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Digest of the Thesis: 

Modern Man in Search 01f a Faith 

An Ideational Analysis of Abraham Shlonsky's "D'vai" 

By Herbert Bronstein 

This ideational analysis 0£ Abrahalm Shlonsky•s "D'vai" begins 

with a resume of the t~ dramatic poems of which the volume of poetry 

is composed, "IJ:'prosy" and "The Final. C•:>venant. n The first chapter 

also includes biographical and bibliographical data, as wll as trana

lations from the Hebrew into English of important sections o:f "D•vai". 

Chapter Tl«> ie a review of cri ticaJL writing on "D 'vai" and 

Shlonsky's first period in general. Thl s body of material revolves 

around the following issues: the issue as to 'Whether "D'vai" is an 

attempt to state a universal principle l'egarding human e.xistence, or 

ldlether it is an allegory about particul.ar circumstances in the 

twenties of the century; the issue as to 'Whether the poem has inherent 

value in itsel.f, or whether it is of val.ue only for the understanding 

of Shlonsk;y•s later poetry; the issue of the poem•s pessimism; the 

issue ~ its obscurity; and the issue of the type and validity of its 

style and form. 

In Chapter Three, the roots ot ShloiQ.eky's outlook in the spiritual 

crisis created by the historical events •O! the twentieth century are 

characterized, and the relationship is nc>ted between themes and mti!s 

in "D'vai" and parallel themes in important fiction and poetry of the 

period. The thesis is then stated that "D'vai11 is concerned with the 

spiritual problems raised by the breakdolm of the traditional syntheses 

of value and the s·ubsequent crisis of liiring in a spiritual. vacuum. 
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Finally, problems of interpretation rai.sed by the symbolism and expres-

sionism of the poetry are noted and a methodological approach is deter-

mined which will do justice to Shlonsky•s painstaking creative labor. 

Chapter Four shows through detailed analysis that "Leprosy'' depicts 
. , 

the spiritual sickness of mankind and the spiritual sterillt;y of' exis-

tence. It emphasizes especiall;y the failure of the intellectual to 

provide mankind with meaning or purpose in life 'Whether through the 

revitalization of traditional values or the establishment of new ones. 

The analysis embodies in chapter fi.ve of the thesis demonstrates 

the manner in which Shlansky 1 by means a,£ a cosmological-revelatory 

framework, states that we should not del.ude ourselves with £alee hopes 

for future redemption or frw!trate ourselves in the attempt to dis-

cover any essential Meaning in existence which is rooted in a trans-

cendent Reality or Truth. Rather, the wretchedness of alienation 

from any such truth, the wretchedness of the complete absence of faith 

or values, is the reality o! the conditi~on of Man •s existence. 

Man• s destiny is to eIJdure this wre·bchedness without the redemp

tion and justification of a spiritual ra11iionale or the certainty of 

purpose to this suf"fering. 
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PREFACE 

The first ma.jor work of the contemporary Hebrew poet, Abraham 

Shlonsky, a volwne of poetry entitled "!~", 'Which is composed or 

two long dramatic poems, ULeprosyt• and "The Final ·eovenant", was pub

lished in Palestine in 1924. "D'vai11 W~LS later somewhat revised by 

its author, and appeared in this re-worked form in the collected poems 

of Shlonsky "Shirim" published in Israel. ilt 19.54. 

Though over thirty years have passed since ~ts 9riginal publica

tion, the .full importance of "D'vai", in. terms of the major ideas of 

twentieth century literature, has never been realized. That this 

volume of poetry has never achieve~ the recogitj.ticm it .deserves in 

the international world of literature is made understandable by the 

fact that the language in which Shlonskyis poetry is written, Hebrew, 

is inaccessable to major circles of crit:ical op~on throv.ghbut the 

world. Nor has "D'vai11 been translated :into any of the literary 

linguae francae, such as English or French. 

It is a great deal more surprising 1~o find that the importance 

of "D'vai" has been underestimated in Helorew critical. writing. An 

examjnation of this body of writing showz3 that the poem bas never been 

completely understood by Hebrew critics, that no analysis of the POElll 

made heretofore manifests a comprehension of its central ideas, and 

that although much has been written abou1~ Shlonsky's literary origins, 

no attempt has ever been made by Hebrew c~ri. tics to relate the thought 

expressed in "D'vai" to the major themes and ideas o£ twentieth century 

literature in general. '\tlri.le the reasonz:1 for this will be indicated 

in the course of this thesis, it should be noted, at this point, that 

i 



Preface - continued p.2 

upon the appearance of 11D•vai" and of Shlonsky•s earq poetry, in 

general, critics were more absorbed in 1;he issues raised by the ~ 

of Shlonsky•s poetry than ill an inquiry into, or analysis of, its 

content. Shlonsky•s style represented SL complete break with the 

school of Bialik and its followers and became the stonn-center of a 

polemic controversy between 11traditionalists" and "modernists" in 

Hebrew poetry, a battle which obscured t .he problem of the ideational 

aspects of the poetry. Furthennore, it seems that the Hebrew literary 

world was completely unprepared for what. Shlonsky had to say, and 

could not quite make heads or tails out of what is admittedly abstruse 

symbolic poetry. One has the feeling that the critics were apprehen

sive about taking Shlonsky seriously for fear that Shlonsky himself 

might be perpetrating a hoax on them, and himself' would laugh if they 

took him too seriously. It is as if they could not quite divine 

lilbether there had strode forth ao sudden:l1· on the literary stage a 

stcomic" or a tragedian. Finally, though a great deal of attention 

has been given to the later work of this poet lilho now stands at the 

f ore!ront of Hebrew poetry, it is not widely known that much o! the 

S]Dlbolism, the ideas, the problems and the technique of the total body 

o! Shlonsky's published wrk to this datEl represent an expansion of 

what is already expressed and inherent iIL 11D 1vai". 

The aim of this thesis is, then, to fill a vacuum in contempor

acy Hebrew literary criticism by arriv.ing at an explanation 0£ the 

meaning of "D 'vai" on the basis of a thor•ough ideationa.l ana)3sis. 

ii 
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It is the ideas, the values, the concep1;s embodied in the poems to be 

analyzed that constitute the object of c>ur investigation here. For 

this reason and because there is already·a large and adequate litera

ture on the subject) questions of styl e and of literary definition 

are of only tangential concern. Thus, questions of form will be 

dealt with only as they impinge upon, ox· are related, to matters or 

content • 

.After summarizing the poem and pro~i.ding translations of certain 

important passages as a referend for ana.lysis, we shall examine the 

issues raised by critical literature on "D'vai" as well as the critics• 

conceptions and·misconeeptions as to the. meaning of the poem. The 

sources of the poet's ideas in the conditions of human existence in 

the twentieth century will then be noted. along with themes parallel 

to those of "D'vai" in twentieth century· literature. The truth 0£ 

the thesis that "D'vai" is concerned 'With the problem of values, the 

search for a faith and the means of human redemption will then be 

dem,onstrated by a separate analysis of parts I and II of the volume 

o! poetry' tmder consideration. 

It is hoped that this analysis will contribute to more wide-

spread recognition that Shlonsk;y•s "D 1vai•• deserves a place among ----- . 
the great literary works of the twentieth century'. 

111 
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CHA.PrEa I 

Part .l 

Aside from the short and incomplete 19ketches of
11
D •val presented 

by Ben-Or and Steiner, no summary of "wha1~ happens" in the poem, no 

outline of the plot, is extant!1 Such a precis is, however necessary 

as a referend for a thorougb analysis of 1~he poem. Though the sequence 

of events is not, in and of itself, the tc>tal combination which vil.l 

unlock the meaning of the vol\De ot poatr;ir wider consideration, never

theless the sequence in which the events <>ccur is, in connection vi.th 

other factors, of importance tor its anal~rsis. FUrtbermore, only 1f 

we are firmly anchored in the solid ground of an overview are w able 

$af'ely to give to the specific symbols 1 linages, and expressions the 

thorough attention which they require without fear of being avept out 

into the sea ot the poem's comp~exities &Jld dragged under by the welter 

of its detail. Finally', we muSt not forg•'t that the cr~ator or the poa. 

cast bia poetic expression into a dra.mattc' form, thereby himse·.Lt attach

ing some degree of importance to matters <>f plot and story. 

Therefore, following a brie! summary of the eesential biographical ** 

and bibliographical data leading 'up to it1s publication, w shall present 

a resume of ''n •vat~ incl..uding translations. or certain. of its important 

speeches to which repeated reference will later be made. 

* Steiner's aummar;r 111 of the second par1~, "the Final Covenapt", 
only. 

** Biographical data. signi.fioant !or the illnderatanding of the poem 
itsel.! wii.l be presented in relation tc> its analysis. 



Abraham DaVid Shl i...... 
onen.,, was born on the fifth ot .Adar-Sheni, 

.5660 (1900) in the Village of Kriulcov Kre near mentchug in the 
Ukraine.2 

His !ather was a chasid of the Chabad school a learned , . 

maskil and an active zioniat lCb.o belonged to the B•nei Mosheh. 

Shlonsky•s childhood was passed in a home in which literacy pursuits 

were of importance and in which Hebrew was a living language. It was 

a hom& not only steeped in rich Jewish tradition but also stimulated 

by the ideoiogiee ot the enlightenment, artistic creativity and 

enthusiastic Zionism. Shlonsky•a father, in addition to writing, 

2 

also composed melodies tor poems. The well-known tune .to Tchernichovsky•s 

''Sachaki, .Sachaki • is bias composition. Abraham Shlonsky ~a educated in 

a cbeder m•tukan and in a mode.rnized teshiva.3 At the age of thirteen, 

he was sent by his father to Palestine where be 11tudied in the Herzlia 

secondary school. Shlonsky contributed poems to the Herzlia student 

publication, Tal Shacharit. Attar a year's stud.y, he retumed to Rueeia 

during the summer of 1914, and the outbreak of World War I prevented his 

return to Palestine. He then was enrolled in the Jewish QJmasi'\111 ~ 

p. Cohen llb.ich, during the course of the war, moved from ldlna to . 

EkaterinaslaT (Dnieperpotrovsk). There, also, he vrote poems llhich 

were circulated among his i'riende.4 At the age ot nineteen, Shlonsky" 
s 

saw hie first poem printed in the Hashiloach ot 1919. Sb.lonsky bimseli, 

did not view this as the embarkation upon a literary career, but merely 

as a chance event. He did not publish again until 1922 1n Palestille, and 

6 
then not as a result of his own initiatiY•· 

An enthusiastic mernber o! Hecbaluts, Shlonsky attempted in 1920, 
(! 

· ti and training for Olalutziut, to leave 
attar a period o! prepara on 

.Bolshevist Russia b1 W&Y' of the Crimea in order to go to Palestine• 
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Failing in this daring 8 h c eme, he was able, a year later, to go to Poland 
and from there to Paleetin . · e as a member or Hechalutz. ID Palestine he 

l , 

joined the G'dud Ha-avodah (labor Battalion) am worked on the .A!uh-

Nazareth Road, living in Ein Charod. The poems that he wrote in his 

free ti~, he shoved to no one, fearing that it would be taken as tbe 

deviationism of an •intellectual", an escape from the simple physical. 

life of chalutziut llhich demanded complete devotion to. the building ot 

~he land. Not until, during a stay in Tel Aviv, some of hie poems got 

into the hands of Nathan Biatritsky, Pesach Qlnaburg,, and D•vorah Baron 

were they publiahed; and it vae these three 'Who published ihea in Ha-poel_, 

Ha-tzair and Ha-chaim. Shlonsky soon settled in Tel Avi.T and became a 
I f 

construction worker. He career as a great poet Who developed his 0111 

creative forms and a new way of expression in Hebrew poeti"y' is dated by 

most critics, however, from his publications in "Bedim" in 1922.7 

After th~ publication of several lyrical poems, Shloneky seems to 

have wanted to present to hi.a audience o! readers, the summation ot hie 

human experience am intellectual search which began in the days of hill 

youth, through tonne ot e.xpres~ion appropriate to 'What he had to say. 

He chose to do this throUgh tvo long dramatic poems, related to one 

another in theme, both S1Jlibolic, schematic and vi.sionary, and both 
1\ 11 

f'iDall)r appearing together under one title, D •vai (Wretchedness). 

This long dramatic work, vr1 tten when Shlonsky vas tventy-f our, 

can be regarded with jmtitication as bis own conscious first-fruit 

offering. ''Tzoraat'' (Leprosz), part I o! the poem, was publlehed 

~ ) eeparatel.y in 1923, and1\Ha-brit Ha-achrona (Th• Final Cov~nant I part n 

ot the poem, in 1924· Both appeared in Bedim· In 1924, both parts were 
8 

published together in book torm. 



,, ff 

A final Ter8ion of D1va1, somewhat revised trom the original, appeared 
ii ~9 

in his collected poetry, Shirim. A resume or this final form ot the 

poem nov follows.* 

I 

th ea f to the poetry ot Shlonsky in * ill page references in paren A::aham, Poems (in Hebrew) Vol • . I 
this paper' are to Shlonsky' . 
(Tel-Aviv, l9S4). 

4 
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Part B 

The first poem of vhich
11
D•vai' is constitut.ed is called Lapro!'Z· The 

latter is composed or four parts: G!nges, Tuval-Cain, vay•hi, Eloh:i.11. -

Ganges begins Vi.th a description of a mas• ot Lepers ~ polluted 

mn cast out of the camp in a dimnal am destitute conditi<n. Longing 

for the return ot spring, tor the coming ot the Priest, tor the healing 

he is supposed to bring them, and for return to the camp, they, nonethe

less, claim that they are actually the camp, that God is the God of the 

stricken, and that they are not enTious at thozie in the camp, but hate 

them who have onq clean fieah but are unclean ot_ .soul (p. 74). The 

abominable position of the women, 1ilho have long eince. ceased to see 

the blossODling of tlovars, the smile of children, .1ibose Wanta have 

died for lack ot mother•.a milk, and llhoae hubanda no longer embrace 

their abhorrent fleeh, is paralleled by the children who are like mangy 

dogs, kittens and piglets, fighting and scratching one another ~m llbo 

notice that the aunt who used to say day-by-day that the prieet was 
' 

colling, now veeps (p.7S). 

The scene nov shifts to .reveal the priest in the Tent of Meeting, 

alone a 

And again I bear you cm my palms, world, 
And you are all ulcer and tears. 
And I have said: . 
Would that I were a dog, that I might lick your leproq, 
Harl.ot, washing 1D your blood and tears, 
If there were healing for you, 
If only there were healillg !or you 

Forever. -'te night someone groans over me, like a consumptive 
Bu.t night .... r ew, 

.And the Divine word, bl ......... 
-'--'vellng breasts, undesirea Y sag&.&.4161 ,./1 . ' ,; t ,,.., Is like &:UU:~ 11 8 

. JV' .. ..,,,, ~-t vo.:. (~ 
on the . poor door o! rq p • -4· L,,.,6 J ',., l_. I 

__,- ~Yi llY • • ) 'fr,..{ ~ c,._,...1.,1."J .,.-

- . . . t ' 
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A bhck skull noats in 
(Does anyone . see?) my so'Ol. 
A:nd someone bereaved 1 

.1 ·~ you ha d a ghs over it• 
Wh.ere shall ~ t~owned others • • : 
Disembodied head,· e you, ldlere shall I t_ake you ri .,,i,1, ;«:, °""7 . .f.v,,.J ... Lik - ..,,,,. " f ' . 

e an ark on the waves of a flood d ti 
While my God has scabbed. the s , 
And I am only a teat 'Which th ~~of hi~-.~~_!!DS with clouds, ""-.;., .L.41J;~ ·J 
Because it is exceedingly dri ey haverat go d-·'·4 
Behold an oxe bellows ed out. ~"'~'t-7 ; J h#. ~ ~. 
And chews the wood of the trough 
And its bellow, like a fungus cieaves to 
Behold a suckling clings to the teat ~ soul. 
And sucks pus and cries 
.And the fungus sprouts.' 
And behold someone roars from wretchedness, from lust, from 

And the fungi spread and spread over me ugliness, 
1'tV' Godl • • • 

Jobs in their leproer roar, · 
Jobs rub against me, 
And they ~rce their fingernuls through the skirts of 'llff' r~ : "'1 ... .;,..t 
He l1n l 

garment for mercy: 4 ~ 

a g -
And there is none with me. 
1'tV' GodJ My God! ~haw you deceived me ••• 

(he encourages himself) 

How I knovl 
There are two ways - Arise and choose! 
Winters beat the drums ot thunder unto .mai ~, \.r.t...-J~,~ bu-. vlv ...... i<~ ... 
"FloocU stonnJ" 
And the trumpets of wind answer them: 
"storm!" 
But clods yea.ming tor produce whisper to me: 
"Slovlyl Slovl.¥1 Like cattl.el Li.ke ·the earthl• 
And rq brethren weep at the threshold of the. Tent of Meeting: 
"When? Mben will the spring finally retum?" . 
Bec.ause for what does the wretched aJld bereaved soul lust? 
'i38hold' only its purity and a little tranquillt)". •· (a.u·-~:U." ~.1,·lv~ 
uo:Chretbrenl ,, ~-~ 
Come and let us go ~~ .. .,tQ.?~ the !ace ot the earth. 
Perhaps the produce will respond to us from clod am womb. 
Perhaps the udders will become fat vi th milk. 
Perhaps God will t.e"8PO~(U · ~~.. J?r.Pi.t L ·i r::<./,,.J ' 
For there is notbiiig-aside from you, earth. 1

' T~...t ~ ~~ ~; 41,., .// • 
There ie nOtlUng J.~4fl~m yC>u. (P• 76-78) ~ ~ ... .. 

- -----------
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Ona or the group out id 11 8 the camp, Rotted-Nose, derides the 
expectations ot lepers and polluted 

men libo are looking torard to 
the coming of the Priest -1-, 8.&.MCe the Priest ia at most capable of 

giving relief bat not real healing or restoratian ot pb;rsical :normalit,",· 

and is really an Eli}ilaz scheming to escape from those llho have become 

a loathing to him. The Harlot defeDd.8 the Priest as meditating to 

discover some salvation. Just as the group, at the limita ot their 

forbearance, decide to go themselves to the Tent ot Meeting, the Pr!eat 

appears before them and is promp~ and .re~tedq blamed for their 

deformed, dismal, and destitute condition (p. 78-79) • . 

The Priest rebukes Rotted-Hoa• for bis ill-treatment and 1.Dsulta 

to the harlot, tor e-alling her a •worn-out harlot". lihoever is not 
. . 

leproue, says the Priest, should cast the first curse. The people beg 

forgiveness, libereat Rotted-Nose scorns th• and demands. the so-called 

word ot aalvatim from the Priest. He is echoed bf the people•s suppli

cation tor eal:vatian .for healil'lg. Tomorrow, the Priest annouaces, they 

will go to seek heallog in the "holy Ganges, llbich fl0119 slovq." (p.79-81) 
. . 

After immersion and emergence from the tranquil, comfort.:1.ng, .tatherly-

motber~ vaters ot the Ganges, beloved c4 Viabnu, the people see the holy 

animals jumping tram the pagodas .of Vishnu: apes at 1itloae bande the 

people beg laceration so that thq might return.to their primitive condi

tion; alld con, llhich drive the apes avrq, and lihich drop dlBlg fertil

izing, ~1nt1ng and healing earth and man. DiTine. milk. pours trom the 

udders ot daw on field and man. The hall7-banded v.l.nd toncllea the bel.q 

of the earth swollen vi.th conception. Tomorrow, cr,y the lepers turned 

husbandmen, tomorrow, produce, barVest; tomorrovw will go vi.th the con 

dropping our dung into produce (p.61-83). 
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The first part ot the next section, Tuval-Cain,pictures the stony" 

drought, and exhausting famine which confronts the despairing husbandmen. 

The Priest has ·been proved to be deceived; he bas been heard at night 

lihispering incantatians and consulting terapb.1m. .An old husbandman 

rebukes the others f'or their slaclmess, weakness and little faith; he 

bades them to continue in their work, ~or the earth 111.ll not deceive 

them. But the husbandmen, broken by the sterile monoto~ ot the end

less days, and the cantiDuous nakedness of the tielda, having gnawed 

cm the stars lihich, too., are now gone, are in the depth of discourage-

ment. The visionaries have told us, they sq, to spread our sails, 

for distant are the peaks of Ararat. But it is ~Ararat's distance 

that impresses itself upon them (p.84-8.S). 

At the beginning of the second sub-section of Tuval-Cain, we find 

the husbandmen again complaining that the earth is oonsmoptive and 

barren, that they lack a gift.-offeri.Dg for a sacrifice, that the fact 

that the earth's vomb is closed testifies that God does not wnt their 

sacrifice 88 h~ did not ant Cain• s. The old husbandmen 1Jl'ges them to 

_.. "'i e to follow ihe road that beckon&S to them. look for another sac"'"....., c , 

te d d lare~ itself 8 road untrodden, a virgin road, on which The •s -roa ec ~ 

....fnnin every thought, a new creation. A 70ung every step is a new be&&-- g, 

husbancbnpn responds: (p.8$-67) 

Blessed art thou unto me' oh road, 
Waste-road.J 
For I, I desired, uld be smitten 
That 111' roving teet sbo 
at every- step; d tall and bow down, 
.ADd that I sboul. 
And that I should arise J k down and despoiled. aDl cry out 1 
And that I should be bro en ' 
Ho destinationl 



Thorn and thistle 
And heat, heat, heat, 
~erever you step 
Heat, thorn and thistle. 
And a hand tents the eyes 
.And a hand spreads down thorns 
And levels a trail 
4Di .. c_uts.--1.t- out-
And blood nows, 
And there is no destination, and there ia no path, 

And only' heat, vai, and thorn _ 
This I desired! (p.87) 

and no wa1-
sta tion. 

(( I ' 

No, says the old hust.Mman, ' '1t is an altar that ve seek, m lihich to 

offer an acceptable .sacri.tice:' 'March en footsore; answers the road, 
,. 

9 

towards •••• Tbere are two paths into lihich I rork, toward s•dom and :; o & ow 
~-,,' 

towards ~val. '-hen the old husbandman. declares that :the:y: are bound Bo. ~ 1 le1"n 

tor Ararat, the road answers that they will find the .. seductive, enticing) 

becknni ng Tuval-cai.D at the head ot the roade; he will teach the w.1 to 

Ararat. (p.88) 

The cave of Tuval-Cam is a gaping mv: eaten by soot. At its threllh------
hold is a giant 'Wheel; inside, a thorn bush, taking tire llhenever an UDHen 

• •' \ • tf bellows blow upon it. Cain, announces Tuval-Cain, JV' grandfather, li.ke 

you, bore wrath against God; but now the two of th• ban come to terms 

in 'lll3' captivit7: Cain turns the ldleel and God blows the bellows. Al.Bo, 
I 

Noah, the Priest, yesterday bowed do1111 to me. The Apes told hillu -tomorrow, 

r '' ,, ,, '' the flood.'- come then,' .husbandmen, canclu:lee Tuval-Cain, let ua make an ark. 

The men are seized-into the crucible, vhipped and smmg about, not 

knowing lily or 11b.ere to, and are like squirrels in a wheel. Somewhere, 
li ly 

the last nower is crushed; sometbere an Want crushed b7 iron tonge. 

On the c:Ov, the ape comes crashing .dom. The bush bums; the meel 

runs. (p.88-89) 
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From somelihere, the Priest app 
ears and sees the f olloving vi.eion: 

bellows in the dark ot the cave• 
1 a turniJlg lib.eel; billows ot SDK>keJ 

sooty heavens, morni.Qge cast d 
own on their back; the ball of sun,, like 

a stylus,, inecribea on the s"- "Me 
DJ ~" mene, tekel" llhile the clouds are 

like apes around the inscriptio~. (p.90-91) 
,c " 
See, boasts Tuval.," hov the bellow ot Cain and Qod

1 
whose amith 

is the Ape, bl.on so stroogly: ,.Li.ke a wounded beast;' answers the 

Priest. The bush llhich seems to burn so brightq, is, to the Priest, 

like a CODSUDJptive lung spurting blood; the liheel llhose arms gird the 

world, like the rings about a splitting barrel. Nov the days of the 

world dizzi.cy whirl on to the contoundment of man .and his Oocl: a nev 

beginning or the ni llenium? ~eshit i ale! ba-shishi?) To the Priest• e I/ t -- . -
roar to Taval-cain to desist, the latter laughs "I am not able to desist. 

Let the struggling generations be asted and ~~ You bad better 

hold back, also, be wrns the Priest; for it would be better t.bat your 

bret.hran did not know that ve haw ·deceived tllem (p.91-92). 
. . 

The choir of the banisb.ed-from-the-sacritice appear singing ot the 
... 

sterllit~ ot the earthi' :r.t the sacri!ice ot the h'18handmen is not accept-
' 

able, then long live Tuftl-c&inJ No longer .shall w accept the ho~ 

task of bnUding the ark for the generation of the casting-off; rather 

· we· will raise up the Tower ot Bavel unto Tu"ral-Cain. Die soul ot steam 

' JOU have breathed in~ us, ~. ve, at our. !ull height, are like amok:lng 

od vbo will accept our offering.as preferable to 
chimneys. There is a g -

ot flocks or the incense ot the altar. But, 
earth t 8 vapor, or the dullg •t 

:1D rise agail18t Able for the final time. To 
if not, then again vill Ca . . 

. t bas been proved to be a liar" and •long 
the Rabble 1 s t:rT that the Pries . 

live Tuval.;.ca:f.n"1 the Priest sayaz 

r 
I 
\ , 



Ch brothersj 
See the smoke of 

11 

See it groping in:~ incen:e 'iihich rises straight upwards, 
Like a dog room b e emp Yheavens, 
And he doe: not kn~r~::'' ~:~-~~master is not in the house, 

t i 
Here is the al tar and here is .. l.. ,, .. 

, "'e aacri!ice, cries the Priest to 
the mocking Tuval-Cain ' 1 but .._ ..... 

, .uere is t.be God to accept it. You have 

encouraged them to this sacrifice; give t.bem God 8~~ 1 ·~?"&nswers 

Tuval. He doesn •t 'Want a korban. •
1 
I will call to God and c.dn ~I 

. /\ 

have imprisoned like two Samsons turning empty grindstones and they Will 

sport be.fore us. The libeel will turn and S'dcm and Bave1 like iron S'"Qd o-w. f ~4,.~ - ---
chariots to llhich moDkey-s are harnessed will speed o~ without restraint 

to the fiood carrying all, including .Tuval-Cain and the Priest in it.'' 
• 

(' '' \ \ ' 
Never before, boasts Tuval-Cain, has the sky spawned clouds like this, 

or hae !ungus like this spread in the world which I ha-Ye wintered 
It i 1 ~ ,1 

( :;-.. '>I ~.no ). DESIST, Cries the Priest, for the last time, trying 
II 

to stop the ldleel wit.b bis 0111n teeth, and fain~g (p.94-96). 

In the .first of two sub-sectiODS of Vay •hi, the sky is pictured 

as a rag-wagon to which the masses otter their diseases and disabil-

1 t.ies "cheap"• The lepers complaiD and. make accusations against the 

Priestz They are worse off than before. If' only' they ~d a sherd.J it J 

d k '' u.. .. t use would ihere. bB.ve been in the shard it f 4t l,, only they ha an ar • lalG . _ • g · 
•I . • ti 

God ther than his~' answers the Priest, or in Job had cursed his , ra .. , 
I fl 

who bad brought the leaf. All of the world 
the ark, it it was the raven 

,- ed ,, tin the Priest, but each man is concern 
is blood and spittle 1 con nes 

1 r · again beg forgiveness, eaying that the.y 
0~ with himselt • The lep6rS n . hi>- it~ W""f 11)1' 

' . "ueal ill~ way you 1118.Ut they conclude. w I.Al 1 s·L. 
were deceived by' Tuval..Cain• _...-- ~-

rabble for asking for pardon. !hey like to 
Rotted-Nose again scorns the 

be led astrq. 



12 
1' 

\.here, Priest, is the Ganges, the cows, tlie ark? We are the sail, you 

said, but 'Where is the Wind that Will driTe it? ,, The Priest decides to 

... lo. t ti ~~ 
choose wie o her way: Not in silence now, oh God, he declaims. 'lb.at 

which was too hard ~or the dung of the cows, the clan of the apes will 

accomplish; that which was too di.fficult for the dove, in that the raven 

will succeed. The Priest sacrifices the dove, dips the raven in its 

blood, sprinkles the leprosy an i t and sends it out into the wrld. Then 

. the Priest turn.a to the people and tells thE1111 tnat until the other wind, 

the other rain, the other slDl, their Jobian spirits will be raging heat; 

their rain, downpour; their SlDl, a vat of blood. 

For if the world is drunlc and leprous 
I am its wild song, 
I am the song! 

And 1f the earth is a mad dog 
I am the spittle dripping from its muth, 
I am the spittle! 

I am the human torn with longings ) 
an another transmigration, the transmigration of man. (p.97-100 

- th Rabble break f ortb with Rotted-Nose at its A tumult arises as · e 

to the driver's seat urging the apes to draw head. The despised move 

th · h the clods o! the days to the chariot on to destruction, as 87 smas 

the masses shout their love of the storm., of dust. With exhaltation, 

are thunder-eaters., tallerf..than all. 1hey autllml-vinter ( l •.)\O ) • They -

~ of days gromds. They can crack are the Ararat against idlich the ar 

tear down to erack on earth., the egg any egg ot dove or raven; they can 

s but from which o1ll3' nov a tched for thousands o£ year ' . 
of the sun ha the tlesh of a 

. iateq to sense and light upon raven breaks torth :mmed 

corpse. 

,, 
/-fll_, 



' .. 

1J 
Yes,, vengeance,, thev "' cry' as tJ:ie;r toss the 11t'h,,..c .. ,,... __ 

-~ball or the earth 
about,, vengeance tor all the sa r1f 

c ices which have not been accepted, 
vengeance for the last time Th lih 

• e eel or 7.'uval-Cain baa stopped, but 

nov w vill tum it, like a lheel of fortune spun by a gambler. The 

blood of the dove cries Rahl (EYili) Th · . 
- I e Raven cries Krahl (Tearl); 

The Ape cries Tzrah J ( Strik~ Lapro~,) Tb - · · · . • • e masses exault in the 

1 mminent rising of CaiD against God, -when they will cast H:i:m dowi 

upon his back, with their knee in His bel~ and etutr the. world dom 

his mouth, or perhaps themselves swallow it, drunk With vengeance like 

God in S•dom. He;y, Ape, Raven, let us devour the dow in the pre-fast 

meal. (p.101-104) 

The aftermath ot this .frenzied superarrogation presents a group 

o! anol\YJDC>us men {Mahn Dehu, V•od Mahn Dehu, v•od, v•od, v•od) mo ---. . . 
lament that the plague is worse than. before. The other wind o£ healing, 

the other rain ot cleansiDg, the other sun to dry the pus, came not. 

~ ceaselessly' host the nights o! raven; cml1' ceaseleaaq do the;J' 

lacerate them.selves like us; onl.7 ceaaeless]J rises the putrilying pool, 

rising to knee, to knack. They wonder it t.be Priest has fied. Be ia, 

that Elipbu, always distant, they complaiD. 

In the sanguine light of the setting sm, appear.a the sick Priest 

like one ldio bears all burdens on his back, announcing that his sail i8 

· torn, that he too is ulcerous; tJlat he too ia stricken ld. th leproq. He 

ianersee himself in the pool and the people wail (p.104-lOS). 

1he iDitial setting ot the last section of !:8Prosz, called ~' is 

shes and girded with sack-cloth, and the Tent of 
one of skies rolling in a . 

Meeting collapsed and rolling on the ground. 



From all sides, the silence ot man and bei 
meditates: tat - Night. The Priest 

M.Y- black rave11 behold 
And he does not ret I have sent, tram me 
Lile urn. And ~- 1 

e a red dove ldii.ch Will -v <::annot I also send the dam 
For at my feet its little grow white by afternoon? 
AIXi how shall I send . t f liarm coxi>se wallows, . 
And behold the ark: l. Orth? 
Torn of sail, broken of ; 
Only masts like crooked ~' its 1mchor lost, 
Lacerate the void: gers 
"5aveJ" 
To cast off? To go backvard? 
Oh Noah, Noah, your ark has lost j 't 
And you ob earth " a ""1' • • • t 1 , 

~ 11\f' feet you crouch am hide yotir .face .from shame. 
e prqer ot all the lepers is in your clods • 

Do not ask and do not try • 
Oh, that the vor ld could doze in nv bosom u in a sick-bed 
.A moribund who has come to terms lr.i.th his lot 1 .o . 
Do you see: Hight. • \J'""ll--L. 

I know: 
From some great am avesome voimd 
Of some exalted and ancient leper 
Flows, nows this black blood. 
You are leprous, oh GocU 
And how shall I knock at your gate1s? (p.106-107) 

With a background ot the wailing of a dog,. groaning and dompour, the 

harlot asks a series o! questions ot the !'r.iest, to all of which he 

remains silent. How long ld.ll you be sile111t, supplicates the harlot, 

entreat God so that we IDa1' Uve,, or curse him that w mq die; !.or 1tl7 

should we rot? outraged, Rotted-Nose calls the .acticns ot the Priest 
. I II t 1 

holy'-despicable falsehood. l We did not wu1t the Ganges, .he claims, nor 

did we love the ape-chariot, nor will ~e earth put us to sleep in the 

eternal cradle. we new at every storm &lld vere not sated; we scratched 

With every sherd arxl were not healed. Thai ulcer spreads daily' and our 

unbearable pain is worse t.han death. 
ft 

!, 



t' I I - If! 
Tomorrow .. .,,..s th Ha 1 ~ 1 

--,, e r ot, ~ the ew:i '1 iapoator tace bl1 n~ in 

foul light at the naked earth wallowing ~Ln "°Jlit
1 
11~ iiou. li'lere will 

,., 
man 1'11D? TOllOrrov, Tuval-Cai.n will e:rle1ld. hie acid-sponge at me, grinning." 

Tllft.l..C..ill indeed, auggeete h~• retum l>o ap:ln the llheel eo that a nev I 

~l will arise like an iron(t~ to ;end unkind. The t.hronc of tomorrow D"~fh·~ 
will host like flies on the ~eah ot the world, and cow and ape will dance 

the dance of coming -to-tertls. The Harl<>t baa a vision of the future: 
I . • 

A hydra-head cit tomorrow,, growing back in aultiples aa soon as you cut 

them ot~.~ · 
.; I 

' -The Priest criea out: MJ' God, M.r Geld, vb.7 have you cast me otf? 

-The dove descends, broken-winged and h'Um!1: , ~orld, world. The Raven 

raspe 1 "In your Leprosy llveJ in your Leiproay live.• .And men rot ava7 't.k; -
in leprosy (p.107-110). 

The eec~nd poem in''o•vai~ The,Final Covenant; begins with the section 

entitled Revelation. The ope~ de11crip1tion ~this section ~~.!_!·II U a~~-
in the symbol of night• 

On the golden ladder ot the setting nn 
Hairy nening descends slovl.J' rr..,<f{,""'( _ _ 

/ 
_ -r· 

To visit the grounded ship. f t: I ~~ 
Like an .ARK tne black ship mo?es 
And the llghthowses go out. 
The wind sollDds an a~ iD its hast.ea 
"The ship is anchored. . 
.And is dumb. t the dumb coast 
And a ladder links out i 0 

in the llJDl'bol of night (p.111) • 
.And :i.t

1 
like its ship, 8 

J b'a initial search tor sailors to man 
Nov the poem goes on to.describe o 

t tbe . ahut~~ere like the night owls, 
hi l k shi B• vill tear a 

II b ac P• . i.c.-..t t th• Torah of 
doors, calling •11 for a......,.... o 

breald ng through closed k vill put oui all their 
e and hie thick mno e 

night, bringing tbea tiding ' JciDdled lights 11hich the people hope 

h the unwilling candles, and quenc 

Will chase away the bat of night. 
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But the reactions of the people, in the poor sections llbere Job vaa 

especialq. hopeful of f'indillg recruits, aa •U ae 1D the better, i /a,'(J"' 
bigger streets, is unitormq one ot alara1 at the strange Ti.Age ot 

Job, at the thick, strange darkness and smoke llhich accompanies him; 

flight from him; and locking ot doors bet'ore hill. This section closes 

vi th Job •s lament, lilbich itself concludes with a sign o! new poasibili't7 

for hie mission: 

Lonely my tootsteps rustle in this jungle, 
And with love my smoke licks its ,casting-of!. 
Shall I call again aloW.t 
Jh-ool o 
I call to you, Oh. wretched ones l 
Above the tree-top of the D.ights, 
There, there, wherever you are. 
Perhaps someone vill hear, 
Perhaps he will answer. 
Ah-ool 
Woe unto me that I arose to come. 

=1~0:C,rning indeed come to bind 1 ts coxcomb to rq head 
lihicb I do not desire• 
On your spread out feet, night, 
The tears of God you have gi van tc> me• 

How shall I go with yourla tear:;. ~llctions? 
Or to whom shall I dee re yo . 
I will pound on every lock~ door, . 
And on eveey closed shutter. 
Open to me sleepless ones! -

Open, pained onesl of God, th.e God ot the veepers, 
For I speak in the n-:8 en:rleion on. your bed at night~· 
~ose tearful face yo · · · . I 
But no one opens.t !eet ·the tears of God/~ -~ ~e 
On ;your spread ou en unto ma, nigbt. 
Ob. m;r have you gi ~ lt froDl here, {Vt~ 
Behold I will take •:e the abip aind cast oft 
Behold I __ ld.,ll retdurn o : 
,.,........,--- b e 

Just as I anc or • . lustrous band vill erase 
And here, l ome and vi th a f ight , ... 
Here the dawn vil t cm off the parcbmenta o W:tched: b<?tA;r 
The great tiding l'O the thresholds of the understand. -
Oh .strike, wind, .!.~ perhaps_ th"Y will · 

_r=:::-- -· they ¢11 hear, . . 
Pe:n.iaps 1•ree-top ot night 
And I caDd to the ~ 
With shut 8188 will •:. tor ·the laeJt tilles 
.And v.LU call unto th ... 



Come ye, come ye to the .. 1.. .. 
Come VA co DU.1.p, 

., -1 me ye to the night J 

(The ship•a siren wails 
The smoke 'Whirls) 

Oh, black BhipJ 
Misunderstood and d 
Empt7-handed J b tespised as alwiays 

17 

B 
0 re ums to you 

ut liha t are the voices Wh1 I• ' 
The noise of late-tarr1.ers? ch h•!ar, there at the end ot the alley., 

It is a SJ.LOON ( ~J.".~ -.n'i 
A house of the bitter of eoul .. : also, Mourning-Boue) 
Here, • 
Here I will find them 
Sailors-of-night liho :0.11 underst1md me. (p.lU-116) 

The discuaeion ot wa-9are in thi J• rs s ·very salo.on opens the next 

section of the poem, vbich is entitled ~~ c.ovenant. Their speculatioD8 

about the cOIBing of the Redeemer, and coDlJPlainte about . the sm:>ke in the 

rooa which brings yet more taare to eyes i11aed to weeping are silenced by 

the Bastard who aska the old>hunch-backed Saloon-Keeper to open the door. 

He, in turn, asks t.h• to put out an Elij11h-cup so that it could be a 

night of watching, am, horrilied, calla ·t;hem "seed of Cain• when th97 

say that it Elijah comes, they will throv thei~ empt7 flask~ at hill tor elel1~cv.clr:/7 ' 
·+·t..'l. ret1.£..,.,.p ; • ""' 

del.qing the redemption and then will brilog it th9J1188lves. Wien the 
:;:;. 

hunch-back opene the door, Job enters unsiaen in a .put! ot BJll)ke. The 

lodgers talk about Job and bis atteJ11Pt to enlist sailors tor his ship, 

whereat one of them 8uggeet1 that since t ltley have nothi.Dg llhere tbe7 are, 

th~y ought to Tolunteer, and askr the BaS'liard mat be thinks about the 

idea. The Bastard, in turn, a&ks a ;youth 11ho is sitting~ vbat he 

thinks about the idea. But the youth is lost in silent meditation. 

Thi hi 
- "gbt,.. custom either because he bas lost eomet.hing 

e seems to be s """ .., ' 

igb
t t sin is beav upon hi.Ill, or perhaps 

precious, or because the ve 0 

because he likes to c~ (p. ll 7-ll9) 1 



----------------------------ml&: ... 

Into your bosom, I weep ·O' Goel 
Into your bosom, step-f ~ther' 
Though you are too poor to s:ve. 
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io:1'1a~o o~tched for you to adop1; me ae a eon, 
Be great splendor, so how shall I title you: my FatherJ 

cause you are for prayer 
And I for tears. ' ' 

(He cries. 
The smoke binds a wreathe to his bead.) 

From t~e vanities o, __ 'lq__ ~rld Your hand took me 
Bu'btto COIDl!I into Your holy housedf§u did -not allow ]J!e.
Oh why does the star pour out its ilgnt- unto .. -tlie~eart.h, 
And why does the grass ot 1111' field become green under the heavens? 
The eye is too dim to see. 
Too heavy is the ear to hear. 
On your door-step I roll in the d111Et and I cry, a step-son: 
Open! Open unto me, GodJ 
And like a !ace twisted 1d. th pain:• are the heavens of lightning 

,1,, tf d . . 1 ~ :,-yf rn • over me. 
It !~ ' twi~ted, I 
Twisted is Man under the heavens, 1> 11 hytt' 
But You do not see. 
Mhere shall the afflicted go? 
Unto whom shall they lilt the bUDile o! their atfiictions 
From Cain until now, 
From night to night, from downpouir \Dlto downpour, 
\tlile only the skies or lightening vri t.he over their heads, 
And onq the sole of the foot cri1~s silently' unto the earth., 
But also it is silent 
Like You. 
Save, God, for IDIDT are the af.tllctecU 

(aloud;) 

Achl smoke, smoke. altar sende u;p its incense here, 
The noor' like an ' . 
In ~ in vain does it ascend l.illto 
An empt~ .firmament (p.120-12l). 

The Bastard responds: 
~arer vitb his bundle 1n his hand? 

Have -ye ever seens .l ·~ and its gold slips out ot it · 
And the bundle is pierc ' 
Until it is completelY gone, 
But he has not noticed it!bout: 
And then the wretch ~el Where am I to go?• 
"Woe unto me' W~ 0 :i1 ..,. veal th. · 
I have lost '1111' ' 
Give me almsl AJ,mSJ stupid youthJ 
That •s titting for 7ou, 

I , 

l 
I 

I 
i 
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Happy are they who se 
Stitch by stitch w up their PC•cketa 
So that, God !orbi~atch by patch, 
Ch, fQOlJ ' not a pe~ 'be loet, 
And I-What is it t . 
I never had a bWldl~ me? It 'e all. the same to me l 
And in the b\Wlle I • · 
And also it was not~:::: had veal.th. J IN.,.., · ~1!4.ft'- '"" -H..t 1:11.01!,i" 
So why should I cry? Nor w ~G.J'#i.. "' 4 I l. 0 ,. e 
Is it for me to seek f 
"Save I be ch - ree d@atJ:OA: c;_ /ws 

1 see Thee, God.I" 
I am a bastard of a generation 
.And behind the f enc of f 1 , 
CHAOS t um 8 a len 87Jltagogue11 

0 me and gathered me up 
And he took me in his hand and ledl 
And said: Seel ma 
And I saw: A croesl 
Tl«> shriveled sticks--like crossedl hands 
On its head---a crushed linen hat, ' 
And on the stretched out anns a pa~tched robe So c. .. 1.1.. c•f tti~ -.s-1-~ 

H ~ t!!~~~~2~~;-~.~-~ut, stupi~ .1scaLre9i:ow at the ~f' ot the world 
!~ W&vCu881 ~vatohea. ne IJ~Q..i~~ 

1 

And ve? 
Like hungl')" ravens we dance about it 
And we cackle 1 Tear• e. "'" i.u : R..R. 'P 
But we do not dare'-,6 go down 
To pick the leaves of the carob uid the turnip 
In the vegetable it>at.B. fAic4 
And he le~ me furt"lier aIJd he said:. Seel 
And I saw: tablets of a covenantl 
Great gate~ well-locked, 
Like pursej lips guarding a secret. 
And behold a small key 1 appearing a little 
Like a 7ellow tooth in the rusted lock. . 
And the one Who was leading me sai.d: Openl 
And I turned the ke7 once and twic:e, . 
J.nd ti!~ lock Jwnpe<f.,, .. !Dd the gates1 were opened1 sulJ.J 
Ar_cunning-'t'isage-,~.bal~) sticks out. its tongue at Jl8 

And grins... ··- - .... 
And I also twisted 'tJ1I face and stlllCk out rrq tongue, 
AND WE WINKED J..T ONE ANOTHER· 
But all of a sudden--A great w:hlcU 
And the gates were closed: 
And the one leading me sud& 
n And now go were you will." 
And so I went. 
And is it bad? 
Is it bad to be man forsaken 
Under the empt1 finna:n:t out with a broom tor sweeping 
As if :winds bad clean Wa te? .-
In honor of the holiday of 

8 
. - -

See me: 



__ , __________________ ._ 

Just so (stam) 
Hands in the pouch 
Under the empty h ' a pipe-stem itt mouth, 
Bastard and found~~vens I move alcmg, 

:!ti!hmakes no di~!~nce to me 
Like re:t days alrea~ crawl. on all. tour 

--over shriveled old men 
Like you, oh hunch-back, . 1 

Waiting tor the last da:y. 
And .it makes no difference to • . .. 
'lbat also. we, foolish children; .1'1Lste-children 
Already groan that we are tired~' " . . ·' 
And mornings gape wide a :yawning niav at us 
And at nights the moon videos an t~ye round' 111 th aetonishllent 

And rn1n 
at us. 

mo gs and nights, nights and momings 
And it makes no difference to me. ' 
Ha, old hunch-back? Is it not eo~~ (p.121-123). 
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At this point, Job breaks into the ccmnreation, announcing his 

identity-, much to the consternation of tbu group, who marvel at bis 

strange but handsome hoary-black appearanc:e. \lhile the 1outb and the 

Bastard have 2'aid e9me things that vere nc>t entirely true, nenrtheleea 

they appeal to him, and the entire group 1.ould be fit to be hie sailors. 

As the candles go out, and the smoke waavns itself into black talleeim 

which slip over the shoulders C!Jf the aaeai11bled, Job begins to· read the 

Final Covenant, written on the Torah ot nilghti 

1 In the beginning vae the wretchedness and the Wretchedness was vi th God. 2. And God created man in the image ot God, Wretchedness 

H 
. ted him .-.. And it came to paass that man began to incre.aae 

e crea • ..;• ·""""' h Gain' be 
th 

,,. of the earth and the blac:k t.av •J.L.Lc was s gan 
on e ~ace · . 4 JUld"Tliey saw delight that it 
to be erased !rom the forehead. - •that it was bad and bitter and 
was good and wretchedness ft= sa5 Jnd God brought a flood on the 
they c~~~~~d theahnamedeo the ...dte • Al:-k becauae God bad commanded 
earth. o. And No ma 
him in order to save himB9l! • 

-t},r,f 
th vatei~s subsided that God repented 

7 • And it Came to pass ,!lhen :ommanded to make. 8. And He was 
of the White Ark libich he ha~ wh1' should man nee troa the flood 
troubled at heart for H:C:~ss. 9 .. And God appointed a rushing 
and it is the great wre •t Ark to pieces until it became little 
wind and 1 t dashed the Whi e $ril to Noah because of the ark and 

l o And it was very 
splinters. • di. and he died .. 
he asked his soul to 8 

. I 
.i 
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ll. And it came to 
black wood t Pass at Dlidnigh·· . rom the pa di ·" t .hat God d ship and he cal.led ra ae or pains escended and hewed 
Deliverance. l3. its name E.'vai (Wri;tc~2• And he made a great 
said 14. Behold IAndh God commanded Job edneas) for it is the 

sail 
ave an int 1 concerning th no ors are Vi th 0 ed thee as e ship and He 

the small salvation ~h:e· 15. For beboldc:!:tiof the sailors though 
it, it is life upon e~rt:11e great deliverance h: ~ll and be desires 
go on distant seas and • 16. And now go the ut erstands not for 
!or tiv- ship. ' many lands tJi,ou wilt t e 

0 
and thou shalt raverse to get souls 

17 • And there shall appr h 
sickness and he will c oac unto thee an arructed man 
18 • And thou wilt answ~ ~al ~e I beseech thee oh man 0~~:11g 
for thou art the great. ou wilt say, i'ar be it from. th;e 

19 • And there will come unto th . 
~per _,and will supplicate gatha:e::,:O ha~ au!fered a nux and a 

ou .... it answer and say i"ar be it f 'I'll' eprosy Job. 20. And or ye art the hol1'• 

21. And there will ccne the uiif t or the people and they will cal~r o:ate and oppressed and the poor 
beseech thee. 22 • .And thou wilt save we beseech thee, eave we 
are the saved. answer and aay far be it !or ye 

After the group agree to go with Job, the Hunch-Back tell.a th• not 

to go inasmuch as an assembl,y \ruin f is being held in the courtyard of an 

. . 
ancient syuagogue at midnight to plan the building of the Mbite Ark. 

Job's ship wails three times, and the Hun.ch-Back tells how the bliDd 

Sha.mash saw Elijah getting bis shotar ready, but there is still a chance 

to prevent bis _blowing o! 1t. Wh8D the gr'oup bears the waves dashing 

against the black ship, they want to caat oft iJDmediately, but Job refusea.> 

tellillg the ilm>.ch-Bacl< to mov them the vay to the assembly (p.127-129), 

The opening atanDS o! tile ll8xt section Cbatsot, (M:ldnigb.t), introduce 

a debate between tare• voices (in tbe original .,.rid.on: Moses, Jee1111 and 
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Elijah) on the manner in llhi h 
c redemption ias to be b 

first voice havi Tit!' h rought about. The 
' .. -e. eard the roar of th 

. e lR>rld's opened cicatrice 
declares that the fragmentized 1 ' 

p eces ot th•~ Tablets of the Covenant . 
must be replaced b;y nev tablets /Y',v-1/v 

~ harneais tor man to draw the wagon r ' 1).) Lri 
in mi ch is God over a tho,...,,,. road """' ~ ,;-: . 

--iJ • .&.ue set:ond voice ma:t.nta.:-... that ~Y'' 

there must be another crucifixion .. -..a .u..&.D ~-~:&- ~ 
cr.uu. cross., 1.nasnwch as the old croee .ivJ··vi pJ1vv-"' 

has been throm ott cut up d · ·t:·# 1 1 an used. to seiathe meat in overturned v.1·~·:' d... ~i 
,; -· 

church bells. The In-Between voice angrii- .,,_ 1 Jf'.N·="'~ 
""J urgea .. .iat it is not increased I/-

burdens that man needs, for he is small, bu·t rather corn 80 that he will 

be able to shoulder a burden (p.130-133). 

An uproar breaks out among a group ot jprophesiera present llho 

ruriousl7 complain about the arrival o! a g:roup o! black ... garbed :1nd1Vid

uals 1ilbose coming bodes ill. \lhen Job couhnns the assembly meeting in 

this tottering ruin for attempting to restr.ain man from cleaving to lite 

and !or causing man, in his pain, to beg for salvation and to look tor 

nother stars", the prophets are angered at this "fool" and demand that 

he be burned for his derision of them.; but the first voice ~asons 111.th 
~1·s 

Job, Tidlose ship be sqs, is empty of man, and who rolls in the smolce aa 
Of j, • \ iH> ,lj 

before he llas cured. .Job is outside of the camp, as is written. Bov 

th 
11 h re -~ to attempt to seduce others. Does 

en has he dared to come e 11.U" • 

.......anin~ to increase? Does Job despise 
Job want the plague and man's &•~ 

· for ealvation? The First Voice con-
man• s painful plight and groanings . 

the Heal.er of the Sick to hea1 Job. 
eludes by asking the Second Voice, 

Job angri~ refuses this be~gs 
ur',.' . 

You who taught to go to pains, <'iL 
And also went, WV""' 

You who were 11Pain did not teach, 
But to b~ it you 
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You Iscariot of th 
lmo for the thirt e WretchectneiBS J:VIV't.-
T,.,... • 1' shekels ot 'th · r 
~':'t'r;s9ned the great delive " e ,__2.l salvation 
Not a !ungus on a bleak ran ... aJ - A:~ r__ ~ .. ~.1 
Not a leprosy in the fle':' ,~ 
Which a high priest heals , 
Is wretchedness, · , 
It is a star on high 
A lodestar lihose gle' d 
As the brightn am oes not; cease, . ess of sun and 
And about it turns the earth mc1on are not gathered up---
On which roan walks 
Walks with the tit>, soles of his: feet 
For there is none besides it ' 
And why do you disturb himt &<iemptionJ 
And he yearns, 
For other starsJ 
And in his yearning he despises his journey-star 
Leave off of Man, • 
Let him go to his burdens and l c)ve them. 
For that his Deliverance1 (p.136) ' 

The Second Voice restrains the ProphesiEt~s llbo want to cracity Job tor 

fear that men will take up the wrong cross and the First Voice declares 

that whet.her man v.ill it or not, he will. be redeemed not for his ovn 

sake but for the sake of ••• Job condemns the "redeemers-tor-the-sake-

of11 • Wien a Bat-Kol declares in favor ot Job, the First voice dismisses 

it with Rabbi Joshua •s formula, and orders Job to send hie men away, and 
fl 

Elijah to blow on the shof ar for man is :small and the small salvation 

al.one Will come to him. 

Arter a verbal skirmish ~tween the In-Between-Voice and Job in 
)J.~-r 

which the former asks Job to !1'ow the shc1£ar himself and join the white - -~ .. J' 
A • )>. 

assembq which Job refuses to do, Job wans them that if they attempt to ~ ~ (i.,, 
' ' ,..11i1' 

d Shi th are J.itting the axe against the world,, and \( ' 
estl"Oy' the Black P 1 87 .. 

utters a few obscure words about cari')'i.ng someone dead into his l!lb.ip (P.137-1.39). 
I 

- -- -4'-sion as an old man, a blind person, 
This section enda in CO.IM.~ 

th ir erstllhLLe rehabilitation and ask tor 
lepers., and an idiot refuse 8 
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a return to their condition ot be 

re llion (the Elder) and their atfiic
tions, and Job and his group leavea Th 

• e prophesiers cey outi Son ot 
David, the hour has arrived for to 

ycu come& (P•l40-l.4l) 
Two settings alternate repeatedl in 

7 the last section ot tbe poem, 
a section itael! bearing the name of the t"--

en ~ poem, D•vai (Vretcbedneas). 
The first sub-section ia set in heaven whe th 

re e Chained--One (Messiah), 

bound to God' 8 empty t.hrone which is draped in black, wonders, now that 

the hour has come, lily God,, 'Who has for 80 long desired man• 9 redemption 

(the Great Hao::l ot the clock), does not spread over the small hand (the 

Messiah)at this midnight hour. Job tells the chained one that the t:lJle 

bas come that the small hand should drop off al together, and asks Wl\Y the 

throne is empt7. The Chained-Que tells him that last night like a bereaved 

rather, God kissed the 110unda of the earth, llhile not binding them,, and 

toda;y kicked the throne ot glor.r,, ordered it draped in blackJ ordered t.he 

gates of heaven closed, and its vindova draped with clouds. ~ut tor a 

moment, the Chained-One sav through a parting in the curtaina an .Atseret

Chag on earth, the longiDg ot all Jl8ll for redemption, a scene which -
afflicted bill great17. Job berates him !or not recognizing the God ot 

lfretchednese at libose feet he rolls, and deniea that tb.e Chained-one is 

. ---4 .. ~s ot the completelf aff'licted on 
the destined Messiah; rather the lllJ"'--

da are unknov:ing:lT the redeemers. 
earth llbo sit by' the sides ot the roa 

read and devour (p.l42-14S). 
Job gives biJll the f'inal covenant to ........... 

ited gathering of people mo are expec ~ 
Into the tremendous~ exc iah 1

8 
chain• 

e-told bre.ak1 ng of the Mess 
With great anticipation the tht9 of Blemished 
' _\.._... the Four types 

eal ll the blemiaw-1 
and his coming to b • · . t all men be as blaa-

vith the prater tha 
(Baalei Mumin) make their VA1 I 

ished as they are (p.14S·146) • 
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After eating the scroll, the rh''[ 

. Chained-one doean •t lmo 
has been cleansed or llhether he ha .--· v llbetber he 

t B been Bnd.tte 
J b of (baving<'~M\t!l....C ....... n aeven...told. Be accuea 
o ~) ---~ mankind and conap .. ~ .,._ 

-. ~ againat God. Now 8&y8 

the Chained-one, 111' task will be eeven-told ' 
JDOre diti'icul.t tor I muet 

also redeem God from the nest of the bat 
• But it Will not be, criea 

the Chained-One, momentarily defying Job d 
' an · again breaking dovn aa he 

repeats some ot the central phrases of the v.t--, Co 
".&.Ull.L vanant,a:ad telling 

Job to enslave him f'orever (p.J.47-150). 

On earth, mankind nenously avers between excited anticipation aJJd 

doubts concerning the Measiah•a breaking o! his chains, and t.he village 

idiot appears on the scene announcing that be is in mouming ror tbs 

rooster who will be killed bf the bat, and has come to say Kaddish in 

hopes that the men vill sq Amen for him, to which th91 amusedq agree 

(p.148-150). 

The Messiah tells Job to go down to earth and tell the aaos ot men 

that the Messiah ie not coming, but Job tells him that he ia ·going to 

destr07 the White Ark completely am 'nth it a'llf hope or e.xpectation for 

redemption, so that onl3' the great clock-band of_ the God of Wratchedneee 

th ti.Ile for the death ot the 
WiU remain. How, continues Job, bas co• 8 

els am the Chained-One apeak8r 
Messiah. •See the vi.BiOD aJd die• Job COlllll8n I . 

.An ancient ship dumbl.1 tremble:b puts out the Ught-boaea. 
And tbe breath of a hiddeni~: ot the aail•1 
The masts bend from the we ~ 
Oars grind. tlentlt• ot th 
Sailors with shut •'188 row 8 -u'fs like tablets 8 

"''"""' darkening C......., -"'•"ti And opposite tbea """' co•~ 

WTCHEDNESS .AND TOIL (p.lS0-152) • 

The Vision is coapleteJ. crl.e~ Job. 

J 
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Still expecting momenta~ the blOll:lng ot the llbotar, llallk111d 

notices that it ia £l'Owing thicia, dark, ?'187 hear the lhip•a 1111'81111 

and see it preparing for deJlarture, EliJah•a tallia blackenai be bl.ova 

t.he ahofar. A Sound is &llitted like the ~ ot a~ Jackel 
0

,. a 

COD811111Pti Ye cough, The bl.ind Sbamaah ot the l'Uin -· a 111gon tuJ.J. ot 

moving which llpOD stam.a linltcbedness 111.th a Pitchtork. Bend do-.. ab 

sheaves, the Sh-eh criea, before the Ptherer. .&ll Utt their "78• 

to the shore and th97 see a coffin being bourna Imo the •hip, !a the 

poem ends, the Village idiot breaks forth Vith: lIBG&D.&L v•nlADASI! 
SHMEH RA-A-A-A • • • • (p.152-153). 
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I\ 11 

Anyone lilho has read the foregoing precie ot D•vai., which sununa.ey 

itselt represents a stage in its clar1£icati~n, will. look understand

ingl7 upon the critical conf'usion o! critical opinion regarding the 

poem. Be£ore proceeding to a statement of our own as to the theme and 

meaning of o•vai, it would be of help and interest for independent 

ana~eis to survey the viellB of critics and attitudes ot them taken 

towards the poem. This body of anal.1'sie resolves itself into a fev 

major issues i the issoa as to whether the po• ie a representation or 

the actual situation, of particular conditions, or llbether it is a 

statement of an abstract meta~sical principleJ the issue of the poem•e 

obscurity; the issue as to llhethe:r the poem represents negation or affir· 

mation; the issue as to whether the poem has inherent . value or is of 

value only in terms of later work; the issue as to 11hether the poem is 
1 s 

Dionysian or Apoalonic; the issue of the artistic value of Shlondkf's 

innovations. 

Let us examine, now, briefq, critical opinion on these issues. 

First, was it the poet's intention to represent, through his P~ 

a particular eontemporarf situation, or we it his intention to npress 

a universally applicable proposition regarclillg man's comition1 
~ . . 

AccordiDg to one critic, D'vai is the sUllll'lllr.1 of Shlonsq's entire 

world-outlook in the first peri~ of his mrk. There is not even the 

remembrance o! a hint of &D7 concrete backgrOuD:i embodied in the poem. 

Absolute pess1m1sm appears ·88 a metapbpical truth, as the conclusion ot 

an investigation into the cbronicl" o! man, and the final sumation of 
·-· 10 

research into man'21 vays at all times. 
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Another critic takes the opposite Viev. The poem is symbolic ot 

the actual, Shlonsky telling a real story in symbols borrowed from the 

Bible and the New Testament in Which he gins expression to the spirit 

ot the times, to the despair ot modern life, to the echoes of revolution 

from the East, to the ~ate of Judaism, and all in the poetic camaflouge 

of symbols. Accoi:ding to this critic, the lepers outside the camp are 

the Jews or the Galut, £or leprosy is a symbol greatl7 appropriate to 

the psychology or the Jewish social con.di tion. in a gentile world. The 

word ot the priest admits of only one interpretation: it .is the heaiing 

word of Zionism (Ho leprous brothers/Come and let us go to. atone the face 

of the earth-/ Perhaps produce will answer us trom every .f'urrov and _troa 

every womb--/ Perhaps the teats will fatten. with milk-.-/ Perhaps God will 

answer/ For there is nought aside from you, ob Earth. Nought aside t'rcn 
11 you.) 

In the confrontation ot the first issue, we note, then, two diamet

rically opposed views, and we shall see this opposition in considering 

other issues as well. Both critics agree on the manifest .tact that the 

. poem is s,mbolic. The .first, however, views it as the symbolization ot 

the totalitr of exi~ce1 the second views its nmboliam as a kiDd of 

allegory of specific situations and attempts to disconr the correspon-

- dances aµ along the line. We shall .see that, in a sense, both views 

are correct as far as they- go. 

Saco~, does the non-explicit nature or D•vai, the fact that its 

~- t .a--diatei ..... apparent, result from _artistic weakness? Is •en1 ng .l.O no ..&..DUlll:1 o1.J . _ 

t.C"- - ,,,,,._ ult ot obscurantism? Or does its "obscurity« tes ~J J.., .J it obscure as a res ,.P" -

1 ti t truth as expressed in the non- fl 1 ,,....,...---,.' • or the poet's intuitive appercep on o ,(. v··:-.~-r,_,.,-

11 / reducible symbol? \' -· 
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Ben-Or, whose eclectic statement of criticism on" D •vai ''v.1.11 serve, 

at the end of this section, as a rounded sllD11'1817 of critical opinion on 
,, ., 
D•vai, takes the view that the obscurity of this early work of Shlonsq 

is to be explained by the tact that the poem represents a first-atop, so 

to speak, in his development. Its obscurity is one of several artistic 

weaknesses mani!est in the poem.12 

Again, according to Ucbmani, the obscurity of Shlonsky•a ear~ work, 
\\ I) 

including D'vai, is a result of the obscurity and inchoate nature ot his 

ovn thinld..ng and his negativimn, and that as he wrestled nth himself 

and matured, his thinking, and, as a .result, his poetry, became more 

lucid.13 

It is only fair, however, at this point, to remind the reader, that 

Shlonsq, in his mature yeare ot creati1'it7, beyond the period in which 
I\ I/ 

elements of affirmation appear in his poetry, reVised n•vai. The critics 
~ ij . 

liho view "the "obscurityt• of D •vai as a sign or artistic immaturity am/or 

obscurantima. forget that this late revision shows an umaistakeable, a 

marked direction not tovard more mplicitness, but toward greater econCJIQ", 

greater ellipsis o! thought. 

'While Israel Cohen admits or excessive distortions, and unneceesari1y 

abstruse images here and there &a passing phenomena in the poetr.r of 

Shlonsky, and explains them as the stvmblings of a pathfinder, be, never-

,, If • t it 
theless, defends the abstruseness of D'vai on tvo grounds: Fire , s 

meter, rhythms, and tone are a true expression of Sblonsky''s generation; 

secondlT, like Ste.tan George, Shlon.sk;y deliberately posed ditficulties tor 

the reader in order to elicit his attention and concentration. Sblonsk;y•s 

poetey 18 not ror the lasy reader. The reader is forced to attem to 
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unusual and new verbal tusions, metaphors and 61Dlbols. He must patientq 

meet the poet hal!-lf81'.14 

There is general agreement 8.IIK)Dg the critics that Shlonsky'•a 'b•ni' 
is pessimistic. And if a critic here or there sees some glimer ot 

#f 11 r1 

a ... irmation in D1vai, he sees it in terms of a seed llbich will come to 

fruition only in later poetry. Mordecai Yaffe characterizes Shlonslcy•e 
'i'· s v -

early poetry as a road leading from d •vai to stam. In the beg1nn1 ng ot -
his poetry, a bat-kol of resignation and endur.ance arises. The world, man 

and nature are steeped in the attitude expressed by' the word .stam, and -
are encompassed in night just at the davn of Shlonsq•s creativity.1S 

\ ( ,, . 
David Aran, sees in the second part of D•vai, the supercession of the 

ve'r7 idea of redemption and in its place, man •s destiey as the sanctif'i

cation o! chastisement. He notes that it is the Ood of wretchedness 

Himself llho des~s the llrl.te Ark of Noah (salvation), that the hero ot 
,, t1 

the second part of D 1vai ie Job, the champion of . suf'te.ring. The two 

sides ot the poet, the part that yearns for God but is not able to approach 

Hill (the Youth), and the cast-off bastard,, the .forsaken one, who d8JM8ne 

t.he wort.h of ~ good in this world, are united only in the unity of the 

Black Ship o! Job which moves bli.Ddly toward the darkening cut.f's ot 

Wretchedness and Toil. In 
1 D •vai~ according to .lran, the rock is rolled 

over any- positin WB1" out of man •s condition. It presents a world vith-

16 out a beam of llgbt1 a wrld of abaalute pessimism. 
\\ I( 

.Another critic, A• B. Yaffe, feels that D'vai is suffused vi.th the 

tragic approach to existence. He aeee this in the bitter despair expressed 

1n the poem, in words heav with pessimistic implications ("The earth 18 

a worn-out 1ihoN") and in a hint of man• a primeval sin, the departure troll 
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blessed Primitivit7, which brought man to a loss of his 11holeness and 

to destruction("We have sinned in that ve have gone far from youn, say the 

erstllhile lepers to the apes). Throughout the poem., ve find heat, barren 

ground, the search for a sacrifice. 'lbe lepers are no sooner CU1'9d and 

turned to huisbandmen when famine and drought, over 11hich they have no 

control, confront them. In the Tuval-Cain section, Yaffe sees a cm

firmation of the tragic approach in indications of a treadmill cyclical 

viev of bistor.r, and a belief' in the eternal suffering of man. Tilat 

existed in the beginning (B•resbit), exists also toda7 (~ basbishi)z 

The offering of man ie not acceptable1 bis attempt to escape from the 

fate of Tuval-cain ends in chaos; the .failure of any rebellion ia fore

seen and it is foredoomed; as for him who does not despair, there is 

prepared for him contint1i0us dissatisfaction ("We have now at every 

storm and have not been sated"). No solution is 1n store for man save 

nstaa.• \!hen the heroes of Jewish and Olristian myth meet at the end of 
I I I/ 
D •vai, it is not !or purposes of plot, but for a symposium on the way ot 

the world. All o! them recognize the bittemess of Fate in. its despair:l.Dg 

cruelt7, but the tact that in all of them. is hidden the aeed of rebellion, 

belief ill deliverance, onl.7 deepens the_ tragedy'. It may be that there is 

a taint possibillt;r o! deliverance, but even this is not certain. (But )-f 

femaps it is there in the deep darknese in llbicb the ship journ8)'8. But 

the poet does not bring tidings of its eOlliDg. _He .only asks, "llben? 

17 
llben vill the spring f~~~ return?" 

'lbe onl1' positive elements, of -~ich Yaffe will admit llhether expressed 

in symbol, image, or situation are those libich vill assume decisive dimen-

18 
sions onq in later poetry• 
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Steiner, writing in Hadoar,19 reminds ua that Shlcmsq 1i1as one ot 

the young Hebnnr poets who appeared. in the Palestine after World War I, 

and were l.Ulable to find ease in Zion. They were children ot revolution, 

pain and war, and brought vi.th them the at.nosphere of fever and storm, 

pain and the pathos, which seemed to have intensi.tied in the land of the 

prophets. They saw nothing ideal ii1 their Olill burning, .febrile exis

tence and nothing idyllic in the harsh struggle of labor an the land, and 

in the ille of a flaming ll)rld. flowing with blood • . lilen Job, the symbol 

or wretchedness and toil prevails over the Messiah, he has liquidated 

the traditional redemption to which the generations have looked, and 

established the solitacy existence ot the Great Deliverance, lite cm 

earth. ihe burdened and afflicted are the eaved of. the Gr.eat Salvaticm. 

Man should not yearn for the cheap redemption m Buch forms as political 

remiaissance, for there is no other redemption greater than that expressed 

in the pain of man and bis toil. In this period of his writing, Shlonaky•a 

creativity is not marked b7 the joyful expectation of national redemption. 

His poetry is born out of the chaos of iDdividual ago!V' and it is, there

fore, dilficult for him to rise to the level of positive c<'lllDITJJ\Al valuaa. 

rt is possible that the nihilistic moodiness in .his poetry cmq serves to 

hide bis faith in the future llhich lq bidden in his subconscious, but 

nevertheless it is absoluteq impossible to see in his vork a ;epreem

tation of the positive messianism llhich resounds in the poetr.r of those 
20 

vho believe in national redemption. 

Let us bear in mind, in terms of future discussion, that there do 

not seem to be &JV' amon& the critics mo see arry value in Sblonsky's 

early "pessind.sm." 'Dley ascribe this· K'firah either to artistic weakness, 
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to exhibitionism, or to intellectual immaturity, forgetting that the later 

Shlonslq whom they praise as a leader and guide "relapses" again and again 

into the same kind of "negativisnt". They seem, with exceptions, of course, 

to be blind to whole volumes of poetry, which in Shlonsky • s own words, 

"weep blood, page after page."
21 

Secondly, the critics seem empecially 

aggrieved that Shlonslcy' does not relate himself positiveq to Zionsia, 

Chalutziut, or Socialism, which they regard as incumbent upon him as a 

poet. Thus, they take the attitllde that the negative element is ta.tel 

in Shlonsky'; the positive element, !!!!!:• The process of his ll>rk, then, 

they describe as either dialectic, purification, or inner struggle, in 

llbich the negative element is weeded out. ihus, l•vai is of interest to 

them only in terms of his later work. We shall see to 'What great extent 

this viev is erroneous. But .first, let us glance at some examples o! 

the critical attitude outlined above. 

Let us note, at the outset, that Steiner, for one, admits that it 

is dilficul t to decide which is the essence of Sblmsq, the Ennmab or 

the Kfira, between llhich, caught in the trap of contradiction and para-

22 dox, he wearies himself. Mordecai Yaffe, on the other hand, sees 

Shlonsk;y's work in terms of process, movement from the sto1'1!11' chaotic 

early poetry, through •inner nscessityt' to "Al Ha-miUet" and tranquil 

completion.23 

The world o! compJ.ete darkness, of absolute pessimim, the world ot 

D •vai, was a world, sars Aran, in lidch Shlonslq' was not imbedded. He 

- •t --~ goes up on the king'e highway ot tbe chalutzic frees bimsel! .u.-om 1 ~ 

vision exemplified in Gilboa. 24• Aran forget~, that Gilboa is relatinl.y 

earq, following almost and immediately atter D'vai, and that !or maD7 
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long years after this, Shlonsky returns to the dark world or despair. 

Seemingly unable, from a socialistic standpoint, to accept the 

validity of Sblonsky•s early views, Azriel Uchmani asserts that despite 

the fact that D•vai was always a volume o£ poetl'Y' close to the heart o£ 

Shlonsky, it really vas not the first book into which Shlonsky put his 

entire being. Gilboa, however, was. In direct proportion to the clar

i!ication of Shlonsky•s world outlook,, his poetl'T beca.l!JS filled w:l.tb the 

blood of affirmation. True, Uchmani admits,, his .po.etry was always well

done, but it was at times unheal~ and ugl.y: "• •• his handsome face 

was more like a mask than a living i'ace." Ucllmani makes it clear that 

when he says world-outlook he means only one thing: "That tied to the 

future, to the affirmation ot l.Ue, to the love of man, to the will to 

eternity, to the faith that we would win out---through Socialism.a It 

is not only the creative method and material, the word, the sentence, 

the image, with which Sblonsky wrestled in bis early years. He wrestled 

primarily' vi th another poet that sat inside ot himself, not a wrse poet, 

but a very difficult one from himself, one foreign to himself: "I will 
. 

not deey- that I used to wait !or the decision of the struggle vith trembling 

for I knew that it was of concern not ~to you, but of concern to all 

of Hebrew poetry. t1 Across the chasm that gaped between. Sblonsq ~ s hope 

and Shlonsk;f's despair, (tbatfthere was no possibility of a bridge. OD 

the one side ·everyone bad to remain in his great lonliness ard soli tar)" 

pain. Shlonsk;y witnessed all the great evils of the wrld, exploitation, 

sorrow, pain, ugliness. The question arises, ~?_ ltlo caused this?_ 

tions But Shlonsky wnted 
Every poet is responsible to ask these ques • 

to argue that he should~ ask the questions, only to wonder, not to 
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give an answer. For twenty years, Ucbmani says, Shlonsky wrestled ld.th 

the "Acher" inside of himself until he, too, realized that each poet 111Ust 

give an answer, though each in his own way. So that, despite his flights 

behind the symbol, despite his vain attempts at answers, despite his decep

tive answers, and despite his unfaithfulness to the poe't17 of "chulin,," 

and bis backsliding yearnings for "shabbos" poetq, he al~s remained · 

a poet of reality, constantly wrestling vi.th it. '.lb.en, too, (and here 
1, II 

Uchmen1 is speaking directly of D 'vai) Shlonsky tried, with t'orceful. 

appeal, t.o prove that the casting off of the ship of existence into the 

empty darkness was i tsel.t the answer, the meaning and the purpose of 

existence. "Then you sang marvelously of the night. And we said: True 

2$ there is night but the claw al.so breaks forth." 

A. B. Ya£fe, also,, speaks of"D•vaf mai.nlg in terms ot his later work: 

Today we find interest in these dramatic poems especiall,y 
since aotives and ideas are found in them whose role is 

6 great in the later more mature poetry of the poet. 2 

•/ 
The tvo dramatic poems 'Wbich constit.ute ':O•vai, he continues, with all 

their dramatic weakness, and poetic error, are forceful proot that they 

are not fruitless attempts, but forward gropings or a poet liho is search

ing for himseli". The movement forward along with the continued re-use 

re-workings and maturation o! motifs, ideas and symbols that appear at 

the ..-ery beginning of his work, is very characteristic o! Shlonsq. 

The poet never forsook the road 'Which he paved for himself; 
he haver betrayed the forms which he developed, but brought 
them to a more complete level of perfection with every 
additional stage in his development. The end of Shlonsk7'11 27 
poetry is already f oresean in its beginning• -

Just to illustrate the .Jv~st differences in approach, en.J.uation 
11 I 

+- and art.icularq o•vai we ofter 
and categorization of Shlonslq•s poe-..,, P - ' 
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one more example f:t"om critical literature. Israel CA:.lhen, writing in 

M• znaim 
28 

and • o a USl.ng the well-know categories populari.zed 117 Nietzsche, 

characterizes the poetry of Shlonslq as Dioeysian aa apposed to Apollonic. 

In justification of this viev, he points to reign of. darkness, shad.ova, 

and drunkeness, and the dream-like a"tnlosphere in tbe poetry ot Shlonsky. 

He describes the world of Sblonsq•s creation as Okeanus without a coast. 

Shlonsky•s poetry derives trom the senses, the blood or the poet, .trca 

intuition and the psyche. It is musical as opposed to plastic. On the 

other ham, Ben--Or, renecting the views of many other criticl!I am their 

reactions to Shloneky'•a initial poetry, objects to it an the grounds 

that it was too cerebral, too fashioned., and 11>rked""'°ver. Man7 sav in 

Shlonsky•s poetey the work of a technician, the work of the intellect 

and not the heart, of a lingu.1atic virtuoso but not of a poet overcome 
29 

b;y the "ruach ha-kodesh. 11 

The eclectic approach of Ben..or3° vill provide us not only with a 

summar;y of critical opinion on Sblonslq', but 1d.ll give us some insight 

into the causes for the discrepancies noted above between the approaches 

of nrious critics. lilo1e modernists in Hebrew poetl"J' appeared before 

Shlonalq', it was only with the emergence at his poetry that the great 

battle between the •old" and the •nev• broke out in the hitherto tranquil 

fie1d of Hebrew Poetr.r. In the t~nties, his poetry appeared to be struge, 

astonishing, obscure, un-understandable and even inartistic when compared 

to the poetr.r of Bialik, the heretofore unchallenged master, and his 

follovere. The cOD111m:d.ty of bebraists viewed Shlonslcy-'s wrk as intellec

tual mac.bi Mtion, and did not qidte knov llhether he was cloming, mocking, 

or serious. To them, his vork seemed to be a negation of both reason and 
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emotion. His brilliant control ot language was admired, but his verbal 

inventions were not regarded as an enduring contribution to the Hebrew 

tongue. In addition, Shlonsky sharpen8d. the edge ot the controversy by 

mill tantly' criticizing the standards, forms, am aims ot the previous 

period and its followers 'Whom he regarded as epigones • . He organized a 

litenJ.l7 movement in behalf of the avant-guarde, led in the rebellion 

of the "Young poets" against the old, and became a sharp pol8Jlli.cist. 1.D 

the eyes of the guaroians ot the sanctuary ot Hebrew poet17, he appeared 

to be an insol.ent rebel, who overthrew the sancta ot accepted tradition. 

He was accused, perhaps vi th justification, _ o:f being drunk vi th the 

delights of imlovation for its 0111 sake inasmuch as every" piece of work 

was a daring attempt to create novellae in Hebrew poetry. 

Elements of his poetry which were viewed as "new" could, however, 

be traced back to poets of the Russian Revolution such ae Alexander Blok, 

Sergei I easenin, and Vladimir Mayakovsk;y 1 and further to the French e,mbol

ists llhoae use of s;ymbols, 1.magiem.,, start11Dg verbal fwsions, and novel 

r~bma UDdoubtedly influenced Shlcmslq. Nevertheless, it must be recalled 

that Shl.onsky illvested these techniques vith distinetiv.el.7 Jewish and 

Palestjnian color and content. 

The lie can be put to the accusatic.m that Shlonsk:y was in love ld.th 

innovation tor its own sake cm the basis of the reminder noted by -iv 

am repeated by' :sen-or, that the content of what Sblonsk1 felt 8Dd wanted 

to say, required a f om Tef7 d.iff'erent from that required by the thought

content. ot previous Hebrew poetJ.'11'hich •S eometi.mas tame as COJllP&red 

vi.th the thoughts or Shl.onsq which were at once atol'Jl1 and brooding. 

Ben-Or lists three elements in the veltanschaun,g ot Sblonsk)"s 
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A) A despairing, nihilistic, anarchic denial of order, meaning or purpose 

in existence, an attitude arising ~ut of the terrors of W:>rld War and the 

confusions of revolution; B) the pain or a people that had lost thousands 

of its sons in the devastations or the tlkrainian pogromsJ c) the strugglea 

of the developing chalutz movement which wrestled with the realities ot 

the homelani in the period of the third AliTclh.31 

And the romantic .. idyllic, descriptive-plastic classic poetry, 
~ose pleasant language, too, had become overused and trite 
in the mouth of the epigones, was not f'it to serve as the 
means of expression of an agitated and agonized generation 

2 which was struggling with itself and the terri.tying world. 3 

Compared to the tranquil poetry previously accepted as stamard, Shlonsq•e 

vork appeared to be a wild mi~ture o! dizzying motives and images, ot 

changing reckless l'hytJmls, apalling rb;ymea, and clolGlish expressions • 

.And eo prominent vas the arrogant ~ of Shlonsq that hie audience 

was not sure libether there stood before them a scotter or a Pag1i.acc1. 

They did not know lihetber to laugh or cey when he desecrated the romantic 

values in mich they bad believed. 
33 

Add to this, bis seemingly far-fetched, yet, in reality, piercing 

images, his use as symbols of malJ1' both vell-lmom and ermite Jevishl.7 
( \ 1\ a.. 

traditional elemants,Y'foreign and undreamed of context,his introduction 
\ lt-.. 

of roshei-tevot into poetr.r, bis bitter ircmt am sarcasm arising from 
j 

despair, his expressionistic descriptions of a decqing world with rotting 

foundations, and we can well mderstand the tUlllDlt that broke forth in 

the Hebrew literar.r world. 

After outlining the criticism,, positive and negative, on the form 

and content o! SblonsJq•a poetry-, lhich helps to e~lain the 111.de var

iance in fti.'tical. ana~~81 of n•vai, and 'Which gives a tairq rounded 
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picture of the reaction of the Hebrew literary world to it, Ben-Or goes 

on to deal predominantly with the single issue ot the meaning behind 

Shlonslcy-•s 81lllbolism: Is Shlonsky allegorizing a particular aituation 

or is ha making a statement ldrl.ch he regards as univereally applicable 

to existence in general? Ben-Or takes both sides, first espousing one 

vigorousq and deeying the other; then, seriously deJVing the one and 

espousing the other. 

Ben-or, at the outset, asserts emphatically and. most definitely 
' \ .i 

that it is clear that in D •vai we do ~have descriptions of partic\Jlar 

agonies, nor reference to any real situation, nor ascriptions of parti

cular causes to particular evils, nor prescriptions for specific cures 

for them. For it is in the very nature of symbolism to strip away any 

reference to particulars, inasmuch as all particulars constitute a narrow

ing of vision. Rather symbolism aims at the absolute and essential gener

alization~ the \m.:iversal. Not only this, but Shlonsky represents the 

extreme in this tendency, the stripping •W81" of my remnants of particular 

times or events, and the full act of abstraction from the existent. In 

'' n•vai~ . ~view the entire sweep of man's history from the aspect of eter-

34 
nal wretchedness. 

But, lmh1ndered by the extremeness of this first evaluation, Ben-or 
11 I I 

proceeds to state tm.equivocal~ that •without doubt" D•vai has re!erence 
/ . 

to three real aspects of reality, three 11iti1atione: '!'he general hmzan 

~ondition (this would, of course, agree with his first statemen,, the 

Israeli milieu, the problem of Cbalutnutf. Jnd, in general, the poan 

is a reflection and expression of the confused period in which the poet 

wrked. 3S As an exampl.8 of this approach to the poem,. Ben-or notes that 
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many see chalutzic sentiments in some passages in the poem, the song 

of the young husbandman, for one. From this approach also, the "Leprosy", 

as was noted above, would be the psychological condition of Galut-JeWJ'J 

the flood am the looked for "Other Wi.n4, other Rain and Other SUD", the 

revolution and its expected. attemath. The Apes, Covs and Tuval-ca.in 

would represent the three stages in the ~onoml.c development or man, 

viz., the hunting, agricultural and indU!ltri.al stages. Tuva1-Cain is 

the symbol of urban civilization and modern technology lllb.ich destroys 

the a>rld, desecrates all sancta, exploits, and oppresses, aJld spills 

blood like water. 'Ibis synthesis produces rebellion, revolution and 

revenge without giving man a sacrifice to offer unto God.36 

Proceeding with the second part of D•vai, Ben-or notes that it is 

concemed ldth the solutions offered by Judaism and Cbrietianity t~ the 

wretchedness ot man, and that it eventuates in the victory of Job, the 

captain of the black ship. That is to say, that wretchedness is t)le 

foundation of human existence on earth, the highest principle lhich rules 

over the world, and, therefore, there is no use in searchi.Dg for an 11outn, 

for redemption .frClll afflictions, because at!l:lction itself constitutes 

the Great Deliverance. The tw final sections of part n argue this 

strange assumption, which is made after Moses demands new tablets to 

harness the evil inclination and the burning out or evil from the land, 

and Jesus yearns for a new croas so that man will have an altar, a aacri

tice, so as to overc0Jll6 life's bitterness through the intusion into il ot 

meaning and purpose. llhile on the other band, Elijah and the Messiah 

argue £or a real ameliorative material solution tor man, Job finalq 

triumphs over them all (the restraining of. timely redemption) because 



according to bis late lat 
rave ion and recent anointing, Wretchedness is 

Deliverance. In this th 
sense e kaddish ot the idiot signifies the complete 

end of any hope for redemption. The final vision is that or the darkening 

cliff a of Wretchedness am Toil toward which man silentq and blindly row. 

And the black ship, moVing in darkness, is existence. itseu.37 

This is a quite acceptable, if brief 8lld superficial, analysis, even 

though it cannot be said to be at all original with Ben-or. Nevertheless, 

there is no little discomfort and dissatisfaction manifested by Ben--Or 

at the conclusion of his remarks. He re.tuees to accept the idea that 

Sb.lonsky•s conclusion is identical with some of the basic presuppositions 

of Buddhism, that existence is a harsh burden; and salvation, escape from 

it. Rather, Shlonsky seems to say, even though there is no higher content 

in e.xistence than Wretchedness and Toil, in these there lies dormant a 

seed of rebellion against that very condition of existence. Still unsat

isfied with this conclusion, Ben-Or throws up his hands 'With the remark 

tbat this ·first stop in Shlonsky's vork, is artistically weak and obscure, 

and that the reader never reaches the intent of the poem, whether to 

.38 arouse us to action or to urge fatalistic submission to. our destiny. 

Finally, we can e~lain, at least par.ti.ally, the consternation of 

the readers of Hebrew poetey 'Who first tumed the pages of D •vai through 

the remark of ucbmani thai vith the appearance of Shlonsky-•e writings 

there occurred that mich happens at the beginning o! a period. Its 

felt to be all the more sudden and shocking, in that up emergence was 

to that point all the poetey vas attached link to link with what pre-

Fr {.shlons,_ on there begins a new dating in Hebrew poetry ceeded it. om A.J ' 

""'ow" of the writing but; also in the •what",, in content. not only in the .. u. 



Shlonsky permits himself new elements based on daiq, "vulgar" matters, 

· J8a "not only nowers o! grace, but also the dung of sheep." 

. -



Having reviewed critical opinion on~ D•vai; one feels that his 

initial contusion, egendered by" the poem itself, is doubly' coni"ounded 

by the discrepancies between the Peirushim. This discrepancy ie 

partially, if not entireq-, due to the tact that Shlonsky•s Parshanim 

each have their own axe to grind. We have seen Shlonsky chided for 

not beiilg a model literacy exemplar of affirmative Socialist art, for 
7 

not seeing in chalutziut a pleasant idyll or in ~ionism all that is 

necessary- for the Jew, for not writing according to the rules ot the old 

masters, and tor the inadequacies of readers who could not understand 

him. Nor has this vriter (without claiming to })ave made ail exbaus,tive 

study of the critical material), ever seen Shlonsky viewed in the light 

of the major themes and problems of twentieth century literature in 

general. Thi·s, too, accounts for the cloudiness .and haziness ot cr::ltical. 

UDderstandings or interpretations o! n•va±.. we 'must recall that 

Shlon~y, in bis up-bringing, travels and stmiies, was an example not 

on~ o:f one type of twentie.th century Jew or Israeli, but also an example 

of a type of cosmopolitan twentieth centur;y man. .The context Of modern 
' 

Hebrew literature is too mnall a compass vi.th vhich to gauge his worth, 

not large enough a trame .for us to see all o£ bia poetry•a meaning. 

Perhaps there is another source ot the lack of clarity in critical 

1r '' . writing on D•vai, and an absence of any single analysis llhich will satis-

f'actorlly aecount for the totality ot all the elements in the poem. 

~ D•vai can best be described as a multi-faceted jewel., re.tl.ecting in its 

many planes, many aspects ot existence by the light, to be sure, that 



comes to it from the outside. Some critics become so involved. vi.th one 

facet and ~at it re!lects, that they forget the form ot the entire cut 

stone and that, 'Which as a totality, it expresses. Or to put this in 

8:D-Other way: A given critic will perceive a relationahip between the 

811Jlbols used in'' n,va:i' and some aspect of reality. He will then indus

triously show all the correspondences, and will say, "I)tva1. is about the 
' I 

condition of the Jew,• or"D'vai is an expression of the economic processes 
. \ \ 

through vb.ich mankind has de~loped toward Socialism," or "D'vai depicts 
. -

the state of the artist in the twentieth century and. the possible artistic 

solutions open to hiJD in a bourgeSsusie eociety.n Now there may be jua

t:U"ication to the particular interpretation given to ''n•vai' inasmuch as 

the central problem or theme or principle that unites the entiret;r of 

the poem is so all-embracing as to include, validly 1 all these interpre

tations. The only trouble is that, invariably-, the critics never get 

around to stating what the underlying principle, .aim, theme or probl.em 

is that the poet is trying to express and lilhich gives their particular 

interpretation its validity. The critics hold forth at length on the 

poem•a meaning; they became excited and agl.tated; .they gasp and atannerJ 

they sigh patronisingq over poor Shlonsk;y•s early artistic and spiritual 

poverty. But, they never do get around to uttering the cl.arif)'ing word 

that would give us the map of the labyrinth and the key to its entrance. 

Let iu,: pause here, without delq, and with compassion for the reader, 

and state simply and plainq that upon lihich we vJ.ll later expand: 

. D •vai !! ! ~ about values, !!! absence 2£. ~' ~ ~ ~ them, 

~ possibllitz ~ .fiJllH.ng ~· 

- -- ---
---------- -
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The hea11ng, the altar, the sacrifice of Part I oi D•vai, as well 

as the redemption of Part II, all stand f'or valll8a that will bring 

healing to our spiritual malady', rueaning and purpose to our bitter lot, 

redemptive amelioration of our wretched condition. 

We must recall here, iD order to pierce to the crux of our poet's 

intention, that the quest tor values is an over-arching theme of tW81l

tieth century literature lihich itself re£iects a deep conce~ or contem

porary man whether articulate or unrealized conscious~. 

Under the impact of the shattering events of the twentieth cent'Ul7, 

the synthesis of values rooted in the ideologiea of the Renaissance and 

Enlightment crumbled to dust and ashes. This spiritual catastrophe was 

rendered even mre excruciating in certain segments. of .Jewry inasmuch aa 

this disintegration of the frame of values which served to structure 

life, was telescoped into another previous collapse of the traditional 

values, the synthesis of medie"fal Jewish life, much as tWQ cars of a 

train which encounters a head-on collision telescope into one another 

in an ago~ of destruction. 
I' 11 

At the time that D•vai appeared, the vorld bad not yet recovered 

from the trauma of World War I, and was dazed by a major revolution. 

Capitalism was now shoving unmistakeable signs ot decline. Man groped 

in a dizzying kaleidoscopically shiltiDg maze o! ideologies. The world, 

' . as Ben-Or puts it, was "still crouching on its ruins and screaming for 

deliverance.n39 

Ea.stem European Jewry sutf ered great physical. loss and even further 

spiritual decay, a process that had ·been taking place for decades, in 

the .Uects of the turmoil ot bolshevist revolution and white co\Dlter-

- -- - ---



revolution, in the murderous Ukrainian pogroms. The chalutzia of the 

Third Alir!!, of the G•dud Ha-avodah of Which Shlonsky was a member, 

eDdurecl the painful struggle or building up the waste places wit.liout the 

benefit of the romantic ~ i'elt by- their honiat predecessors who had 

sung the vision or return. Shlonsky-•s bitter wail to the empty- firmament 

was uttered in pain in behalf of myrhds of others who knew not how to 

utter it. 

It has been pointed out that as a poet o! his unfortunate, despairing 

ge:ceration, a generation stripped o! all holiness, a poet who bears a 

marked resemblance to the Bastard of the Final Covenant, who was ..found 

by Anarcby without tallis or tephili:n behind the fence of the fallen. 

synagogue -- Shlonsky' never sang the conventional songs of youth, love 

or nature, but rather the laments of an afflicted man.in the vale ot 
40 tears. 

One critic U speaks at length about the fear or tears manifested 

in Shlonsk;y• s poetry: fears going back to his childhood, the fear or 

pogroms, ot Petlura, Deniken, Sklurow; of loneliness and abandOlllllent, 

when as a boy- he was sent far awa;y from home; the fear ot the Jew in a 

Gentile world; fear of the Dnieperi fear o£ wars; fear of the ugq . 

crael.ty- ot the city. 1his critic upbrilds Shlonsky for not conquering 

these .fears, for not seeing that they- were not cosmic, for not realizing 

that they had material causes, for not seeing them in the Ught of aeon-

'' II om:ic detend.nism. We must note, however, that in D 'vai, at least, 

Shlonaky ia unwilling as yet to believe that all tihe lil"etcbednese of 

life can be placed into this framework and redeemed through it. Hie 

fear, if w accept the critic's asswnption, is so very painful because 

-- - - ---
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it is for Shlonsky unrelated to an;y- higher purpose. 

From what was said above, it would follow that one does not have to 

go far to find parallels in twentieth century literature to the content 
I' ,1 

and concern of D 'vai. Selden Rodman writes: 

Poets in the past had asswned the existence of God. Fate 
or necessity was the adversary with llhich the Greek hero 
waged tragic warfare. Since the Renaissance, the idea of 
progress had given meaning to life. But, with the dee81' 
of these assumptions, came spiritual despair. Reflecting 
this atmosph~re, the modern poet has searched feverishq 
for a faith.~ 

Either the poet became dissillusioned vi.th political action, despaired 

of human e.tf ort through democratic organization, and ended, as in the 

case of Rimbaud, with an anarchic philos9pey of the poet•s isolation 

f'rom and opposition to such activity, searching for an absolute in the 

l'3 
mystic and the occult in.stead, or he sought certainty in conversion 

to Catholicism (Paul Cla'Ddel), or found faith in a religion of love 

(Rilke), or looked to Marxism for redeeming necessity (Berthold Brecht), 

or accepted the intellectual certaiDly offered by' the orthodox church 

(Auden, T.S. Eliot). 44 Keeping in mW that soma ot these tendencies 

arise out of a situation in which a positive, constructive outlook is 

still possible, am others out of such a suffocating, narrowly hori..zaned 

prospect that only' an obscurantist or abnegating solution is available, 

the main point to remember is that the driving force beyond a11 these 

drives aDi directions was the collapse of the spiritual structure that 

had once supported these poets. 

In order to further butress our proposal from the proot ot litera

ture o£ our time, that the value vacuum is both the motive force and 

crux or Sblonsky•s ' D•vai~ 1et us consider points of' s1mil1ar1ty in but 
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a few or a large number of important writers of the twentieth century 

£rom which we could choose. Compare the agreggation of the earth•:. 

disinherited, the beggar, the blilld man, the drunkard, the suicid~, the 

widow 1 the idiot, the orphan, the dwarf and the leper in the group of 

poems called "Voices" by Rainer Maria Rilke vi th the similar grouping 

Compare the condemnation of the structure of bourgeoisie tech

noligal-urban society embodied in the words of the priest at the end ot 
,1 II 

the Tuval-cain sequence in D'vai with A Portrait of the Artist as a - ----- --
Young~ by James Joyce in llbich the writer uses vignette after vignette 

recalling bis personal life to strip &lla1' the tacade behind which lies 

the decaying structure of values of the society ot his time. A traveller 
I \ 1( 

!rom the barren wastes of Shlonsq•s D•vai wuld not tbiJlk unfamiliar 

that desolate place of anarchy, doubt mi spiritual sterility depicted 

in Eliot's Wasteland. The same excruciating sense of the tortured 

vacillation between hewing to the path of tradition and spiritual free-
11 II 

lfleeling conveyed by Kafka• s Castle is conmunicated also by D 'vai. And 

£inalcy, bringing us up to our own time, whether .we endlessl.y and pur

poselessly roll the rock up the crag with Camus' "Sisyphus" or blind]3' 

and dumbq rov with Job on the Black Ship through Cosnaic Night, ve are 

perf ormi..Dg the same task; we are cast into the same existentialist 

darkness. 

* c F Macintyre writes of Rilke: "iho can beat thia catalogue of 
ille;s unfortunates?" It certainl7 seems to be exceeded in Shlonsky'•e 

''D •vai1~4S 
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Part B 

Bef ora proceeding with a proof of the proposal that the theae ot 
/I t ' 

D•n.i :ls the search for meaning, for a way to re6emp.tion through the 

discovery of values that will fructify the present spiritual sterilit7 

of mankind, we mu.st first state this thesis in a litt1.e more detail, and 

then sa7 a· brief vord about our approach to' the interpretation of the 

text, which is, of course, the basic material or our analyeie. 
1t, ,. 

D'vai is ot great interest inasmuch as it presents both "eesential.1et" 

and "existentialist" approaches to the problem. In part I, "Leprosy", 

the spiritual condition of mankind is presented, and Shlonsq seems to be 

working toward the possibility ot a transcendant answer;, a source ot 

value in a truth about the nature of existence, toward the possibility 

ot Rifut Olam, a final divine healing truth. But this approach is 

truncated in part I, and the attempt appears to be abortive. Alfi' attempt 

in this direction ands in further deca7 and sickness. Shlonslq then 

gives up this approach, and, as w come closer to the end of "Leprosy•, 
'\ •I 

darknes~ is COmUlg upon us. Part n, The Final Covenant) takee place in 

.compl.ete darkness, within, as Shlonsk7 explicitly tells us, the symbol 

of Night. lilere the over-riding concem of Part I is Rifut Olam, the 

search for communication with God, the search tor an acceptabl.e sacri-

fie• and an alta_r, the compelling facts of part II are the death of the 

Mes:siah, t~e cutting-ot.f of communication vith God, a re"t'elat1.on Which, 

with bitter paradox1cal1t7, indicates that revelation ia impossible. 

Sh1onsky'e conclusion apparentl7 with reservations, as we shall see, is 

that there are no values as previously conceived, there .ie no outside 

> redemption, no particular vay to redemption, that the bliDd and dmb toil 
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and wretchedness of human existence bas no perceptable goal, that our 

lot is endless night with no expectation of dawn, and above all, the 

sooner we realize this, the "better off" ve are. If there is anything 

which gives dignity to man it is that realization, and that ie what 

Shlonsky intends when be says that the most deformed (spirituall~ --· 

!rom the essentialist point of viev-- -are the redeemed and the saved, 

the redeemers and the saviors. This view is already foreshadowed in 

part I, as we shall see. Part II is not as Ben-Or puts it46 an argu

ment for Sh~onsky's view, rather, Shlonsky uses a biblical type or 

cosmology and scriptural revelator.y approach as if to indicate, again 

with paradoxical irony: This is "ultimate truth"; this ie how our 

condition came to be. 
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Part c 

Now in approaching our analysis of the poem, the main point to be 

doubly underscored is that we must give each and every image, symbol, 

and ''dark saying" the most careful attention possible. This is required 

either out of acceptance. of a Jungian type of approach to art in which 

the utmost respect for visionary symbols a8 representations o! the 

archetypes of the collective \Dlconscious is demanded, or whether out 

of respect for the painstaking intellection of the artist. 

Indeed, Shlonsq•s summate and painstaking crattsunship is revealed 

in the set of oppositions which he weaves into the dialogue of the open

ing pages of the poem. "Outside of the camp" (alienation) is opposed 

to "In the midst of the camp" (corporate life); "Autumn" and "the casting 

off• (ending, decay) to "SJ)ring" and "sprouting" (beginning, growth); 

"There is no one among us who knows" to "the word of God is in the hands 
r 

ot the priest"; "shriveled beasts" to "full w.iders"; "pure flesh" to 
I' 

"impure of soul". Later, we see this tendency written larger in the 

massive opposition between the Tuval-Cain constellation of fire-machine

ape and the Ganges constellation of water-earth-cow. Jgain and again, 

ve find this type ot statement: 

and 

lily have you recalled the ~ 
.And ~ apes you have not reca!led. • • 

That which was too hard tor ~ dung ~ ~ ~ 
For that will be fit the claws ol""TJie apes. 
For that in which is not succeeil'~ dove, 
In that will be fit the raven (p.99) -

Nor must we approach haphazardly the images of a poet vho can describe 

clowis, as the situation requires, variously ae the contents ot a huge 
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rag wagon mO'Ying Blow17, as the girding of sackcloth# and ashes ot a 

mourning sk;y, or as apes around an inscription portending disaster. 

Secondly-, in dealing vi.th the multitude ot symbols introduced in 
, , ,1 

D1vai, we must be careful not to overlook the possibility- that Shlonsq 

is making reference to ideas or iaagea not only in biblical writings but 

also in rabbinic texts, in the Nev Testament and in various avthologies. 

This necessity' of checking the symbols in these various sources ia indi

cated not only by obvious characterizations based on biblical prototypes, 

or by well-knollll rabbinic fomulationa such as "we do not pay attention 

to a~-~," or in his use for titles of key-phrases used by traditional 

bible collllllentators in their exegesis such as "Vayhi" to signify illminent 

trouble or "Elohim" to signify judgement. We often find indisputable 

proor that Shlonsky is making a much more extensive and erudite use or 

mythical and traditional literatures than would appear to be the case 

superficially. 

Mb.en Shlonsky writes: nu the world ia a mad dog, I am the spittle 

dripping from its lips, I am the spittleJ", be is indubitabq playing 

on talmudic references: 

Five th1llgs were &aid about the mad dog: Bia mouth is 
open; his spittle drips from his lips; his tail hangs 
between bis legs; his ears lie flat; and be walks on 
the side of the roads; and aome sa;y he also barks and 
his voice is not heard (Yoma BJ). 

When we realize that the poet is talking about the eensleaenees ot 

poetry in a world that hae no order or meaning, when we recall that 

the poet in other pla~es repeatedly uses the image ot valld.Dg b7 the 

side of the road, when ve add to the spittle, tbe bark that is not 

heard, 118 realise at once, that Shlons)cy" is, (in using the mad dog 



image), firstly th1 nlci ng specitically of this source, and seco~, 

freighting his ~rd.a vi.th much greater meaning tor those wo know the 

source, even though the image still retains great power tor those llho 

do not know it. 

S.3 

Just as this mad dog sequence helps us to dispel. any doubt that 

Shlonsk;y is deliberately and consciousl7 using rabbinic sources tor his 

own purposel!I in the same way that he uses so maey elements from Jewiah 

folk-cu1tic-r1tual lite, so does the passage (101) about the raven not 

returning to the ship because he smells corpse fiesh and flies upon it. 

This idea has its source in a midrash (Leviticus R. Jl) explaining 1iib;r 

the raven did not return to the ship of Noah. The reader will also 

immediately recognize certain Hew Testament references such as, "Whoso .. 

ever•s flesh is not leprous/ lat him come and cast the first curse at 

her" (80), or the reference to the entire passage of Luke 7.36-50 in the 
. 

harlot's wiping ~ the priest•s teat with her hair (79). 1he compelling 

artistr;y of this latter usage iD D•vai is that the iaage carries along 

vith it into the context or the poem, the crux ot the Nev Test~t 

passage lllbich ia Jesus' statement (Luke 7 .so) to the wnwu " ·~ faith 

hath saved thee; go in peace• "· Now these more obvious examples of the 

constant use of classic sources tor the purpose of his eyaboliem d•ands 

of ua that w search for the aourcee ot leas obvious elements in an even 

greater range o! Jqthologies and sacred ecripturea and juatit'ies our 

explanation of these symbo1s in terms of the role ot the symbol in ita 

original usage lllhen, of course, the evidence warrants it. Secondl.7, tbia 

poetic aetbod used b.Y Shlonsk7 aakes the further demand upon our aethodo

logy, if ve are aeriousl.7 interested in arriving at a true mai,..ia ot 

- - -- -
~ ----
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D •vai_, of looking into the original context o~ the eymbol 1n order to 

discover Shlonsky•s full intent. 

'When we emphasise the justification of our method ot turning to 

classic sources for an understanding of DlllD1' ot the symbols used in 

D•vai we do not, in this, intend to. exclude the fact that Shloneky also 

makes use of the language of universal symbols or as From. puts it in 

hie work on symbolism, ~Forgotten Language, o! "symbolic dialects." 

A rei'erence to the latter work will indicate the approach necessary to 

decipher 'these symbolsi 
--

The mtl Tera.al eymbol is one in which there is an intrinsic 
relationship between the symbol and that which it represents 
• • • • Maey • • • imi versal symbols are rooted in the exper
ience of eveey human being. The universal. symbol is the 
only one in llhich the relationship between the symbol and 
that 'Which is symbolized is not coincidental but intrinsic. 
It is rooted in the experience of the affinity between an 
emotion or thought, on the one hand, and a sensor,r exper-
ience on th~ other.47 . 

It is of great interest to us, .of course, that Fromm. uses as examples to 

illustnte this approach tw elements Which play such an important role 

in D'vai, fire aD;i •ter: 

When va use tire .as a. symbol, we describe the 1Jm81' exper
ience characterized by the same elements which we notice in 
the sensory experience of fireJ the mood of energy, light
ness movement, grace, gaiety,--sometimes one, sometimes 
another of these elements being predominant in feeling. 

Similar in some ways and different in others is the 
symbol of vater--of the _ ocean or of the stream. Here, too, 
we find the birding of Change and yet of permanence. We 
also feel. the quality of aliveness, continuity and energy. 
But there is a difference; were fire is adventurous, quick, 
exciting, water is quiet, slow an:l stead1' •. Fire bas an 
ele•ent of surprise; water an element of predictability. 
water symbolises the mood of aliveness, too, but one ldlich 
is "heavier", "slower" and more comforting than exciting •••• 
~ it (fire, also) conveys to us an experience of threat 
or terror, of the powerlessness ot man against the elements 
of nature. Fire, t~en, can be the representation of inner 



aliveness and happin r . ess as well as o! f'ear powerlessneas 
~~ 0 o~e~ destructive dendeneies. The sa:.e holds true of 
tilb.:n ~ ~ water. Water can be a most destructive force 
fl d 8 llhipped up by a storm or when a swollen ri yer 

oo B ite ~s. Therefore, it can be a symbolic expres
sion of borrow and chaos as well as of comfort and peace. 48 

SS 

In stating these prelim:lna.ry remarks as to our method or approach

ing the symbolism of D•vai,, we must. note also, especially inasmuch as 

it is a source ot error among critics, that the chronologic:U order in 

liihich elements appear in the course of the dramatic poems do not always. 

indicate sequence of time, but may just as well signi.ry intensification 

ot the same idea, or a simultaneous approach to the solution of a prob

lem, or for that matter, eeveral other things. In short, E:in mukdam 

u•m•ucbar b•Dvai. This is directly indicated by' Shlonsky bimselt men 

he writes: "And once/ (Then it vas a day like other da:f8/ Jut a dq)" 

(85). 

Further, we f'ind ourselves with a hopeless task ti ve attempt to 

I 
make a:rq kind o! abisolute table of correspondences between characters 

or symbols ~ D·•vai, on "the one hand, and aspects of realit7, on the 

other. One character may stand for several aspects of reality,, and one 

aspect of reality may appear in several dit'ferent characters or elements 

in the poem. For instance,, it is not only the .priest who apeaks for the· 

poet, but also the young husbandman,, bloni-Almoni, One-of-t.lle-Many,, Job, 

the Bastard, the Youth. But all of these figures represent not onl.T 

Shlonsq, but other types and approaches as well. In this respect,, and 

especially when we recall that Sblonsq•s revision of D'vai is town! the 

elliptical and ambiguous, vb.at Walter Kautman wrote conceming Xaf'ka•e 
n , 

work applies also to Shlonsky's D1vai: 



In_his Simple style, comparable to the Book of Genesis, 
he fashions stories which, like those of Genesis, invite a 
multitllie 01' different interpretations; and he does not Qllt 
to be reduced to one exclusive meaning. Aa we read and re
read the beginning ot The Castle and compare it vith the 
variant beginning printia at the end of the book, it becomes 
clear that Kafka went out ot his way to rule out the possibil
it7 ot one exclusive exegesis. Ambiguity is the essence of 
his art. • • • The world that confronts us and our lite in 
it defy eveey attempt at a compelling exegesis: that life 
itself lends itself to many interpretations is of it8 
essence.49 

ltlhile it may not be necessary to mention it by thie time, it vill 

not hurt to remind the reader that, in accordance vi.th our thesis, when 

Shlonslcy" uses physical symbols or images, he ie referring to spiri. tual 

conditions. For instance, when Shlonsk:y describes the condition ot Uie 

pb;y'sical vorld, he is actually describillg what he tee1s to be the epir-

1 tual condition of our existence. 

Finally, in analyzing D•vai, parts I and II mU8t be considered 

separate~ inasmuch as the approach, the "plot", the "characters,•' and 
. . 

the primary ideas are ditferent, and, therefore, the entire set ot rela-

tionships between the symbols and imagee change. 
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CHAPTER IV 

The picture that Shl k d ons Y raws of our spiritual condition is not 
a pretty one. It is a picture of wretched, languishing sterility. It 

is a descript~on o£ a world in decline and decay. 

Barren is the earth 
and sterile .every tree 
Bare from longing .for produce and trui t / -,_ 
And woman and beast when they give burtb hV'-Dt 
They pluck at breast and teat like a-cluster of. rotten fruit (93). 

The fruit, the fruition are the values which might sustain man. But 

existence 1 life does not respond to man 1 s longing1 

The euth stretches out limpt 
Parched 
And barren ••• 

Like a rebellious oxe the earth has hardened its neck, 
And the goad is dull. • • 
The great womb is shut up, it does not give its strength. 
The earth does not keep the seed alive (BS-86). 

• • 

Existence is saq, brings suffering and pain, and even haa the quality of 

a loathsome disease. It is all ulcer and tears. It is leprous. It is 

characterized variously as an old, worn-out, used-up whore (76, 19), as a 

roaring oxe gnawing at a dry trough, and as a baby sucking pus from a 

dried-out a:nd diseased teat (76) 1 which is to say that either there are 

no values to nourish us, or that those at band are diseased and. rotten. 

Existence, Shlonsky says explicitly, rolls itself.' in the dust (98) a sign 

0£ mourning and humiliation (duat and ashes being a wrlversal symbol for 

excrement). The flesh of lue is polluted and plagmd and there ia no 

wholeness, no untouched spot upon it (98). Like the sick boy of the 

Bible, it requires an Elisha to breathe life back illto it (99). iM• 

would be the priest, of whom ve shall speak in detail later, who saySt 
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And you, earth, 
Crouch at my fe i nd 1 Th e a ve1 your face out of shame 1 

e prayer of all the lepers is in your clods. 
Do not ask any more and do not assay 
Would that the earth uld 1 ' 

&1"- <K. moribund that ha wo 8 eep in !T'1 bosom as 1n a sick-bed, 
_,..,- s come to terms with its lot (106). 

Existence is as sensleas as a drunk, as disordered as a mad dog (100,) 

and worse,, is unredeemed by any beauty or chann but is bleak and ug4'~ 

This attitude of Shlonsky" toward existence is expressed through an 

entire series of images: The sky is described as a rag wagon moving 

slowly am lazily; the sun as a mangy monkq (97), or as blinking with 

its impostor face in its own foul light at the nakedness of the earth 

ldrlch is itself a drunken Noah in the last flood-pool (108)J the endless 

morningsJas a rabble of worthless men (97). Sometimes, the images used 

by- Shlonsky to describe e::rletence reach the level ot the downright 

disguating: 

Behold there squats over us like a hippopotamws in green water 
The heavens of tin. 
Piss, heavens, your storms upon us (101). 

These images or bleak and tmremitting ugliness and sadness are supple

mented by an entire series of phraees and words which lend an unmis

takeable tone to the opening sections of the .poems wretchedness, leprosy, 

wailing dog, groaning~ downpour, ashes, pollution, plague, rabble, dead 

infants, ehriTeled breasts, abominable flesh, horse-carcass, mangy 

kittens, pigs in pools, ulcer, weeping, consumptive ewa, scab, tUJlgU8. 

OVer ail is cast the suffocating atmosphere ot a deptbless ennui, 

as the SUD rises and yalllls (97) and still another -110rning, another day 

rorces itselr upon the world (8S). And .tinall7, the poet 11' careful to 

impress upon us that thie is the only existence we_ have to work vi.th& 



There is DOUght aeide from you oh world. 
Nought beside you c7 8). ' 

Having seen hov Shlons}cy- describes reality, existence, we can nov 

turn to his description ot mankind itself. There is, as part of this 

description, a motit, that of •outside the campn, which forms an impor

tant link with one of the major ideas of part n, t.hat it is onq the 

stricken, the diseased, the suff ering1 the deto:nnec:l who are truly the 

saved and srredeemed" • That is to sa7, that only those mo realize that 

they- are bereft of meaningful values have even the possibility of finding 

a new orientation to life. But we eh.all deal with this theme in detail 

at a more appropriate place. Suffice it to say, at this point, that the 

"mankind" with which Shlonsky is now dealing, is the group •outside the 

camp." 
(I // 

The over-riding motif or· the first part of D•vai is of course, that 
- ,1 ,, 

of leproq. It is, indeed, the title ot part I . of D•vai. It is ot impor-

tance to recall certain salient points about lepro87 in the Bible, inas

much as the lilbole framework with which Shlonsq ia liOrldng at this point., 

is leprosy- in its biblical context. 

The lepros.r of the· Bible is a loathsane, chronic, and infectious 

disease, but unlike the modern type it seems to have been curable through 

certain regulations imolrlng quarantine and through the agency of priest., 

prophet., or holJ' man. we shall discuss the role ot the priest 'When we 
\ I f f 

tUl'll to delineate that figure as he appears in D"vai. "Linen and house 
- . 

walls wre said to be leprous vhen -tb;y exhibited patches ot mildew, mold 
so 

or fungue growth (Leviticas lJ.47-59,14.33-37)." Thus, the primar,r 

illness of those outside the camp is one associated vi.th feelings of 
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alienation and quarantine r 
rom real, corporate lite; helplessness 

despair, resignation• and let " 
1 us not forget, dependence for healing on 

an outside agency which represents the hoq am divine. 

Suffering in spiritual r1 c aie, insecure and am:iou about the future, 

longing for a return of birth a new ot hope and productivity, rotting 

any vi.th no means ot their O'Wn to alter their wretched condition, and 

not even knoving the cause or meaning of their condition ("Ard my has 

it been decreed upon us to sit here •• •"} they alternate ·between faith 

in the priest ("the dirtne word is in the hams of the priest") and loss 

of a f'aith in him ("And &\mt used to sq, day by day, that the priest 

would come/ And now Aunt cries") (74-75). 

'.nle sterility of existence is reflected in that of mankiJJd. Abun

dant are the images of this condition. No flowers blossom; no children 

laugh; JU.DY intants are still-born; the women's breasts are dry; their 

flesh is too abominable for sexual congreseJ the children are as lost, 

orphaned, unattached and homeless as the wretched puppies, kittens and 

pigs fighting and tumbling in the tilth (7S}. As the women say, even the 

grass o! the field shrinks away .traa them, and even the beasts of the 

field and the birds of the air flee from their tainted fieeb "for we are 

like the eevers of autmn in the alleya of a cit7" (79)• In another 

place, this mass of hmankind ie depicted a1 offering up for sale, and 

cheap, gratis, their disabilities aJJd deformities: a piece ot a rotted 

nose 1 a burned arm, 

th~y seem to have. 

eye disease, a hmap (97). This i1 all the resources 

Repeatedl.7 t.he lepers and polluted are describild as 

characteristi.call.7 roll.iDg themselves in dust and ashe1~ their hair 

unkempt and their clothes torn (74). 
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The condition ot ......... ~~ 
- ~ua.l ACCOwH,,. .. t Sbl 

·~ 0 onslcy' is also indicated 
by the very word lihich Sbl 

onsq chose as the title and key-word of the 
entire poem, , lT It ~ • comes from the root 11 T"T ;11 

' 1 which ie related 
to ~xi , meaning to melt away, 

and hence, to pine, to languish, which i-:· 
is also the signification ot man ~r ~.,. 7 cognate verbs:.:z.iH 1 ic:i.T, .irr, lJ't- 1 V'\ 

and is kindred to ) X T' It is applied to the languor o! the sick or 

old person, to fear, or to pining ava..,. in gri t -~ e • Its relation to il11l T, 

fear, terror, and I' ::Z.>t T, p1.ning, wasting, is apparent. -The root verb . 

means to languish, to be sick (especially used or women in menstruation, 

(Lev.12.2) to be sad ("sick at heart"), sick 0£ mind, afflicted, wretched. 

"'l '"t, itself, in the Bible, rei'ers to a languishing disease (Ps.41.14) 

and thus comes to mean uncleanness, something unclean, causing loathing 

(Job 6.6.7.) The rabbinic usage of the word adds the connotations of 

mourning and repining, depression, grief and af'fliction (Nidd.23b1 "a 

child over lihose death the father's heart is grieved"; Ber.l6b1 "'let not 

our heart sink"; ltidd. 81B: "Let all those who mourn feel the af.fliction"; 
. . 

Naz.23a: "The Israelites are broken down")• The modern usage or the word.a 

is usually sadness, pain, affliction, sickness, faintness, loathsoae ill

ness. As an over-all designation of all the connotations and denotations 

o£ this word, which Shlonsky uses to describe the human condition, we have 

chosen, as the reader bas undoubtedly noticed, the word, wretchedness. 

This wretched group outside of the camp who are no longer pu.re· o~ 

heart and mole of flesh but stricken, is that section of mankind which . 

bas suffered the collapse of !ait.b in 111.11, God, and the wrld, llbich no 

lo 
w4-' .. "" or meining-Jielding integrated 87&tem of 

nger has a purpose-6••.&..U& 
values. But the suggestion is made at this point in the poem, and related 

, 
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as we have noted, to an ........ 
... "t'ortant ide. in part n that it is just thia 

group., onl;y the group that livea 1n this sutfering which bas the possi

bili t;y of sometime "entering into th t 
e ga ea ot Ood•, of finding a nev 

relationship and orientation to reality. lbe others who lift in super-

ficial liholeneas are not the saved the hol th t , y, e grea , the redeemed, 

vhereae the deformed and sick are (cmp. 74 ard 126). 

Despite the wretchedness of the quarantined, alienated group out

side the camp which represents a spiri tualq suffering mankind, never

theless the sense ot ;yearning as longing, permeates the dismal atmos

phere in lilhich the;y live. The content of their longing is one of the 

two constellations in vhich the poem• s o~ positive symbols appear. 

(the other being the Ganges-eartb-cov constellation). '!heir longing ia 

at one point characterised T8r'f simpl7 by" the prieett 

"For lfbat does the languishing, bereaved soul of un desire? 
Only' its purit;y a.Di a little tranquillity" (77). · 

But the specific point of their longing is clearly defined by a series 

of images which are gradualq equated vi.th one another and finalq yield 

an lD'llDistakeable meaning. The dominant ye&rning is for the return of 

spring, llhich has been inordinately detained and ahovs no sign of 

1n..n.. .., ...... en will the spring finally retum" are the opening 
returning. ..,,uen. "" . 

•-A Wien the priest later nnte to describe 
spoken words o! the poem. .ai- . 

the essence of the contents of his people •e cry and demand from hill, 

ha says1 
. t the threshold of the Tent of Meeting: 

And uq people weep 8 finally return?~ 
"Whan? Yien will the spring . 

. directs our attention to this symbol b7 
The fact that SblonskY 

ting it later as a delinea
l iace and then repea 

giving it the initia P . to that 911lbol a great 
ed ot the people, lends 

tion of the central ne 
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importance tor interpret t• a ion. Sp-"-
4 .u1g, the 81Jllbol of rebirth 

hope, a future prospect, the stirrin s -r ' growth, 
g 0 new life, renewed strength 

and productivity, is equated with retum to th 
• 8 camp, normalcy, inte-

gration, true life. That all th 
. . ese connotations must be interpreted 

in spi.ri tual terms and further in t ' arms of transcendent values b1' 
'Which man can live product1ve1-

*J' in tanus of redemption, is proved b7 
the 1·act that return to the camp and th t . a. 

11 8 re urn 01 spring are opposite 
\,,. ..... , ....... " 

in the poem 'bQ the "word of God" (74) --.-1 that th r 41'N. e ructification and 

fruitfulness of the earth is paralled by the •answer of God"• 

Perhaps the produce will respond to us f'roa furrow and womb 
Perhaps the udders will fatten ldth milk 
Perhaps God will answer (7 8). 

The sense ot yearning which permeates the group ia expressed more 

actively in terms of a quest: the search for an altar, and the search 

tor a sacr:l!ice. We recall that these elements brought man into a 

positive relation with God, with the !bsoiute, vitb the Truth of exis

tence; and the altar was a place of theophaq and revelation, mere 

God made His will and way known. The problem ot the husbandmen in 

section t11:> of "Lepros1" is that they have nothing to o!t'er to God 

since the earth has remained barren. God does not seem to have i'avored 

the earth. They can neither find, nor build, an altar (8b-88). 

Life can be meaningful onl1 when one baa a relationship to the 

ultimate which arises out of a viable and productive way of lite. When 

the vaiability or the system or structure 01' 1:1£e comes to an end, is 

bankrupt or barren, the orientation goes to pieces, is lost, disappears. 

· . th roduce to sacrifice, nor altar upon which to 
1'r114r'1 one bas nei er P 

'be-4 ...... demands some type 01· purpoeetul 
sacrifice it. Yet, oµr own ~ 
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orientation to eXistence, and 
we are thus t'orced to seek some way of 

life which wi.L.l produce materi l f 
a or the "sacrifice" (korban-"drawing 

near") and to look for another altar. 

This quest, this search t _., 
or .... ues is given poignant expression in 

the song of the waste road and the song f .&.'1..~ o """' young husbandmen as he 

sets rorth on the waste road, the road yet untrodden (86). It 18 the 

road o! the poet, ot the chalutz, indeed, of uv man in search or new 

values whicli can be found o~ with the utmost difficulty. There the 

word ot the Lord comes vildq and primitively over one but wounds like 

the thorn of the desert. Every step is a new beginning, a declaration 

o£ "Let there be ••• 11 , an act of creation, a b•reshit. The •young 
- . 

husbandman" has no hope for euccess, ia not sure that his toil and 

journey will be meaningful or purposeful. He suffers, stumbles, strays 

and has no rest or eacampment nor even a certain destination. The songs 

express Shlonsky•s personal fear also, that llhataver he is doing as a 

poet, as a zionist, as a chalutz, as a socialist, may make no sense 

whatsoever. Whatever meaning the journe;y has is given in the words of 

the old husbandman, in his retort to the young husbandman's disillusion 

and anxiety: 

Nol For it is an ALT.AR that we go to seek 
An altar £or an offering that God will favor (88). 

The final destination remains, to be sure, uncertain; the journey 

is directed onlyt ntovards--" • 

d 1 t the sea~ tor a faith in yet another place, and 
The poet ep c s 

bol· .Ararat the place of etabilit7 after 
through the use of another 81Dl • ' 

chaos and destruction, the place at which a beach-
the flood, after the 

rudescence of life• Again the husbandznan 
head was established for the rec · 



is the archetype used tor Man lll. h 
searc of faith: 

Tonig~t all the stars were picked ott 
And like broke.n bones were scattered unwanted 
And what else is there left on 'Which to gnaw? 

.And the poets have envisioned unto us, saying• 
Spread out thy sails ye that go down to the s~ 
For distant are the mountains of Ararat (85). 

6$ 

All of Man •s hopes have been used up, dried out, broken. And it ie not 

the fact that perhaps there is an Ararat that impresses the husbandmen 

but that it is "ooot • •• distant" (BS). 

There is such a remarkable piece of ancillary evidence in another 

magnificent poem by Shlonsk;y that vhat is indicated in the use of the 

term busbandnum is a man in search of faith, of values in 'Which we can 

place our faith, that it is worth quoting that poem 1n its entiret7. 

'Wbere "husbandman H appears in our poem as a bare symbol llhose meaning 

must be divined, at the em of the poem "Go-thou" (Lech-L•cha) it 

appears as a clearly stated simile. At this point, the reader, I am 

sure, would spurn any detailed interpretation at a poem whose intent 

is 90 powerfully- stated with such brilliant versatilit7 and artistic 

genius: 

Go-Thou (220-22,) 

ORDER 
OF PRAYERS FOR THE ENTIRE YEAR 
ACCORDING TO THE CUSTOM OF ASHKENAZ, POLIN,. LITA, .AND REISIN 

' . 
itte the r~ontespiece of the old siddur, Thus was wr n on 

In which 'JJq .grandfather, of blessed memor)", 
Used to speak to his owner in the holy tongue. 

grandfather passed a11&7, 
In such and such a year, rq rding to the custom of Israel, 
And was lead to the graves acco . 
Dear Grandfatherl the lips o! the wrld, 
Kaddish trembles .on 
And there is no one to recite it. 
And your posterl.ty? 
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Oh IQ' soul ia like a 
G mazuzah rrom llhich th.a Shaddai baa been 
randfather will not ed. 

He Will not come. come to kiss you. eras , 

And I went---
No tallis nor t•philin 
No Y-ather in heaven , 
No way prayer in th~ mouth 
\tho under the stars there ~ Moibedmmy-Dadey-• 
In the fi t er RIPS 1 -rmamen of the cemet8ries? c t?>.-i'<?Te'V 1C?S 

Not like Jonah in his tim 
\Ibo fied to T hi . e, ars sh from before the Lord 
Did I go dow into a shi ing J 
I went up to be -'- P. go up to the Land of Israel. 

eee~u mercy and gracet 
Forgive, Father in heaven' 

I paid the tare, 
I bundled up my bw¥ile. 
And wrapped up in m;.rself, like the-bundle-of-Israel 
I listened to the eyu of chalutzilll in the Ho 1- , 

Am tisrael Chai ~ 
1 

Am Yisrael Chai 
Am Yisrael-Am Yisrael-Am Yisrael 
Chai 

But someone thrust out of nv wrapped-up bundle, 
Hunch-backed like a question mark: 
-AND REB IISROEL? 
Am a destitute one like JIYSelt sat then by wq side 
And sang 1n rq ears to me a vell-knovn tune: 
on the road stands a tree 
and bows dotm to the earth. 
a jev goes to eret1-yi1roel 
crying as he goes. 

* And in the cities of the sea there 1.e the state or Itaqt 
A people like a song, and an aqua ak;v'; 
And paupers stretch out their hand 
On account of an aria from Pagliacci • 

.And in the cities o! the sea there 11 grq Britain· 
And there is tumultuous France· 
And there is Oerm&D1'i and Holland and SVitsarland. 

And in the cities of the sea there is a states 

AMERICA' 
--Jnd I, Lerl-Yitzchak of Berditch••1 saya 
Yisgadal, V•yiskada&h Shmeh Rabo. • • 
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And only- eomellb.ere th 
Qi abrive11-~ d ere veeps one pious mother1 

.....u er maman. 

Oh m.omma-~mmai 
Is not Abraham your son dear to you, 
.And he goes poor~-poorly 
As if there were no son ~ momma 
Pious momma on earth. 

* 
AND A SMALL LETl'ER IS SENT: 
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To hie honor 111Y father-my teacher am rq mother llho gaYe birth 
to me, may they live, 

From their son, llho is hidden from the 918& of Qod and man. 
First I make known unto you, my beloved and JIJ3' dear ones, 
that I am, praised be His name, well and healtb;y. 

And do not think, God torbid, 
That I am depressed, and that rq nights are as sleepless as rq 

days. 
And God sees, 
that all my words are true and pertect. 

But I have forgotten the essential: 
Peace to rq older-brother and to "fl3' sisters, the elder and the 

younger 
And to my friend. who is like a brother to me and more ••• 
Let them not forget, for God's sake, to pray i'or their exiled 

brother ••• 
For it goes verr bad vi.th him. 

So are the words of tbe letter. 

* 
And in the year eu~h-and-such · 
And I being in France v:l.thout tallia and tephilin 
Was looking !or a prayer book ana penitences 
For a man in the twentieth centur,y. 

For behold 1/'a.. wu.t 
Today is thus-and-such a dq oa Shabos 
on which the Levites chanted 
The psalm to the Father in heaven. 
And were is the psalm to be smg to Dq' members 
lldch are .365? 
And if there is no psalm tor them 
Then where ie the pauper's prayer? 

~ 
.AJJd the Father in Heann is so tar, so tar ••• 
And I am not the Rabbi Levi-Yitzchak who had the merit 
To speak of jmge.ment with the Father in heaven 
race to face. . 
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And I am not that Tzaddik wl)o followed the cattle 
~ose prayer was a whistle opposite the Holy Ark 
(Oh the shrewd prayer of the .Amei-Ha-aretz') 

I am one or the thousands of sons 
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Wlo were exiled destitute from . the table of their rather 
To the sixth store,. of a European capital. 
And behold I am Qne of those liho arise for midnight-redemption 

prayers 
Because or disturbed sleep and to smoke a ·cigarette 
(Oh the wine that is stored up for the step-children of GodJ). 

Because there is a wind to the Autumn here and it beats like · a 
sbamash 

On the soaked battlements of the sixth etorey 
And calls to slichoe like the custom of the old-timers: 
--Abraham! 
--Here I am R.Elul.J 

What expression is there for me for prayer·? 
\that way to penitence? 
And the Father in Heaven is so far, so far. 
So I will climb up on you at night, Eiffel Tower, 
To pray by Radio to the Master-of-the-Universe. 

* 
Reebono shel OlomJ 
There is a sun in the middle of your world, 
And it is like a Bho!ar of gold 
To assemble the devout to the worship of the Creator. 

' 

Reebono ehel OlomJ . f world 
'lbere is a moon in the middle o your ' 

And it is at its ful.lte, for your beautiful head. 
Like a golden phylae · rT · 

Reebono shel O~ml • ddle of your world, 
There is a man in.the nu and there is blood in his 36.S 
And he is created in the image, sinews, 

Oh a real portion of God Abow. 

But Reebono shel OlomJ . the thousallds of Israel, 
There is a little one from ..,ng 

Wiom ;rou fo~d;y you apportioned the m~~~r;~m the quota ~t 248. 
And in vbose f them is missing, Godb f:n~ who comes with is 
And not one 

0 
made him like a us · sickle Then why have you 

iJlging harvest? 
But !inds no corn in the II . 

NO-SHEL-OIDMl 
Oh, !!! REEBO - , 
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once we realize that Shl 
onsq is stating and re-stating, in part I 

the same problem of the aearch f ' 
or a faith in a period of the disinte-

gration, of the chaos o! ~ 1 a uea, then every passage lihich seems inex-

plicable otherwise, becomes a lucid nd 
a brilliant exposition ot yet 

an.other aspect of the pro ble On 
m. e of the llOst difficult, it not tbe 

most enigmatic passages in th t e en ire poe.m appears in the first medita-

tion of the Priest. It is based th 
1 as 8 reader will see ilumediatel)'", 

on Pirkei ~ 2.71 

A black skull floats in ~ soul 
(Does anyone see?} 
And someone bereaved moans over it1 
Because you have drowned others. • • 
Wither shall I go with thee, whither shall I go v.l.th thee 
Broken-necked skull 
Like an ark on the breakers of a flood 
Wien my God has scabbed the dome of his heavens vi th clouds (q;~). 

The Priest, llhom, as ve shall see, represents those in societ7 upon 

whom men depelld for values, bears within his soul a world ot ideas llbich 

has died atter overcoming a previous ideology-syntheaia vhiah, as in the 

Perek, is part of series of dro111ed •heads•. Hie problem ie the bearing 

o~ a spiritualq dead world within his soul lihen he has nothing with 

which to replace it. He is cut off from the source of n.lue ("When my 

God has scabbed the dome of His heavens vi.th clouds"). Furtbel"lllOre, hi• 

situation is reDdered all the more difficult in that he is conscioua ot 

the process but bas no assurance that the process v:Ul continue. Perhaps, 

there is no Being outside of the cyclical or developmental process Who 

"sees it" and thus gives it meaning. Here, also, ve have another indica

tion of the notion o! coBJllic Decline or cosmic Bight which va eh.all dis-

cuas later in relation to part II • 

..... . . 
'·" 
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But now, let. us turn our full 
attention to the Priest lilhose 

mention hereto.fore has been una ' 
voidable in several connections for he 

is alter all the dominant figure in ' 
"~proern, its chief protaganost, 

its "hero" • 

It is, as we recall, the Priest to 'whom the decamped lepers and 

polluted look for healing for the divin rd "' , e vo , ~or whose coming they 

anxiously yearn, upon whom they feel completely dependent (74-76,76). 

Shlonsk:;y•s Priest signifies, not as some critics would have it, 

only the religious leader, or the poet, or Sblonaky himself, but all 

those in society upon 'Whom men depend tor values, for a taith, for an 

orientation to life. Thie includes the thinker, the writer, scholars in 

the study of Man, aa well, of course, as the poet, and Shlonsky himself. 

In our time, the task of these humn sources of values, is conceived by" 

Shlonslq to be one of the healing of a spiritual siclmess, the restora

tion of lif'e and creativity to a situation of decay, the task of inte-

gration in a time of disintegration. ( 

Shlonslq" chose to represent this social figuref as the biblical 

priest. In the legislatin portions of the Bible, the Priest appears u 

the intermediary between God and man, as the oracle o! God's vill, as 

legislator and adjucator, as guardian of the cUlt, and deciaor on tbe 

way of li£e. But wit.bin this general background. and penetrating~ 

ap~ropriate to the task of those in society lllbo are most responsible 

Shlonsll:y bril-
t Problem of values, 

!or the solution ot the con emporary 
within the specific context of his role as a 

11.antly places the priest 

r1 
t was the central figure in the biblical 

healer of leprosy. The P es 

regulations for the 

regarding them.S2 

cure of patients and for sanitary precautions 
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In the initial meditation of the Pri 

eat, Shlonsq draw the 
ot the prieet • 8 role liilich 8 

outline 
he Will later gradual,~ .t'ill in 1d. th 

detail. He bears respCl'lsibilit more 
y for a sick, dec~g world: ".And again 

on the palms I bear thee, l!Orld" (?6). 
He longs to ti.nd the cure tor it, 

which is his responsibility: 

And I have said: 
Would that I were a do in rd 
Harlot, washing in yot! blo~ er that I might lick your leprosy 
If it would be healing for yo~ 
If only it were healing for yo~ 
Forever (76). 

His Divine word is no longer healing or nourishing: 

And the Divine word, 
Like shriveled teats sag undesireably 
On the poor door of IQ' lips. • • 
And I am onl.3 a breast which they have let drop 
For it is exceedingly dry' ••• 
Behold an inf ant is clasped to the breast 
And sucks pus and cries. • • 

As a result of his inabilitY' to give spiritual nouriehment, to offer 

spiritual healing at a time wen his people are suffering so greatly in 

their condition of spiritual decay, he hi.mSeli' suffers great pangs of 

suffering& 

And its bellowing, like fungi cleave to iqy soul. • • (76). 
Jobs in their leprosy roar; J.. . 
Jobs rub against me, -<1 
.And through the skirts of 11\V' garment thq pierce their nails 

tor the mercy of 

Healing I 
But it is not with me (77). 

The Priest is cut off from the Divine source of inspiration(lflillen 

·~; d ~ His heavens with clouds") and he feels 
DlY' Ood has scabbed the bea OA 

as it God has let him down, deceived him (77)· '!hat this is a n17 

personal statement on the part ot ShlonskJ as the poet is born out b;r 

Pri et 18 meditation with a much later poem 
Comparing thie portion of the 8 . 
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by Shlonsk:;y which ia his per anal 
s prqer aa a poet begging God not to 

cut o!f the channel or inspiration: 

Oh., allow me to go on 
As one who bears a precious oi'fertng-gi.tt Vi.th love to hia 

For where!ore eh uld b appointed destination. 
n . 0 1111 rothera beg of me i 
Fill., fill our storehouses with plenty-1" 

When Thou the gates oi' dew have abut (259). 

The use of certain phrases such as "my brothers• makes this last quoted 

poem parallel in m&ll1' W&18 to the ~ sayings ~i' the Priest in "Lepros,y"., 

which along with a great deal of other evidence justifies the views o! 

those that the Priest represents Shlonsky-. But we are anticipating. 

That subject we will discuss in detail at another time. 

The Priest is also characterized as Noah who beare the responsibilitT 

of saving the world f'rom destruction., !rem the nood, by- providing an 

ark in which the world may weather the storm of chaoe. Again, these 
' 

pb1'sical images must be interpreted spiri tuali,.: 

And yesterday, also, the priest bowed down at 'lq' feet. 
"Tuval--he said to me-Noah am I, the eternal Noah" (89). • • 

The Sun: 
Blessed is your coming, Noah! 
And where is the arlc' The great arlc. 
Tomorrow, behold,, the flood (98). 

The position of the Priest is also paralled. by that ot the Old Husbandman 

..a.. . t th lder iMlieration lihicb provided the 'Values by 'Nhich 
11110 repre&en s e o e:.-

the younger generation must liTe (84). 

Pri t bears responsibility- for the condition o! the 
Just as the es 

lution ot its problems as a social solution. 
entire world,, so he sees the 80 . f 

award the group and he desises each iDdividual•a 
His orientation is alvayl t f\ 

concem over his ow problems: 
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Onq one flesh is t 
Flesh polluted am h:~nt1re world, 
So that there is nos hea~!~ 
And bow good it would be ~r~t,l 
"We " the flesh ot ~ e vethrsi) on inserts here: tor 

• ar were ve to say; 
But you 
Each one of you feels onl. th 
Each one ot you scratchesy hi e pain of his own nesh, 
And when I crouched u n s ~wn t'le ah• 
Then it cried to met ~Whe!!' like Elisha over the child, 
W:>e is mei I thought that I are your brothers, IQ" son?" 
And I say; IJ (98_

99
) would s11: Wei __ 

\ilen the Priest adopts an individ ualistic orientation, according to 
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Shlonslcy 1 he stand.a self c nd ed. · - 0 811111 • "btever solution there mq be !or 

the spiritual problems of man, aust be a social solution, since the 

earth is •one flesh"• The priest, in referring to men, always speaks ot 

the11 ae "my brothers" (941 95). stainer's contention (see p.27) that 

Shloneky' never rose to the level of positive communal Talue seems to 

ignore this aide of Sblonsky•s Priest. 

To the agoq 0£ being unable to bring healing to man, tlbich ie his 

responsibili't7
1 

is added the pain of being, nevertheless a vision&ry", in 

the sense of seeing all too clearly the full dimensions of the spiritual -
crucible of fire in llhich man is cast. He sees contemporary urban civi1-

ization as a smoking volcano about to explode. He sees beyond the strength 

of our tecbnoloa
1 

its decq and ·destruction. The migbt7 beaet llhich 

blows the bellow with such great blasts, is, to the priest, •a wotmded. 

beast"; its fire, a lung spurting blood, the great rings of technology 

vhich gird the world, are like the ringl about a crumbling barrel (90-91.). 

1be incense offering of civilized un to God goee up into the bea"f8DB like 

a dog into an empty oouse, goilli .trom an.pt, roaa to upty room, llhen hi• 

master is not there and be does not mov it (94). 
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1he Priest 's helplessness is depicted 1n 

many vays. It the world 
is disordered, chaotic,. wild and 

aenselesa, then llhat the priest has to 
offer to his tellon ia as coherent 

as a drunkard's ravings or the 

spittle of a mad-dog (100). Hie dVi 
a ce to spread the aail("you are the 

sail") and travel on to the distant Arar t a ' does not take into account 
the extreme fatigue and famine of the h ,.. __ _ US.....uwaen vboa he adviaee {85) 

and ie after all completely st11nid 11he th · -r n ere ia no ld.nd, no force to 

drive the sail onward, no meaning or motivation behind the journey {99). 

'!hough he decries the enslaving, destroying torcee of the structure o! · 

capitalist society, he ia helpless in the face of these forces (92,94-96). 

In his helplessness, he sinks back into obscurantism. One busbaJldman 

tells anotheri "I heard a whispered incantation. And he also consulted 

the teraphim. • Surely it is an omen, answers the other (84). Whatever 

solution he, as the source of values, as the source of healing, as the 

providor of solutions, gives, he is accused ot being deceived and ot 

deceiving othere (92). At one point, Tuval-Cain says to him: "How good 
. 

it would be if your brothers did not mow/ that we have spoken lies to 

them (92)." At best, he is capable of giving onq coneolation to the 

afflicted, of easillg their pain, but not ending it. Neither can he heal 

the sick nor restore 'Wholeness to those whose members have already rotted 

away, nor straighten out those mo have already become deformed (78). On 

the one hand, it ie intimated, at the very outaet, that he i• just ae 

ick 
"'"" 

1 
-~ on the other band, ha 1• accused of enjoying his 

e as a&.18 peop e, &!Al 

om cleanness llhil• the people langUiab away {?B). 
-#f s a great deal of nlification at the hams 

In fact, the Priest sw. er 
tire poem tram the nry beginning 

ot his people throughout the en ' 



b 

7S 
("Because of 10u/ Becauae of o 

y u/ BecaUBe of you") (79) to the ve 
end. His chief accuaer is Rott d ry 

e -Nose 'who te 
b. ding f th . con nda that the priest is 

i rom e people because the 
y have become loathsome to him He 

is characterized as an Ellphaz th • 
' at representation of coward.1¥ dogmatism 

and casuistry who refuses to f ace Job•s condition squarely (78). This 

accusation is repeated near the nd " 9 0~ the poem also, lihere the Priest 

is described as allnq'a at a distance, u worse than an Eli h p a1, as 

conspiring to flee from the situation: "Cursed be th e one that flees" 

(l05). After the .failure of the husbandman he is thought to be deceiTedi 

Is it not an omen I 
And even though it has not yet come to pase 
Behold I surely divine it clearly: 
The priest is deceived ••• (84). 

Despite the fact that after the Tuval-Cain sequence, it is clearly 

the latter who is at .fault for their horrid plight, it is the Priest 

whom the people condemn !or leading them astray, tor their contilluecl 

sickness, and for the absence of an ark. Of course, there is jusilli-

cation in their condemnation insofar as it vas the Priest who acquiesced 

in their turning to Tanl-Cain tor aid (98-99)· 

These doubts expressed by the people about the Priest arise, at the 
. 

outset, from the Priest's initial silence at the beg:fnning of the poem. 

He has stayed away from the people tor a long time and bas not conauni

. cated with them. llhat Shlonsky is saying is that the artist or the 

thinker who attempts to create one ideology after another and they all 

prove to be unsatis!actoey, who checks all the possible solutions for 

· --"" ultimatel1' finds none of them 
the problem of the human condition auu. 

urse bUt escape .tram bis task, or obscuran
valid, has, ~inally, no reco 

' The mot .. 41 o£ the silence of the Priest is later 
·t1am, or silence. ·.u. 
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developed in full in a sequence llherein th 
defended him and ha e Harlot, who has alwaye 

J s had faith in """-u.u&, bega him to ak 
to do something Sh spe out, to prq, 

• e reminds him of the terrible o 
the pollution of h gr aning all about, ot 

eaven and earth f ' o the lack of an10ne but h1a llbo 

could beseech God. Hi• silence (as is int~ted at the very begiming 

onq results in the faster spread or the fnninu:: and l 
t p -- ~* 

Bu the rlest remains silent (107-UO) • Indeed he finally breaks his 

of the poem) 

silence only to cr;y out in agonyi "IV GodJ ~ God.I Wiy hast Thou for-

saken me?" In fact th Pri , e est•s eDd is C0111Plete despair. He has 

killed the dove lfhich c uld ha o ve brought stability; he has let loose 

the raven and it has not returned; his ark is broken {the libite Ark ot 

the .:.final covenant in part n). b d , e oea not know 'Whether to move torward 

or backward J he bas lost bis W&7. The healer of leproq becomes a leper 

himael.t (106, 105) • 

. . _, We have emphasized the fact that the priest represents the inteUed-

.. ,. :.. 

tual. iD contemporary society. It follows nat~ that the Priest 

expresses Shlonsky's own spiritual dillemma. This is proved by revealing 
' I( 

parallels between references to the priest in D'vai and expressions of -
~ 

the poet in the poems J,ech-L I cho ( 220-225) and s:cyyum ( 259-26o) in which 

he explicitl.y speaks tor himself and reference to lilhich have already ,, ,, 
been made. But the greatest ertdence for this is the passage in D•vai 

in lrlhich the Priest speaks of the wrld as drunk and torn and as a mad 

dogJ and speaks of bimSelf as the drUDk'S song and the dog's spittle. 

Nov, this passage appears as a completel;r separate poem in his collected 

poetry under the title, B'cho!zi (,!!! ~ Baste) 'Where the clear implica-

tion is that the poem is a direct personal expression of Shlonsk1' bimsel.f (3.5). 
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David Aran, 77 
some of 'Whose Vi ewa we have l 

P• 22)' considers this poem to be t a ready considered (see 

l 

he key-passage in 
ear y work. \tlile we d all of Shlonsky, 8 

o not attach quite 
passage ad does Aran d so much importance to this 

, an feel that in limit 
the Priest to a represent.at . ing the signi!icance ot 

ion of the poet on! 
enough still •- 1, he does not go far 

' Aran' s remarks t on he passage are hi 
worth our a ttent · ghq valuable and 

ion • 

.&s we have alrea~ indi t d ca e ' the Priest ot D'vai is, according, 

to Aran, the poet, to iihom leprous mankind cries for healing for their 

sickness, of whom they demand a solution to their problems.160 Aran 

then proceeds to a detai.1ed analysis of the passage mentioned above. 

We quote it for reference: 

If the v:>rld is drunken and torn .. -
! am its wild song, 
I am the songl 

If the world is a mad dog-
! am the spittle dripping from its Ups 
I am the spittle! ' 

I am the human torn with longing 
On another transmigration, 
The transmigration of Man (JS, and with slight changes, 100). 

This sharp statement, which so well expresses the quality or 

Shlonsky•s early poetry, and defines bis lllrld-outlook, notes Aran, 

iSF ·Composed of three stanzas, two of which, alike in structure, expresa 

the relationship that exists between the world in lilich the poet lives 

and his poetry. The use of "if" is complete]J' rhetorical. The poem . i• 

a cry for release by a poet .mose wrl< call~ be vl.ld aDd ~ :In a 

drunk, disordered world• Th• second stanS& llbich is • sharper eJIPl'•••iOD 

of 'llhat was said :l.n th• first stanl& aDd a transmdation of •quantit;r• 
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into "quality"' puts us into the ve 

tan ha 
ry center of that outcry. While the 

£irst s za c racterizes th 
e world and the poet and relates them to 

one another, the second stan 
. za rolls both world am poet into one mad 

dog £rom 'Whose mouth spittle d 1 r ps, voiding the signi!icance of both 

together. But this is not merei- f 
....., 8 ancitul image. I.n a world mich 

lacks law and fundament a world wh. ch ' l. is no longer the world 1n the 

accepted sense poetry to ' 1 o 1 ceases to be ordered poetry but rather 

breaks all the bounds of llhat poetl"'V' should be • • ., ,, A l«>rk Of art I the 

creation of beauty. In such a disordered wo,. .. ld t be ~ 1 poe ry comas rather 

an expression of a curse,, the fashioning of ugliness. 'Iba poem remains 

a poem ~ by virtue ot the last stanza which speaks of the longings 

in the heart of the poet, that is the irrefutable, f~ planted human 

values which still remain there 1n the fonn o! longings. It is these 

longings which annul the terrible implications of the first tvo atansu 

and the rhyme that connects t.bems shir-rir,, aong-spittle.
54 

--
Even ignoring some ot the aesthetic assumptions under~ Aran'• 

remarks, it must be stated here that .A.ran bas charged directq toward.a 

the point of this pas sage and then missed 1 t entire1'r • Shlonslq ia not 

concerned primar111' with beauty or ugliness here, though, of course, h~s 

own honest refusal to write of •pretty thinP" in auch a dismal world 1e 

involved. Sh.lonsky is concerned with the possibilit7 of meaning, of 

l 
e..+ if there is DO lawful world, if there is 

purpose, of valid va ues. DU", 

... ,.. the""'° is no essential truth even possible 
no order in the cosmos, ''"en • ... 

for man. 
..~, ... with the signification o! the Priest 

Having dealt quite thoro~..,, 
\I '' di.Llemm& the choice between t.ha tvo ways: 

in D 'vai, we turn DOV to his ' 
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Now I know' 
The ways are two 
Winters beat the-~~e and choosel 
"Flood I Stormi" of thumer lmto me : 
.And the trumpets of th . 
"stormJ u 

8 VilJd answer them: 
But clods yearning tor . 
"SlowlyJ SlowqJ -Likepro~~e whisper lmto met 

ca eJ Like the earth!" (77) 

This opposition between the two va 1 18 8 carried out 1n a constellation 

of eymbo1s. Associated Vi.th the slov • .,.. 1 the r ........... . ., s . ~ee, the earth, cattle. 

Associated with the "fast lla7" the qy of fl od. d ., o an atona (note that 

water in two different symbolic aspects is used Gan ii;. i.e ..... , gas ~ea~, regen-

era tioii} and Flood @estruction with the hope of regeneration afterwardj) 

are the apes, and 1n a certain respect the cave of Tuval-Cain (techno

logy-). Again, this same opposition is carried out through the Raven and 

the Dove, and personalized through the opposition between the Harlot and 

Rotted-Nose and his followers the Rabble (Asafsuf). The reader will 

recall that the Priest sought healing !or the ~pl.a through a pilgrimage 

to the Ganges and an attempt to bring healing out ot the earth through 

farming. Because of drought and weariness, tbis •slov vay" fails. 'l'h• 
. . 

Priest is then goaded into the "fast vay" by Rotted-Hose, the Rabble and 

the seductive appeal of 'i'UVal..Cain· The Priest's turning to the fast va7 

is symbolized bf the sacrifice of the Doft and the sending-forth of t.he 

Raven. The Babble are then described as in a frenzy of superarrogation 

mich could best be described bf the simple eentancei "The.Y take nary-

.... _-~ .. 11 The end result, the reader will recall, is 
thing into their own ~· 

· · .....n micb is entitled "Elobia" 
described in the last section of "L8Pro01

., , • • 

) 
total de~air, total decq, total d••-

( signifyi.Dg God ' 8 Juigement , as 

tru.ction of hope tor the ruture. 



Now, the 8Yllbols involYed in th 
eae conatellations ban bean 

variousQ- interpreted (aome, aucb aa the Do'9 -~ Ra- ha .,.... ..... u, ve been 
compl.etel;y ignored, of course) Tb 

• e apea have been eaid to stand tor 
the hunting econOlll1', the cows t 

or an agricultural economy and Tuval-
Cai.n tor illduatrial econonv Tb 

• e poem is then made to be a historical 
discourse. 1-by in the world a poet ah uld ch 

o oose abstrue sym.boli• 

to make the most elementary- type of historic Bllllmary ie not explained, 

however• That Tuval-Cain represents technological cbilization ie 

apparent to all, as is Sblonsk;y•s abhorrence ot urban llle. Some 
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cri tica go on to sq that through the Ganges-earth-cows 9111thesia, 

Shlonsq is expressing his positive attitude to Ch&lutsiut and lite on 

the land ae apposed to the TUftl~ain image of lite. 'Ibis may, of 

course, be involved in what Shlonaq ia saying in the "slow W81" constel

lation, but it does not get to t.he bard core o! the symbol, its under-

lying meaning. .ls we haw noted, other specific interpretations have 

been made: The Ganges-earth is made to stand for Zionil!ll am its redemp

tive Talue; whereas the .flood and atol"ll, for which Shlonsq shows an 

obvious diedain in the poem itself, is taken to mean leftist revolution, 

or perhaps ite perversion. 

How, it is not our intention to dispute any of these particular 

interpretations (save, perhap• the "historical" interpretation) tor in 

in-6-'"'rpretations ru:r be related to what w !eel to our view, all of these ~ 

-~'*'i tion of the "slow vq-!ast •1" symbolism be the umerlyiDg Si&-- ca 

1n all its parts and aspects. 

""'"', _,,..,. 18 dealing ld.th tventiet.h centU17 man•• 
lie baTe ahown that ~on ..... ., . 

with bis search for meaning, purpose, 
di.f ticult spiritual situation, 



redemption in a chaotic :i 

vor •d. We have shown ho 
not only in ''D •vai" but w Shlonsq describea 

also in other relat d 
!ram the traditional '"""'the e Poetry, ma.n•s alienation 

-.,q sea or value. And -
' finally, we have showi 

Shlonsky•s concern, through the .,,.,,bol 
-.,- or the Priest, w.lth those in 

society' upon libom men depend f: ftl. 
or uee. It is in te-.. ot .. ....... our .1.ore-

81 

going analyses, then, that the "t1110 ways• B"""boli ,,_ ea must be approached. 

There, are t11:> ways through lihich the problem or values can be 

approached liben the problem arises.. that ia. 
# # in a period men the spir-

itual f'undamants of lite are shaken, either through a tundamental 

change in the structure ot a societ7 or in a period or decline and 

decay. We ban, as va have said, an alterna.t:be. Ondhe one hand, w 

mll.7 tr;y to work vith the traditional sp1r1t~l s;ynthese11 of value. That 

is, an attitude defensive, or protectin of tradition, or subniesiw to 

it, may: manifest itself in the attempt to validate tradition in terms ot 

the nev facta or conditions or uietenoe, through reinterpretation, 

through the aalvagillg of elements still :meaningful vi.thin a changed 

structure of lile, or through a re-orientation to tradition b7 virtue 

of some fora of faith or juatitieation of its nlue in terms of stability, 

aurvival of value, etc. On the other band, there ma7 be a nev attempt to 

create a new synthesis ot value ~ ~ on the basis o! an overthrow of 

the traditional ideolog, or there may be reTolt, rejection, and BUbTer

sion of 1 t either because 1 t ii no longer m.eaningtul in terms of the new 

be ··- it binders the'i><-15Pirationa and needs, mater
Conditions of life or ca.-v 

.:-it 1 of dom:tMDt groups in society. 
ial, cultural and ap.u-... ua 

ti iD 
which society is undergoing a cha:nge, either 

In 11117 situ.a on 
the decay of its atructure, the probl• 

because o! the retormuJ.atioD or 
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ot values arises and naan DIUSt undergo th 

e Criaia Of epiri.t l 
until a new integration in th ua chaos, 

. e realm ot Taluaa is achieved. In an7 auch 
situation, the vortex of the irit 

sp ual whirlpool are the various align-
ments to the traditional snmthesi .,. -.,.. a o. value. 

Now, the Various alignment to 
s ward tradition may take forms ot 

great complexity-. The term "tradition" may be a religious orthod()Xy, 

or a previously held common religious faith hil 
, or a p osophic approach, 

or an ideological or political comm! tment Rej ti t t di • ec on o ra tion ma)" 

involve a rejection of aD1' one of these on the basis of something 

entireq new, or on the basis of reaching back to espouse, in a new 

form, a synthesis of valuea which preceeded the one now being rejected. 

Shlonsk7•s ·presentation or the basic dichotomy, the search for a 

faith either through tradition as opposed to the attempt to create de -
novo new values, includes or reflects mant aspects of con temporal")" -
reality. But, it is the basic underlying choice that Shlonsq is empba· 

aizing. Let us, therefore, consider in detail, the eymboll811 involved. 

We turn first to the •slow va1." 

Any traditional approach t~ the meaning ot life, its purpose, am 

the values leading to redemption, lihetber tbey are based OD traditional 

tradition ot western philosophy or upon the idea 
religions, or upon the 

d 1 ent of man see in redemption a 
of pro greee in society and the eve opm 

1 raduall.y slowly. Thua, the 
process llhich will be eventuated on 1 g ' 

to the earth in Sbloneky" (77182) or 
emphasis of slowness in reterence 

redemptive symbol, Ararat (8.$). The 
distance in reference to another · 

• '
1 t rms of the hope tor its fertil-

•arth symbolizes tradition iD n•fti in e 
o! slow •turation, the vord of God 

ity, in the hope that in the process 
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will grow from it (7B). 83 
We must note t 

1'J ve17 signifi 
the representation of t cant facts about 

radition in D•vai 
• _; 1'irstl1 it 1 

by the Priest• He is lookin , s the way chosen 
g for the essential 

truth, a Divine truth b 1llh redemptive or healing 
' Y ich men may be guid 

religion and traditional philoso ed. Now, traditional 
p~ have both been essentiali t 

this respect It i s in 
• 8 natural and mA..11n-1 r. .. f' 

---~ ul. tor the priest to have 
chosen this approach. Secondl 

.,., that all the positive B1Jllbols in the 

poem, aside from those describing ' man s hopes, are associated with the 

slow way constellation r b o sym ols. Nov, the essentialist approach does, 

a.tter all, represent the onl1 approach for man in "-*i h th 
llU c e results or 

aims, or possibilities could be described as salutary, productive, and 

.f'ruittul for man. 

But, let us now turn to the symbol ot the Ganges am see how Shlonsky 

clever~ usee .it as a symbol of tradition. · ibe most acute proof' of this 

is Shlonsky•s use of the phrases Ht>~1n xib and ..01~6 Jlf>J~ in reference 

to the Ganges, names which in other poems represent traditional Jewish 

taith (81). secondly, whe.n Sblonsky speaks of "the waters of the Ganges 

Which flow slowly", he knows that we will think illlmediately of the waters 

ot the Shiloah, which in Isaiah 8.6 represents one•s om tradition, one's 

own way. Again we note the emphasis upon slowness, tranquillity, which 

we will see again with the cows. Again, this represents our quiet faith 

and its slow fulfillment. But the use ot Ganges "beloved of Vishnu" 

adds a universal note to the poem, vhich is exactly mat Shlonsky intems. 

It was through Vishnu th.at the nlife ard salvation bestowing waters" ot 

th :t,l 
dom to earth !or the phy&ical and spirit-

e Ganges could "flow gen Y 

l 
___ ,..a ...A .. .SS Shlons'"" did well to choose the river 

ua refreshment of ~· .y 



held sacred by a larger 
56 nUlllber Of J>eople than 

world: "In this aey other river in the 
age' Ganges is holy (Mahabhar 

who bathes in Gan - •ta 111. 65,90). He 
ges Purifies seven descend.ante A 

of man touch Gang • 8 long ae the bones 
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es water, so long ia that 
man m&gni!ied in h 

place of pil---'-- i eaven. No 
6• .a.wage s better than th 

e Ganges (iii. 85,9h-96).57 Ganges 
then, is an excellent 8)'Dlbol Vi th lili h , 

0 to represent the potential 
healing powers of tradition. 

Nor •oul.d Shlonsq ha ch ve osen a more apt symbol than the white 

cows to represent the promise of f ertilih.. (t.t... 
v3. ~ recall that what ie 

involved here is spiritual .fertility). For the cov am the bull in 

ancient mytholog are bound up at once with bodies ot water and vi th 

fertility'. Bulls were sacrificed to Poseidon by the ancient Greeks and 

were associated vi.th rivers, river-spir.1.ta being imagined b,- the Greeks 

in bovine form. Hera vas the goddess of the fertile earth. She was 

worshipped at Argos as the •Goddess o! the Yoke" and was called "rich 

1n oxen". The isl.and sacred to her, Euobeoa, vas also called •rich in 

oxen• and at the Heraion of the .ArgiTea sacred herds ot cattle were kept, 

and votive images of cows were found there. There are stories of thia 

"oxe-e.yed" goddess of fertili't7 changing into a cov. Her connection 

with fertilit)r, in addition to being signilied bT oxen, agents of fer

t1lit7, 18 also illustrated by the .tact that at Argos ears of corn were 

called "flowers of Her•"• ID addition, we can note with interest, that 

certain rivers were sac~d to her. She possessed medicinal powers to 

regulate the flow of the menses and to cure aterilit1, powers which were 

d libich are another example of her 
of particular interest to women, aD 

too, Bera was ri.mply a local form ot 
fertilizing power. original.11'1 



earth-mother, "promoting the fertility t 
o all her creatures, llld iden

titying herself with their lives 
• ' IDarry1ng and upholding marriage, 

as 

taking the herds under her protection and h 
ersel.f occassionally appear-

ing in bovine form, creating and adorn!n h 
58 g erself vitb tha lilies of 

the field•" Wh1 te cows associating Vi th the bull-god .Apia and rep-

resenting an agricultural fertilizing agent appear also in Egyptian 
59 

mythology. 

In addition to uaing a symbol WU.ch uni vereally represents f ertU

i ty, Shlonsky explicitq associates the llrl.te Cows vi.th fertilit7 in the 

context of his poem. He speaks of "full udders", the dropping of fer

tilizing dung, the change or lepros,. to seed, the nelling of conception, 

the pouring or milk on earth and man, the promise ot tomorrow's produce (82). 

Shloll8lq' uses water in two o! 1ta torma to eymbolize both the 

turning to tradition and its overthrow. The usa of Ganges "which flows 

slowl.1'" to symbolize the potential fertility of tradition and t.he £1.ood 

to symbolize the overthrow ot all previousq held values in order to 

start anev, is a parallel paraphrase of Isaiah_ 8.6f.t wherein the iden-

tical situation is stated: 

Forasmucb as this people bath refused 
The waters of Shiloah which J.!~s=;tb ~ upon them 
Now therefore, behold, the 
The waters of the River, mighty and IQBIIY• • • 

th Bible we realise inmedi~tely how 
If we recall the flood story in 8 1 

resentation of the wiping out ot 
appropriate is this symbol tor the rep 

t tion so that a new start can be made. 
a bopeleesl.7 corrupt and rotten si ua 

,, •· lated are part ot the same 
The Flood and the Apes in D •vai are re , f the Flood 

who announce the coJli.Dg 0 

It is tbe Apes 
are a deetructi..-e force, and both 

complex ot symbols. 

(89,98). The Apes, like the Flood• 

I 



signify a new beginning, !'reshit (81-82). 

But a thoroUgh stuay ot 'b•vai' 
- reveals that the Apes are not only 

related to the symbol, Flood but 1 t 
' a so o the Tuval-Cain grouping (the 

· Ape is the smith), to the concept ot priJniti...at. 
. ""' y, to the section which 

describes mankind •s taking or the world int th 
o eir own hi.llds, and to a 
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motif of wild self destruction. Now all these ti"" 
' mo .1.8 are inter-related, 

and, as we shall see, logically so. The Ape represents man without t-ra-
' 

dition, Without values, an anarchic acultural man. The symbol Ape in 
f , , 

D •vai is 1 ni mi.cal and in opposition to the symbol cow, llhich represents 

tradition. The Ape is part of the Tuval-Cain grouping inasmuch as is the 

synthesis of technology and urban civilization is, in Shlonsky•s viev, 

destructive of both the traditional value syntheses and h'WD8Il values in 

general. The Ape also represents the danger or man 1 s self destruction 

when unguided and unprotected by tradition and its values. 

In modem times, the .resemblance between man and ape is not only 

recognizable, but also has a phylogenetic basis. But, in ancient times 

also, men saw in apes a resemblance to human beings (Erubin, 18a). Many 

ancient groups believed themselves to have been descended from apes, and 

· re thought to have been one of the three in JeWi.sh mythology, the apes ve 
60 

Classes ot· "men" descended .from the buildere o! the Tower of Babel. 

ted to take heaven in their ovn hands b7 This was the group who van 61 

their own idols to l«>rehip there. and by setting up ascending into it, 

hi self-destructiveness, The Ape as a symbol of man in s 
in his relation-

ture striving to overthrow the Divine 
ship to his technology, and as a crea 

is born out, then, in Jevish 
order so as to establish his own values, 

taJ.muct1c and nddrasbic sources. 
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What support ot our int · 
erpretation ot the .,,.,,bol A d . -J... pe o we find in 

the text its~lf? The text speaks of the 11.,.,.. 

• at-es or B'reshit", the primeval 
'apes, which tear at man with their 

. ' ·. . Primitive claws until they return to 

the~r .rormer primeval condition Ma re . 
• n reg ts that he has gone so tar 

from the Ape. While the .lpe 18 hostile t · ·th . · 
_ o . e Cow and later, (after man 

turns to Tuval-Cain (90),, destroys it, at the outset, the appearance of 

the Cows results in the dissappearance or the Apes (61-82). Without in 

d · mini hing the . . . , · we:. rt> ), Y ~0-f.-~ h. t 'ft t k .1 
any way l. s 1 validity of our ·basic interpretation bi'.- the 

(\ 

opposition be~ween the two, and the fact that the rormer is the positive, 

t . l t and th lat 11ta1 crea ive e emen . , e ter, the negative destructive element,"al~o 

express Sb?-onsky•s faith in a return to the soil as a source o! redemp

tion as opposed to his deep-seated hatred ot: urban civilization which 
I 

in his view, is the villiin in the piece of modern life. Shlonsk:y aeea 1 

iW, ) 
urban civilization (S'dom and Bavel) as chariots to llibich Apes are har- S <JJ•~ 1 -- ---
nessed speeding on without restraint to universal destruction and 

oblivion (95). This chariot of destruction appears as an image in the 

poem immediately after the mob begins to take existence into its own 

hands (95-lOl). But this frenzied seli'-arrogation leads only to a 

spreading of leprosy even to a greater extent. 

i,...., sa·""' ,u,.. Tradition which ws once so !ertile 
It is as if Shlons ... ,, were ,, ~ • 

barren to us either because 
a source of values for human beings remaiM ' 

because it ie really used up, useless, or our impatience and weakness, or 

Previous approach to the search 
and sterile• But, if we overthrow our 

with a tabula rasa to create our own 
for values via tradition, and begin ---

ff than betore, 
Values e~ilo, then we are worse 0 

...... nO' ourselves. 
to restrain us from destro,,--o 

.. 

and there is nothing 
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The attitudes of faith in th t 

e raditional values and in the tra
ditional approach to the solution of th 

e value problem., and the oppos-
ition to traditional values and des! r 

re or their overthrow are peraon-
i.i'ied respectively by the Harlot and R •t~ N 

o~ V\,l- ose in their attitudes to 
the Priest whose preference for the tradi ti 1 1 ona va ue synthesis wa have 
already indicated. 

The Harlot defends the priest in her faith that he will provide the 

"Everlasting Healing", "the word of Salvation," t.he "Word of God". She 
I\ 11 

is described in D •vai as the Harlot in the Nev Testament to whom Jesus 

says: "Thy faith hath saved thee" (79). Her faith in the priest remains 

with her to the bitter end, 'When she begs the Priest to break his long 

silence in order to entreat God in the earth •s behalf (107). In !act, 

she symbolizes the sut1'er:Lng1 unredeemed earth iteelf (79). In her 

simple faith, she endures the scorn and abuse of Rotted-Nose ldlo has 

faith in nothing (78). 

Rotted-Nose was an apt title to choose for the protagonist ot the 

anarchists and ilib.ilists. The zav can be ritually purified; the leper -
""... deemed and forgiven. But Rotted-Nose•s can be cured, the bar lot can IJ'C' re 

t be restored by any of the 
nose is actually rotted awq • It canno 

h ,~"n devices. He has no stake wbat
Priest •s methods or any ot his ea.a..a.MD 

i th in them His attitude towards 
soever in the old values, am no fa • 

Tradition cannot cureJ at best, it is 
them is one of total despair• 

capable only or consolation: 
and not haa.Ling. 

There is onq easing with him t one whose nose bae rotted 
Is he able to restore a nos~8°0f the hunch-back? (78). 
Or can he straighten the sp 
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He accuses the Priest of dogmatic c

0
-.rdl .... t 

, ... 7 casw.1.e rr. The condition ot 
---11ind he asserts is loathsome to th 
llliLUA , , e priest and the priest therefore, 

wants to 1'lee 1'rom his responsibility (79). Rotted-Nose is contemptuous 

o! those who orient themselves in a Bub.missive way to the traditional 

values and of those who seek atonement When they depart from them (80, 

99) • He scorns the preachments of the Priest, and confronts him scorn

ful~, w:i th demands tor the so-called "Word of Salvation" which the 

priest is supposed to have (80). Just as the Harlot has faith in the 

priest to the very end, so, to the very end, Rotted-Nose derides the 

Priest and all lilbo have any expectations that he will provide meaning 

or purpose for them: 

Woe unto you, Rabblel 
For you love only to beg forgiveness 
And to be led astray• 
.And where is the Ganges? And vbere are the White Cows? 
y 8 id. "You are the .sail---" ( ·_ ) 

ou a • i th wind which will push the sails?••• 99 And llbere s e , 

Rotted-Nose expresses complete despair in At the end of the poem, 

the possibility of any- values whatsoever, frOID any source: 

Falsehoodl Fals~hooldl F~~::~;d:alsehood. 
It is only abominab e-a 
For we desired not OangesJot of the apesl 
For ve loved not the chari 1 in an eternal cradle l 
Nor will the earth put us to ~:P 
We have only tlown at every a 
And have not been sated. 1 vith every sherd 
We have only scratched ourse ve1 

And it has not healed:. t to bear' worse than death, 
For the pain is too g and spreads (108) • 
And ulcer daily sprouts ~ There is no hope. 

d Nothing vor.s. 
ha been trle • 

In short, everythi.Dg 
8 

1 
irv is the condition of 

rding to Sb om...,, d pair acco ( 
This devastating es ' that the critic Uchmani eee 

We have seen 
a good segment o£ modern man. ID •vai "on the grouDis that Shlonsq 

i !action with -P·29) expressed dissat s 
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does not indicate, at all th 

J e cause Of mA~t 
·-~ 8 comition. Yet in 

Sblonsky•s delineation o! Tu.val-Cain 
' we do eee a f'actor belonging to 

reality that i s, at least parti ll 
' a Y responsible !or man•e spiritual 

destitution. 

Tuval-Cain, the .father of technology according to the Bible 

(Gene~is 4.22: And Zillah, she also bore Tu 1 Cai n - n, the forger o! every 

cutting instrument of brass m 1r ) a on. • • represents !or Shlonsky, the 

complex of modern industrial technology, urban ci Vi.llzation in the con-

temporary ~ense and capitalist ~ociet7. We note in~D•vai' that Tuval-Cain 
So.u ~ bc.~'oYro.l.: i3 .. ~y l1>r- -

creates S 'dom 1.Amorrab and Bavel, the archetypes of th~ Evil Cit1 • The 

prominent role played in the symbolization 0£ the cave of Tuval-~ b7 

the wheel, Fire and Bellon also point to technology 1 all three being 

familiar symbols, in ancient ~holog;r, of human inventiveness, and tech-

nology. '.l.be weel is said to be, in tact, man•s first invention, and the 

role played by !ire in both the myth of Prometheus and the prehietoey of 

man is familiar to all. Furthermore, Shlonsq•s negative attitme to 

bourgeois¥' city life is well attested to by much of hie other poetry, in 

vbich he speaks of the terrors of )J<~=>,>. To Shlonsey, the city is a 

blighted heap of con.fusion in which mis! ortune appears at every turn, 

suspicion lurks in every corner' and ennui spreads everywhere like the 
62 

thick 
•- h.a -a.,,. suffocating everyone. Other critics 

smoke of f ac llVry c .uw-., -
t Herbert Howarth inter

have noted Shlonaky's approach in this respec • 

Sblo ~ in this way: 
prets the poem, "Blowing corn", by DBA\ll 

· Tel Aviv, it seems to say. We 
We are two hundred thousand i: and to do that we should plunge 
came to this land to remake ' . the boys and the girls of the 
our hands into the soil. • • a~ in the town? The Gentiles 
fanns do today• Why are : !~wnsmen for years,. and our longings 
compelled our fathers to vi th the longing . to be in the open, to 
tor Palestine was miXed 
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\ 

go to the earth again and 
poets who stay in the townroU With it in natural hannoey. We 
should know that hap iness ~re deraented. Above ail others, 118 
comes from the immer~ion f oe~ "no

1
t COJlle from idleness. It 

63 0 se.u. n sacrifice for a purpose. 

Though it entices and is sedu.cti ve Shl 11.. 
. > ons...., says about the complex 

represented by Tuval-Cain, though men may place their faith in it, and 

zseek through it, values to replace the ones destroyed by Tuval-Cain him.

self, nevertheless, its end is doom and destruction both spiritual and 

physical and man will be swept along into the general annihilation. Let 

us see how Shlonsky in the pages of his poem develops this idea. 

The Waste Road taken by the farmers leads to Tuval-cain. Thie 

signifies the attempt to find redemption through modem technology. 

But, this Waste Road leads away from Tuval-Cain, also, inasmuch as 

Tuval-Cain is a destroyer of values and the road is, therefore, a result 

of him. Men seek help from Tuval-Cain in the buildillg of the Ark to 

take them to Ararat. At the head of all roads, sits Tuval-Cain, seduc

tive, enticing, open to all vho come (86). 

· t rrible soot-eaten maw (the city The cave of Tuval-Cain is a e , 

devours its inhabitants; technology its creators). A giant wheel revolves 

at its threshold, and inside is a bush which takes !ire whenever an 

. • ,,._ .. _ we are given to understand, turns 
"Wlseen bellows bilows upon it. '-'IUUI 

11 Both are captives of Tuval-Cain; 
the wheel, am God blows the be ova. 

the .men who turned to Tuval-Cain 
both are his servants. In the cave, ' 

wbi ped TbeT are as if cast into 
for help, are enslaved, burled about, p • . 

. rectionless to chaos (66) • Man, in 
a chariot which is thwderi.11g on di t di 

it . is like a squirrel in a rea ng 
the modern industrial capitalist c Ti nd infant 

. the tender Violet and te er 
f tuval-Cai.il, 

cage. In the cave o soots the very heavens 
The cave's smoke 

are both crushed in irmi tongs. 
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and creates cloude 'Which are Uk 

e apes around an inecr· 
destruction (90-91). 'lh iption portending 

e city, technolo 
. gy, etc., is related again and 

again to the Cow (tradition)-cl t es r011ng Apes (91). 
Modern, capitalist ban , ur technology• s &eetnin , -. . g..., great strength 

hides incipient decay, colapse a!ld d . 
estruction (92) • It will collapse, 

but not before it has utterly confounded, 
wasted and ruined mank:h>d. 

Perhaps, it signifies a new beginning, but it may also represent a 

destructive millenium. The process eet in motion cannot be stopped 

either by Tuva1-Cain or by the Priest or .,_. anvnne and it · WJ ~- , is a process 

in which the struggling generations, to whose backs wretchedness is 

lashed, are ruined (93). 

It is not the much sought for ark that Tuval..Cain produces but 

rather S•dom and Bavel which rend the people the people as with an iron 

blade. But, the city also puts the soul ot steam in the people and 

prepares them for revolt. We recall the dismay of the people in their 

inability to produce from the earth an offering acceptable to God. Nov, 

they say, if the smoke of t11ie city is not an acceptable incense, then we 
:1 be: 

will rise, Cain against Able (Man against Karth) for the last time, and 

to commit the final destruction. Ir we !ind no Jll&ani.Dg in our lives, 

they seem to be saying, 118 will destro;r the world and ourselves with it. 

(93). The city cannot give men Qod. Rather are both Man and God in 

modern society enslaved together, endlessly turning the grindstones of 

an empty mill (93). 
l Never before, such a 

Never before has the world been so ug Y'• 
. • ...... ch spreads poisonously over the earth," 

Plague of smoke, such a fungus •IJ..A. 
These are the creations of Tuval-

BUch a mood of bleakness. in the world. 
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Cain ( 96) • Furthermore, Tuval-Cain 

creates a situation in 
so filled with ennui an:i is 

80 
meanin which ille is 

glees that all ......... r to ..... , e morrows are 
like flies hosting on the flesh of the 

world, or like a hydra-headed 
beast, whose heads, no matter how Ui kl 

two back in each one•s place. 
q c y you cut them off' always grow 

Now, the Tuval-Cain experience · . · 
l.s an important one in the issue o! 

man •s search for values, for a meaningful ideolornr. 
~ For it is only after 

this experience that mankind rejects the p...:est d hi 
.. .L an s approach com-

pletel1', overthrows all traditional values and turns full steam and 

full speed in an anarchic, nihilistic direction, forcing the prlest to 

lead them in their superarrogation of spiritual authority and their 

overthrow of all existing order. 

Shlonsky•s attitude to this can be seen in his giving the title, 

"Vay'hi" to this section, which suggests, according to traditional 

biblical exegesia, that trouble is coming. In addition, Shlonsky's 

title £or the l.ast section of "Leprosyt',, the section which describes 

the dread.tul results o! this attitude on the part of Man, is "Elohim" 1 

the name of God which, in traditional exegesis,, signifies His attribute 

ot stem judgement. 
. t, t .. -..;Y>... as a result of the 

The crux of the matter is the Pries 8 \U~, 

th 1 pars and the Rabble, away 
accusations, taunts and pleading of 8 e 

th Flood-Ape approach. 
f'rom the Ganges-earth-cows approach to e 

.. 

Truly not in silence now. ie. ~t tor the dung of the CO~ 
And that which was too diff~~e the claws of the APES, . 
For that will still be capaDOVE is not succesaful,--
And £or that in which the ) 
The RAVEN will be fitl (99 
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In order to demonstr t hi 8 8 8 new approach, the Priest sacrifi ces 
the Dove 1 dips the Raven in it 

e blood and in lepro97 and sends it out 

over the earth. The Dove - ' again, represents the lgada of the past, and 

as Shl.onsky points out in several other poems, a generation which once 

destroys agadot can never again believe in them.. This is exactly 'What 

the Priest refused to do previous11': 

l'llat use would there be in a shard 
Had Job not cursed his day, ' 
But hie God. 
'iilat use in the ark 
Were a RAVEN to bring this time the olive leaf (98). 

The sending rort.h ot the Raven is equivalent to forsaking trust in God, 

in the val.-ue of tradition, and to ending the possibilit1' of the Shechina

dove •a ever return:i.Dg to dwell with mankind. The sending forth of the 

Raven, ldd.ch is tameh, impure, and which represents the symbol night in 

IUDY' poems of Shlonsq (as. the dove represents also the daw), marks 

the onset of Cosmic Night in D•vai, a theme which we will later discuss. 

Genesis Rabbah 33.6, commenting on the verse, Genesis 8.7z "And be sent 

forth the raven", applies to it the verse in Psalm lOS: "Be eent forth 

the darkness, and it became dark. 1 While tradition has proved spirit

ualq sterile, nevertheless, to forsake it results in absolute and 

unftnd1ng darkness. 

Until man finds new values, the priest tells t he masses, until the 

coming of the other wind, the other rain, the other S11111 man must live 

in painful. despair.. Their wind will be ragi.Jlg beatJ their rain, st.o:nnJ 

their slDl, a vat ot blood (100). 

t~, -~ter the sacrifice of the dove, that t he Priest I t ie t hen, .,.., ~ 

utters the poem, to which ve hava already re.tarred in detail, vhich 
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describes the world as drunk 1 ' eproue' disordered and mad (100) • 

There follows a cbaoti t c, renzied, mad sequence 1D which the mob, 

vi th Rotted-Nose at its head seizes t 1 ' con ro of the chariot of the ap_es 

and dr1. vea them on vi thout constraint to the crushing of all the earth, 

all tradition, all meaning,, all order in existence. '!he mob feels it-

ae1£ to be tremendous~ exalted and powerful. They themselves, they cry 

are redemption itself, the Ararat against which the tirk of daye rube {101). 

The entire cosmic egg, the entirety of e:rl.stence is in their hands, the 

whole world, and they can toss it back and forth, split it to release 

either dove or raven, ahoft it back dolill Qod•e mouth, or nallov it than

aelvea to create a new world (101-102). Bot.h t.he eun (t.he source ot 

creative energy) and the earth itself, are referred to as the egg. The 

ecg bas hatched for thousands of years,, and the mob is impatient now, 

and wants no more hatching, but is ready to split it open. It is des

cribed as a hollow nut, an owerless ball, and a sheep ready tor the 

slaughter. But, it is not a new creation that springs forth from the 

cosmic egg, now in the bands of the mob, but a raven ilhich alights on 

the corpse-flesh of the world to devour it (101-102). 

Shlansk;y•e symbolism here, can be eiplained in terms of the motif ot 

the Cosmic Egg as it appears in ancient mythology. It is an image that 

.. _ G k Orphic ,.._.,..tian, Fimdah, Buddhist ic and Japanese appears ""' ree , , ~ ..... 

the ,._,..,8 or the egg in t he biblical coSJDC>.logy of 
JVtholoa. Some see ...-.e. 

in the cabalah. It i s the s ource of existence, 
Genesis. It also appears 

,.,,.., into being aben it split, creation appeared. 
the turning o! non-be~ • 

ed and inem&u.5table dynamimn of 
Within i t lies the fertile 68 -power 

64 -'-of -+.holomr the first great god vas Eros llho 
nature. In the o.t""""'c uv- e.1 I 
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sprang .f'rom the PrimeTal egg, 
and he repre t sen • the princip.1.e of gener-

ation, through which all the ode 
g am the vhole world were created. But, 

the entire creation of Eros or Phane 
s waa swallowed by 1.ee ldio then 

created the world anew. In thi 
- s myth, the idea is set forth that the 

ruler of the world is also ita creator.6S 

Shlonsky' s symbolism is th l us c ear• Manld nd 's superarrogation ot 

spiritual creat1Vit7 without reliance upon God or tradition is vb.at is 

ref erred to as the hatching of the egg of creation, the tossing of it 

about, the svallow.tng of it, or, on the other hand, the rejection ot 

exi1tence b7' trying to ehove it back dovn God •s .mouth from ldience it vae 

disgorged. The re8Ult ot aan•e taking of the order of the world into 

its OllD hands is darkness, despair, and destruction, all symbolized by 

the Raven 'Which springs f ort.h fro a the egg. 

It is, in fact, an act ot vengeance upon the wrld and God, in which 

mankind is engaged, an act of vengeance ("Like Qod in S•dom") for the 

fact that the7 have found no offerings, that no offerings were accepted 

b;y' God, that thq have never been able to find a Talld orientation to 

Ex18tence or meaning in it. Kan is represented in the archetype of Cain 
~ bef 

rising against Able (the world) for the lut time, to destroy him for-

ever. Indeed, all of the images in thia section portend destruction. 

God am Cain (man's own prototype) appear as tvo blind Samsons llho have 

become enraged against 11111nJdnd. I£ we t'iDish this thought, ve can see a 

cosmic temple of the Philistines craahi.Dg dow upon all of exietence. 

Man is p~ctured as a wild gambler turning the liheel of f ortlfDe, llhich 18 

technology, to bis own undoing (102-10)). 
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And what is the attennatb t 
o man•s attempt to be the creator and 

ruler of eXistence? Man tn-.. in 
-..ua to a eerie., -" "' """ llllO!J1DIOus •someones•. 

The plague has grown deeper Th 
• e promised nev world, the other wind, 

rain and sun have not appeared Th 
• e entire earth becomes more leprows, 

plagued, rotten filthy and putrid than ever. Only ravens begin to 

flock ceaselessly. The priest appears ul , . cerous, his ship is torn to 

bits, and he too, has become a leper. The end is a wail of woe, as 

men rot away in their leprosy (110). 

This is the dilemma ot mana When he seeks values through an orien

tation to Ood and tradition, the result is spiritual drought, famine and 

sterility; 'When he seeks to create values ot hie om, overthrowing 

previoue values entirely, the result is chaoe and sel.f'-deatruction. 

We are thus led into the theme o! Cosmic Night, a theme lihich 

becomes a major motif ot part n. But, the idea that there is realq 

DO hope of finding meaning in lite in the form of true essence is al

ready' foreshadowed in part I. There is the implication at the verp 

beginning oE •Leprosy" that spring may real.q never retum (74), and 

that our u:istence will remain liia,J, a wintr;y, dead, unfertile one forever. 

The struggle between tradition and creatio ~ nihilo in the search f or 

values is characterized as an endless meaninglesis dance of apes and cows, 

who now tear at each other, and now intertwine tails in a dance of recon

ciliation, while behind this image, is ~, a cipher 1 a void (109). The 

idea that night bas fallen on man and that there will be no dawn, no way 

out of spiritual chaos, is expressed again through the image of the 

leprosy of Godz 



Do you seez Hight 
I know: • 
From some great terr1.bl 
Of some Ancient and Exa~tWOUDd 
Flowe, flows this black b~ Leper 
You have be ·.Lood. 

come leprous, oh God.J (l06). 

Mankind's night is the leprosy ot God. 

Finally, one more motiJ' viU af ford us an excellent introduction 
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to our analysis of part II 
• It 18 the motif suggested in the speech of 

One of the Many at the beginn1 n t g o part I, a motif that along with the 

theme of Cosmic Night, ia the link between parts 1 and II of the poemt 

.,._o will come into the gates of Oodr 
The pure of heart and whole of flesh? 
And will they- cast the leper and polluted outside of the camp? 
And 'What desire does God have for those who are whole 
For the llhole who have not been smitten? ' 
The God of the stricken is Ood! . 
We are the camp, and THEY are outside of it (74). 

Though ~one of many can see this, it~those liho realize that 

all values have collapsed and that there is no surety- in aDY' nev ones, \vlv 

have eome kllld or paradoxical hope o! reconstructing man's spiritual 

condition. Only thoee who realize the i'ull depth and despair of the 

hlJllall condition are in a position to somehow rise aboTS it. The meaning 

ot the passage quoted above becomes clear onq llhen collated vi th the 

last words of the ~inal covenant (126) in which the &i'flicted, sick, 

leprous, oppressed and destitute are characterized as the great, ho~ 

am saved. In order for man to find meaning in ll!e, he must go through 

and bey-ond the acceptance of the blackest pessimism and despair. Only 

then is it possible that. ne may- rise out of it with a new positive and 

affirmative faith. This is the proposition developed in part II ot 

1\ ,., 
D•vai, "The Final covenant"• 

I 



CHAPTER V 

The proble111 in part n .r'1D1 ,, 
o vai, "The Final Covenantn, like that 

of part I, is the problem ot a mean· . 
lllg.tUl orientation to the universe. 

But" we recall that ldti.la it is still. da 
Yin part I, all of part n 

takes place within the dept.bless darkn f . 
· ess o CoSDll.c Night, a manites-

tation merely foreshadowed in part I. '.!he question of "The Final 

Covenant" is then, a paradoxical twist or re-phrasing of the question 

&' d t• • T.'&.-t \)l~~"' o. re emp ion. nua is redemption, t-..there is no possibility of redemp-

tion as we have conceived it? llbat is Man's destiny in an existence 

devoid of meaning? What orientation toward exl.stence is possible -for 

a man who lives in the world of Cosmic Night, upon which no dallll will 

ever rise? 

Shlonsky not only explicitly states the theme of redemption through 

the frequent use 01· the concepts of G•ulah, p•dut, and y•shuah, and -
through the full-scale debate on redemption which takes place during the 

poem; he also weaves into the poem the very mood of redemption through 

the skillful use of elements from Jewish tradition. 

Near the beginning of part II, we overhear a conversation among the 

bitter wayfarers in the saloon, tne content of lilhich is speculation 

about the coming of the Redeemeri "• •• that when the Redeemer comes, 

will be dried up/ Is it possible (ll7)?" Also, the 
the source of tears .. 

111>tif of the lel sh •murim, the night of watching, is introduced a 

- ed r night set up the cup of Elijah. 
And ;you, as on a 5 e ~ tcb.ing for us: 
And it will be a night 0 • wa 
Perhaps be will come (UB). 
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The outcome of the poem is om:i.no 
usq foreshadowed, lilhen, upon the 

opening or the door' not Elijah 
' but Job, the conqueror of the Messiah, 

enters (ll.8). 

But above all, Shlonak;y plays again and again on the theme of 

Chatzot, Midnight, an image saturated Vi.th the mood ot redemption in 

Jewish tradition. The assembly of redemption takes place at midnight; 

Job•s conversation with the Messiah takes pace at midnight; the people•s 

gathering in anticipation of the coming of the Messiah takes p1.ace at -

.midnight. Indeed, one of the sections of the poem 1s entitled "Midnight." 

And above all, this image not o~ serves to keep the theme of redemption. 

in our minds throughout the poem,, but it also serves to emphasize, at one 

and the same time,, the ideological opposite of redemptions Cosmic Night. 

But o! this, w shall bear more later. Shlonslcy carries out the midnight-

111>ti.t in his depiction of the relationship between God and the Measiah 

as one bet wen the big band ot the clock am the small band. Wien they 

cover one another, it is midnight, the hour o! redeq:>tion. It is Job•e 

wish, as he puts it, that the small hand (the Messiah) will fall ott the 

clock entireq to leave the hand of the God ot" Wretchedness by itself (J.42). 

ihe associations in tradition with redemption brought to ilind b7 

the image o! mid-night are llllJli!ol.d. Wo think o! the ~arsel or •It "-"·;/~/.,; ... 
... _ 4 ,,.'ht• ~4_..hermore tnere are interwoven with this 

Came to Pass at Mi~ • ~ l.U." ' 

t ch as the theme of chatzot mentioned above, 
notif', many other elemen s, su 

which play symbolic roles thr<>ught the poem: 

f ood deeds are accustomed to riae 
Pious men and men ° L.ca te and veep over the exile ot 

at midnight, to pray, sup~ruction of the Temple. • • 1nd 
the Sb'cb1nah and the de~t is told about David the King, 
they learned this f:~ said: nAt midnight, I will l'i88 to 
peace be upon him, (Psa.lmB u9.62)"• ••• and there are 
give thanks unto niee 
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those Who 101 r . .,,U. 
Prepare a rooste t P.r ~ r o awake th 66 vi 

Without ant1cipat'4...... em f rom their sleep. u· ,_;,·1•'1>. I 
~ over-mu.ch wa mi (11 J.,). 

rooster also appears in th ' ght note that thie very d'J." 
e course ot the l " 

1'B t poem. 
urn now, to the second '4.-.. ..... __ 

..... "t'V• ...ut over-all t 
Covenant n, the bo mo U of •The Final 

sym lie counterpart ot Cbatzot, and also •t · 
the motif of Cosmic Night 

1 
s complement, 

• Shlonsq encases ua in the symbol of 

at the very outset or the poem and night 
, , mreover, tells us that he is 

doing just thisa 

On the golden ladder of the setting sun 
Hairy evening slowly descends 
To visit the groumed ship. 
Like an ARK the black ship moves :'1 tvindhe lighthouses on all the ~asts are extinguished 

e sounds a hasty alanu • 
"The ship is anchorecU 11 

And is dwnb. 
And a ladder links out to the dumb shore · 
AM it, like its ship, is in the s;ymbol ~t Night (lll). 

Job•a first vorde reiterate the theme ot night and evoke the ioourntul 

mood of the eve o! the Ninth of Av, as he begins with a formulation 

reminiscent o! the kinot, -B•lel ~: n~ this night, night -owls 

spring !orth from ruined nests . (lll). 1 In additi on to the night-ovls, 

bats, and night spirits which haunt the pages ot the poem, there 1e the 

thick smoke and darkness with which t he atmosphere is suffused, tha 

darkness of Egypt :Crom which there is no escape, and Wtlch extinguishes 

candles, lights, lighthouses and even stars (lll-113). And llhen, at the 

end of the poem, the men vi.th Job cast otf in the Black Ship, which like 

an Ark, bore Job's revelation to the shore, it is in complete darkness 

that they move (127). 1be night is at once the .irk lilbioh bears the Revel

ation, the Black Ship, and the contents ot the revelation it•el!, the 

11ord Shl ._ '-" vn-,r ot a pun, tran.s:Dlltea into the weping 
O! God, lidlich ODS'"" 1 ".1 _.., 
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or tears of God (D •var-Elohia/ Dimat Elo"'"-) 
• aw • Night 1s the message 

that put the great pain into Job (llS-U6). And it is an ark in 

another sense, in the sense of being a coffin (aron) tmich bears the -dead and DK>umed rooster' harbinger of dawn (139), 'Mh.ich the bat ot 

night has killed (149). Hight is the 'Wretchedness ot the poem's title, 

the realization that this is man •s s1t1iation, that there will be no 

dawn, no redemption to gin .meaning to our present li!e, that there iB 

no light of direction and revelation from God as to lilhere va should go 

or as to hov we should live. Existence takes place in complete darkness 

and ve are an our own. 

wa are iJllnediatel;y reminded ot the first night o! manld.m, 1ihich ia 

the prototype of Shlonsk;y's images 

Our Rabbis taught ~ On the dq upon 11bich man vas creat~, 
llhen the aun set upon him, he said: \tbe is me, inasmuch 
as I have sinned. The wrld grows dark for me and ret urns 
to Chaos a.rd Void, and this is the death :fixed upon me 
troa the Heavens (Avodah Zara 8a and Sb). 

t a..a-- Sblon .. ,_ is sqing, is what i s happening nov to \iiat happened 0 .AU.IUllJ ~ 

mankind. But there vill be no da111. 

t to note that Sblonsq' s inaugural poem, the poem It is of interes . 
f his collected works, describes 

that he places at the very beginning 0 

to him at midnight (1.1). 
his first •revelation" as comillg 

lied to me• HearkenJ Someone ca • 
Someone cal.led rq name• · 
Wlat? 
Who? 
Eli said: IJ.e dow againJ 
Eli said: I t is in va~sion tor mt eyes have dimmed. 
Eli said i There is no I 

t me1 Hearken 
But again One caUS o name• . 
But again one cal;~ ~ I AMI? 
Bow shall I 8J1SV8 • 
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Midriight • Aged Eli 
"1-\Y sons. • • Oh my so::sps,, on his couch 1 

And already existence ~~uche 
Among the corpses of 111' cloud:. in me, Wounded like the set ting 8llD 

I knov: Behold the Lord .11 
Behold he will come in :1" come. 
And Eli is very old• An~ ~~ and kiss your wounds • 
And I am still a lad. e sons of Eli are churls. 

But behold existence roars beh 
And in the red east a fing~r of o~dighitt pains and shouts, 

ening calls to me. 
-Speak, Lord, for your servant hearkensl 

Secondly, the poem that follows this in the collected works, is signi

ficantly entitled "Nigbtsn, and ia part ot a cycle ot poeu entitled, 

"Stam"• The Tery f'irst line of the poem shows how explicit Shlonsky 

could be in presenting his development of the symbol ot night: "On our 

threshold (that is, at the ver-y beginning of my poems) crouches Night 

like the stone of the altar/. • • • Oh, open ye gates of the mouth, and 

let the blood of' the pain spurt aut/ like a black bird, Hallel~. n (13) 

lllat is the nature ot God, the World and Man, in the night of exis-

·tence? Ve might note at the outset the seem:lllg contradiction that whereas 

in "Leprosy" (in vhich lll8D a.re still searching tor order and meaning, f or 

values) we are never quite certain as to 'Whether God exists or not, 

lihether He has bidden bimSel! or is not t here at all, in "The Final 

Covenant n (in which the hope of redempti on is gi van us ) we know that 

lihile God has cut b.imSelt off from Man, He nevertheless, exists. Behind 

thie poetic statement' the following tb:i nld ng seems to be implied t hrough 

gi 
al f• If God's enstence ie ahom 

a kind of' £aulty r everse teleolo c proo • 

by the .fact that there is order and meaniJlg in the world, and 11' there 
ld then it wuld t'oUov that the pre

ie no order and mean1 ng in the wor , 
God breaks dollll am tbare 18 no Qod. 

Vious assumption that there is a 
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BUt, if the very nature of Existence is -. .. '" th t th i 
u""" a ere 8 no order and 

meaning in it, in the sense that we have preViously understood. these 

words, then the existence of God does not depend on order am me.an1 ng, 

and ie not disproved when we find that actually there is no order and 

meaning. But, such a God is a God ot Wretchedness, a God of anguish, 

who weeps as He kisses the earth •s wounds, but does not bind them. 

(115-116) • This description ot God is repeated again by the Cbained

One (Messiah), who also describes hov God cut Himself ott trom men and 

disallowed appeal to His Throne ot Glory: 

Like a bereaved father he moaned last night, 
And in His boscm t.he ball of the earth, bome like a child of 

old age, 
He carried, kissing its wounds. • • • 
And today and d • 
He suddenly kicked his throne of glory roare • 
Drape it with black1 
Shut the gates of the Heavens! (l.4.3)J 
And their windows cover w1 th clouds 

To those lilbo are trying The world, then, is wounded and weaey. 

velation, some truth of still, to find, whether through reason or re 

h world is a woman after her time, 
existence in the form of essence, t e . . of 

To the cynic liho has dispaired 
atter her wearing out Cl3't-...barren. 

and knows no other way: 
this approach to existence, 

!ours the dayS creep ~ 
••• on all shrivel ed men. • • 
Like old bent-over, 
Waiting for the last da1• to me 

d i t makes no dif'.fereru:e hildren o! the waste, 
An . lish children, c 
That also we, !oo are tired· 
Already groan that~e a yalmi,ng maw at us:.Ound with a6toniebment. 
And mornings gape widen an gye at us s 
And nights o£ the moon d nights and morning , 

And mornings and d~re;:~c:n to - (12.3) • 
And it makes no . tired worn-out, bored, and 

or meaniJlg is a , 
An exis~nce without purpose 

stupid existence . 
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And yet' this is the trust 
rating end ot the att 

rooted in an essential truth empt to !ind values 
of exi.etence and the 

basing redemption upon such a t result or the aa of 
ruth. Thia was th 

in "Leprosy" 'Whose lif 
8 

end ot the men depicted 
e was composed of a series ot endle 

nd 
ss tomorrow 

a whose struggle either f , 
or or against traditional values was a st id 

buttocks to buttocks dance, of a e up p s and cows. It is a u-=- l • Y.1.1.lg eprosy 

(110). Significant]J' Shlons"- h , ...., as the assembly- for redemption meet in 

the ruin or ancient syna gogue called "the ruin ot Elijah (128-130)." 

The old concept of redemption, too, is the collapsed ruin ot an ancient 

structure. 

Man seeks to heal his spiritual condition by scratching his wounds 

with sherds, scraps of old value-systeu,, the fragments 0£ old tablets 

of the covenant,, while the wound itsel! roars: "Mani ManJ Do you still 

hold fast to thine integrity? eurse God and dial" The multitudes llho 

expectantly await redemption, salvation, lilo yearn for it, mo pine, 

"Messiahl Messiah!'', who listen tor the sol.Dld of the breaking of the 

Messiah's chai ns
1 

liho speculate about the results of his coming1 liho 

think that with his coming, the crooked-backed will be straightened, the 

blind made to see, the deformed, healed; all these are doomed to shacked 

frustration and amazed despair (J.42-llP)• The "small salvation• or 

"little redemption", as the traditional concepts of redemption are called 

in ''n 1vaf, whether they be that of a personal Messiah, mess~anic age, 

ti 
ocess are symbolized in the poem 

progress through reason, or dialec c pr ' 
,_ ~1'. am the llbite Sho£ar (white is the 
UJ the White Ark, the ;)lite uu~eT, 

the black of night) (148) • The 
color of the day-break as opposed to . 

and Job the White Sho!ar is d.r7 and 
~te Ark or Ship is smashed b1 Qod ' 
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cannot be blow and the 'White Donk 

er retuses to zaove. Bat. 
only after the 'Wll1 te As mb, , this occurs 

se '•1 called to bull 
d the lilite Ship hae threat-

ened to destro7 the Great Redempti 
on which is Job•s evangel. nie tra-

ditional concepts of redemption 11hich 
are at best concessions to man•s 

vealmess and smallness, nevertheless, are a threat to man•a ultimate 

realization of the Great Redemption ...... h 1 t 
' llLU.C s he acceptance of lite 

without essential meaning, and their pro~• f rd 
o• -s orwa from that point 

(126 ... 129). Thus, in order to realize that stage or man•s approach to 

exietence, all previous concepts ot redemption must be destroyed. Though 

man attempts to chase a~ the great bat or night vith ligb.ta, though 

he tryli 11i. th .tlaxen wick and great chandeliers to illuminate the darlmese 

into llhich he is cast, though he runs about and cries: "Increase lightJ 

Increase lightan, though be atteq>ts to reeiet his condition vith vain 

delusions, though he looks to the stare, s;ymbole of vain hopes, it would 

be better for him to accept his condition am recognize that the portion 

of Man is "Much night, rev stars (112,UJ,l.44).• .And it is the task of 

Job to put out the lights and to !orce man to accept all the illlplications 

of liv.lng in endless Cosmic Hight (ll.4). On the Black Ship of Job, Man' s 

existence !ul.17 realized tor what it is, not one light is kindled {113). 

fi of Job As the priest was the protagon-
We turn DOV to the gure • 

1st, the "hero" o! part I, 
so Job is the protagonist, the hero of part 

. and nov Job takes his. We can note 
ll. The priest bas taken his turn, 

ll that the Priest represented 
here a parallel to the Bible if we reca 

ts an anti-dogmatic approach, an 
authoritative dogma, vbile Job represen 

We note also that 
th 

logical conceptions. 
iconclastic approach to old eo 

le 11ho t'Dl'!1ed to the Priest for 
'&.ft..al I it was the _sick ~P -
"u.L e, in part , 



everlasting healing. it is Job in 
' _ Part II, the prototype of the sutf erer 

who suffers without meaning to his suffe"""''" ....i.. 

.. """"' ""o comes to the people 

unbidden with a message and a mission and seeks among them a f olloving. 

'Jhe role of the Priest and his responsibility is defined by the people 

(either because Ood does not exist, or because He has .forsaken the Priest) 

whereas Job is commissioned b;y God, at least according to the words ot 

the covenant which he bears. The people welcome the kind of answer the 

priest would give, but the;y reject the message of Job, for the Priest 

would tell them the true way of life, whereas Job•s teaching is that it 

is impossible to know such a thing. In using Job as his symbol, Shlanslcy' 

seems to be referring particularq to Job. J.3-10, llhere Job curses the 

day, and asks that thick darkness seize both night and dq upon 'Nhich he 

vas bornt 

Let the stars of the twilight thereof be darlcJ 

let it look :or lighldt bthut ~~~~n:f the morning (verse 9). 
Neither let it beho e -.;-

d black Smoke ! oll ovs him continuousq Ever;ything about Job is dark an • 

and he is swaddled in it as in a hairy- cloak (118) • His eyes and beard 

moke are black, t he light given 
are black, the tallasim woven by his 8 

and torches is black (124-12.$, 134). ott by bis stars 
Th fir st i s to put out the !utile 

He has cane wi tb two tasks: e 
or redemption) and t o break open 

lights (the false delusorr concepts sed against the night, 
which the peopl e have clo 

the shutters and doors realization of man's condi-
night mq come :ill C ~ 

so that the darlmess and k sailors !or hie Blaek Ship, 
nd task is to see 

tion and destiny) . His seco and neverthel.esa, struggle 
t mstence ' nditions o men ldlo will accept tbe co 1.ng 

1 
of achieving QD1th 

through it, without any hope 



on this night there th 108 
On this night also be rust forth night-o 
With beak and claws e:aved spirits rove w!~!~m ruined nests. 
Tear ye, tear ye spiri? closed shutter to te' 
In my distant wa~ al s, owlsJ ar. 
I also will move Wi t:o nry fingernaus grew Wild~ 
To tear its shutters. you from Window to Window ' 
Soar, oh sails, like the fl 
Vond t, chimneys, your srmke age of. tidings, 
To the cities of the co t like incense 
Let it roll up to every a~p;ned d 
And to every ear: oor 
SAILORS have I come d to own seek for my ship (lll) ••• • 
stayl StayJ \thy do you !lee? I am. hel 
captain of the Black ShipJ . 
l.hlto you have I comeJ 
And I have sent the smoke unto your dwelling :.i 0~~r 

1
!0 i!"!;_:!i the candles, llhich veep~ at their feet, 

Give ear, how my ship wails i 
It assembles YOU: To be sailors unto it, wielders or her oars. 
stay J Draw nigh to me, and I will tell 1ou 
Tidings are in my mouth (114). • 

There is no doubt th.at just as the Priest represented one problem 

o! the poet Shlonsky1 so Job represents another. Shlonsky•s own message 

is one of night, a message rejected bf the people, am one which the poet 

himself is not very happy about bearing. Note the comparison between 

the i'ollow.i.ng passages taken from~ in which Job is speaking, and 

other poetry by Shlonsky in which the poet speaks for himself: 

lli2 )roilr spread out feet, Night, 
The tears o! God you have given unto me. • • {11$). 

NightJ 
You gave to us the great pain fl sh 
And it burns continWUS~tinba:1" t~den. • • {lS). 
Like a sun which your fee 

ketchi1Y that which we will discuss 
At this point, ve will indicate s 

as set forth in the covenant 
later in great detail, the destiD1 o! Man . 

us Black Ship, libich is empty, he 
llhich Job bears. Job anchors his wndl'O 

nl person upon it {119)• The ship is 
- being both the captain and the 0 1 
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like an ark which bears a Serer Torah N 

· • o Voice is heard upon it and 
only intermittently ·1t emits the sound f 

0 a warning siren. Smoke pours 
from it. To the people on shore it is st ~ 

' range and fr1ghten1ng~0. ~ 
0~ ll-omen (113-llld • Though this ship ~ "'"' 

1 
-

U ' •u..A.""&4 s equated by the poet 

w:i. th Night, assembles the people, it is misunderstood and condemned by 

them as it always has been in the past (ll.4-116). Now, the ship, lilbich 

is the Night whose helmsman is Job, the protJ>type of meaningleH suffer

ing, bears a revelation, a covenant. The covenant is in biblical form. 

It has the elements of Biblical cosmology, of ultimate Divine revelation, 

as if to say: Here is an authoritative revelation of the truth of exis

tence. A covenant is at once the form of relationship between Man and 

God, and, if we are to carry out the parallelism with the Bible, wuld 

also be a message of redemption. Job is anointed,, just as were the 

prophets, to bear this covenant to the people. Just as the ark o! the 

covenant, the Black Ship is equated with Ni ght, so the covenant. is 

written on the Sefer Torah of Night: 

t ur parchment, Night. 
Like a Sefer Torah roll ou ~ the shoulders of Man. • • • 
And let blac."< talles~ de seen on to your Torah (112) • 
And he (Man) is caile to come up 

ted with taking hold of the oars of 
Coming up to the Torah is again equa . 

. . . 
the Black Ship (112). th Black Ship, 

tal revelation boUm8 by e 
The crux of the covenan l the Great Deliverance, 

th paut Ha-gado , 
N rah -"' N""'l>t is e - - black ight, on the To U-'. ~ built out ot the 

Ship 'Which was 
the Black ' 

lfhich term is applied to f the Black Ship is ~, 
the name 0 

Wood of the Gan-&len of pains• Now, 
Great Deliverance Thus, the - - Name of God· 

Wretchedness, 'Which is also the ani,ng of existence, Ute on 
and also the verr me 

is Pain, wretchedness, 
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earth itself, life in which we must striv . 
e on lll our sutf ering though 

there is meaning neither to our lite or " . 
sutt8rillg, unless it be the 

stri v1ng and suffering itself (125-126) l.1.......L 

e nnHichedn888 18 the e888D.Ce 

of existence, there being no other essen e to 
c existence. Wretchedness 

was w1 th God in the beginning and of it he made His c-Ation 
£~ (125-126). 

The realization of just this is the Great Deliverance. 1tlen the Bastard 

drinks from the cup of Night, he says, "L'chaim", which is to say that 

he accepts and welcomes the liVing o! life in darkness (127). But, in 

general., men reject the very neaning of lite and thus spurn the name o! 

God, because such an existence men conceive to be evil and bitter,, ahd 

they do not accept and understand that wretchedness is existence itself 

am the acceptance of it the Great Deliverance or the Great Salvation 

(126-127). 

It is just this rejection lihich Job experiences 'When he first calla 

men to his Torah, to the Black Ship, to the Night. He is afraid that 

dawn will come, in his view, a false dawn, and wipe the message of! the 

t he almost decides to cast 
scroll of night. And in hie discouragemen ' . 

orr again just. as he bad anchored (llS-116) • 
lit of men to Job's message? 

lfiat is the reaction of the genera Y · ' 
and they flee terror stricken from 

'l'be;y are alarmed at bis appearance . th what he 
realize or come to tenas Y.L 

before him .. not wanting to accept, 
' di pear the streets empty and 

S) They sap , 
represents (lll,ll2,ll3,ll4,ll • . hate darkness and 

losed to him; for men 
all shutters and doors are c of Job not only as a 

1.lb u' >. Tne1 think 
night worse than death (113, ' madman a jester 

_._ ... ,, a .fool, a , 
ut lso as a w-~.t be 

bearer of evil tidings b 8 His message appears to 
(U4)• 

'Who wants to seduce men to his madness 
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not only harmful, but · rd ne and crazy to them. 

Those whom the meirn;""' 
of darkness and night has almost ~ 

overcome, strive to dispel th 1r 
tbrOugh drinking, through intoXication and e anguish 

f orgettulness. This, too, is 
a form Of flight from the mean~'"" Of • 

~ enstence (124). 

To whom, then, does Job ul.timatel Y appeal, and in whom does his 

message evoke a positive response? It is th 8 poor and afflicted the 
. J 

suffering whose clothes are torn and who live lll" th t e urbulent slums of 

the city whose alleys twist like bodies under th od e r among 'Whom Job 

hopes to find sailors fit for the Black Ship of Night, among ldlom Job 

expects to find those who will umerstand his tidings (112-113). It is 

the wretched, pained onesf those libo are sleepless trom spiritual wretch

edness and pain to lb.om Job calls over and over again (ll5-ll6). But, 

it is especially in the saloon (Bet Marzeach: also, House o£ Mourning), 

the place of the bitter of spirit, amo~ those who stay up late into the 

night that Job seeks sailors to man the Ship of Night (116). There, in 

the saloon, are wayfaring temporary lodgers, men used to crying, men who 

have no roots,, mo are unsettled, and marginal in relation to society. 

A""'""" al1 that "there is no escape .fran this smoke", 
... ...,"" them are those who re ze . 

d lib love to rov {117 -119) • 
1iho have no stake in remaining on shore an ° 

unwillingness to be 
They are men who manifest, in their bitterness, an 

, ,,. by their o"WD bands: 
rede8tlled by 8IIY' outside !orce, but on.._, 

• e ty flasks we will stone b.imJ 
--And it be (Elijah) comes 1 lll-th th:i' redemption• · 
-For be deliberately restrainS we should kill him and thus 
--What profit would there be i! destroy it £orever?. 

. it by ourselves. 
--For then we would bring (118). 
-With an outstretched arm ,.i~ the dumb the 

ba k the b~1 ' 
the hunch- c ' 

It is also the derormed, ro.tfered th• by the 

and 
reject the hea).ing P 

ilnbecile who follow Job, 



inen o! the White Assembly. ll2 These are th e m.en Who · 
present approach to e:x:iste ' in tel"lll8 of the . nee, are twisted 

, det·onned bl 
verted, and libo have no stake ' ind and per-

in the present re 
Sblonsky, in using these d-~ ligious orientations 

Q,&,ormed fig • urea, the Baalei 
be referring to Leviticus 21•

16
_24 . . -Mumim, seems to 

, in which the de!ormed 
in the way 0£ the time of lif have no part 

e, or in approaching God but 
alienated from these i ' are, by law, 

And the Lord spoke unto Moses s . • 
Whosever he be or thy seed t~ ~g. Sp~ak unto Aaron, saying: 
hath a blemish, let him not ughbut. their generations that 
God. For lllhatsoever man he :p~oach to o.tfer the bread of his 
not approach·: a blind man ~hath a blemish, he shall 
maimed, or anything too l~n or a , or he ~hat hath anything 
or broken-handed g, or a man that is crooked-i'ooted 

, or crooked-backed. • • • he shall not o 'i:IJ.' 
unto t~e veil, nor come nigh unto the altar because he h:th 
a blemiSh; that he profane not my ho~ places for I am the 
Lord who sanctify them. • • • ' 

We are thus, yet again, led back to the idea expreesed by Shlonsky 

that it is the a:Cflicted and deformed 'Who are the saved, just as was 

expressed in "!'3prosy" in which the de-camped lepers and the polluted 

and cast-off are called the camp itself, and in which God is called the 

God of the afflicted (74). But, here another idea is added& tb,at this 

category of mankind contains not on.11 the redeemed but also the redeemers. 

Note here the last four paragraphs of the final covenant itself: 

.And there will come nigh unto thee an afflicted man, kno~ 
. nHeal I beseech thee, man of Ood·' 

pain, and he Will cey, ' """ be it from thee !or thou 
And thou wil. t answer and sa1, .i.ar ' 
art the great." 

. t thee one who has suffered a 
And there will come nigh un lo ll,cate naather me from my 
flux aM a leper and be wi~ sup~r and say, "Far be it from 
leprosy, Job." And thou wil! an -
thee, for thou art the holY• 

....... 
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And there Wilt come unt th 
and the poorest of the o lee the downtrodden and th 
b h th peop e and th . e OpPressed 

eseec ee; Save, we besee ey v.i.ll cry out, "Save we 
say, "Far be 1 t, for ye are tchh thee. And thou shalt ansve~ and 

e saved," 

And thou shalt read before thei . . 
evangel and they Will deride th r eyes the words ot this final 
a great multitude will assemble ee and also condemn thee. And 
thee to stone thee to death B ~gainst thee to cast stones at 
let thine heart fall for I• h.a u thou, be not affrighted nor 
thine band is the Dell verance ~26)~e thee a redeemer and in 

BUt those who appeal most strongi .... to Job ._. h f · 
-J , wuo, e eels, will make the 

best sailors for his ship, and vho respond most readiq to Job,, are the 

Youth who suffers miserably after the loss of his faith, and the bitter, 

cynical Bastard, 11ho never had a faith to begin with (118,124). 

Wlether from a sense of sin, guilt, great loss or pure sentimental

ism, the Youth weeps and •confesses" to himself night~. He has lost 

his faith, but desperateq yearns to regain it. Though he cries into 

God• s bosom,, be thinks of himself as a steP-son of God. He cannot pray 

to God, as God wuld wish,, but can onq er,. He has lost his illusions 

about the traditional values, but they have not been replaced: 

From the vanities of my world thine band hath taken me,, 
But to enter into thine boly house Thou hast not given mto me {120). 

Though he claiJDS that God cannot save or see,, he prays to God to save 

the afflicted. He sqs both that God is of great splemor, and that His 

face is twisted in pain as all existence twists in pain. ~us, he still 

. • ef' d denial. While to himSelf he 
wavers back and forth between beli an 

d ans God 18 ability to aave, and 
cries out to God, and at the most, eme 

loud that he ~eaks of nan empty firma
bemoans His silence, it is only a 

to ha.VB .lost all hope in the future, 
mentri (120) • Nevertheless, be seems 

iritual fertilit7. Both the 
or 8~ectation of sp 

any sense ot aspiration, ) 
rass (hope, new birth are 

llorth of the stars (hope)' and the green g 



demeaned by the Youth: 

Oh \by does the star still 
And the grass ot my field :ur its lustre to the earth 
The eye is too dim to see: Y does it grow green under' the heavens? 
Too heavy is the ear to hear (l20), 

The words take on an additional ab 
~nel!ls when compared to the l«>rds of 

Shlonsky 1 s contemporary, Abraham Bro ides i 

So long as the green trees in the land d 
Man ' rth . t . o grow s wo is no voided, his life not hallow. 67 

Just as the Youth represents both Shlonsky and an aspect of his 

generation, so the Bastard represents another characterization or both 

the poet and his generation: A bastard generation, a generation that 

never had a Father (note the search for the father in James Joyce and 

Thomas Wolfe), a generation that was ~ faithless, bom into omerless

ness, rootlessness, alienation, a generation born into the value-vacuum, 

the void left by the disintegration of all value syntheses. \\here the 

final version of the poem reads simply, "I am a Bastard of a generation," 

the original version has the full thought: "I am a Bastard of a Generation 

~th t God" We are at once reminded or the lines in •Lech-~· ou prayer or • 

ak s- i...c-self as "without tallis aIKi tephilin", L•cho" in which Shlonsky spe s o.a. !U,IU 

• 19 as being •exiled from his 
as being "so far• from the "Father l.D Heaven , . 

God" The Bastard has faith in 
Father 1 s table n, of being •a step-son o! • 

ut •the characterizes as •grinding ot 
redemption. • speculation abo 1 

k t all those who wre h uth he moc s a 
V&illl:t:yn (118) • In criticizing t e yo , . in air 

with and did not keep it rep 
lucky enough to have a !ai th to begin be !or the free gift 

}larlng lost it, g 
by their own arduous la'tx>r 1 and now 

ot salvation. 
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His own case is di!ferent f f 

or ram the very beoi nT>>l ... -
• t t 0 ...... ~, he saw 

D:i. vim. :y as a s llpid scarecrow at th 
e navel of the world, and the 

tablets of the covenant (the tables of val . 
ue of lb.etzche) as concealing 

a fraud. He is overwhelmed by a total feel 
ing of aloneness. The world 

is completely empty and devoid of any me!:ln-lft .. 
-"4W6 ldiatsoever. His "religious" 

attitude, if we can call it by that name is si.,.,..Hi d 
' 6~ e by the phrase; 

nrt makes no di.ff erence (121-123). n 

In addition to the masses who reject Job's approach to existence, 

and those who are especially attracted to it am are especially suited 

to it (the wayfarers, the Youth, the Bastard), there are those who 

represent orientations to existence contrary and inimical to Job's teach

ings. These viewpoints, represented by the First Voice (Judaism), the 

Second Voice (Chtistianity) and the In-Betlt'een-Voice (Socialism) are 

set forth during the debate on redemption in the course of the proceed-

ings of the "White Assemblyn. 

The most prominent concem of the First Voice, explicitly Moses in 

the original version and obvious~ Moses in the final version, is the 

th rit of revelation in the form 
question o£ the restoration of the au o Y 

l 1 .... scratches his spiritual 
ot the tablets of the covenant. Man hope ess....,. 

d tablets. But man has come to the 
Vo'Wlds with scraps of the old shattere 

lm hiJrl and he is in danger of 
Point where his pain is about to overwhe • 

totality of revelation and its 
uttering the death-cry of cursing the le H 

the restoration of the :v. e 
source (l.30). Man needs desperately · . ed. 

urd 
Km needs to be bamess 

sef'ul b en. 
needs a task, a meanfng!ul, purpo t God ,

6 
destination. 

to draW the wagon o 
to a wagon in which is God, and t ch"' .. o of man's 

to Judaism's ea ~ 
..... This is, of course, a direct ref'erence · · 
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responsibility for the estabUshme t 

n o! the Kingdom or God ( ) 
who is opposed to any of the usual 132 • Job, 

concepts ot redemption as delusions 
and lilo wants man to accept existence Without ' 

llM3anirig, Moses considers 
to be sick and outside of the normai bound ~ 

ot real life, (outside the 
camp, as it is written). Moses bases thi ,. .,..,, _ 

s OP.uu.un on an appeal to the 
ancient revelation. Job's approach will result ,_ . 

_ on..., in a spread of the 

spiritual sickness of man, and in an increase o! the pain of.' life when 

the situation is alreaey bad enough as it is. He condemns Job for des

pisi ng Man •s pitiful cry for salvation. Man is small and only the "small 

salvation" will come to him. Moses wants Jesus to heal Job but Job 

refuses just as Job•s followers later refuse rehabilitation from their 

condition of rebellion and perversity, and just as the defo~d desire a 

return to their deformities. None of them want healing, satiety, or even 

hope if it means su.bmission to the "Law of Existence", to aoy precon

ceived concepts of existeDC,e or rules for procedure in life. In Job's 

view, they are the "great (135,140-141)." Moses• conviction is that man 

vill be saved whether he wants it or not~ tor hi~ salvation is not far 

his sake but for the sake of something beyond him <137>• .Again, we are 

H h n But, even when a 
reminded o! the Biblical concept o! "L'maan a-s em • 

d lares in favor of Job, in 
new revelation in the .form of a Bat-Kol ee . 

. Job bears, Moses, The First 
accordance vi th the final covenant which 

t aditional formulation: 
th basis of the r Voice, repudiates this on 8 

~ tnashgichin B•vat-kol (138). in the original version) 
ond Voice (Jesus, 

It is the view o£ the sec ndure it iD terms 
t Man could e 

i vef'Y grea , 
that liihile the pain of life 8 It is not because 

re a cross. 
it there we ' ot bearing a cross, that is, 
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ot his burdens that man cr1.ee out ........ 

, U\4t because he h 
. as no cro88 to bea 

(which would again lend Purpose and me r 
aning to man' a sutf er1.ng) • Man in 

bis lust for life, hae thrown off th · ' 
e cross ot Jesus' first crucifllio 

and with its scraps, had made a fire t n 
o cook the 111eat of life in over-

t urned churchbells. Since the validity of the first 
crucUixion has 

been undennined, nothing remains but for Jesus to be crucified again eo 

that man would have a new cross to enable him to b th ear e sutf ering 

that is t.he lot of man. This is salvation according t th 5 nd . , o e eco Voice, 

and this salvation is near (130-131, l33,l37). 

It is the opinion of the In·Between-Voice (Elijah~ the traditional 

exponent of social justice) that man is small only in relation to the 

transcendance of God. It is God's transcendence, the heaviness of his 

demand, the obscurity of his revelation, that is the root of sin and 

evil, and for this, God, not man, should be rebuked (l.31). In fact, man 

doesn't need gods, Law, or cross. Man is at the end of hie resources, 

is weary and needs an unbil'.¥iing from his burdens, not new loads. But, 

1.t Man does have a spiritual task to perform, he must be !ed, he must be 

in physical condition to bear the load, and these who represent the 

1 ders should fight for amslior-
divine, the prophets of God, religious ea , 

. nt of his material conditions. 
ation of man's poverty and an 1.DIProveme 

• - . . t is urgent that this saJ.vation be 
Tb.is alone is true salvation, and 1 

h tries to enlist Job' who 
brought swiftly to man. In this cause, e ~ (lJl-W,139).• 

on flutes that are not. min . 
refuses saying: "I will not play b,.,. £or 

of the •'White Ark"' the assem ·~ 
Job upbraids the entire assembly ruined synagogue, 

the precincts of the 
redemption, for meeting vi.thin iJl,&l vend.on, which 

l collaP8e• Th• orig 
'Which is on the point of tota 



ud i
. U8 

i,ncl es a re erence to the coll.a 
pee of the old t 

eachinga 
this is a reference to the tottering , Proves that 

structure Of Val 
upon which all conventional ideas o1' ues and concepts 

red.emption are based 
the point or accepting his earth-bound • Man is on 

and wretchedness-bound co 
of existence and you disturb and d lud ndition 

e e him (cries Job) with false hopes 

of an end to wretchedness,, and with d lio -
e us ns of redemption. B ut, man 

does not despise his condition; it is you 'Who tmset "'"- • ..atb 
,, il.l.lll ... notions of 

other-worldly salvation. This is tbe source of his spiritual pain and 

groaning complaints about his wretchedness Thus hi t . • , s na ural and inea-

capable destiny becomes abhorrent to him am he begins to want escape 

to "Other stars (135).• 

By- implication, Job upbraids Moses for inconsistency inasmuch as 

Moses taught to go out to pain and himself did so. Jesus he criticizes 

for not teaching others to accept pain, to be it, whil.e he hi.mSelf was 

pain. But, Elijah above all he condemns, calling him the I'scariot ot 

Wretchedness who for thirty shekels of "small salvation" would prevent 

the Great Deliverance, ldlicb is acceptance of existence.as it is (JJ6). 

Further, Job strenuous~ objects to Moses' positing of a purpose 

or goal beyond man himself. Man himself is the goal and purpose or 

Man (137). 

C
ontinues Job, are the really great 

Those who accept my position, 
" e .men llho have given up hope, 

men, "the light of whose stars is black, th 
. . - libich they know to be their 

or rather see hope in the darkness itself 
t f the clarkn88S of existence 

lot. As for any other position, the fac 
0 

. uish it (138). 
Will eventually overwhelm aDd vanq 
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Finally, any attempt to deny or de t 

8 ror Job's teach 
the destruction of existence it , ~ 1ng Will mean 

88.L,4 t . 

In-Between-Voice 

Your ship we will split With an axe. 
Job 

And I say to you: the world. 
And over IT you will be Waving the axe (139)1 

What is the destiny of Man th ' en, as conceived by Shlonsky and as 

implied by the fulfillment of Job's mission d hi an s justification by 

success? 

Firstly, Man is cut off t'rom God. '!he Throne of Glory, the tradi

tional place of appeal to God in agadic literature, is left standing 

empty and draped in black (142-143). God acts like a rather who has 

lost a son as he carries the wounded earth about in his bosom. (143) 

Be orders the gates ot Heaven to be closed and its windows covered (143). 

Perhaps God, too, is in the nest of the bat, is bound by the nature ot 

existence not to intercede in behalf of Man, inaSU111ch as this would be 

contrary to the nature of the Divine itself (147)• 

Secondly, there is no possibility of redemption. This is symbolized 

by the death or the Messiah, and paralleaed by the mmder of the rooster,, 

,, 'ght Again Shlonsk;y is pre-
harbinger of dawn, by the bat, symbol 0• m. • ' 

; as it to say: This is lihat has 
senting a )JWthological-cosmological drama 

bars where the nature of 
transpired on high, in the very council cham 

·s is our condition and desti?JY'• 
existence is determined. .As a result, thi , 

t iiw the absence 0• &n1" Th tion or ae ua.......,, 
e end of the possibility o! red8DIP ..iiw ltlen the 

bolized repeatel.Uo\7• 
Possibility of redemption is imaged and sym .. A" wonders wl:\Y 

----'ves the Mess~ 
h d~...ntiOil 8.l""~·~ I 
our of midnight, the hour of re ~ 
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the Big Hand doesn't stretch over th 

e little hand (the Me 
redemption will come. Job announce tl.- ssiah) a> that 

s ue1.t actuaii-
~, the hour has 

tor the small hand to drop off the clock of . CQne 

8Xistence rorever leaving 
the hand of the God of Wretchedness in 'Wb. , 

' ose image Man was made• to 
circle about alone (l.li4,l51). Again ref' 

' erence is made to a krioh being 

torn in the garment of salvation, a ~tatement which -
recalls at once the 

Divrei N •chama of Deutero-Isaiah and the tradit· 1 1 iona s gn of recognition 

of death, and which foreshadows the death of the Messiah in D'vai (14?}. -
The Messiah, overcome by the words of Job's scroll, begs for enslavement 

in perpetuity- (148), whiJ.e the white donkey upon ldlich the Messiah was 

traditionally- to ride, refuses to move and the white sbofar refuaes to 

be blown (148). Job announces to the Messiah that he is goillg to com

pletely destroy- the White Ark, the hope o! salvation, so that man will 

never look out into the seas or towards distant coasts in expectation 

or its return (151). The villiage idiot (at least he is so in the eyel!I 

of the people) announces to the people that the rooster bas been killed 

by the bat, though actually- nothing died. 1here was nothing to be 

rtheless the rooster is 
killed or to die in the first place. But, nave , 

. id. t claiJDS t.hat he is the orphaned 
sureq going to die. The villige 10 

tb op~e will act as 
a~V' kaddish in hopes t.bat e pe one ~ he has come to ~~ 

. anldlile, in heaven, Job tells 
his ~an and say "amen" after h:iJn• Me hi 

t he is at the Mount Nebo or s 
the Messiah that he is about to die, tha k Ship 

. 1:1ourne into the BlaC , 
life. Later, the people see a coffin be:i.Di 

ll man's new 
. redemption as we as . 
it being the tomb of the concept of rd his desti.IV'• 

d knSSS towa S 

estate, and the ark bearing him in complete ar 



At this point, the idiot cries out lolli 
the f irat few VOrd 

Kaddis_!: but breaks off• Even for an idiot s ot the 
- ' 1 t Would be imbecilic 
terms of what ha.s occurred, to utter 1n 

a Prayer tor rede-...1 
'"!'" on. 

That Shlonsky, in referring to roo te 
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5 r and bat, is ~bolizillg 
redemption and its negation is proved b.r an 

~on lllbich his symbols 
are obvious:cy- based. In a homily 01· Rabbi Simlai 

, concerned Vi th the 
punishment of sectarians am the reward to the J t 

eve a the coming ot the 

redemption, a parable is told, based on the verse in Amos (5.lS): "Woe 

unto you who desire t.he day of the Lord!/ Wberef ore vould ye have the 

day of the Lord!/ It is darkness, and not light." In this parable, the 

rooster represents the day, redemption; the bat represents t.he night, 

the very negation of redemption (Sanhedrin 98b-99a). Shlonaky•s ingen

uity' provided him with an incidental set of S)'Jllbols lihich fitted perfect~ 

the major themes and symbols in the poea, SllCh as Cosmic light. 

Taking everything into consideration, llbat, according to SbloD81q, 

is the best possible orientatim tor ED and ihat is the varst? First 

of all, the chaos in the real.a ot value8 vill re;nin. tbiB chaoB u not 

but t.ae nattll'e at exis
a disturbance in t.be natural. order o! existel108, 

the parapbr.aS8 of a 11eU
tence i tsel.f. Sb1onsky suggests thiB t}JrOOgb 

. tied awrehr: WfAch OD8 
bo11n biblical expression llhich baB al.Ira'9 sigm ~ 

. (1S0)·• loV, if Jl2D re 
to his tent ah Baz1/ Each am to hi.JS piagaes 

, ~ SJl m*T repxe_...,. 
iihJai., ~ vhieb <1Yf?r aDi ~ agai~ 
--- , uel1' .,d tb8 ~ at aa-
Di'1De o-ia·u- ~-..nature at dirlDit:T i , _ a# 
~. .\fo.J..:.AI, ~ , ~ ~ ~ !Jelifil , 

teaca, 'tben 1tim rejeCW ~ i.~, • w ~ 
!2!)) . ~ - re,.-

~ or 'the b•ean C(Pdi 'ti.GD ~ ~-1 '°~ a!~ . 
~-Z. to ~;;e~-
~ fact ~ lire, tam be re!~ 

..... 
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existence and therefore, is impeded ! 
. rom dealing with them, and is 

caught in a vicious circle of frust ti 
ra on and disappointment. Nor does 

he understand himself, for Man is made in th 
e image of the God of Wretch-

edness. Furthermore, any false notions of redemption, of finding valid 

values, restrains Man also from seeing the God of Wret h .cine 
. c e ss face to 

face (144). This is another way of saying that we will never know the 

truth of existence until we are able to give up our false and self

deluding attempts to escape our destiny. Man's cries for redemption are 

as silly as the jester ts play bef'ore an audience (l..44). !.t we carried 

the tboUght further, we might say that all existence laughs at him. Man 

himself is his ow redeemer. There is no outside redemptive i'orce. Man 

is alone and bears the burden of the totality of life. He ought to cour

ageously shoulder that burden v.i thout any expectation of help beyond him 

(l.45,146). 

The best that could happen to man is the fulfillment or the prayer 

of the four blemished types: "May it be accepted that Y'8 be like us (l45)." 

The fulfillment of this praye~ would mean that man had accepted, nq' 

exulted in what previously had appeared to be his spiritual deformity, 

b ence of expectation of 
the lack of values, the lack of a .faith, the a s 

Shlonsky implies: "Would that God 
achieving values or faith. Ironicalq, 

would grant this prayer•" 
is for tbe Black Ship to set f ortb 

The best that could happen to man 
,~ d bli:od,'lr realiz-who row silent..._, an · ~' 

in complete darkness, its sailors, 
. NESS and TOIL, both with no purpose 

ing that before them is only 'W!WI'CHED . xistence 
. and beyond either Man or e 

assigned to them by ~ above 

itself. 
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Though what we have described ab 
. . ave is the overwhelming philosoph-
ical approach of the poem, we would be 

andsa to omit any mention of tl«> 
notes struck during this s h · 

ymp ony or wretchedness liihich do not accord 
with the major themes and which reve l 

a ' perhaps, a certain degree of 

ambiguity in Shlonsky''s thinking as if h . 
, e were saying to hiJllself: "Am 

I mad to think this? Am I deceived ?n Neithe • r one of these references 

which w shall point out would by itself raise a q""' ti in ..... s on our mi.ms. 

Together, they raise the issue of ambianH-- or .. t l t d 
b ....... "'J , a. eas , a agree ot 

tentativeness in Shlonsky•s early thinking • . Furthenoore, both these 
... 

allusions made by Shlonsk;y are very similar to one another. 

In our analysis o.f the first poem, "Leprosyn, we discussed in detail 

the implications of the song ot the priest in which both world and poet 

are described as disordered, wild, mad, meaningless. Now, to this poem, 

published separately, Shlonsky affixed the title, "In !V Haste.n Th.is 

could be a reference to the statement in Psalms 31.23: "As tor me, I said 

in my haste: •I am cut off from before thine ayes'"•·• The title l«i>ul.d 

then imply: This is an early jmgement, one which has been rejected upon 

further consideration. Secondly, it is the shotah of the village, the 

fool, the village idiot1 who announces the death Qf the Messiah, the erxl 

of the wh breaks ot:t after the first few word.8 
concept of redemption, o 

m.1 '-" having seen his dark 
of the kaddish. It may well be that ~ons...,, 

t sure wether he had seen the "God 
Vision of the destiey' or man, was no 

all 1.Dation as deceptive as that 
of Wretchedness face to face" or an h :uc 

of an idiot. 
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CHAPmt VI 

In summarizing our findings 
, we must first note that in Shlo 

11D •vai11 we have a volume of careruii nsky•e 
Y Planned and executed schematic 

poetry in dramatic form. The poem 1 s a product of involved alli complei 
intellection. Yet, it is c b l 

ere ra without the lo§s of the "bloody horse" 

which Roy campbell found lacking in the poetic disciples of the "New 

Criticism"i 

You praise the firm restraint with which they write
I •m with you there, of course. 
They- use the snaffle and the curb all right. 
But where's the bloody horse? 68 1 

Shlonsky•s first major creation reveals a creator with acute des

criptive powers ceaselessq fructified and nourished by the imagination 

of a visionary. In attempting to express the condition and destiny of 

Man, he draws upon symbols o! universal appeal lihich speak the language 

of the earth itself, symbols revealing to the searching gaze depth after 

depth of meaning, symbols enriched by Shlonsky's profound erudition. 

His images brilliant~ convey the delicate nuances o£ moods and attitudes 

compounded or illtellectua1, emotional and spiritual elements inextrica~ 

combined. 

To be sure, the poetry of "~" is "obscure" poetry. The symbols 

d ften rerereoce to classical sources 
require associative thinldiJg, an ° , 
for their full elucidation. One symbol, like one picture, replaces, in 

rd 
f an analytical exposition which 

Shlonsky•s poems, one thousand wo 8 0 

of situation nth the !ull comple-
couJ.d never quite grasp the essence a 

M:>reover, Shlonsk7's state-
tion of which a single symbol is capable. . 

mind the reader of the way in 
mente are full of ellipses• They otten re 
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which proof-texts are only halt ted . 

-quo lll rabbinic literature la 
the reader to .!'ill in the rest y t ' •ving 

• e , the poet i ry a lk>t "obscure• f 
the sake o£ obscurity, but £or the sake o! or 

greater ultimate clarity• it 
is not obscure out of dullness, out ot obsc , 

urantiem, or out of an attempt 
to hide faulty thinking, but because of th . 

. e poet's hope that the reader, 

in expeming greater energ;r than is usual i ... d ...... -.a d 
~ e,~e for comprehension , 

will arrive at a more thorough understanding of • .a. t th . •u.a e poet is commun-

icating. 

As !'or Shlonsky•s pessimism, it is the pessimism of a prisoner who 

wants desperately to escape from tbe bare-walled., windowless, impregnable 

fastness of a cell, a prisoner who has tried everything, thought o! every 

possibility-1 considered eveey single chance even or the remotest kind, 

and has come to the undeniable, unavoidable realization that there is 

absolutely no way out; and 'Who then sits down on the wooden plank he uses 

for a cot arrl S83S to bimsel.t: "Well, where do we go from here?" 

Nor can it be agreed with some critics that ~11 has only the same 

value as the faJ.tering strokes of a painter's first prellminar1 sketch, 

or the first stumbling steps o£ a baby beg~g to walk. It is a full

blown, well-developed and carefullf controlled work tiiiich treats ot a 

central theme of twentieth century literature and which contains within 

.... h ... t Shlonslcy''s later work. 
it many of the major motifs found tbro~u 

-2~M the condition o! Man and 
Aimed at a universal statement rega,~g 

t this aim expresses also 
his dest-t ........ "l>'vai n fnSOfar as it attains 

0 1 

...........,, . 
. of man's existence• 

the true situation of the particulars 
. dark night of the intel

· ved during the 
Shlonsky•s work 1i1as concei 

night tell earlier than ill llllD1 
lectuals, and in his cli.mB and ione, 
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other places• His poetry grew out of a hieto 
rical Bi tuation in Which 

the door~ of the cosmic court of spiritual 
arbitration were slammed shut 

to any constructive proposals. His writing 
must be considered alongside 

all those literary works libich express spiritual. . 
crisis, and which arise 

like a man from beneath the rtlins of the colla ~ 
pse o. all systems ot 

value by which men forn.erly lived, whether centered 1n God , Reason, 

Progress or Process. 

"leprosy" depicts spiritual sickness and solitary confinement, ster .. 

ility 1 and wmassuaged, unrequited yearning for the healing or meaning 

and purpose. It depicts the f ailura of the intellectual to provide that 

meaning, to re-establish tables or values, either through the revitaliza

tion of traditional. values or through the authorization of new ones. 

Part ll,, "The Final Covenant", argues the acceptance of a world with

out meaning, an existence without essential truth, and the alienation 

of Man from any transcendent source of value. It implies the necessity 

of resignation to a life without faith in any creed, any commitment, 8113' 

future, or any hope of eventual redemption. 

'What remains after the stripping away ot fraudulent faiths, talse 

gnit of Man alone in the pitch-
hopes, and delusf.Ye,ovalues, is the di 1 ' 

t rd no certain goal. 
dark uni verse struggling blindly and silently owa 

5 

. is just that struggle 
The meaning of life, if there be such meamng, 

and striving in toil and wretchedness. 
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