor of A.D. Gordon

6. The use of the words “bitechelet shoketa u-ve-tom” is elegantly ecstatic. Analyze the Hebrew
construction. Note the ascending emotion of the three parts of the middle question.
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8. Rachel Bluvstein — Biographical notes

(Highly abbreviated) from Ori Kritz, “Rachel—Mishpahtah ve-Qorot Hayyeha’ in Reuven Kritz, Shirei
Rachel, Shirat Rachel, Rachel (Israel: Pura Books, 2003), pp. 478-512.

During Rachel’s lifetime her poetry did not arouse very great interest, and she and her poetry
were known only to a relatively small circle.

Rachel was born in September 1890 in the Ukraine. She studied in a Jewish elementary school
where Russian was the language of instruction. At home she received tutoring in Hebrew and
Yiddish. Afterwards she studied in a Russian gymnasium. At 15 she wrote poems in Russian and
was a gifted artist as well. At 13 Rachel and her sister Shoshana joined a Zionist youth group. At
age 14 Rachel was infected with TB and was sent to convalesce in the Crimea. After that she
studied for a while in Kiev and then in Italy. In 1909 Rachel and Shoshana went to Odessa and from
there took a boat to Palestine. In Rehovot they studied Hebrew several hours a day and also spent
time with children in a nursery school to learn Hebrew from them. She came to work in the Mount
Carmel area to learn agronomy. During this period of hard work in isolation Rachel was always
joyful and of good humor. In 1911 she left Haifa and went to the Kinneret to a formal agricultural
school. The two years she spent near the Kinneret were apparently the happiest of her life, and she
was in love with the scenery. She also seems to have been enamored of Berl Katznellson the Labor-
Zionist ideological leader and Zalman Rubashov Shazar, a young Russian Jewish intellectual who
was later to become president of the state of Israel. Another possible love interest was Moshe
Beilinson, an Israeli writer.

In 1913 she set out for Toulouse France to acquire a formal degree in agronomy. This trip was
done without the support of the members of the Kinneret kibbutz where she lived. In Toulouse she
fell in love with a Jewish electrical engineer, Michael Bernstein, but their paths separated on
account of the war. Rachel, as a foreign resident, was forced (at the latest by 1915) to leave France
for Russia. It may be that Rachel wanted to marry Bernstein and he was not prepared to decide. For
a variety of reasons Rachel could not or did not want to return to Palestine at this time, perhaps
because of her Russian passport, perhaps because of strained relations with her friends there, or
perhaps because she hoped to marry Bernstein.

Rachel developed allergic asthma and a recurrence of her TB, perhaps because of her
employment as a caretaker of children. In 1919 she set sail from Odessa to Palestine on the ship
Ruslan, the first ship to go to Palestine after the war. She joined kibbutz Degania Alef. Her illness
made her cough and she was always tired. She was banned from working with children. In 1920,
only 8 months after her arrival, she was forced to leave Degania. he first Hebrew poem “Halakh
Nefesh,” dedicated to A. D. Gordon, published in 1920. In Tel Aviv she lived with her father and
stepmother, with whom she had always had a very bad relationship). She left shortly after and went
to live in Petach Tikva and Jerusalem. She taught in girls’ agricultural schools in both locations.
From 1924 her illness worsened.

The newspaper Davar began to appear in 1925 and Rachel published poems in it periodically.
From 1926 she lived in Tel Aviv under her death six years later.

Suggested Reading:

Susan Sered, “A Tale of Three Rachels, The Natural History of a Cultural symbol,” Nashim,1 (1):
5-41; 1998.

Wendy Zierler, And Rachel Stole the Idols, pp. 81-86.
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9. Isaac Lamdan’s “Masada”—ﬁ?:'? PR%® DNP TR
(31 2 D’P'?I'l ",ﬂ?:?—ﬂiﬂﬂ?p 7 RPN Y P2 Mhn oyup)
(Portions from Chapter Three, entitled “Night Bonfires,” parts 2 and 3)

2. From Bonfires to Bonfires n‘m-mb fahimbiiolaJia]
Jyu1 BRI 0277 D2 By THp-niTiws wR-nimTn
LTT0R PR -r'my-f 777 ’7:> WX - WR-NII

Bonfires like eternal boulevards have been planted along all the paths of Israel,
Bonfires -- the markers of each path that ascends to Masada...

"']?NTW’ 37?3'(27” -mm’ noRYT 'lJTf wR- nm‘mrs

From out of bonfires our orphan-scream lurched out: “Shem a Ylsraell”
And like an earring of disgrace it hung on the uncircumcised (unopened) ear of the world...

Ballomi2ty WJ’m'?J?J N2 012 wR- DR

L0722 NPNIRG ARY ORI WR-NITH 71&’?

From out of bonfires the script of our burnt scrolls flew upward,
By the light of bonfires we will now gather the letters that have flown away...

PN nIen-aion IRD AYI-NRa wR-NiMTN
LA1pR TR AT ARy PRI WR- NITTRn2
During nights of terror bonfires illuminated the dream of Masada from afar,
Now by the light of bonfires, from up close, we will shed light on its interpretation (meaning)...

17 D97 NIy - n7en npin By wR-nimn

WR- N2 15}77W X -nizown nmz;:z‘?

Bonfires on Masada’s wall are great memorial candles
For the souls of the habitations of Israel that have been consumed on the pyres of bonfires.

,ﬂ'l’ﬂ'? TP DR-mMIna NiaR 129 wR- nm‘mb

1'71:'1’ 7inne- bwrm o°12 7Py wR-NiTTR 2020

On to the pyres of bonfires our ancestors leapt with the joy-of- death becomlng an enigma,
Around bonfires now their descendants will dance the riddle-solving dance.

7 The name Masada was a metonym for all of Palestine, not just the fabled last fortress in the war against the Romans.
Having become a symbol for Judaism’s last hope and refuge during the period of pogroms in Russia, “Masada” was
first the name adopted for a burgeoning Zionist movement in 1905 by Yosef Hayim Brenner in London; the name
“Masada” it quite naturally carried forth this symbolic valence for the generation of the Third Aliyah (1918-1923)
following the devastating pogroms in the Ukraine and elsewhere. [From the article on “Pogroms” in the EJ: “Partial data
are available for 530 communities in which 887 major pogroms and 349 minor pogroms occurred; there were 60,000
dead and several times that number of wounded (according to S. Dubnow).] And see the book by Leon Yudkin, Isaac
Lamdan.
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3. The Chain of Dances

The chain has not yet been broken,
The chain still stretches onward
From ancestors to descendants,
From bonfires to bonfires

The chain still stretches onward...

The chain has not yet been broken,
The chain still stretches onward
From the nights of Simhat-Torah®
To the nights of Simhat-Masada.
The chain still stretches onward...

Thus did our ancestors dance:

One hand on a friend’s shoulder,

The other holding tight a sefer-Torah

“We will carry our people’s burden lovingly” (said they)
The chain still stretches onward...

So let us, too, dance,

One hand gripping the circle,

The other embracing our generation’s load

A great sefer-yagon (scroll of sorrow), so heavy--
So let us, too, dance....

Our ancestors while they danced

They shut their eyes, shut them tightly,
And wellsprings of joy were opened,
Their feet were light, so light

With eyes shut tight--

Our ancestors while they danced...

Our ancestors knew then, they knew

That over abysses they were dancing,

And that if they were to open their eyes--
The wellsprings of joy would be stopped up,
The chain would disintegrate into the abyss,
Our ancestors knew then, they knew...

So let us, too, dance
And this way our eyes are shut tight,
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¥ During the period of the Mishnah the Simhat Torah festival was characterized by much use of fire, such as in the
reputed juggling of fiery torches by certain athletic rabbis. In more modern times, of course, marching with candles

perched on the tops of flags harked back to this tradition.
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Thus let us continue the chain, NIPW‘PWU ﬂ;)’T_Zi?:D._'! o)
With eyes shut tight-- —— NIRY o0y
Lest it be broken and disintegrate. STiEnm 17 nin 75
So let us, too, dance... LI D) ﬂjPTJ o
Thus let us continue the chain, ,n’?W‘?WU ﬂ;)’T_Zf?:J.:( 72
The chain has not yet been broken. bubyhn Ty PRl x>
Where will it lead? Whither will it ascend? T 1;151'37 Wb 2599 ﬂ i
Onward, onward, onward, onward, fmfl?’j »mf,?ff ,m;{'?lj ,u'ft;{'?nj
Let us not probe, let us not ask, ,ﬂ'?t;{WJ ]73 ,ijﬁ ] ]7?5

i in!-- . .
Thus let us continue the chain! ) ﬂ'?W'?WU Aol T2

Questions and Notes:

1. As indicated in the EJ article on Lamdan, this section of the long epic poem is entitled “Night.”
Bear in mind that the sober reality of the daytime hours was considerably more bleak and
difficult. But we are looking at the sections depicting the hope, the dream and the ecstasy of the
pioneering spirit of the Third Aliyah at its height.

From the EJ Article (the context of the selections)
Cantos three, four, and five are movements from joyful hope to despair. Night, "in which the
air is heavy with blood," transforms into a time for kindling fires, dancing, and the renewal
of faith. Night thus becomes a symbol of strength and hope while day is a time of despair
and disillusionment. The fortress itself weeps for her listless sons. The ecstasy of the early
movement is passed, the verve of pioneering among the weaker is spent and they fall to the
wayside. Less and less of those imbued with the spirit of freedom throng to Massadah and
peddlers, longing to engage in commerce, increase. Not only the fires but also the "flames of
revolt" brought to Massadah as "holy Sabbath candles in the twilight of the worlds" flicker
faintly, yet they are not extinguished. There are always those who stand guard over
Massadah watching "every cloud rising somewhere over the horizon." In the sixth canto the
poet turns to these sturdy souls calling out to them that their sacrifice is not in vain and that
all roads trodden by the Jewish people lead to Massadah, none lead away.

2. Explore the Midrashic aspects of Lamdan’s recapitulation of the centrality of “bonfires” in
Jewish history. Itemize. Although it is not specifically mentioned, recall the technique of
advertising the advent of the New Moon in ancient times (linked to the explanation as to why
we have Yom Tov Sheni shel Galuyot. Also link this discussion to the reference to “leilot
simchat-Torah” in the 3rd canticle.

3. The word sederot might recall to you some of the street names in Israel such as sederot
Rothschild (as well as the Gazan Israeli town currently in the news). Why is the word
particularly graphic. The addition of sederot-tamid has an additional sacred connection here
desacralized and given a largely historical resonance). Explain.

4. Why does Lamdan point to the “Shema Yisrael” allusion as both a “zaaqah yetomah” and an “ot
galon™?
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5. Review the aggadah on the “otiyyot porehot baavir” connected with the story of one of the
aseret harugei malchut (famous to you from the “Elleh Ezkerah” or “Martyrology” section of
the Yom Kippur liturgy). Explain the originality of the idea of “neesof atta otiyyo parachu,” and
analyze the Hebrew as well.

6. What purpose did the “halom Masada” play during the centuries of persecution? If the idea of
Masada historically was a “halom,” what is the meaning of the words “na’ir atta shivro (shever
here meaning the interpretation or decipherment of a dream)? Lamdan sees the medurot as
gigantic yahrzeit lamps. Explain.

7. Note the then recent experience of the devastating pogroms in the Ukraine from which the poet
barely escaped. Explain the notion of “chedvat mavet.” Where does he get this strange idea?
Link this to the “hidah,” the enigma, and the ecstatic “mehol-pitron.”

8. In the section “shalshelet hamecholot” the rhythm of the Hebrew suggests an intense hora
dance. Read it aloud with this in mind.

9. The Hebrew usages “minni” instead of “min” and “elei” instead of “el” are archaisms. Recall
the usage in the Rachel poem “Rachel” and explain.

10. Explain the midrashic expansion of the image of carrying a sefer-Torah in one hand while
grasping the circle with the other, and note what he does with “sefer-Torah” in terms of “sevel-

29 ¢¢

am.” “netel dor”’and “sefer-yagon™?

11. In stanzas 5 and 6 appraise Lamdan’s psychological expansion on the reason as to why in
religious (Hasidic?) dances the participants closed their eyes tight. Do you personally subscribe
to Lamdan’s vision of Jewish history as to one in which the shutting of one’s eyes might be vital
to Jewish survival?

12. The language of “maayanot-hedvah” opening and then potentially closing (“yissacheru”) call to
mind the Deluge of the time of Noah--only the imagery is reversed. Explain. Do you find the
sub-current of the Deluge nonetheless effective here?
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10. U. Z. Greenberg’s “Miriam’s Well” - 372373 °2X "R DNn 70 '?W N2
(224 /27 "y 1978, 1pW) a0 ﬂ'l:ﬂ?'ﬁ 807 ™ "TIT DA 'HDZI” o wn .ﬁ”W”?W I?W gl 7'??'!)
(Part Two of the three-part series: “In the Mystery of Kinneret and Jordan™ from Streets of the River)

No one knows the location of Miriam’s Well in the Kinneret Batiokialyie Sy AR Opn OR YT PR

But our slain ones know it through the mystery of secret paths.. ' Baplgieh '?’JW Tion yTIP wang ’73&
On the night--their night--of the New Moon’s ‘?:U‘p DW o°R2 07 .. D‘?"? W‘-m-' WTF? ‘7’773
. Consecration...they come there to bathe DR Y ¥¥D TND m::‘? P
With hearts torn, wounds gaping, limbs shattered.
i o . . 000 Aaw mbaiv o7 R
And not merely is this an immersion; this is immersion-verging-on-
dance. Simn-PR-n2a
He, the enemy, did everything to their bodies, everything, 930 N§ 230 R INT 02N WY XA
But their strong spirit he could not destroy, '?D’ x> iR 1Y wpn Dﬂﬁ,? ’73?{
For smashing limbs is also an intimation of smashing a yoke 2y nivin nAv Tion 03 v O°7aR N7°avR
[the golah’s enslavement]. bha wing-vip b *n:’p‘rm Wy b
If T could but walk awake on a blue night of the Moon’s Consecration '?Jy TIYR2 N30 5377 Jolekiy)
And were [ with pgnorarpic range to gaze across all‘ the Kipneret wide '?11'!73'! nb’:m X T RO mij IPam
Then could I perceive with awesome majesty: that immersion-qua-

D77 PY2 IR DRI O72-D07L

dance.
The bodies are pure-as-the-moon, but with a shade of roses - ’7’5&?3 y3 2 b: T ’7"?3
On the moon-filled night, each gaping wound a reddening dark like BT - 573?'? Y22 TV 2] TN
Mars.... Happinlaliatkiol) "?373 a7 7 ODRX3
And in the skin of the flesh between one wound and another -- D770 orn DR 27 k! own o0
shivering, REIT PN pbx-r iR7 an7D
As they emerge from the water without clothing to cover them. o°Dip] D722y I 1D 03 1‘773m
Males and females lacking signs of their sex and nipples. Yo YT 0IM ARTI0 09 ,17:

The cross-bearing enemy cut them off with a doctor’s scalpel.

9 9 9
They scalped them as one would the bodies of rats and DR2ip3 M -,,71 :DWb T R ol

op*ann R '?Dﬂ'l oy o°77van R

monkeys,
Without anesthetic drug, while blood and tears flowed onp22n NDW‘?W SMLA) ’7W N2 '73”]7
abundantly. —-— oppIon 13T DWW:I'J DW/’DW'{ XY
And they experimented on them with ice water where they lay freezing. abwm « XY YOR2 W 2Py '?W D'?O
And so the sufferers come with the noose that strangled them m’:’prz;z 3W"? j2 n"my o D*:x‘prg n"my X
To bathe in Miriam’s Well and to heal their broken necks D'?D o7 o '?W 77822 1’?2DW faly
And the gashes in their flesh at the hands of the lacerating goy . D'?'I?J"ﬂ mxb TN '?:)'I 7'?11'! __ D:J’?

Jacob’s Ladder stands once again on the earth ... however
Not angels ascend it, but rather going up to sit on the rungs
Are they, those who bathed in Miriam’s Well, all of them.

(@AIWR DOUM PYD WS 2w
mat> T anba mawt on 92

To their backs - the Golan and the whole land to their side and before DA WPV DN YL M . W v
them 2210 Tioa NERL NI PV
(And the Yishuv is asleep like Jacob while windows are darkened). -= D°2R2] T]D'?'? Yl 7'?137 n3nn

Thus do they sit: ignited with moonglow,

Dead of flesh ... yet living in eternal radiance, dominating distances.
And the Kinneret’s appearance is sparkling with the secret of stars.
From it a breath-like mist ascends to soothe those suffering in pain.
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Questions and Notes:

1.

The poem has a hallucinatory quality that must be understood against the backdrop of the poet’s
extraordinary survivor guilt. Although Greenberg had gone on Aliyah in 1924, he was living in
Warsaw at the time that WWII broke out. He had gone to Warsaw because it was politically
very uncomfortable for him in Palestine. Greenberg was an extreme right wing ideologue and
propagandist for the Revisionist party. After the murder of Chaim Arlosoroff, an important
leader within the labor party, in 1933, Greenberg was suspected of having incited the killing.
The climate of suspicion was intolerable, so Greenberg accepted an editorial post in Warsaw.
Greenberg was able to use his Palestine passport to board the last train out of Warsaw. His guilt
and remorse agitated the already intense Greenberg to such a degree that he produced he
stunning diversity of poems that appeared in 1950 in his collection Rehovot ha-Nahar.

The poem seems convinced that Miriam’s Well, which followed the Israelites through the
desert, had entered into the Promised Land with them and that it was situated for all time in the
Kinneret. (I do not know what, if anything, is the midrashic basis for Greenberg’s statement.)

Count up the rather limited number of rhymes that occur over and over again (kacho, agol, etc.
and the recurrences of rhymes ending in im and am in a kind of drumbeat. Note the usage of
DIND) 922¥ TMON and DY NMVIN NIV TIPN. Greenberg often refers to something as a
TIO as if it is a known thing, but in reality what he is suggesting that there is a hidden logic
governing his poetic/hallucinatory visions. The murdered victims of the Holocaust (3>)371))
now their way to Miriam’s Well as if by some mysterious sense. The second use of the word
TY0 suggests that there ma be a higher purpose in this monumental tragedy. The step in this
higher purpose is the “secret’ of the breaking of the yoke of the galut that is achieved
horrifically through the breaking of the limbs of these unfortunate people.

When Greenberg writes of the victims’ bathing their tortured bodies in the Kinneret he describes
it as a 2INN-PN-N 2V, a bathing that has a dance-like quality to. This ghostly and ghastly
scene epitomizes Greenberg’s will and need to believe that the victims are triumphing over their
horror and dancing because their being healed has a celebratory quality to it. The only sense of
this “dancing” is that it is a bridge to the new reality of the fulfillment of the Zionist dream in
the wake of, and perhaps because of, the holocaust. Note the phenomenal combination of final
words ending in ol. When he says, for example, that the enemy could not overcome 913 N9
their indomitable spirit, it can only be that Greenberg senses the imminent presence of the
slaughtered Jews in his consciousness in Palestine. He imagines them coming to bathe each
night of the full moon DY WTNN-WHTR-2722, and he speaks of this with such certainty that it
has a surreal quality.

Note the haunting rhymes of the words ©>7)) and O>*TX)2. The redness, of course, to
their being covered in blood. Instead of saying they are naked, he uses the rhyming word
0721 (of fabric) to suggest their lack of clothing, and he concluded with the horrifying
word D@TT) to ever so graphical depict the way the enemy had experimented, cutting off
nipples, genitals and the like.
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6. Note also the rhyme at the end of these lines:
NI YNNG 12980 1IN DNY?
D91P) D720y 29N 02 DI VPN
DYOW YOTM OTM NHTIN DD 93
DRIPI NP 12Y7 NP N2 DIV

The rhyme of D9V and DN is thoroughly ingenious. Explain what Greenberg says about
the Nazi doctors.

7. If the “dance-like” bathing is one bridge to transcend what the Nazis tried to do to demean and
destroy the Jews, the next bridge is image of Jacob’s ladder reaching out of the Kinneret
skyward. After their curative bath in the healing waters, the sufferers climb (remembers: once a
month in the full moon) and seat themselves on the rungs of the ladder (assuming the place of
angels).

8. This poem does not specifically connect the Shoah with the rebirth of Israel. All we see here is
their climbing the ladder and gazing out over the historic scenery. But elsewhere in the book
Rehovot ha-naharit is abundantly clear that Greenberg needs most desperately to believe that
their death will lead to Jewish sovereignty. Perhaps the words “shallitei merhavim™ hints at this
notion of destiny that is Greenberg’s only solace. The ending does also hint at another TVD.

D210 TID2 NY¥N NP0 PY)
- DANDY V27 W) NZIY NN

9. What is the TYD of the stars? Is it not a hint also at some manifest destiny beyond the healing?
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