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This thesis ls divided into three parta, an introduction , a biographi

cal sketch of Zalnan Shneur and translations of his poeas f'roa his Aa•rican 

period with introductions and &Motationa. 

The Aaerican period r efers prtncipally to the tlme of coapos1t1on 

and not to the contents of the poema. Had Shneur not been forced to escape 

France because of the Na.zis , he probably would never have coae to 11 ve in 

the United States. 

Zalman Shneur (1887- 1959) wu a younger conteaporary of Chayitl Bialik. 

Shneur 11et hi.JI in Odessa in 1900 and was ever afterward appreciative of the 

encourage•ent Bialik gave him in his formative yean. In the a.ftemath 

of the Russian Revol ution of 1905 Shneur left Eastern Europe . In 1907 

be reached Paria , where he &tudled interaittently at th• Sorbonne. In 

1913, in r ea.ction to the ritual. aurder accuaation against Mendel Bellis , 

Shneur wrote "'The Middle Ages Draw Nea.r," in wblch he foreaaw the r eturn 

of virulent anti-Selllitisa. After having lived in Berlin from 1914-1923, 

he left because of his feeling that something "unclea.o" wa.s going to hap

pen in Gernany. Shneur returned to Paris and lived there untU 1941. 

Escaping Na zi- occupted F'rance in that year, Shneur c..me t o the United 

States and reaained for ten yea.rs , In 1951 he 1.mJligra.ted to Israel in 

fulfillment of an old dream. 

The 11ain themes in the poetry a.re pride in the rebuilding of the Land 

of Israel , loss of faith in a redeeming God, wrath against the nations of 

the world for their hatred and persecution of J ews and joy in the establish

ment of the State of Israel . Although Shneur did not i dentify with the 

J ewish nationalist ~ovement until the 1940's, his thinking had always been 

close to some points in Zionist ideology. The deep f eelings and strong 

expressions in this poetry are indicative of t he monumental events in 

Jewish history in this period . 



Th~ American Period i n the Poetry of Za.1 man Shneur 

l ')41- 1951 

Fred \' . Davi d"'W 

Thesis sub~itted i n partia l f ulf~ l ,ment 
~r t he reouir ements ~or t he Dep-ee 

'>f i-:aster o~ Arts ~n Yebrew 
and Ordination 

Hebrew Un~ on College- .Jewis h Inst \ t ut e ()f Religion 

Refer ee , Pro~. l.'erner Wei nberg 



FOREWORD 

Zal man Shneur once wrote that a person must experience 

creativity before he could have a Sabbath. I am writing these 

words now on a Friday afternoon and l ooking forward to the 

sweetest Sabbath in my life, when I will celebrate the completion 

of my thesis . 

Not alone could I have reached this Sabbath , My wife and 

parents, whose l ove and concern have always encouraged me , are as 

pleased as I on this day. 

I would like to thank Mrs . Marion Schild, Mrs. Miriam 

Robinson, Leon Alex and Rabbi Amos Schauss of the Hebrew Union 

College Library staff, who always willingly helped me , They made 

me feel as if I were the only one using the library, 

There i s a professor on the faculty of Hebrew Union College 

whose nickname among the students is "the prince." This is my 

teacher and t hesis referee , Dr, Werner Weinberg. Only with his 

conscientious guidance could this thesis have been written. 

April 27, 1973 Fred V. Davidow 
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INTR,1DUCTI ON 

Though Jews have used t he l anguage >f whatever country they l ived 

i n, Hebrew has always been a bond a 11ong t hem acr os s t i me and space. 

Thus I became i nter ested in t he t ?pic 0f Hebrew l iterature wr: t t en in 

A~er i ca. Ther e have been numerous A~er 1can men of Hebr ew letters but 

none achieved grea t nes s . Dr . Werner Weinberg, my thesis r ef eree, sug

gested t o ~e tha t Zal,an Shneur, ~ho once l i ved i n the Uni ted States, 

cou d be a subj ect f~r i nquiry into t he r elati )ns hip bet ween t he poet ' s 

works and t he American envi r •noer t . 

Shneur wa~ quit e acti ve literari1 y duri ng the decade o~ . is res idence 

i n tre United States (19~, -1951) but the ,oe-s treated in t ris thes i s , 

which reflect ed the contemJora neous concerns o~ ~crld J ewry , wer e l ar gel y 

unre,ated to t '1e p"et' s feelings ab:,ut A ,er ica . Three p,em~ , "•·ostal gia ," 

"Live1 ih "'lod" and "The Yiracie, " dea, i ng with t he themes ..,f urban , i ndus 

tri a l America, uer e written in ]9)9, Only ~ne :ioe:n written i n U-·e l ~':0 ' s , 

":fou.r r,f Ascent, " had an A ierican sett i ng . Shneur h:id a l o\.. .,pin~on of 

Amer ican J ewry . Had r.e not b~en "or ced t o escap;- ?ranee 'because of the 

;~azi s , he "'r obablj ·.Joul d never have cone to live in the Uni t ed States , 

and a few year s after the establisn ~ent ,r the Stat e or I srael Shneur -ade 

a l i yah. The A7erican , er ~od i n the , oet ry o~ Zal man Shneur there~ore refers 

~r i nc1~a1 l y •o the t·me .,f co~pnsition and not to t he c~ntents o~ t r e poem~ 

themse1 ve, . 

An i r.ef~ab_e catastroJ he and a nir acul ~us restoratior. rnark off the 

decade nf the .941' s as ~ne o: the mist $1gnif icant peri ods i n t he entire 

cour s e of J e~ is'1 ' istor y . Shneu=, who had ~:ri t ten "nl y a ~ew poems of 

ewisr content up t i t hi s t i~e, t urnec his att ention ~or e cl , se1 y t ~ J ~w

hh -att ... rs . I n a group o~ "'Oems known collectively as "S:>ngs o: Israe " 
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('"On Mount Sco-;:,us ," "The Port," "Ke~ar Gi ' a<li , " ' ' On Guard" and NHy,m 

to Tel Chai" ) , Shneur descr 1bed the r ebuil d i ng of t he Land of Israe' . 

The themes of t hese p~e ns wer e i n accord wi t h Zionis t i de~logy. It was 

a new type ~f ew w~o l eft the lands of exil e to f ashion hi s own des tiny 

in the l and of h~s Bi bl ica l inher i tance . Having given up ho~e in rede~p

tion by di vine action, the new J ew woul~ r e~y upon his own strength and 

rally t o the task of r ebuilding a devastat ed 1 and , ENen though he was 

in hi s ho~eland , he s t i l ' had ene~ies but he was ni l :>nger arraid t o 

fight back . He was wi l ling to use t he rifle a s wel : a s the pl ow t o r e

cover his birthri ght , Physical courage , considered t o be absent in the 

galut J ew, wa ~ a r edeeming vi rtue in t tie new .Jew. Shneur C"lm:,ared the 

r ejuvenat i on of tre J ewish peool e t o a Hebrew giri who 1ike Sarah was ab1 e 

to bear Gh' l dr en i n :>l d age (""'r aise for t he Hebr ew Girl") . 

The shcck of the Hol 1caus t an~ ,ater tre cruel treat~ent o~ the 

rEr'ugees by the Fritish vibra t ed in t he poetry ~f Shneur. The t wo themes 

that sto~d out were l ?ss ~r f a ith in a r edeeming God and wrat h against 

t he nat i ons of t he world . !n " A :fow - awsui t by Rabbi YHschak of Berdit

chev" Shneur p'ctured the resurrected Chasidi c rebbe , ut t ':.ng G:>d on trial 

f or f a i ~ing to protect I srael , ! n t te course o~ t he trial Rabbi Levi 

Yitscha'< showed G"d evidenc~ that He had no pr,wer to redeem : at the edge 

of' heaven t here ;,as a refuse hea"l o ... unsuccessf ul '.es s i ahs. Fai th i n God 

coul d be r cst ~red only after t he Jei.s had r edee-.ed t he-,selves i n the Land 

o ... I srae~ and forg?tten God ' s hu:n111ation. In ".~lbion·s 3urden" i t was 

a "cruel miracl e" t ha t t hose who escaped death a t t he hands o.,.. t he Nazis 

wer e aerci les s1 y treat ed by the Br i t ish, who tried t o prevent tre immi~

t ion of J ewi sr r ef u~ees \ nto Pa l estine. r· the acti ons o~ t he English 

were Dnforg1vab1e, t hey were a t l east uncerstandabl e , Tl-ie English were 
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t he descendants of Wi l l i am t he Conquer or , whom Shneur descr ibed as a 

bl oodt hirst y , greedy pirate . A trace of hi s b100d st i l l f l owed i n t he 

vei ns of t he Enftlish and i ncited t hem to bar barous deeds . At the con

cl usion of t he ~oem r evenge was up~ermost i n t he ~i nd of the poet. 

Just as Engl a nd sa nl< s hips carr ying ret'u..:ees , the day of iudgment was 

drawi ng near when t he i s and ldngdom would itself f al1 i nto the deptl:e of 

the s ea, where she would be buri ed wi th her cri~es . 

Up 'ln t r e pr 1cla:iat 1on of the Stat e <1f I srael ~hneur composed "Philis

tines. " The Phi listines were the western po-:.ers that "ere "cons,i r i ng" t o 

obstruct the establ ishment of a J ew sh state . Thi s action deepened t he 

wound (the Holocaus t ) a lready i nfl i ct ed on the Jews . To Snneur David Ben 

Gurion a~peared as a l atter- day Samson wh ) was wi, l i ng t ~ r i sk his 1 ife t o 

~venge the wr ongs against his peopl e . In "A State" Shneur ce, ebrated the 

succes s of t he lfar )f Liberati -in. Tre Jewi sh State cou1 d now shi el d all 

the exi l es who wanted t <1 come to the :.and of I srae1 • 

The American period in t he ryoetry of Zal ~an Shneur was a distinct 

part nf hi s work. Hi s earli er p0e~s of Jewish content c~ntai ned t he 

t~emes o~ t re nega tion of t he Di asp0r a a nd i ndignation at the na tions o~ 

t he world. These t:H~mes reappea r ed in t he 194" ' s . 1 hat ;.as new about 

t ~i s -x>et r y ~as Shneur' s i r entif\cation witr t he J ewi sh nati-inal ist m~ve

ment . Al though he had a l ways had cer tain ideas i n coi:mon wi th Zionists , 

hi s d.rea~ ~fa J ewi oh state ~as not r efl ect ed i n hi s poetry unt i l t he 

194-'J ' s , ''.os t ~f Shneur' s poe'1s f r om this peri od were a response to t he 

hist oric events o: the t : me , whi ch br ?ught a n outp~uri ng 0f deep feel i ngs 

f r o, the poet. 

Chapt er 1 o~ thi s thesis is a bi ographi ca 1 sketch or ?al.man Shneur . 

I n Cr.a ; t er ? I have tried to r ender hi s poe~s from t he 1940' s int o Engl i sh 
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translat i ons as l i terary as pos sible , The uoems are arranged chrono]og

ically and bef ore each one i s an i nt r ..)duction, whi ch hi ghl i ght s the main 

~eatures of the ~oem. Critical renarks ar e a l s o i ncl uded her e . If nec

essary, after a poem are t he ann◊tations , r angi ng from Bi bl i cal t ~ t cpica~ 

refer ences . Since I did not want to mar t he a p~earance of t he , oem nor 

distract t he r eader, I deci ded agai nst , l acing the annotati ons as f ootnotes. 

Ther ef ore ~atter s that needed exulanation were col l ected a nd put after the 

poem . 



CHAPTER I 

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF ZALMAII SHNEUR 



2 

Zalman Shneur, born in 1887, belonged on his father•s side to a 

branch of the Schneersohn f amily, made famous by Shneur Zalman of 

Lyady, the founder of Chabad Chasidlsm. The origi nal given name of 

the poet was Zalkind. Perhaps because of his well- known ancestor he 

used Zalman as his literary name, which he also had registered on 

American documents . 1 

Shneur's home was the shtetl Shklov on the Dnieper, immortalized 

~ him in the novel~ Shklov. Actually Shneur spent little of his 

li fe there. His memories of childhood were f illed with bitternesss he 

always considered his parents ' home an oppressive yoke.2 To him his 

parents and teachers were inordinately harsh. 

At six I began studying Hebrew , at seven or eight with 
Rashi . In the ninth year - Gemara. • •• At twelve I studied 
a half day at the municipal school in Shklov and the other 
half - Gemara at a local yeshivah. I got sick from too much 
studying. This was not suited to my abilities. • • • I chose 
a life of poverty (in Odessa) so as not to bear the burden of 
narents and teachers• • • who seemed to me excessively strict 
in those days.3 

Shneur began writing poems and prose at the age of nlne.4 In 1~98 he 

traveled with his father to Warsaw, ca.rrying with him a oacket of 

poenis, "but returned f rom there in disappointment to continue with his 

studies."5 Shortly after his Bar Mitzvah he l eft f or Odessa with an 

older brother. He was to r eturn home only to regain his health after 

suffering hardships in Odessa, 6 

In this city, at the time a Je~ish intellectual center, Shneur 

met the "Chachme Odessa", Mendele Mocher Sef ori:n, Moses Leib 

L1lienblum, Simon Dubnow, Joshua Chanah Ravnitzky and Chayim Nachman 

Bialik,7 The last especially befriended Shneur , who, despite future 

strains on their relationship, never f orgot the warmth with which Bialik 

received him, Shneur resumed his study of Tanach under the tutelage of 



Bialik, who also encouraged U1e young pcet•s creativity. Because of 

his unha:opy home 11.fe and tender age , Shneur looked u-pon Bialik as a 

substitute for his parents .~ However, l i ving in Odessa was difficult. 

Re was confused and lacked self-assurance9 and because of poverty and 

hunger he was distracted from his s tudying. Biali k gave him spir itual 

support but being poor himself, he could not provide Shneur any funds 

on which to l i ve . Near the end of 1901 Shneur went back to Shklov 

despondently, 10 

Once recuperated physi cally and enotionally, Shneur went to Warsaw 

in 1902 .11 With a r ecommendation f rom Bialik he r eceived empl oyment 

from Ben- Avigdor and Shmuel Leib Gordon on the edi toria l s taff of 

Tushi yah, a l ar ge publishing firm, 12 Gordon was the editor of Ol am 

~ . a children ' s newspaper, in which Shneur ' s poems were first pub

lished, Shneur always reme.mbered Gordon ' s kind t r ea tment of him. Hi s 

poems a l so appear ed i n Pashi loach, under t he editor ship of J oseph 

Klausner , f or whose kindness Shneur was libn,i se grateful .13 In spite 

of the good r el a tionships with t hese two men , Shneur did not like being 

in Warsaw. As i n Odessa he suffer ed pover ty; he also became disgusted 

wi t h the j eal ousies rampant among t he group of wr iters assembled there. 14 

~hen Ol am Katan ceased publi cat ion by t he mi ddl e of 1903, Shneur l os t 

hi s j ob . He returned to Shkl ov i n t he sUlllmer of tha t year and s tayed 

there unt i l t he f ol lowi ng summer , 15 

When ~znan, a Hebr ew daily, was founded i n Vilna in 1904, Shneur 

went t here on the advice of I saac D. Berkowitz and joined the editorial 

staff of the newspaper , 16 David Frishman, who had become his loyal 

f riend in ~arsaw, 17 gave him t he opport unit y t o publish his poems i n 

~.azman a nd Hador.18 Shneur for the firs t time in hi s life found a 
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. 
place thoroughly agreeabl e to him. In Vilna he reached emotional and 

literary maturity and the love he had for this city was reflected in 

his poem Vilna (1920) . "Not without cause did he after many year s sing 

from the full ness of his heart his great beautiful song to Vilna; as a 

man would sing to his mother or to his birthplace, he sang of i t s 

Jewish beauty and l amented its destruction, whose sound reached him 

from afar."19 His best poems from the Vilna period were gathered into 

two volumes and published under the titl e Im Sheki1 at Hachamah (1906) . 

This book aroused the admirati on of Bialik, who wrote in his essay 

"Shiratenu Hatse ' irah" that Shneur was •a young Samson whose seven 

locks all grew up overnight. 020 A collection of Shneur•s stories 

Min Hachayim Vehamavet was also published dur ing t his period. 

r'.azman ceased publication in late 1905 and the writers scattered 

f rom Vilna , In addition to losing his j ob, Shneur was upset by the 

horrors of Russia ' s first revolution. In earl y 1906 he went to Swit zer

land and lived successively in Geneva and Bern . 21 The natural beauty 

of this country inspired him t o write the cycle of poems Beharim (1908), 

wherein he contrasted the freshness of natur e with the artificial i t ies 

of civilization, 22 Shneur lived in Switzerland for less than two years , 

He longed to go to Paris and there he went in 1907. 23 

Shneur entered the Sorbonne and s tudied literature , philosophy and 

natural science . However, his studies were not constant, because for 

a period of five years (1908-1913) he would make frequent trips, tour

ing Europe ( including Russia and Pol and each time) and l~orth Africa. 

P.e supported himsel f during this time by working for Yiddish newspapers . 24 

In 1913 he wrote "~ l'.abenayim Mitkarevim" ( "The tiiddle Ages Draw 

Near" ) in reaction t o the case of Mendel Beilis, who had been accused 
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of a ritual murder in Russia . Shneur compared anti- Semitism to a 

wheel t hat was turned by the flow of Jewish blood. During the 

Enlightenment and the subsequent century of developing l iberalism 

in Europe the wheel was almost motionless, rus ted and creaky, because 

there was no blood to grease the axle. However, the Beil is case was 

the harbinger of destruction f or Jews , just as misty skies indicated 

an approaching s torm whose heavy rainfall would suddenly f lood "the 

wheel of a desolate mill." 

••• Thus fate returns to us ; 
After ever y spring-like tiding, s even storms and snow . 
The conquering nations inherited the traits of their l and and sun, 
Day and dar kness, summer and winter, returning, 

returning to t he start ••• 
i11ght y is the approaching winter for summer tarried in the land -
The Mi ddl e Ages draw near l 25 

Shneur was upset t bat his pr ediction met with r idicul e at the time of 

the -poem' s publication . 26 Of course after the disruptions in Eas tern 

European Jewish l ife because of World War I and with the r ise of Hitler 

he was hailed as a prophet. Menachem Ribalow wrote in 1937 t hat "days 

of tear s and blood, murder and plunder ing, brutality against everyt hing 

holy and dreadful ruthlessness" had already come upon the Jews and they 

wer e much wor se than t he Middle Ages . "All of these visions, which 

(Shneur) saw w~t h his penetrating eye and to which he gave such a 

powerful poetic form, are what made him one of the prophets of the 

generation • •• 027 

In 1914 Shneur went to Berlin, where aft er the outbreak of World 

War I he was arrested as~ Russian citizen. He was later freed to work 

in a German hospital . He al so entered t he medical school of t he Univer

s ity of Berlin but did not complete the course of study. 28 

Shneur visited America for t he fir st time in 1919 . He was welcomed 



6 

with a banquet in New York City arranged by the Hebrew Writers of 

America and among those who spoke in his honor were Yehoash, Abraham 

Raisin and Professor Israel Frled.lander.29 The practical benefit of 

this trip was the connections he made with Yiddish newspaper s . JO 

Returning to Berl in after this brief visit to the United States, 

Shneur re- entered medical school at the university but again was unabl e 

to finish the curriculum. His mind was distracted from studying by 

celanchol i a over the destruction wreaked on Russian Jewry. Together 

with Solomon Salzmann he founded the publishing house Hasefer, which 

produced de luxe editions of ~ebrew books. Shneur was proud of the 

quality of these publications and several of his own works were reprint

ed in this way. By 1922 Shneur felt that Germany smelled of brimstone, 

a word he had used in "Yeme Habenayim Mitkarevim" to symbolize approach

ing danger to Jews. A year later he was telling his friends of his 

"heavy feeling t hat something unclean was going t o happen in Germany. 

Let them be on their guard! But better than this - leave the country." 

Shneur took his own advice; he disengaged himsel f fro~ all his liter-c:,.ry 

involvements in Berlin, went to Danzi g to marry his fiancee a nd left 

Gennany for good i n 1923. 31 

The Shneurs settled i n Paris, wher e their two children were born. 

In 1925 Shneur made his f irst trip to Eretz Israel for the openi ng of 

Hebrew University. Had t here been any opportunity for him to make a 

l iving i n Eretz I srael a t the time , he would have remained. He r eturned 

to France disappointed. In 1926 Shneur established a permanent bond 

with t he Jewish Daily Forward in New Yor k City to which he was a regula r 

contributor f or well over a quarter of a century. 32 During the twenties 

Shneur wrot e very l i ttle i n Hebrew. The mar ket for Hebrew books was low 
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in that decade because the Jewish masses in Russia were being rocked 

~ the poli tical and economic upheavals following World War I and the 

Russian Revolution. A Hebrew writ~r coul d not have made enough to 

neet t he basic necessities of life . Thus " Yiddish journalism was 

(Shneur ' s) salvation . .. JJ Shneur was gratified with the large 

Yiddish- reading public; he wrote , "I stand now before a million r eader s 

at least. At t he present time I would be satisfied with one fourth 

that number in the holy tongue. •• The novels Anshe Shklov and Pandre 

Hagibor first appeared in t he pages of the Jewish t'aily Forward in 

serial form . J4 In the thirties Shneur received several literary honor s , 

incl uding honorary membershi ps in the French P.E.N. Club and the 

American Society of Writer s . In 1936 he made his second vis it to Erete 

Israel to r eceive t he first Bialik prize for Pirke Ya ' ar. 35 It was 

during t his trip that he saw the scenes t hat inspired his "Songs of 

Israel," a number of which later appeared in Hadoar. 

With the Nazi invasion of France in 1940, the Shneurs went into 

hiding for a year and a half . Escaping from Europe through Spain, they 

reached New Ycrk City in September 1941 . Shneur managed to save his 

manuscript s , However, his correspondence with l iterati, his l ibrary and 

the essays written about his works which he had collected were completely 

lost. During the decade of his residence in the United States he grad

ually regained financial securit y. 36 He t ranslated Anshe Shkl ov and 

Pandre Hagibor into Hebrew and many instal lments of them appeared in 

Hadoar. Shneur compl eted the writing of Luchot Genuzim and started 

work on Ba. ' al Haparyah, whi ch he finished i n I srael in the early 

fifties . His shorter poet ical works from this period reflected t he 

maj or concerns of Jewry: the settlement in Palestine , the Holocaust a nd 

the establishment of t he State of Israel. Shneur was not enchant ed with 
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American Jewry. He disliked the assimilation and believed that American 

Jews misused their "f abulous wealth for all kinds of doubtful goals and 

pleasures . " The proper use of Jewish resources would be for the up

building of Eretz Israe1.37 

In 1951 the family immigrated to Israel. This move was the fulfill

ment of an old dream. Shneur hoped to find peace for himself and his 

family there . "The sun of the I.and of Israel perhaps will bring health 

t o my soul and also to theirs , after all that has happened to us."38 

The ~oet also wanted to be in the midst of creativity and to him Israel 

was the symbol and r eality of it. The virtue of Israel was that "she 

sur outs wings for a writer who dwells in her midst . The feverish tempo 

of creativity in all areas of life in the State of Israel influences 

also the writer , arousing his powers and bringing them to the surface ." 

Shneur was in his ~iddl e sixties at the time of aliyah but he had no 

intention of sl owing down his pace of writing. Until his very last year s 

Shneur "a!)peared strong of stat ure and bright- eyed and all of him 

emanated a ureserved strength of creativity •.•• " At the age of seventy 

he was still planning new works . 39 Two years later he had to go to 

Europe "for reasons of health." 1<'rom there he went to the United States, 

where he died in New York City on February 20, 1959.40 In observance of 

sheloshim the Histadrut Ivrit of America in coniunction with Hadoar, the 

Jewish Daily Forward and several other organizat ions held a memorial 

service at the Free Synagogue , attended by 500 admirers of Shneur.41 In 

1960 his remains were taken to Israel and reinterred in the Old Cemet ery 

of Tel Aviv.42 

Shneur was a har d worker all his life . Although he did not ha ve 

the tenacity to comnlete any or ganized course of study, he spent 
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prodigious amounts of time in creat ing his literature. From early 

morning to evening he woul d seclude himself in his room and sit work

ing at his desk for hours.43 A :::ecurrent theme i n his poetry was the 

oppression he felt when he lived in hi s parents ' home in Shklov. He 

as siduously applied his creative powers to sing j oyous hymns about 

youth in compensation f or his own bitter childhood .44 

Shneur' s rebellious act of l eaving ho~e at t hirteen was not an 

uncommon occurence among Eastern European Jewish boys in the late 

nineteenth a nd early twentieth centur ies . Many Zionist pioneer s went 

to Palestine over t heir parents ' obj ections . The s i milarity between 

Shneur and the pioneers d i d not s top here . The a t t ractiveness of heresy 

and the negation of the Diaspora were two other i raportant points in 

co:nmon. The major wor k in which Shenur dealt with heretical i deas was 

Luchot Genuzim (Hidden Tablets , 1951) , I t was nublished l ate in his 

life because he took twent y year s to write it. The idea itself for 

t his cycle of poems originated when he was a boy. Shneur wonder ed what 

had happened to the books that recorded the visions of the false prophets 

and the oracles of idol a trous priests . Ee bel ieved t hat many scrolls of 

t hi s type had been l ost because of the int erdiction of t he rabbis. It 

was Shneur ' s intention to create a work that would reflect t his grand 

but lost past.45 He was accused of identifying with the i deas of Luchot 

Genuzim and t he wor k itself was criticized as an artis tic f ailure .46 

Shneur' s personal view , which he conveyed in much of his poetry, 

was the desire t o blend t he pr ophetic traditions of Biblical Israel 

wi t h the universal humanisra of the modern West. In the same way as 

other s negated the Diaspora, Shneur l ooked upon it as a debasement of 

the Tewlsh soui. 47 J ewish character had been corrupted by the walls of 



10 

the ghetto. Here there wer e no J ewish heroes like t he ones who had 

conquered Canaan or rebelled agatnst t he Romans with Bar Kochba. 

Shneur re jected the galut value of kidush hashem, martyrdom, or 

submissiveness according to Zionist ideology. He concluded his 

poea "Y'eme P.abenayim Mi tkarevim" with this line 1 

Cease t o be 8.lllong t he martyrs , learn to be heroes. ,. 
40 

The new type of Jewish hero Shneur had in mind was Noah Pandr e. This 

character was not a yeshivah bachur but a worker. Pandre oerformed 

"deeds of bravery" t hat earned "him t he r espect even of gentiles for 

d .. 49 who~ the Jew had been synonY"lous wi th a cowar ••• . The other side 

of Shneur ' s negation of the Diaspor a was the pride felt for the 

"spiritual brilliance of ancient times . " When Shneur left Eastern 

:furope to 11 ve i n the enlightened cities of the :-lest, he did not 

leave behind his feeling for being Jewish , 50 \'henever a crisis 

affected his people , he always responded "in thundering l anguage ."51 



CHA ""'TER II 

THE P )E:1S 1F ZAI MAN SrNEUR 1941- 1951 
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Nostalgia , Livelihood and The Miracle 

"Nostalgia," "Livel ihood" and "The Miracl e" were t hree poems about 

Amer ica wri tten by Shneu.r before he lived in t he Unit ed Stat es, They 

have been included i n this col l ect i on to give a view of t he poet ' s 

att i t udes on lif e in Amer ica , 

The themes of t hese poeras deal with urban , industri al A.~eri ca. 

In "iiostal giGl "' Shneur contrasts the quiet beauty of the countryside with 

t he ugly congesti on of the ci ty . The numerot:s skyscrapers, "nets of 

stone ," have trapped t he city dwell ers, who do not know how to escaoe , 

As time quickl y goes by, they can only dream about pleasant rural scenes 

of long ago. Life in t he cit y seems a t tract i ve but it actually eats 

away at a man ' s soul : "The shell i s gl ossy but the soul , / Li ke a wormy 

nut , i s desolate" (11. 11-12) , 

In "Livelihood" Shneur describes the city as an unhealthy environ

~ent . Fumes coming from speeding automobi les are a noxious smoke in 

which i t seems t hat human beinps s hould not be able t o live. ~it~in this 

setting pecple ar e i n a rush; they hasten t o the subway to go to their 

j obs , where they pursue ~oney. The contras t in earning a living between 

town and country is de ~icted in 11. 5-6: ", •. How will we br ing f orth/ 

Our bread from the hard pavement?" In the blessing reci ted before a meal 

one is reminded t la t bread is brought fort h from the ear th , The farmer 

makes his livi ng by worki ng t he soil but the person in the city must find 

a way t o e1un his living from bringing .,.orth his bread "from the hard 

pavement . " 

Shneur takes a more favorable view of i ndustrialization in "The 

l·iiracl e " than of urban life in the two preceding poems, What moder n 

technol o~y is capable of doi ng is nothing short of a mi racle. Ther e i s 
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a rabbinic l egend that in t he days of the Messiah man will be freed f rom 

l abor . The earth will pr oduce bread r ol ls ready to eat . 1 I n America 

t his miracle has already been accomplished by industrialization, 

symbol ized by iron in t he poem : "•• • upon t wigs of i r on a re swaying/ 

Bread r ol] s . as i n t he days of the Messiah" (11. J- 4) . In t he Gar den of 

E:cien Adam and Eve ate bread directly f rom a whea t - t r ee . 2 Amer ica i s 

l i kewise a paradise because peopl e can do virtual ly the same. In 1 . 5 a 

riddle is posed (cf . Judges 14:14) . Just as one woul d not exuect some

t hing sweet to come from something s trong . one does not expect wine t o 

co~e f r om oil, But the ma rvel s of technology can a ccomplish this and 

can a l so generate power and devise means t o cause water t o flow in pi pes 

and el ectrici ty in wires (11. .5-9) . Anot her wonder of America i s t he 

transformation of i dl er s into enter prising individua l s (1. 9) , 
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Gagu ' im 

Nostalgia 

Lost among the gi ants of stone, 

Friends of mine, contemporaries , s i gh: 

They dream about yout h in t he f iel ds 

And in f ar-of f green gardens , 

Automobil es cl ose off every exit, 

Towers scrape t he clouds ••• 

How wil l we t ear t he nets of stone? 

!-'ow will we s to:;, t he r acing yea r s? 

Alas , cot tages a t sunset 

And the majes t ic qui et of the r i ver! 

The shel l i s gl ossy but the soul , 

Li ke a wormy nut , is desol a t e . 

Par nasah 

:,ivelihood 

We hast en t o t he subway, 

The body in a rush, t he hear t all i n a qui ver ! 

A dollar t ossed about in a s t orm 

Let ' s cha se i t , l est we rai ss our chance l 

How dark every face ! How wi ll we br i ng f orth 
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Our bread f rom the hard pavement? 

Just like the f ly we descend upon a crumb 

And the foot is caught in the tar. 

The oil bubbles and gives off vapor 

And wheels pass by in a storm; 

P.ow do forget- me-nots blossom in the smoke? 

And in this tumult , how the townspeople? 

Hanes 

The Miracle 

The miracle i s already accomplished . Here flourishes 

Coleen fruit in completely dry crevices; 

A~d upon twigs of iron are swaying 

Bread rolls, as in the days of the Messiah . 

10 

From the strong came forth the sweet. ~rom oil - 5 

Wi ne for Ki ddush and Havdalah . 

Abundance flows i n every faucet 

And sunlight in electrified glass . 

In a furnace of toil every idler is here refined; 

In the l a nguage of Shakespeare and mine - expressions : 10 

Enterprises blossom from flame 

And acts of charity from t he smoke of iniquities. 
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On Mount Scopus 

On Mount Scopus Shneur had a panoramic view of Jerusalem a nd he 

was awed by the s ight of the building of new Jerusalem. The wall of 

the old cit y encloses "a profusion of buildings and holy olaces " 

(1 . 3) and there is no room left i n which to expand. The building 

of the new city is compar ed t o the overflow of a river of stone which 

has been t urned into f oam by the pressure of so many buildings i nsi de 

the ".4all. "The dense foa.:a o!' s tone" flows in all directions ; on the 

north it reaches :,;ea Stearim, on the south Talpi ot and on the west 

Bet r.akere~ (11 . 11-14) . 

The per sonified Mosque of Char is surpr i sed by the expansion of 

the city and looks ~1th disapproval upon i t . It i s as if the Jews 

were icpious toward "the holy city (that ) has long been co::ipl et ed / 

In her somber beauty f or all time::;" (11 . 42- 43) , But the new Jew 

r efuses to be locked in by t he old wall; not satisfied with old holy 

thi ng~ , he i s detemined to break out of t he enclosure, P.e wants 

freedom t o create and the hands he once care!"ull y washed before 

putting on the t efi in straps he now dirties with cl ay , Pis goal i s 

to s ee the r eo~il dinG of the Land of Israel with t he new JerusaJera as 

t he inspiration . (11, 4li-,54) . 
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Behar Hat sofim 

On Mount Scopus 

Jerusalem l ike a cup was filled 

- Her ol d wall was f illed -

Wit h a pr ofusion of buildings and holy pl aces 

Squar e- shaped and swollen wit h domes . 

The dense foam of stone 

Under pr essure poured outside 1t 

In t he f orm of houses of hewn stone and s t reets 

Li ke r iver s that have congeal ed while flooding, 

This foam of stone was swollen, 

Pink and gray wi t h white, 

It cover ed Mea Shear 1m, 

It r ose to the heights of Talpiot; 

It overflowed , branching out into Rechavia 

And r eaching all t he way to Bet Hakerem. 

This tempestuous ener gy of building 

Knows no rest even now ; 

Calm and frozen at its center, 

At all of its edges and sides i t is seet hing; 

And wi th 1t mount ing up toward heaven 

Gr ound lime, fumes of mol ten tar. 

Gravel was poured out like gold; 

Smooth pebbles rattled 

Whil e being crushed with mortar in the machi nes , 

On the uavement of straight s treets 

Cars as red as blood scurry 
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Along the veins of stone. 

Camels a nd donkeys with burdens 

Flow from morning t o night 

Thr ough the ~eandering sloped lanes, 

Carrying the building material s 

To the throat of the creating power. 

Very soon even the green Valley of J ehoshaphat, 

Which separates life and death , 

Will be taken by stor m 

And the l enrosy of graves will be healed 

On all of t he sl one of the Mount of Olives , 

\lhich is pr oud of its dead holiness. 

I saw you , Jerusalem, t he ol d 

And new, f rom t he summit of Mount Scopus : 

Standing within t he enclosure of the ,,al l 

Is the Mosque of Onar, saying 

In amazement : The hol y city has l ong been compl eted 

In her somber beauty for all t imes • • .• 

But t he Jew locked in jumped 

JO 

35 

40 

From the ton of the r oof of the cracked Churva Synagogue ; 45 

He j umped wi t h t he cry of freedom 

And creati on into the desolate valley. 

He dirtied his hands , which had been bound 

With tefilin s traps , in cl~y , 

And his weak arm bent , 

Like bows, steel bars. 

50 
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Ori his lips an et ernal song renewed : 

"Jerusalem rebuilt 

\.'ill spr ead t hroughout t he Land of I srael . .. 
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Annotat i on t o On Mount Scopus 

32- 331 " t he green Valley of Jehoshaohat / Wh i ch separates life and 

death . " I n Joel 4:2. 12 t he Valley of J ehosha phat will be t he 

place where God wi l l j udge the nat i ons t hat disper sed His 

peo~le I srael and divided t he l and a mong themselves . The 

Val1 ey o-f" Jehoshaphat separates t he !fount of Olives f rom Mount 

it.or iah . Accordini. to l egend the resurrect i on of Tews and 

genti 1 es wi ll occur on t he •·ount '>f Olives. God will ·udge 

t he;.1 :>n Mount Moriah. The gentiles w111 cross over t he Valley 

on a s trong bridge t hat wi l 1 col l apse . The J ews wi 1 cros s 

over on a weak br i dge in safety and l i ve et ernal 1 ife. 3 

45. The site of t he Churva Synagogue is i n t he ewish Q..iarter or

t he 01d City. This handso~e synagogue, which dated fro. the 

nineteenth century, was destroyed by t he Arabs in 1948. The 

name, oean1ng a 'ruin , • quite i nappro?r1ate1 y r emai ned over 

from the pr evious synagogue on the s ite , 1-hich was eft un

fini shed and abandoned in t he ei ghteent h cent ury . 
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The Por t 

The poet describes a scene of Jewish immigrant s entering 

Palestine through t he Jaffa Port . These immi grants , already weary 

f r om travel i ng, have another ordeal to go t hrough. They have t o be 

izansferred f r om t he ship to small boats. The Arab wor ker s treat them 

l ike baggage . 

(The immigrants) fel l into the hands of boors 

And vulgar carriers at the port • 

. . . 
Like pirates who drown 

Their captives, they threw into the boats 

Men and packs all together. 

Youngsters flew down, 

Women screamed bitterly, and old folks , 

When they fell to the ground in one piece, 

Counted all of their bones to see 

That none of them had been broken. 

Bags burst open, like eggs , 

And their insides came out •• • scarves, 

Housewares with tali t and tef1lin 

And all the various sorts of men' s clothing. 

(11 . 8-9, 12- 23) 

The immigrants are anxious to set foot on the holy soil but as soon 

as they do, they are importuned by Arab beggars , who insult them if 

they give too little or nothing. (11 , 31- 37) . 

In contrast to the noisy and dirty port at Jaffa the new moder n 

facility at Tel Aviv receives the immigrants in a calm , orderl y fashion . 
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To Shneur the sight of the immigrants here evokes the i mage of 

pilgrims in ancient times . 

L,1111lgrants amble quietly 

Like pilgrims in former times , 

Their brothers meet them - carri ers 

And clerks with "Peace be upon you, " 

Like priests wearing the ephod 

At the gates in the days of the Second Temple. 

(11. 45- 50) 

As placid as the scene seems, all is not well with the immigrants . 

They are the Jews who have given up hope in redemption by divine 

intervention, (11 , 56-57) . In the !..and of Israel , free from the 

hardships and huoiliation of galut and i nspired by the ancient glory 

of the Hebr ews, they will be able to regain their strength and then 

rise to t hetas~ of "creating their own fate ,, , in a devastated land" 

(11. 70-75) . 
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Hanamel 

The Port 

I remember you, Jaffa Port, and I l augh; 

I laugh and cry over the memory of you: 

When immi grants fanned out 

From your gate that was full of commotion; 

When those who were stuffed wit h wander ings and hardship 5 

Tried to plant t he sol es of t heir f eet 

Upon the rocks of your l and , 0 daught er of Jaffa , 

They fell into the hands of boors 

And vulgar carriers at t he port . 

The r iffraff seethed frighteningly 

With dreadful husky voices. 

Like pir a tes who drown 

Their capt ives , t hey threw i nto the boats 

Men and packs all together. 

Youngster s flew down , 

Women screane bitterl y, a nd old folks , 

When they fell to the ground in one oiece , 

Counted all of the i r bones to see 

Tha t none of them had been broken . 

Bags burst open, like eggs , 

And their insides came out •••• scarves, 

Housewares with talit a nd tefilin 

And all the various sorts o~ men ' s clothing. 

In the whirl of waves and voices, 

Squirted spittle and salty foam 
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The boats were thus brought to the port, 

Filled and packed with a human drove . 

Pillows and cushions and heads , 

Like globes of cabbage at sUJU1er' s end , 

Hung over the s ides of the boats. 

Jt.ardly had uprooted and driven 1111.1:1igrants 

Planted the soles of their feet firmly 

On the holY soil when sweaty rough hands 

Crabbed t hem to beg for bakshish • •• and if they gave -

Insults , because they had given too little ; 

And if not - then double insults: 

"J ew , Cod cur s e your religion, J ew!" 

Now when anchor s drop 

Into the bay of newly built Tel Aviv , 

A str ong and clean Hebrew port , 

All iron and s teel and cement, 

Stands to r eceive the di spl aced. 

There i s no mud nor f lying dust ; 

But there is law and order and no t uoult. 

Immigrants amble quietly 

Like pilgrims in former times. 

Their brothers meet t hem - carriers 

And clerks with "Peace be upon you, " 

Li ke priest s wearing t he ephod 

At the gates in the days of the Second Temple. 

Eyes recognize eyes, 
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Dresses of the daughters of Jacob flutter: 

Curious girls come to make pleasant 

The first impressions of the homeland 

And to encourage with a smile on their lips 

Hearts wrapped up in their misery; 

No longer believing in redemption. 

Whither did the husky voices go , 

The commoti on with t he bursting of bags? 

They have all been swallowed in the blue of the water, 

Evaporated in the brightness of a new day. 

Rahav the ruler of the sea was also humbled 

When the trident was forcibly stolen 
, 

From his salty hand in t~e depths 

And thrust into his ear. Re has thus been pierced 

To the rocks of the Hebrew settlement 

And to the s tony hooks of the shore 

So that he will not move nor 

~.arm t he weary pilgrims , 

Until exiles shall have passed over and f ound rest 

Like children in the bed of their mother; 

Until they shall have gained new s trength, and with a renewal 

Of Hebrew mi ght shall have rallied a nd r isen 

To the work of t hose creating their own fate -

A legend in a devastated land. 
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Annotation to The Port 

62. Rahav was a rnythica sea , onster. I n Psalm 89:11 and Job 26:12 

t he ~angling of Rahav 1s in the context of s t i lling the waters of 

a raging sea , In Isaiah 51:9 Rahav is cut into pieces a nd in the 

following ver se t he waters of the sea are dried up t o make a way 

for t he redeemed to pass over. 
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Kefar G1l1 adi 

On reading "Kefar Gil 'adi," one has the feeling of reliving with 

the poet his visit to this collective settlement in the northern tip 

of Israel, The village is in a fertile area and t he descr iption of 

the agricultural pr oducts stimulates the senses of sight, smell and 

iaste (11 , 32- 35, 42- 52) , The pioneers are both farmers and sol diers, 

engaged in the reconquest of their ancestral l and through the peaceful 

pursuit of agriculture but forced t o defend themselves against Arab 

enemies (11 , 5-12), 

In awe of the mountain scenery and the pioneers ' achievements 

the poet compares the resettlement of the Land of Israel t o t he 

original possession of the Land by the Israelites, 

When leaves move s tealthily, 

You hear , in the quiet of the morning, 

Like the tapping of bare feet 

And scarves inflated by the wind, 

The step of priests carrying the ark , 

As in t he days of Joshua , when he went out 

To give t he Hebrews the l and of their inheritance. 

(11. 74- 80) 



Kefar Gil ' adi 

A village lies between Abel - Beth- Ma ' acha 

And Tel Chai - where heroes fell. 

There a kevutsa struck roots , imbibi ng 

Red soil , preserved like wine , 

A coilllllunity of young Robinsons 

Who were moved to the edge of the Land of Canaan, 

Defending their lair and fashioning 

A new generation on ancestral ground. 

There the crops are plentiful and well -watered 

But life is beset with da ngers : 

A schemi ng enemy in nearby Syria , 

A lurking savage acr oss the Jordan. 

Yet no complaint passes the lips 

Of the youths of Kefar Gil ' ad.1 : 

They are all strong-will ed oioneers, 

Elcuerienced with t he pl ow as well as the r ifle. 

All day they toil in t he blistering heat 

And armed, they guard the sleep of t heir women 

In the cold because of f ear a t night . 

The children s leep on fea t hers 

Like tender chicks in their nest 

But their parents upon mats . 

There the cowsheds a re built first, 

The coops for the fowl second 

And last the cabins for men. 

A beekeeper is t here , fond of 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 



29 

Hives. After her husband, t he keeper , 

Was slain in a fatal ambush , 

She gave her heart t o t he bees, 

Aware of their j oy and their anxiety, 

And t hey t oo know her ways. 

Out of the s t rength of her love, with t he t hanks of 

Busy l i ttl e hUI11mers , 

Fragrant honey flows 

And floods the Galilee with its sweetness , 

There maidens in linen breeches, 

Vestured like ancient priestesses, 

Sacrifice to the god of l abor 

Youthful vigor with pure hands. 

A holy fire will not go out in their eyes 

And sun- tanned beauty will not fade from their faces . 

There Bryndza cheese is pungent , 

Bread has the f l avor of the field, 

Tomatoes the taste of grapes 

And lettuce like early a lmonds. 

Golden butter and eggs , 

Like silver balls stacked 

In jar s at dawn for the guests , 

Fish from t he Water s of Merom 

Have sharp fins but a tender taste , 

The milk there flows a nd the grape juice , 

As it is and is not written in t he Torah. 

Yet the spacious pockets in the linen breeches 
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Are emptf - hollow. 

Ri ch paupers are all the inhabitants 

Of Kefar Gil•adi , as lonely as 

A mast in t he Arab sea . 

The barns are full of all good things 

But there's not a 1>enny to split and buy 

A child's toy, a kerchief 

To adorn a woman ' s head on the Sabbath. 

In this vi llage I slept, My sleep 

Was sweet to me , like the sleep of the long- lost son 

When he returns to his mother' s pillow, 

One night I 'll remember forever . 

I arose a t daybreak and saw 

The mountains smoking l ike altars: 

Gardens and cabins were burgeoning 

Like lines of a bride ' s face in her veil . 

The worl d round about was so guileless 

And so myst erious; it had an awesome beauty, 

Shaking the knees, till one bows 

To give thanks to God coming from Paran. 

When leaves move stealthily, 

You' hear, in t he quiet of the morning, 

Like the tapping of bare feet 

And scarves infl ated by the wind , 

The s tep of priests carrying the a rk, 

As in the days of Joshua, when he went out 

To give the Hebrews the land of their inheritance. 
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Annotations to Kefar Gil'adi 

Kefar Gil ' adi was founded in 1917 and named for a member I srael 

Gil ' adi. 

1, Abel -Beth-Ma' acha was a Biblical City, 

2. Tel Chai , founded in 1917 as a shepherds ' camp, was destroyed 

in 1920 by Arabs. The eight Jews kill ed in t he a ttack became 

4 model s of courage for the Israelis. 

J. A kevutsa is a collective sett lement. 

42, Bryndza cheese is made from sheep ' s milk , 

49. The "Waters of Mero:n" was the site of the last battle of the 

Canaanites to defend the Upper Gal ilee against the Israelites, 

led by Joshua (Joshua 11:1-15) , This s ite is "identified .. . 

with a brook which flows from Merom (modern Meir on) into the Sea 

of Galilee on the northwest."5 However, the poet probably has 

in mind Lake Chul a , t he highest body of wa ter in the Jordan r ift. 

According to a medieval l egend Lake Chul a was believed to be t he 

:la ters of Merom . 6 

58. "Full of all good things" i s a Biblical phrase for abundance. 

See Deuterono:ny 6 :11 , 
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On Guard 

At night while he stands watch, a guard thinks about his duty 

to protect the wo~en in a settlement i n the Galilee. He complains 

that even i n the mountainous Galilee (historically a pl ace of refuge 

for persecuted groups) t hese Jews have not found safety f r om enemies . 

He l ooks forward to the day when a new generation "does not know / •• • 

fear at nights in the homeland°' (11 . 47- 48) . Until that time he is 

ready to lay down his life to guard the settlement (1 . 1) . Lest he 

make any noise to give away his position to possible attackers , he 

vows silentl y to protect the women "this night and many nights more" 

(11. 40- 41 , 46) . 



33 

Al Hamishmar 

On Guard 

Daught ers of Jacob, I am your ransom ! 

Like doves being pursued, you hurried 

Away from the lands of the Exile , t o hide 

In t he settlement among the rocks of Galilee . 

Golden as wheat, brown 

As the palms of Jericho when they are ripe, 

And black as the nights in the Negev. 

Your eyes, a string of eyes , are 

Like the blue of heaven for clearness 

And dark like the sea a t sunset , 

Sad like the eyes of mothers 

~forrJing about their children in a strange land, 

And joyful like plums in the sun , 

I on guard here stand, 

A pioneer among fellow pioneers, 

To protect you, mothers , sisters 

And sweethearts, in t he pr ime of your s pring , 

From the fear of savage ambushers. 

With hoe and r ifle on t he shoulder 

And a ?itchforlc, since swords are lacking, 

We thus guard your fitful sleep 

After a day of toil in the fields . 

We thus guard the f ruit of your love 

And the fruit of our love, which is nestled 

Under your fearful hearts . 
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The dew falls, cold 

And bitter too , like restless sleep . 

A nocturnal bird screeches in a crevice, 

A lizard rustles 1n t he vegetable patch. 

With them, f rom the cabins, comes 

Your sigh, burdened with dreams. 

In f ront of your closed eyes 

Still move the talons of predator s ; 

Still fears go on pecking 

At your heads , up under your tresses , 

"Save now!" you thus beg urgently, 

]h mumbling , f rom the depth of heavy sleep, 

To rescue yourselves f r om the hands of violators 

Who come to pursue you all the way here. 

We your guardians vow, 

Without a sound, in the darkness of the mountains : 

With this dew- laden wind as witness and Great Bear 

With her s even stars our witnesses , 

With this howl of a di stant fox as witness, 

To protect you we vow, 

This night and many nights more! 

Unt il a new generation arises that does not know 

This :rear at nights in the homeland . 

This is the hatred our enemies 

Have brought , from the lands of the Exile , 

To implant in the hearts of Arabs , 

Unt il a new generation arises , an ideal generation, 
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In body and soul a new generation, 

Hewn s tones for fut ure building , 

A monument to the generation of pioneers. 55 
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Hymn to Tel Chai 

Shneur composed this poem for Tel Chai ' s t1emorial Day, the 

eleventh of Ad.ar. On t his day Israelis make a pilgrimage to the 

cemetery at Tel Chai to honor the eight heroes who died in the 

defense of Tel Chai in 1920. In that year "multitudes of Arabs" 

attacked this shepherd ' s camp , established only three years before. 

The defense of Tel Chai is a symbol of the Israelis' det ermination t o 

fight to the last to hold onto their ancient homela nd against great 

od.ds . 7 To the poet these eight heroes , poorly fed, clothed and 

~uipped, braved the onslaught of savage a t tackers. 

Exhausted, f r antic , starving , 

Dressed in patches botched t ogether, 

Fro~ the pl ow t o t he rifle, 

Thus they defended Tel Chai . 

A hundred enemies against t en 

Roared and gnashed their teeth ; 

Bombs against faulty rifles , 

That ' s how they demolisned Tel Chai , (11. 5-12) 

The death of these heroes was not in vain (11. 1-2) . The exa.~ple 

of their courage will shi ne like a r edeening l i ght at t heir 

gravesite (11. 19- 20) . 
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H1mnon Letel Chai 

Hymn to Tel Cha1 

Not in vai .n did they fight i n the nountains , 

Not for naught was blood shed in the valley. 

0 daughters of Galil ee, sing unto the heroes 

Who fel l at Tel Chai ! 

Exhausted, f r anti c, s tarving, 

Dressed in patches botched together, 

From the ulow to the rifle, 

Thus they defended Tel Chai . 

A hundred enemies against ten 

Roared and gnashed t heir t eeth; 

Bombs against f aulty rifles, 

That ' s how they demolished Tel Chai . 

With every roar, with ever y explosion 

A hail s torn of lead a gift they received. 

That's how they fought , how t hey f ell , 

Youths a nd maidens a t Tel Chai. 

Alas for f rightened cowards , 

For all the hopeless : "That' s enough for me , enough!" 

From t he graves redemption will spr i ng up, 

Light - :fro:n t he firebrands a t Tel Chai. 
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Saadia' s Vision 

Rav Saadia (882- 942) is the best known of the geonim, the heads 

of the Talmudic academi es in Babylonia between the sixth and thirteenth 

centuries. Saadia, who became the~ of the academy at Sura in 928, 

8 was the "arch enemy" of the Kar-c:J.tes , The Karaites were a Jewish 

sect who rejected the Oral Law of the rabbis, 

At first glance the r eader thinks that this poem is going t o be 

a dialogue between a Karaite and Rav Saadia, Actually there is no 

debate between them, Each man makes a pronounceMent about his position 

and the exchange of views sto?s there . 

The Karaite , speaking fir s t, gives his objections to the r abbinic 

ordinances that have added numerous rules on top of the simple law of 

the Torah. There a re so many of them t o fol low that fruit wi t hers on 

the ground while a per son is involved in observing the details pre

scribing the manner of gathering fruit (11, 10- 12) , There is no end i n 

si ght f or the cessation of rabbinic l awmaking because every disciple 

who aspir es t o become a r abbi must prove himself by creating new l aws 

(11 , 13- 15) , The result of al these rabbinic rules i s that the J ews 

are fated to be sinners because of the impossibilit y of carrying out 

so many of t hem (11 , 16-20) . 

The Karaite says that the rabbinic ordinances are "dry" (1. 1) . 

Rav Saadia ' s defense of r abbinic int erpr etations is based on a metaphor 

co~paring the development of the oral l aw to the cool , life- giving 

waters of a brook, This watercourse began a t Sinai and as it f l ows 

downward, it continually enlar ges (with r abbinic ordinances) until 

beco~ing a river of redemption (11 . 27- 35) , As for the Karaites who 

t ry t o pr eserve the l etter of the l aw, thei r situat ion is comparable t o 
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"salt(ing) away statutes/ In a confining jar, namely/ The first 

five books" (ll. 41-43) . No one will be able to live off t his brine 

(ll. 44-46) . 

Because the Karaites have separa ted t hemsel ves from the coomunity 

of Rabbinic Jews , they have doomed themselves and their descendants . 

Not only will they lose their present adherents but they will also not 

be able to beget any new followers , 

Your descendants will be l ike t he branch 

That i s cut off •• • 

One by one it l eaves will fall off • ••• 

You wil l see your l ife come t o an end 

Among the gentiles, in bereavement and barrennes s , 

(11 . 53-54, 56 , 64-65) 

The fortune of Rabbinic Jews will be exactl y the oppos ite. They wil l 

be an everlasting coramunity, a l ways verdant a nd fruitful . 

But the people I srael i s a tree planted 

Beside t he streams of Torah a nd Talmud; 

:fhen a leaf withers, t here sprout U? 

"ne- hundred green ones i n its place . (11 . 60-63) 
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Chazon Rav Se'adyah 

Saadia' s Vis ion 

We 've had our fill of dry halachotJ 

The details of the rabbis have drawn 

Fences around every fence until we are 

Like pr isoners within the garden of the Torah , 

Slaves of commands that were not given 

At Sinai and that Noses did not inscribe . 

Seven issue commandments for every slave . 

Seven jumps we must make 

Before drinking a spoonful of water thirstily; 

Seven t imes we must clang wi th the chains, 

The chains of the law, before we can gather 

Withered fruit on the ground for food, 

And the discipl es of the sages add 

A new burden daily 

So they can also become sages . 

Our bent back breaks loose 

From under the l oad of t he conmandments1 

The rabbis knock and blow 

And the whole peopl e of Israel are sinners : 

They can never fulfill their duty, 

Rav Saadia : 

A man does not draw water from his well 

When it is dug in the desert; 
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The water was dirty and bitter 

In those former days . 

Water when it is purified can be drunk 

And wine , when it has settled on its l ees. 

The brook of ancient times was the Torah: 

Its beginning was a t Sinai in the wilderness , 

Gushing forth fro~ broken tablets : 

Its streams were statutes and ordinances, 

Its rapids the Great Assembly 

And its rivers will be the days of the Messiah. 

We are fish in the brook, 

Hastening with its chilling current 

Toward the distant redemption of t he world. 

Anyone who separates himself from it, my misguided son, 

I s like one separating himself from eternal life , 

You and your brothers, the separatist s , 

Both you and your children who come after you 

Will wither . 

Your teachers salt away statut es 

In a confining jar, namely 

The first five books. 

The one who partakes of them will not be satisfied , 

The one who thirsts will remain thirsty his whole life; 

He can not contain the salt without water. 

You will hang the tsitsit on your wall, 

Turn your Sabbath into darkness 

And the palace of the Torah into suffocation, 
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You will become sterile ostriches 

Hatching stones in the desert 

And wi ll not hear the chirp of discipl es . 

Your descendants will be like the branch 

That is cut off a nd hangs for show 

In your house and in the house of your God. 

One by one its leaves will f all off. 

Until it becomes bereft and bare: 

Holy by virtue of the poverty of its knowledge , 

Arrogant about the leanness of its naked limbs. 

But the people Israel is a tree planted 

Beside the streams of Torah and Talmud; 

When a leaf' wit hers , t her e sprout up 

One-hundred green ones in its place . 

You will see your l ife come to a n end 

Among the gentiles , in bereavement a nd barrenness, 
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Annotation t o Saad.1a ·s Vision 

6~-6J. Cf. Psal m l:J; "He is l ike a tree ?l anted by streams of 

water, that yields its fruit in i t s season, and i t s leaf 

does not wi ther. I n all that he does, he pr osper s . " 
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A New Lawsuit by Rabbi Levi Yitschak of Berditchev 

Rabbi Levi Yitschak of Berditcbev (ca. 1740-1809) was a Chasidic 

r ebbe known for hi s sayings challenging God t o alleviate the sufferi ngs 

of the Jews. 9 The Kaddish of Rabbi Levi Yitschak t o which Shneur 

refers (1. 28) carries this theme. 

Good morning to you, Lord of the world! 
11 Levi Isaac, son of Sarah of Berditchev, am coming t o 

you 1n a l egal matter concerning your people of I srael . 
What do you want of I srael? 

I shall not go hence, nor budge froa ay place 
untU there be a finish 
untU there be an end of exile -
"Glorified and sanctified. be His great namel"tO 

"A New Lawsuit •••" was written in 1942 in the mi dst of the Hol ocaust, 

"the Third Destruction ." The poet raises Rabbi Levi Yi tschak from the 

grave to persuade him to finish his case against the Master of the 

Universe . (11. 5-7, 12-lJ) . 

Rabbi Levi first says tha t he is not able t o speak because he i s 

dead. The poet tells him that he is alive and "your suit against the 

Supreme God/ On that Rosh Hashanah in the year 5550 (1790) / I s also 

living indelibl y in our hearts" (11. 19- 21) . However, what really 

convinces Rabbi Levi to r enew his case is the tale of destruc tion. 

By the l ight of the mecorial candles that burn 

For the martyrs of the "Third Destruction," 

Who were strangl ed, drowned and slaughtered, 

The young in the bosoms of their mothers 

And the old i n the arms of their children, 

Or were buried al ive • • • Renew 

Your pleas, Rabbi Levi , 

Your case against t he Master of the Univer se, 
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Which you did not finish at that time 

One hundred and fifty years ago. (11, 31-40) 

Rabbi Levi's voice begins to r ise into a chant and he addresses God . 

tel l ing Him that he wil l now compl ete hi s case. 

I desir e a l awsuit, 

A _awsuit not compl eted up t o now 

Because of my fear of You in my lifetime 

And at my death, for lack of an heir . 

Once a man dies and not t wice. 

Now I no longer f ear. 

I will not spar e Your great name. 

The Scrol l of Your Torah wil l be open, 

Chasidim will sit in j udgment 

And t he whol e house of I srael will be wi tnesses. 

(11 , 52- 61) 

The J ews , Rabbi Levi continues . f or hundreds of year s obeyed every detail 

of the 613 commandments in this world but they were never given t he 

rewards for performing them, which God had promi sed but always rerooved 

to the next world , After suffering martyrdom "From the t ime of t he 

destruction of the Temple / To the "Jersecutions of 5703 (1942)" the Jews 

want the rewards now in this wor ld (11, 62- 94) , 

The 'I'orah is compar ed to a pr omi s sory note whose terms God has 

failed t o f ulfil l . The Jews had many opportunities to demand collateral 

from God but they patiently waited f or Him t o honor His original debt. 

For a thousand years we lent trust 

To You and to Your prophets 

On notes of honor, wh ich are nothing other than 
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The Five Books of the Torah. 

Whenever a term for payment had passed, 

We did not take anything as a pl edge ; 

But transfer t hem we did, each time, 

Onto new '!)aper s : 

Onto t he Talmud a nd the Codes 

And ont o the l'ii shneh Torah 

Of Rabbi Moses Maimonides. 

We waited a l ong time . 

We forwent payment countless times . (11. 10:l- 112) 

Now t he Jews can not wait any longer. God must either repay at once 

or admit tha t He is bankrupt . If He acknowledges that He is unable to 

meet His debt , Rabbi Levi and each member of the congregation in 

3erditchev will give over their mos t valuable possessions to save His 

honor , 

Just so t hat a shadow of doubt should not fa l l, 

Far be i t , upon Your na~e , which is sealed 

On Your Torah five times . (11. 142-14J) 

Alas , God ' s honor has been sul l i ed and He has no means of righting the 

situation . The Lord has no power to redeem His people; therefore , Hi s 

promises are i nvalid and His debts ar e cancel ed by def ault . If He had 

the power to r edeem, Rabbi ~evi would not be able to show Hir.i 

•·• the poor - house a t t he edge of heaven , 

Where all of the ' ends of days ' t hat have passed by 

And al l of the Messiahs who were crushed are discarded, 

From the time of Bar Kochba to this day. (11 . 158-161) 

The meaning of Numbers 10:J5 is r eversed in 11. 162-167. In the Biblical 
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verse Moses su!lllllons the Lord to arise f r om the ark t o scatter His 

enemies. After showing the Lord the ref use heap of Messiahs, Rabbi 

Levi swnmons Him to rest in the ark, t his position, in the light of 

t he Bibl ical verse, indicating a l ack of power. What is scattered are 

not God' s enemies but His invalid pr omises; what flies away f rom God 

are not t hose who hate Him but His debts . 

:fuen t he a r k sets out 

Wit h Your glory descending into it, 

Your servant, Rabbi Levi , wi ll call out and says 

' Come to res t , 0 Lord , and all of Your promises for 

the f uture 

'."111 scatter. 

A wind will carry away Your debts !' (11. 162- 167) . 

The power of redempt ion now l ies with the people of Israel , They 

have given up hope i n a redeemer sent by God and take int o their own 

hands the task of r ebuil ding their lives in the Land of Israel , which 

God abandoned and no l onger r emembers. When their task is completed and 

they r ebuild a sanctuary, they will again accept God' s kingship after 

everyone shall have forgotten God ' s humiliation . (11. 168-1~6) . 

Then they .:111 return to serve You in love. 

Then they will agai n give thanks, as I do , 

Rabbi Levi Yit s chak son of Sarah, Your servant : 

' May His great name 

Be magnified and sanctified,'" (11 , 187- 191) 



48 

Din Torah Chadash Lerav Levi Yitschak Mibarditshuv 

A New Lawsuit by Rabbi Levi Yitschak of Berd1tchev 

1 

On the eve of this fast , a public fast , 

When the memorial candles had been kindled 

For the martyrs of Poland and Reisen, 

In t he synagogue of the Chabad Chasidim, 

I raised, with the holy spirit, 

Rabbi Levi Yitschak son of Sarah, 

Up from the holy congregation of Berditchev, 

Which was also destroyed and is no more, 

And said to him: "Speak, do not be afraid ! 

The holy spirit has raised you up; 

It will also protect you. 

Finish your case, Rabbi Levi, 

Versus the Master of the Universe . " 

2 

He whispered : ''I ' m not abl e to speak, my son; 

Look, I ' m dead to this world 

And live only in the world to come 

"Don ' t say you've died, Rabbi Levi l 

You are alive to us even now 

" 

And your suit against the Supreme God 

On that Rosh Hashanah in the year 5550 

Is a l s o living indelibly in our hearts . 

Its melody still rings in our ears. 

But you, the pr ecent or 
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And the poet of the generation - a generation of Chasidim -

And a relative of the author of the "Tanya, " 

You were frightened and stopped your arguing 

At the time of the great lawsuit 

And broke off within the great Kaddish. 

But on this day, the day the world was born, 

A day of much zeal and of shame, 

By the light of the memorial candles that burn 

For the martyrs of the Thi rd Destruction , 

Who were strangled , drowned and slaughtered , 

The young in the bos oms of their mothers 

And t he old i n the arms of their chil dren , 

Or were buried alive • • • Renew 

Your pleas, Rabbi Levi , 

Your case against the Master of t he Universe , 

Which you did not finish at that time 

One hundred and fift y years ago, 

In your great humil i t y 

And in your love - God has no limit ." 

3 

Then Rabbi Levi Yitschak son of Sarah 

Removed his shroud from his face 

And his bl ack lips trembled • 

His voice was a ghostly voice f r om t he grave, 

Steadil y rising into a j oyful song, until becoming 

The voice of the precentor, who chants 

At the close of the fast on Yom Kippur: 
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" I , who am poor in deed , have returned 

To you , Master of the Universe ! 

I desire a l awsuit, 

A lawsuit not completed u~ t o now 

Because of my fear of You in my l ifetime 

And at my deat h, for lack of an heir . 

Once a man dies and not twice. 

Now I no longer f ear, 

I will not spare Your great name. 

The Scroll of Your Torah will be open, 

Chasidim will sit in j udgment 

And t he whole house of Israel will be witnesses. 

4 

Six hundred and t hirteen commandments You col!llllanded us , 

One hundred detail s for every commandment. 

We nourished them, we preserved t heo , every last one , 

In Your beautiful entrance hall 

Under t he blue of Your sky 

In t his world • • • 

Always , always i n this world. 

As for You , Almighty, 

Only a promise di d You make. 

You postponed t he rewards of the co:nmandments 

All the way to a parlor flying in the air 

In the midst of t he Clouds of Glory, 

All the way to the next world ••• 

Always , always t o the next world. 
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This world is promised too. 

Its gate is an open grave. 

They go through it on a pock- marked r oad 

With the rattle of dry bones 

And the shrieking of martyrs over f ires : 

Hear , 0 I srael •• I 

That ' s enough for us , Mercif ul Father, 

With the scor es of worlds we acquired 

Through our sel f - sacrifice for You 

From t he time of t he destruction of the Temple 

To the persecutions of 5703 (1942) . 

We want this world, 

A world with blooms and light; 

With ground under our feet, 

Wit h bread of pr osperity in the basket 

And with wine for the embittered 

Chill ed i n the vat of Your mountains 

And served on the tabl e of nobl es 

In the midst of all the nations of t he world, 

You were faithful to us 

At the Exodus from Egypt , 

5 

:u t h t he building of the Temple twice ; 

We worshiped the seal of Your hands 

On Your hol y Torah. 

For a thousand years we lent trust 

To You and to Your prophets 
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On notes of honor, which a re nothing other than 

The Five Books of the Torah. 

Whenever a term for payment had passed, 

We did not take anything as a pledge ; 

But transfer them we did , each time, 

Onto new papers1 

Onto the Talmud and the Codes 

And onto the Mishneh Torah 

Of Rabbi Moses Maimonides . 

We waited a long time, 

We forwent payment countless times. 

Now we can ' t wait a ny longer. 

Repay Your children at once! 

Or acknowledge publicly 

Before the entire holy assembly 

That You have fallen , so to speak , 

From Your great wealth; 

Have gone into heavy bankruptcy 

And hidden Yoursel f in the cloud, 

Acknowledge it on this evening 

By the light of the numerous memorial candles. 

Tell the truth! ••• Then we 

Will pay off Your debts . 

I , Levi Yi tschak son of Sarah, 

Of the holy congregat ion of Berditchev, 

Will pay t hem off fir st. 

The crown of my worn out talit 

105 

110 

115 

120 

125 



53 

- silver cords with faded gold -

I will tear f r om me and pay. 

And all of the holy congregation, 

Which is standing in dread behind me , 

Will do, as one man, as I do . 

If it seems a trifle thing to you, 

We will arise and add 

Many times as much : 

Almond-shaped engagement rings , 

Antique Havd.al ah cups, 

Life-blood from the hea.rt 

Because we have dearly loved you, 

As it is written: 'and with all of your might.• 

Just so that a shadow of doubt should not fall , 

Far be it, upon Your name, which is sealed 

On Your Torah five times. 

6 

Immediately after this fast, 

At the conclusion of the blessing of the moon, 

I will s hout: 'Merciful Jews ! 

Please help me save 

The honor of the great Merciful , 

Who is hidden in the cloud and weeps ••• 

With my thread bare talit I will wipe away 

The hot tears f rom Your eyes ; 

I wi ll set You in the Holy Ark , 

Which was broken by the bl ow of those who ravaged us; 
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On my free shoulder I will bear You 

And behind me , the whol e house of Israel. 

To a temporary abode we will carry You , 

To the poor-house at the edge of heaven, 

Where all of the 'ends of days' that have passed by 

And all of the Messiahs who were crushed a re discarded, 

From the time of Bar Kochba t o this day. 

When the ark sets out 

With Your glory descending into it, 

Your servant Rabbi Levi will call out and say: 

155 
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'Come to rest, 0 Lord, and all of Your promises for the future 165 

Will scatter. 

A wind will carry away Your debts!' 

He will no longer wait for t he Redeemer. 

We ourselves will be the redeemers 

Who bring consola tion to ourselves 

And good tid.ings to the whole world . 

Je will sell ourselves as slaves to t he peoples 

Who dwell in safety and see 

This las t scene. 

We will serve them • • • and they will afflict us • • • 

Iay and night we will not desist 

Until the ploughshare sticks to our hands 

And the hammer to the palm of t hose who wield i t f 

Until our l and is redeemed, 

Which You abandoned a nd no longer remember; 

Until t he third Temple is built 

170 

175 



55 

With Your golden sanctuary in its midst. 

There we will crown You with honor . 

You will again reign over us . 

And our children who are to come will forget 

All of Your humiliation, 0 God! 

Then they will return to serve You in love, 

They will again give thanks , as I do, 

Rabbi Levi Yitschak son of Sarah, Your servant, 

'May His great name 

Be magnified and sanctified.'* 
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Annotations t o A New Lawsuit by Rabbi Levi Yitschak of Berditchev 

J. Reisen is an ar ea i n Byel orussi a . 

4 . Chabad, a sect of t he Chasidic movement stressing int el l ectuality, 

was f ounded by Shneur ?alman of Lyady (1745-181J) . Chabad i s a n 

acronym for chochmah (wi sdom) , binah (understanding) and da ' a t 

(knowl edge) . 

7 . Berd.1 tchev was a sht et 1 in t he wes t er n part of the district of 

Kiev near t he border of Vol hyni a . 

25. The author of the Tanya was Shneur ?alman; in this wor k , published 

in 1796, he formulated t he doctrines underlying Chabad Chasidism. 

5'J . "Who am poor i n deed" is a cause taken f r om the precent or ' s pr ayer 

Hineni , recited by him befor e the repet i tion of the Musaf Amidah of 

Rosh P:.ashanah and Yorn Kip;,,n:. Of course on t he Days of Awe God sits 

i n judgment of Israel ; here Israel will be sitting i n j udgment of 

God . The precentor is "trembling and terrified" ; Rabbi Levi 

Yitschak i s no longer afrai d . 

65, 72. The idea of performing t he coill1llandme1ts i n this world, t he 

"entrance hall , " and receiving the rewards in the next world, the 

"parlor, " is based on Avot 4 :16; "This world i s like a vest ibul e 

(ent rance hall) before the wor l d to co~e ; prepare thys elf in t ~e 

vesti bule that t hou nayest enter i nto t ~e banquet hall ( oarlor) ." 

73. The "Clouds of Gl ory" according to l egend surround the Di vi ne Throne . 

141. " And with all of your might" i s taken f r om Deuteronomy 6 :5. 

162 - ] 67. Cf , Numbers 10 s J5; "And whenever the a rk set out , Moses said, 

' Arise, 0 Lor d , and l et t hy enemies be scattered; and let them that 

hate thee flee before thee .•" 
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To Those Who Forgive 

Since this poem was published in 1943, Shneur 's vindictiveness 

shoul d be seen i n t he per snect i ve ~f Hitler' s Final Solution. Follow

ing the rule of "do to them as t hey have done to us, .. the poet imagines 

some qui t e hideous act s of retaliat i on (11, 5-11) . He overworks the 

i mage of t he murder ers' attempt •t~ weigh the frui t s of t heir labor• 

in a bala nce whose ot her sca1 e 1s loaded with the hearts of Jews (1 1 , 

12-17) . 
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Lasolchim 

To Those Who Forgive 

Lo i The refuge of every scoundrel is forgiveness. 

Don ' t smile at the swine 

Who gnawed your children, defiled your women and drove nails 

I nto your heads t hat nurtured the Talmud! 

With self- res traint walk about watchfully, 

Like disasters and propheci es that did not come, 

like t he barren symbols of breavement. 

Poison the wells of their redemption and a t t he start 

of thei r holidays l et loose 

The shadows of your martyrs , ams cut off , throats slashed, 

To their brides s end skulls and to the spins ters 

your plucked old men; 

The skeletons of your battered children s et down in thei r cribs. 

The tresses of your viola ted daught er s plait with 

their works of linen, 

5 

Hang the gouged out eyes of your youths among their cherries, 10 

And all your heavy hearts throw upon the scales in their shops. 

The murderers f oolishl y take them to weigh t he frui t s 

of their labor by them. 

But they will not ever be outweighed in the balance . No load 

at all will equal their weight . 
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Between heaven and earth will be placed the fruit of their land, 

their cattle and their merit. 

Their priests s laughter on the scales of fear 

and break into pieces their savior. 

They t hrow on swords and crosses to weigh down their hollow 

labors; 

But the scale of the balance does not go down; rather i t 

darkens the morning of their freedom . 

15 
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Praise f or the Hebrew Gir l 

After many years of wandering in f araway lands the Hebrew girl , 

standing for the Jewish people, is welcomed back to her ancient 

homel and with thi s hymn. By reference to prominent figures from several 

eras the course of Jewish history is outlined from Abraham to the Gol den 

Age i n Spain. After t his l ast per iod the decline of Jewry fol lows. 

(Shneur virtual ly ignores Ashkenazic Jewry, mentioni ng onl y Rav Solomon 

Yitschaki , Rashi , as a representati ve of this group . ) 

You dwel led i n the palaces of Spain but f led in distress 

And wither ed in the clay houses of Morocco and Algeria . (11 . 23-24) 

However, j ust as Sarai , t he name of Abraham ' s wife before she conce ived 

I saac , was able t o bear a child in ol d age , t he Hebrew gi r l wi l l recover 

from her exhaustion a nd be re.juvenat ed. From her will co:ne forth a 

multitude of sons to continue the stor y of the J ews (11, 25-26) . 

The t i tle of the poem alludes to Psalm 33:1, "Praise ls comely 

f c1 the upr ight. " 
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La ' ivriyah Tehilah 

Praise for the Hebrew Girl 

Together we welcome your return from faraway lands of wandering, 

From acr oss dark mountains , uncharted and flowing with blood. 

Like the seven branches of the menor ah our j oyous song hol ds up 

Seven s tanzas of hymn t o this your high honor: 

You left with the bells of the flock the city of grandfather 

Abraham , 

The ruins of Hammurabi and the tablets of Gilgamesh ; 

You wandered for thousands of years but still you are perfectly 

desirable, 

In your eyes - the blue of the east , yearning and fiery youth. 

You fought against the gods of Philistia, made sacr ifices t o 

Baal on the high places 

And sparkled in t he sanctuary of Sol omon in the shadow of the 

wings of t he cherub; 

You went up with the exiles t o Baby on and tore with the 

Maccabees 

The rag of the Samar itans, the border of Yemen a nd the sands 

of Libya. 

Rav J udah the Patriarch of the Exile built for you the palace of 

the law 

With the hammer of halachah and set you on an i vory throne . 

5 
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Skillful pointers clothed you with flowering points of lifes 15 

Then your f ootsteps were swift a.nd you became a charming woman. 

Rav Saadia cleared the stones f r om your way. With his code of 

law 

Hiimonides among the Arabs established for you a str ong fortress; 

Rav Solomon Yitschaki brought the heart of the masses to you 

By solving for their children, the confused among you, every 

mystery. 

Then you stepped l ike a queen. Revered groo~smen, 

Ibn Cabirol with Halevi, raised you to the height s of ooetry; 

You dwelled in the palaces of Spain but fled in distress 

And withered in the clay houses of Morocco and Algeria. 

But now, after your wither ing, there is again for you 

rej uvenation , 

Like Sarai the mother of the Hebrews, even though your lord i s 

an old man. 

You have borne in the time of his old age not one I ssac of joy, 

But ?Oets and writers and pr ophets - a oopul ous assembly. 

Therefore to you we lift up a joyous song in the Land and in the 

Exile 

And a blessing for revival we bring to you at this time ; 

Young school children will sing in unison 

And weanlings will resoond in wholehearted chatter. 
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Hour of Ascent 

New York, ci ty of skyscrapers , i s compar ed to ancient Babylon, 

wher e "a t ower with i t s top in the heavens" was built (Genesis 11 :4). 

I n the Bibli cal story the buil ding of the Tower of Babel , symbol of 

man's pr esumption, is not completed. Work on it st ops when God confounds 

the l a nguage of man; He has been affronted by what they are doing : " • •• 

this is only the beginning of what they will do: and nothing t hat they 

propose t o do wil l now be i mpossible f or them" (Genesis 11 :6) . 

The ''impossible" has been accomplished in New York City ; the sky

scraper s are "l ike rebell ious arms beyond counting" (1 . 6) . Vioder n men 

are r ebel s who dare t o say t hat they a re l ike gods (11 . 9-10) . They are 

compared t o Nimrod, the f ounder of Babylon (Genesi s 0 :10) , whos e name 

contains by coi ncidence the Hebrew root marad , "rebel ." The man- made 

wonders outshine natur al creati ons , At night t he thousands of i ght s , 

"el ectric moans, .. cast i ng t heir beams -rrom the skyscra~ers make the moon, 

the "thin copper disk" created by God, pale i nto i nsignificance (11. 15- 10) , 

The ?Oet ponder s the meaning of -ian · s creative power. Though the 

lights made by r1an a r e "mut e , " the poet says that they have a laugh . They 

l augh because "We have gras ':>ed the space of e:npty heaven" (1. 27) . In 

other words , the skyscraper wi th i t s lights has "its t op i n t he heavens. " 

l·'.an" s i:liagination, "evil fro:n hi s youth and prevailing over all" (1. JB) , 

i s able to cr eate anythi ng . The phrase "evil f r om hi s youth" i s from 

Genesis 8: 21 , I t anpears in the context of Cod ' s pr omise t o Noah tha t 

He will never again des troy the world because of man . Man ' s activi t ies 

show his creative might ( "When he whisper s a cor:imand, an echo t hunders " 

1 , 42) . The gods are provoked but are nowerless t o act; their bei ng 

depicted as dr essed in rags shows this (11 . 4) - 44) . Man wi ll go about 
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doing as he l i kes and his wor k wil l not be thr eatened wi th destruction 

by God. 
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She•at Aliyah 

Hour of Ascent 

Hymn to New York 

At the close of day a t the souther n end of the park 

There' s an hour •• • the hour of ascent, 

In the smoke of bui ldings a city r ises, 

Towers of Babylon i n a field of fire . 

Against the reddened west they ar e outst retched 

Like countless ams in rebel lion; 

Not just one Ni.mrod raised them 

And crowned their fists with light. 

From all lands rebels came 

And said : "1:!e will be like gods! 

We wi ll rai::e ourselves above all earthly inhabitants ; 

Faci ng the sun we will set a city and neople. " 

As skies grow dimmer, 

The eyes of giants are kindled 

And l ook with a thousand r ows of light s 

At the moon - a thin CO?per disk. 

Against the el ectric moons of the towers 

How sad the moon t hat God created! 

Like comets ar e t heir bea~s -

A crest of splendor on the night ' s crown. 

5 
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Among bouquets , wreaths and f estoons 

There each blos som of light competes and swa l l ows another, 

This i s the adversary of creat i vity1 !'Ian' s drive 

Summons wor n out l aws i nto conf l ict. 

To t he laughter of these mute lights 

I gi ve much att ention during the nights : 

·~ have grasped the space of em?t Y hea ve n; 

A new ~eople we wil l beget i n a cloudy secr et . 

With us t hey will climb s eventy f l oors ; 

Every house a mar ket, every t ower a ci ty. 

From veins of copper light will flow 

And a wall wi l l ~ake r i ver wat er s gush . 

To us t hey wi l l br i ng U? the blessings of earth, 

}lilk from herds , fru1 t s from the garden, 

From i vory b~xes glass ~ears ; 

A generati on of visionar ies and ar t i sts sing f or joy. 

Al1 of t hem t he wil l of man creat ed, 

Evi l from his yout h and preva i l i ng over al1 , 

He turned al l profane t hings i nto hol i ness 

And t he Sabbaths he made pr ofane , 

The smoke of his desires t ickles t he hea vens . 

when he whispers a co~and , a n echo thunders 
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To enrage t he sleep of the las t of the gods 

In tattered garments of blue and rags of mist . 



A Psalm of Li lith 

I n medieval Jewish f olkl ore Lili th i s Adam' s wi fe before the 

creation of Eve . She repr esents t he glamorous woman about whom 

11 
every man dreams in hi s sexual fantas i es. Thus she arises "from the 

des ires of man, / As Venus fro~ the f oam of the sea" (11. 1-2) . Her 

charm a nd beauty can encha nt any man into her power. 

Like Del i l a h with a head full of witchcraft 

I bind Samsons wi th beautiful l ocks of hair. (11. 19- 20) 

These lines are a n a l l usion to t he war ning given t o Faust: 

Bewar e of her fair hair! for s he excel s 

All women i n the magic of her locks ; 

And when she winds them r ound a young man ' s neck, 

She will not ever set him f r ee agai n . 12 

Since a r.ian overst eps the bounds of rea)it y when he drea::is of sexual 

ul ay with a voluptuous woman , Lil ith is the sy,ibolic figure of any of 

~an•s desir es t o overreach hitlsel f , 
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Mizmor Lel ilit 

A Psalm of Lilith 

I arose from the desir es of man , 

As Venus from t he foam of the sea. 

They were t he dim l i ght s of a new world, 

Sorrow with blood boiling. 

}~am l ived t hen without woman, 

~s a confused wanderer in the garden . 

I accompanied him like a strange shad,:,w and showed hin1 , 

A lustful young lion, the songbird ' s yearning. 

Then, as a sinful thought, I would ridicu:e his fear 

5 

Of eating soce ,,f the fruit from t he tree of good and evn . 10 

First he wou d raise his head and ask : 

"!ihy i s it forbidden? For what reason?" 

From the tine that I learned the ways of ,an, 

The fast of t he Nazirite , the will of the pure in heart , 

I intoxicated their righteousness , but not with wine ; 

I caused them pain •.• and i t ~as good for them. 

I have many breas t s like a she-wolf t o suckl e 

All the cubs of man wi t h a secret mil k , 

Like Delil ah with a head full of witchcr aft 

I bi nd Sarnsons with beautiful l ocks of hair , 

15 
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Satan was born when man 

Began denying the gods on hi gh. 

In the entir e world which they created 

This i s my master, whom I worship to this day. 

In l ove we beget spirit s of falsehood 

That Cod is not able to subjugate. 

The charm of the soul s of all man ' s creations1 

The flesh dies , the imagination lives. 

"The flesh is mine," boasts the Creat or, 

"To me this will return when the time comes. " 

My Satan laughs : "But the spirit is mine 

That changes the world and does not die ." 

Man i G t ossed about between the mighty 

And he will never have r est , 

Until t he day comes , perish the thought , 

When the mighty carry on one against one . 
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Albi on' s Burden 

Thi s diatribe against Engl and has a title r emini scent of Isaiah's 

prophecies of doo:11 and i n the l ast secti on of the noen Shneur ho':>es 

that a disas t er will befal l Engl and. In 1947 , when Shneur wrot e thi s 

ooem, J ewish antipathy toward England was very s t rong. I n her efforts 

t o ap1ease the ~.rabs she was r estr i cti ng t he i ,;unigrat i on of Jewi sh refu

gees to ~al esti ne and at t imes sinking the shi ~s that carried these 

i,assenger s . The poem reminds one of t he saying tha t "Engl and has no 

pemanent f r i ends , only permanent i nterests . " Duri ng World War TI the 

Arab states had col l aborat ed wi th the Na zi s , whi l e t he J ewi sh Brigade , 

f ormed by Pa l estini an Jews, had served wit h t he Briti sh army i n Ital y , 

North hfri ca and t he Middle East . But t he Brit i sh government forgot t he 

loyal participation o~ the Jews and enf'or ced the r est r ict i ve i :imigration 

policy . 13 

In the .,oem t he ultimate cause of England ' s wi ckednes s 1s that her 

peo':>l e are the descendant s of "W l P i am the Robber" (~Ulia-:i the Conqueror) , 

who, accordi ng to t he ooet, "wa s fro':'l Gexmany . the mother of all impurity" 

(1 . 67) . Ta inted by t his "Saxon blood, " t he English thr oughout the sub

sequent course ')f their hi story a re f a ted to be pl under ers and murder er s . 

The bul k of t he poe"l i s like a C"m"Jendi um of England ' s "cr i mes" agains t 

t he other na t i ons of the wor,d. However, Engl a nd wi l l not forever have 

1mnuni t y . Her hi s t or y ~11 1 end where i t began . '"'ro~ fog , Albion, you 

emerged / Int o t he light . •• / And to t he fog you t hus sha 11 r eturn" (11 . 

568- 561 ) . Justi ce i.i 1 be d 'lne when t hi s isl a nd f alls i nto the sea lihere 

she "cast those weary unt o dea t h / I nto the swi r l of storms " (, 1. 5P8 589) , 
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Masa Al bi on 

Albion's Burden 

1 

Between sea and sea a large island is stuck i n, 

',ih1ch Sandalphon drove down like an anchor of l imestone and sand; 

Crimes of generations and fog are his swaddli.ng clot hes , 

Rul ing nations by hi s cunning schemes, 

He breaks his i-ay into closed ports 

With his armored shins. 

States he swal l ows and reward he seeks 

Fro~ those who descend i nto the depths of his belly. 

Legends about the tribes of Shem and Ever, 

Which were l ost and are gone forever, 

Over the isl and hover . 

But a gentile he 1s with a heart too uncircumc1zed 

To be a descendant of these lost tribes. 

"rem the days of ~i l l ian the Robber 

This large island hol ds 

~1th a tight chain of do,1nion 

The Irish 1s! es , 

~1ke a dog tied t o 1t generations ago. 

e:::e:... 
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Wicked Gemany, 

2 
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Plundered and plundering Poland , 

Rumania - land of thieves . 

!low he too comes to slaughter, 

In white gloves 

With a polished stovepi pe on hi s head, 

The son of Albion. 

Without a j udge to judge anymore i n the l and , 

He is the j udge and the executioner. 

No man protests. 

No peopl e is enraged. 

Scarlet are the nails of all nations 

From Jewish blood: 

The bear, the panther, the hyena , 

Even t he stinking ~arten. 

In the beaks of them all i s stuck a tender feather 

From the pillows of the r avaged people, 

From the tresses of t heir daughters . 

Now they t oo come, 

The enlightened people, 

Dressed in military uniforms1 

In their pocket the peace treaty 

But in t heir hand a sword. 

A sword for f l ourishing settlements, 

A sword for those who escaped t he oven 
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Sleeping on their packs. 

Shooting children, 

Pushing pregnant women, 

Everything is permitted 

With no cock to crow 

"Violence!" 
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Here t hey go marching; 

Warriors armed with iron . are 

Conquerors of chicken- coops, 

Ri der s of milch cows ! 

The fine youth of Albion, 

Whose jawbones are the jawbone of an ass , 

Whose teeth are patched with gol d, 

Stamp their boots into vegetable gardens . 

All of them have a l ong pedigree, 

Descendants of William the Robber, 

Who was f r om Germany, the mother of all impurity. 

With his army of evildoers he came 

In painted boa ts 

And conquered the large island; 

Who ruled with a hand dripping blood 

And gave command to bury his corpse 

In his pi rate ship 

Wi th outlandish necklaces on his neck , 

Every necklace - a pound of golf . 
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4 

Alas , descendants who have become tainted, 

A mi xture of robbers and cultured men! 

The trace of Saxon blood 

St i l l boi l s i n their veins 

And t o things better left undone i t incites them: 

To shackl e vil l ages with i ron thorns , 

To uproot f athers from t heir homes , 

Food trees from groves, 

And t o sneer at cryi ng i nfants 

With yellowed mul e ' s t eet h . 

",le know this laugh . We ' re not that ol d ! 

Cl.Ir memor y brings up pi ctures , 

Causi ng color s t o fly, 

And t he hand writes by me~ory1 

Wi t h this s mi l e t he Boers were r obbed . 

An i nsurgent f a t her 

And his sons were wi ped out. 

Bl ood a nd diamonds 

Were boiled in one war pot . 

Lord Kitchener , with l adle-gun, 

Stirred the porridge . 

From thi s abominable porridge 

The conqueror fro~ t he l and of Albion 

Is s t i l l fed t o this day 

And not ashamed. 
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No! We're not that old . 

o..tr memory inscribes on the wall, 

Like that hand in the days of Bel shazzar, 

One line, two lines 

From the book of your history, Albion! 

For us it' s been only a few dozen years 

That you traded on wild islands 

With cannibals; 

Iron spits , made in England, 

You sold to them to roast 

And turn above flames 

Long pi g. 

Fro~ money belts, sewn fro~ human skin, 

These savages sent gold flowing to you . 

This material each bastard cleaned, 

Every sin he wiped off , 

Your heart he fattened, your gaze he averted, 

And he raised every vulgar trader 

To noble rank. 

From this gold, the price of human flesh , 

Crowns you cast for yourself , Albion, 

A crown for every blockhead, 

A crown for every wig 

On the head of a l ord, 

On t he pate of the chief pira te, 

With white ermine 
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On the l apel s of his cl oak. 

So all of them were el evated t o reign 

Over the world' s goods, 

Over the pr oducts of all peopl es. 

Ever ything was boughta pat ience, 

The retaliat ion of avengers, 

The anger of nations , whose freedom was stolen, 

The possession of r oya l thr ones. 

6 

Then sent out from your wel l - fortified 

Ports for many scores were 

Merchant ships with armored ships 

To gather every prize : 

Mountains with riches 

In cold Sl avic countries, 

The birthplace of all the world ' s swine. 

Skins, frozen meat 

In the Argent ine, 

Multi- colored shawls in Kash.11ir, 
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Cotton in Brazil ; 145 

Sugar i n Russia , flax , grain • • • 

Incense leaves in Turkey, 

Rice in China 

With bundles of r aw silk , 

Like Tyre in ol den times 

You grew i n our time, Albion ! 

You swallowed without becoming sated, 

150 
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You cfiewed and filled your belly 

With rubber in the Indies ; 

With oil you quenched your thirst 

In Persia and Iraq. 

You desired sparkling sapphir es 

Wi th scented tea 

In Ceylon, a fabulous isle, 

And you took them with your busy hands . 

In the Scandinavian l ands 

You saw virgin forests and cut them down. 

You ground their wood very fine, 

Kneaded dough and rolled out paper 

By which to feed lying newspapers. 

Rose oil , sap from aromatic wood 

You removed from the groves of Bulgaria 

To perfume your aged virgins. 

You drew spiced wine, luxurious dresses 

From France, your neighbor. 

From Belgium muslin , 

Cocoa from the Netherlands ; 

Burnished brass 

From ancient Sweden. 

Like Bel in Babylon you gorge yourself 

With every object , good or bad; 

Bristles for brushes, 

Resin for violins , 

And your belly - it does not ache, 
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Nor do you groan from satiety. 

7 

Like a preying sea- spider 

Your rule has so spread; 

In every direction strangl ing legs are sent out. 

Thus you suck out the juice of nations 

And hold on to your isl a nd. 

You d id wax, you did become gross, you did kick 

At all the world ' s aristocrats. 

You t urned the natives of great states 

Into miser able s trangers. 

Your own stranger s , whom you sent into them, 

Are their citizens. 

Tanned youths are ~.arnessed t here 

To pull, like beasts of burde!l , your subj ects; 

They became your r ickshaws , 

Half- mule , 

l-'.alf-human . 

All the inhabitants of t he world, 

From t he east to the west, 

Grind, bake, mix 

For your uninvited gues ts 

At this feast , which is as long 

As the history of your foggy land. 

8 

To appease the robbed , 

You cunningly made , Albion, 

180 

185 

190 

195 

200 



Crowns f rom gilded paper 

With pearl s of blown glass. 

You set them on the heads 
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Of island chieftains of hUJ1.iliated peoples. 

Like this you made kings 

And dealt out official positions . 

But you , above them all , 

With a mighty scepter, i ssued the orders. 

Alas for you , grown- up kids 

With imaginary kingdons! 

While you boast 

About the toys of a deceitful rule, 

Albion has been drying up 

The f ounts of all your lives. 

9 

So a nd not so and thus 

The miracle was performed 

That a small l a nd , under a blanket of fog, 

With a few millions , 

With the thorn of Ireland 

Sticking into her fatty f les h, 

Conquered two-thirds 

Of the whole world 

And still has not said enough, 

Therefore with the hand of shopkeepers 

She has drawn lines up and down 

On A~rica a nd Australia. 
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The Far F.ast 

She has cut up into pieces 

And uttered the word of robbery this way: 

This part i s mine , of course, 

As we agreed. 

And t hat piece is mine , 

For I ' m the Queen of the Seas. 

That third section 

Was also fomed for me, 

Since I ' ve got the silver and gol d . 

And the fourth, if any people 

So much as touch it with a l ittle finger 

I will bring destruction down on them . 

10 

But alas! In the armored heart 

There is no t r ust; 

In the soul t hat is sold 

Three times in one day 

There is no repose 

And no fai th in the morrow. 

Worry spoils her liver 

And jealousy eat s away her flesh . 

The aging lioness o~ the seas 

Fears near as well as far , 

The good with the bad. 

The rectitude of their deeds makes her afraid. 

Thus she plot s , 
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Like the queen bee in the hive , 

Against every competit or , 

Against every passing shadow. 

Therefore in Germany she gave a hand 

To a basebor n f oreigner 

Who was el evated to rul er ship , 

To weaken her rival, 

France her neighbor, 

So that she would not 11ft her head 

Against t he pillars of s oci ety on t he Continent. 

03.y and night 

They urgently warned her : 

:lar! 

But shutt i ng her ears, 

She carried out her plot. 

To t hi s very day 

She has no r egrets nor remor se 

Cver t he ruins o~ nat i ons . 

Her heart i s a bul ging ourse ; 

Her conscience, accounts . 

11 

Out of t his comes the cruel miracl e 

That those who escaped starvat ion 

And cremat i on 

Scamper l i ke rabbits 

And on desolat e seashores 

Call out for help crying. 
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There are no ships of salvat ion 

While the daughter of Albion with all her i sl ands , 

Her col onies and port s 

Is tightly closed. 

Canada is empty of men, 

Her pr airies howl despondently, 

Her mountains call in demand : 

"Working hands!" 

But all hands are fettered. 

In Australia 

Kangaroos l eap about 

I n the unexplored bowl of her l and 

But f or banished men 

There is no place to tread 

Nor a cup of water t o drink . 

The descendants of canni bal s -

The people of New Zealand -

Bathe in honey and mi l k, 

But the People of the Book , 

Swol len f rom hunger , are t os sed a bout. 

Does with no place t o graze 

Hander in the mountains of Judah; 

In the Negev dust s torms 

Chase nomadic Bedouins, 

3:'rasing the tracks of their f locks ; 

But no refuge is even there 

For t hose who, having escaped fire and sword, 
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Seek the paths of their homel and, 

Lest they r evive the desert 

And dress t he bare lime mou.ntains 

With sylvan mantles, 

Lest their rights -

The r ights of builders - increase, 

The children of t he patriarchs of the "Holy Bible" 

Albion r eceives in t his way, 

Whose hypocritical priests disseminate 

Thousands upon thousands of their holy books 

In the tents of savages 

And fill desk drawers 

In all of her l uxur ious hotels . 

12 

Such is the way Albion fulfills her vow 

Inc. def ends 

The younger brothers 

Of Beaconsfield the Jew, 

Whose colorful cravats cl ashed 

In the pal ace of Queen Victoria; 

Whose stories were read, with a thin aristocratic smil e , 

In the halls of lords; 

Whose advice , t he advice of a seer, 

Effete statesmen mocked, 

Until his turn came, 

Until the great day came t o build 
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In mighty wa t ers the route 

To fabulous India. 

Then he dispossessed France 

Of the canal that links 

Occident and Orient. 

He a lone , and no other, 

Gave you a gi ft , Albion! 

13 
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They, the kinsmen of this your counselor, moreover begot 

The savior of your workers , 

The Solon of labor, 

Carolus Marcus was his name 

With a lion' s mane. 

The eggs of your vipers he hatched 

In your foggy cl ime, 0 London, 

The vipers of your capital and commerce , 

But eagles f lew out of them. 

Descending, t hey put into flight, 

With clacking beaks of prey, 

The young sl aves , 

The pitiful chil dren , 

From the smoke of your factories 

And to bright schools they sent them. 

Your old slaves, who had been hardened 

In coal mines , 

In weavers ' basements , 
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In sweaty workshops, 

In your f oundries burning up body and soul, 

In t he name of this savior, 

They brought out to the air of the world, 

Planting them in t he center of your l and. 

To be worker s and creators they thus elevated them. 

14 

From t his Hebrew stock, 

The pr ogenitor of peopl es ' saviors, 

Has also come f orth the new man, 

Splitting atoms, 

Liberating t he world' s powers; 

Who has fashioned a new weapon for you, 

The ultimate weapon, 

A shock wave in one handful , 

In a pot the destruction of earth . 

He is the one who gives high hopes 

To all your declining mines, 

To all the drying up sources of your oil , 

That they will never ever end. 

15 

On the sands of El Alamein 

The br others of this Jew, 

Bar e-chested , took a stand 

And by bloody deeds pr esented a gift 

To Fiel d Marshall Montgomery. 

Airmen of this Jew and his paratrooper s 
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During the world-wide f l ood f lew 

Out of your broken ark , Albion, 

Like doves of peace and war 

To expl ore the f i r s t dry land 

In the Levant and t he Orient 

For your honor, which was sull i ed ther e , 

For a base for your foot , aching 

From arthritis in ol d age . 

16 

Did you f orget al l t his? 

You f or got. 

Albion knows how to forget . 

She who knows how to exchange i r on bars 

Fbr gold nuggets with roasters of men 

Also knows how to change 

The bl ood of Israel into oi l; 

She knows how to put off their refugees 

'.~1th a dirty :vhite Paper 

To the Foreign Office , where they cook up 

Foul s chemes, 

There t o boi l these r efugees 

With their s obbing wi ves a nd chil dren 

And feed them to human dogs, 

To the villager s of Bet h Shean a nd Sheche~, 

'.)f Lebanon and na~ascus ; 

To Iraq and her double- dealers 

And to her mortal enemi es in Egypt . 
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She knows how to place in rule 

A contemptible illi terate peasant 

Over the wastela nds of Trans-Jordan. 

R.tt the lef tovers of this feast, 

Tired wanderer s , 

Confused in sinking ships 

And dispersed to isl ands , 

She drives way outside, 

Into a nameless outside. 

17 

No, you've not yet gotten your fill , Albion, 

Of this steaming pot of schemes! 

You ' ve sent swi ft messenger s 

To fetch the filth of mankind, 

The poisoner of all wells 

From Bethlehem to Kir- Moab, 

To the border s of Syria and Egypt , 

The wicked Mufti. 

Like a priceless treasure 

You stole him i n France , 

Uprooting him from hi s concubines 

And f lying him on an eagle ' s wings. 

The chains of a perfi dious criminal 

You removed from his delicate l egs 

So tha t he would again go his crooked way 

And poison the springs of life 

That we had dug by t he sweat of our brow; 
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So that he would incite Semite against Semite 

And a brotherly covenant would not be made 

To sustain the awakening East; 

So that they will not make common cause 

Against your machines and manufacture, Albion. 

D1 v1de and rule you call it 

And during the brawl among brot hers , 

The dust of a needless war, 

To destroy all harbors, 

To stat ion an army in Suez, 

To forge iron veins 

To tap oil from Iraq, 

To put the locks into motion 

To rush a slew of ships 

To snat ch booty at the r ight t ime. 

18 

You have an island, Albion, 

But woe to the cream of your youth! 

They are all emissaries of deceit 

To all your coal and i ron workers. 

This is the head of your agents: 

His brow is brazen 

And his face a goring ox . 

Orphans he tramples with his hooves . 

His friend, who was raised aloft, 

How poor, how completely miserabl e ! 

The office on the lean body 
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And the lean soul 

Is like a borrowed beggar 's cloak 

Over his drooping shoulder. 

Under one roof the two of them deal 

With upper- class people , 

Their cortal enemies 

In matt er s of state 

But faithful lovers 

On questions of the Jewish people. 

With these t hey devise evil 

Against the remnant of our beloved, 

With all who falsify t he record 

In your colonial offices, 

Where all narrow- minded people 

~ant to settl e , 

Some to s t ir up strife anong brothers 

And all to hatch vipers 

On the sands of ¥.aifa and Jaffa , 

All to make house guests 

"Natives," which means : 

Enslaved home- born, 

Who will run before thee 

ft~d like dogs r eady t o bit e 

Will l ap up the dust of their feet . 

They, scions of a superior stock, 

Noto~ this world 

With the rider' s whip 
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In a white- glovec hand, 

Will clear a way through t heir crowd. 

As they do i n Kenya , 

In Ind1a, 

And on i s l ands of unci vilized men , 

So have they spurred us . 

But you sha l l not be ! 

To Mordecai was raveal ed a secret . 

i<brdecai the Jen 

Does not ever bow 

To t hese l i ttle s ons of Haman. 

19 

Arise , Albion, at midnight, 

Stand watch! 

Wi t h r i sing eyes ascending then 

From t he depth of the Gr eat Sea 

And curs ing your crafty government 

Are those who went down with the Patria a nd Struma . 

F'rom t he dept hs of the Channel at the morning watch 

Toward your shore , ~hite like the sand 

A dead cl ump r ises , 

All bl oated, wi th four hands 

And four feet. 

It is two dead bodies, 

Which are united in their death 

As in their lives, 

A mother and small chil d . 
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Out of t he wreckage of the Struma t hey came, 

Reaching your shores. 

A crab asks his mate: 

To chew or to abstain? 

The she- crab answer s the he- crab, 

As she rattl es her sharp pincer s : 

Abstain! 

They are daughters of the People of the Book . 

The German nation, a wicked nation, 

Has a lready eaten t heir heart for his pains: 

One heart can not be eaten twice . 

Leave them alone ! 

Bodies will float away, 

Their bones will scatter 

From their decomposing flesh 

Like pearls f rom a torn net . 

They wi ll sink t o t he botton of the Channel , 

Which has long been sown 

Wi th crimes of generations and bones . 

20 

0 daughter of Albion, you devastator! 

Happy he who r epays you 

With what you did to us . 

Happy he who seizes your refugees 

And expel s them to a desolate island. 

Happy he who terrifies your children 

In the mi ddle of a r a iny night 
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To dr~ve them with their mothers 

To an unsown land. 

The bones of Israel , cremated 

In the ovens of Poland and Reisen, 

Still send up branches of flame , 

Last fiery tongues 

That lick into the spaces, 

Whistling and prophesying for you 

An evU end : 

India will r ebel against you. You , 

Like a large parasite with many feet , 

Whose strength to suck has worn out, 

Will fall into the depths of the sea, 

All your commer ce and ships 

Together wi th you , 

Around and around t he wheel turns , 

Going back to the pl ace where it started. 

Where the slaughter wit h its first movement 

Began, 

To there it returns ; 

It is a law t hat never passes , 

From fog, Albion, you emerged 

Into t he light by t he light of the East 

'lb bathe in waters of liquid sapphire, 

The Mediterranean Sea, 

And to the fog you thus shall return. 

9.umy l an<is are becoming 
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More remote from you! 

With the f ogs of your craf ty schemes 

You darkened the gold of t heir summers , 

Changing i t into the lead of your bullets . 

The gat es t he energetic Cromwel l 

Opened 

For others ' freedom as well as yours 

You closed tightl y, 

Seal ing them with blood . 

Spot s covered your sun, 

Bl emished by your crimes , 

As t he moon is filled wi th patches , 

But the day of j udgment i s drawi ng near , 

The day of your falling i nto the hear t of the sea. 

You cast t hose weary unt o deat h 

Into t he swi r l of st orms ; 

A storm will devour your might. 

The ~aves of the Channel a r e bi llowing, 

The Thames is weeping bitter ly. 

She weeps f or your coming collapse . 

575 

580 

585 

590 



?5 

Annotations t o Albi on• s Burden 

2, Sandalphon, mentioned i n Chagigah lJb and Pesikta Rabbati 20 , was 

an angel of immense height and of intense fire . 

9 , Shem, one of the three sons of Noah, was the 1>r ogenitor of the peo

ples of Mesopotamia and Arabia (Genesi s 10 :21.ff, ) . According to the 

Biblical genealogy Ever was t he great - grandson of Shem (Genes i s 10: 

21-24) . Ever was considered t o be the epony,;ious ancestor of the 

Hebrews , The poet perhaps al ludes t o the legend that the English 

could be the descendants of the Ten Lost Tribes of Is rael . 

14 . William the Robber i s ~1llia111 , Duke of Normandy, who successf ully 

i nvaded Engl and in 1066. He ascended the English throne as 

IHlliam I. 

90. The Boer s wer e the descendants of Dutch col onists in South Afri ca . 

They r evolted against Briti sh r ule i n t he Boer War (189~-19~2) . 

The British or gani zed concentration camns, where 20 , 0JO di ed, and 

ruthl essly des troyed Boer fanns .14 

95-97. Horat i o ?erbert Ki tchener (1850- 1916) became co:nmander - in-chief 

of the Br iti sh troops in South Africa i n 19) 0 , It was under his 

direct i on that t he concentration camps were set up . 15 In the Eng

lish l a nguage his surna;e is a l so a conmon noun , meani ng a person 

who ,.-orks i n or has char ge or a kit chen . The pict;ue of him 

stirr i ng norridge with a "ladle-gun" f i ts with his name . 

1~2-104. Belshazzar was the Babyloni an ki ng who was warned of hi s 

downfall by the handwriting on the wall , See Daniel 5: 5-2~. 

112, L?ng pig, fron the Pol ynesian tem, is human f l esh us ed as food 

by cannibals, 

175. Bel was the su1reme god of t he Babyloni an pantheon . 
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186. Cf. Deuteronomy 32:15; "But Jeshurun waxed fat , and kicked; you 

waxed fat , you grew t hick , you became sleek •. •. " 

261. The "baseborn for eigner" was Adolf Hitl er, "Basebor n foreigner" 

is the translation of ben bl1 shem, velid chuts . For ~ bli shem 

cf. Job 30:8: ~ fil shem, "a disr enutabl e brood" (Oxford 

Annotat ed Bibl e) or "children of ignoble men" (Jewish Publication 

Society) . 

277- 2~2. The -oaradoxical phrase "the cruel .nirac1e" is poignant. After 

having miraculously escaped death in a concentra t ion camp, t he 

refugees had t o face the cruel ty o= the British, who obstructed 

their i~migration to Palestine. 

298- 302, The Land of Israel i s described as "a ~and flowing with milk 

and honey" (Exodus 3:8) . Here the cannibals of Uew Zealand have 

t he l uxury of bathing in mil k and honey, whi~e the children of 

I srael are starving. 

326. The Earl of Beaconsfie, d was Benjam1.n Disraeli , Prime '11 ni s ter of 

334-33'7 , "The route to fabulous India" went through the Suez Canal, 

buil t under the direction of a Frenchman . In 1875 Disrae i in a 

master l y move acquired for the British government alcost ha f of 

the shares in the i nternational comnany under whose auspices the 

caoa had been built. 16 

345 , Carol us Marcus i s of course Karl ;,1anc, born i n Germany. He did 

the research and writing of las Kanital in the library of the 

British l1usewn in London. 

368-374. 1he r esearch in nuclear physics leading to the theor y and 

development of the atomic bomb was d~ne l argel y by Jewish 

scientists. 17 
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379 , At El Alamein in t he spring of 1942 the advance of the Axis troops 

under Erwin Rommel t oward Alexandria , F.gypt, was s topped. 

3'30. "The brothers " were the Pal est inian Jews serving in the British 

Eighth Army that ex~elled Rommel ' s troops froN :?.gyDt . 

J8J . Bernard L. :1ontgomery was the commander of t he British Ei ghth Arly. 

401. The British :-Ihite Paper of DJ9 "set a maximum of 75, 00': J ewish 

1,;unigrants into Pales tine over the next f ive years , and t hen 

decreed tha t f urther Jewish im:nigration would be stooped a_toget her." 18 

412. The "cont ecrptible 1111 terate peasant" was AbduJ.l ah ibn Hussein. 

427. "The wicked Mufti" was Haj Amin el Husseini . During ';lor l d War II , 

after the revol t he led in Iraq agains t British ~ilitary 

i nsta1 l a t i ons failed , he 1,;ent to Berlin and "became a paid 

propaganda agent for t he Nazis . 1119 

511. The Patria and Struna , shi ~s carrying Jewish r ef ugees to Palestine, 

were sunk by the British to prevent t heir entry. 

54'.)-548. Cf. ?sal m 1)7: 8-9 ; "O daughter of Babylon, yc>u devastat or ! 

Happy shall he be who reQuites you with wha t you have done to us! 

Haupy shall he be who takes your l ittle ones and dashes them against 

the rock !" 

578, Ol i ver Cromwe 1, : ord Protector of t he Commonwealth 165J-165q, over

riding strong ooposition in his council , decided in 1657 t o allow 

Jewish L~migration to Englana . 20 
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Philis t ines 

Shneur wrote "Philistines" around the tiMe of t he urocl anat i on 

of the State of Israel. The poem i s dedicat ed t o David Ben Gur ion. 

In a world wher e "ci vil ized barbarians" have run aMuck Ben Gurion 1s 

pr e;rared "To die the death of Sa:.lson with Philistines / 'lho dance 

around the shar.iefu1 vis ion / Of a few rising up against the nany" 

(11. 107-1')9) . The Philisti nes - Germans , EngJ.1sh, French, Anericans -

are abusi ng the survivors of t he Hol ocaus t a nd trying to bring doom 

upon the Yishuv. 

strange wil d boars are snort ing 

At the r eranant of I srael , 

And the hyenas ••• are barxi ng 

And desecrating those who died f or rede~ption; 

· • • stat esmen a re consni ring 

To pluck out ever y bud t hat has bloomed 

')n the sands of Tel Aviv and on the s 1 ope of :•lount Carmel. 

(11 . 7J.i.-80) 

Their actions aggravate t.~e wound already inflicted on the Jews by 

the Holocaust , 

At such a t ime t he gash is deenened and burns, 

When nothing was burning in the valley o=' slaughter , 

(11 . 17- 9K) 

In pain and in rage Ben Gur ion ~ust act like the Samson of old. 

St ricken with bl indness out of anger , he knows 

That all of them are of one heart and few words , 

Whether good or bad, 

'fhen they come t o the fate of Israel. 



Hothing r emains for t his remnant 

But to dig under and grasp the pill~r s of the world 

... 
So that t here wil l be one funeral f or t he peo~l es , 

So t hat a great f i r e will come out of t he ruin of t he 

conquered 

And consume the conquer or s • . • . (11 , 110-115, 118, 

121-122) . 

Ben Gurion , we know, did not die death of Samson but the poet' s 

intention is t o show t hat Ben Guri on ' s fra!Je of mind i n the :>0e~ i s 

like that of the Bi blical hero , t o avenge t he wrongs perpet rat ed 

against the Jews a t t he risk of his own l ife. 

In the f i r s t four s ections of t his poem 5hneur reveals his :,ersonal 

doubts about the :,r opriety of uriting on t he Hol ocaust. In t he face of 

thi s enor mous crime " t he prudent man i s si lent" (1. lJ) and tears are of 

no ava i J unl ess one sheds enough "to bring a flood/ To wash ( the f i lthy 

worl d ) out cor.r;,1 etely in a s torm" (1 1. 16- 17) . Shneur is contemptuous 

or the writers who have found tha t there i s a good :iarket f or words about 

the s i x r.ii 1 lion {l] . JJ- J 1 J. These exploiters of 'Jeop1 e ' s t·ee ings , 

these "heroes with words,·• mix "evecy drO'? of the mart yrs' blood / 

wi th one or t wo measur es of wat er , ' •.• To i ncrease the trade in 

suffering/ And to enlar ge the i ncome fro:.i horrors " (11 , 41- 42 , 46-47) . 

Shneur does not want to be put in the same class of writers w~om he has 

cr iticized; t he sincerity of his feelings 1::; vouched for by his l eaving 

"with e.~pty hands / And uitt a heart fu':.l of wor ry a bout the morrow / The 

market of these competitor s " (11 . 70-72) . 



In the final section Shneur r epeats the theme seen i n "A Hew 

!.awsui t by Rabbi Levi Yi t schak of Bercli tche;v" a nd "The Port" that 

Jews ha ve l ost hope i n redemption by divine action . 



101 

Pelishtim 

Philistines 

1 

To Ben Gurion and his coll eagues 

lays and years I was afraid to go near 

To the mound of bones, a frightening heap , 

To the valley of slaughter, where a whol e people perished 

With its women a nd children and its Torah Scrolls, 

To the crematoria of the Civilized barbarians 

Who s lew children bound in prison 

To glorify their imaginary victory 

Before they defeated armed men on the battlefield. 

Only reverence stopped me 

From going down and profaning the holy silence 

In this valley with its six million. 

"i<eep quiet!" Thus I said to myself . 

"The prudent man is silent at a tice like this . 

Don ' t let your scanty tear f all 

5 

10 

Upon the filth of the worl d , upon the filth of its conscience, 15 

If you are not able to bring a flood 

To wash it out completely in a storm . 

You poet, stop ~ith the verses! 

Lest they tap , like coins for a dance fee , 

On the cracked drum of the band, 

A wandering band of beggar s . " 

2 

After a f ew year s , when I did go near 

20 
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· To the quenched valley of the holocaust, I saw 

That reckless bards had already dragged away 

Every bone with marrow from the ~ound of bones 

With dried human f l esh clinging to it. 

Every heart, which had been roasted in the ashes , they drew out 

To arouse compassion, to shed crocodile tear s 

And to line their pockets by these exploiting means . 

I saw too that t he skull s of children, 

Shreds of ark curtains a nd s corched parchment sheets 

Had been sold for the money of every state. 

The market is large, it ' s still continuing to grow 

In the Land a nd across the seas 

.AJnong writers of co:npassion 

And poets of "the holy wrath," 

Whose eyes have not per ceived , nor whose ears comprehended 

Even one of all the fears 

That are written in the scrolls of their lies. 

J 

When I went nea r , I found that 

Every drop of the martyrs ' blood 

Was mixed with one or two measures of water , 

Morning and evening , in the papers. 

Abandoned , l ike the black locus t , and consw:ied were 

Six hundred t housand pages of print 

To increase t he trade in suffer ing 

And to enlarge the income from horror s . 

Anywhere the deep r ed ~as fading, 
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There a l i ttle r eddish ink was added 

To pierce the eyes of the innocent. 

The exquisite pain of the i ndividual 

Has already been changed into coins ; 

Decorations of tin a nd copper 

By the t housands have been acquired by it 

And hang on t he chests of heroes with words 

Who were not in the valley of the hopeless and did not see 

The war of the shovels against the f l amethrowers 

And rusty plowshares agains t giant cannons. 

4 

Then I was ashamed again to cry out 

Because of soul- sear ing disgust , 

So as not to become even at t his time , 

In t he eyes of the public and in t he proverbs of fool s , 

A customer who was t oo l a t e in coming to the butcher shop 

On the day of destruction and tunnoil , when 

Weighing a nd eva l uating payment s had s topped. 

Only the one who i s quick , impulsive a nd armed 

Wit h pointed elbows and pi nching fingers 

Grabs, wins and carries away. 

But I, a good- for- not hing who was late , 

Leave with empty hands 

And with a heart full of worry about the morrow 

The market of t hese competitors . 
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5 

But now, when a new world is being created, 

~hen strange wild boars are snorting 

At the r emnant of I sra~l, 

And the hyenas - the gravediggers - ar e barking 

And desecrating t hose who died for r edemption: 

When statesmen are conspir i ng 

To pluck out every bud that has bloomed 

75 

On the sands of Tel Aviv and on the sl ope of Mount Camel: 80 

When Gemany returns to her vomit 

Li ke a wild dog at a slaughterhouse 

And laps up her hate that i s mixed wit h her blood 

And with the ashes of her burnt cities ; 

when the daughter of Albion - the daughter of pirates -

Gives aid t o her , with the mask of 

An alms- collector over the face of thieves. 

\then France hides her wrinkles with cosnetics 

And conceals the odor of her old age with perfumes , 

S5 

She will not venture to turn either to the right or to the left. 90 

And the land of "the good guys , " 

Heavy with ciachines but light in culture , 

Will not distinguish between righteousness and wickedness 

Of all those who whisper to her morning and evening: 

"Be careful, now, there is death i n your pot! Wild got:.rds 95 

The State of I srael has put on the fire for you!" 

At such a time the gash is deepened and burns , 

When nothl nF was burning i n the valley of s l aughter. 
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A toothache i n the heart! No str ength to hold behind 

The wall of s ilence his cry. 

Of his own he became the leader 

And his voice , l ike the voice of a people stoned 

With rocks and loose bricks , 

Has f orever been breaking away f rom the culture 

Of sinners judged of seething defilement. 

In this way the pain erupt ed in one hopeless wail : 

To die the death of Samson with Philistines, 

Who dance around the shameful vision 

Of a few rising up against the many. 

Stricken with bl indness out of anger, he knows 

That all of them are of one heart and few words , 

Whet her good or bad, 

When they come t o the fate of I srael . 

Nothing r emains for this r emnant 

But to di g under and grasp the pillars of the worl d 

And shake them with breaking fingers, 

With dropping fingernails and falling teeth, 

So that there will be one funeral f or t he peoples , 

For cattle of t housands and for the spi r it 

That has not known destruction until now , 

So that a grea t fire will come out of the ruin of the conquered 

And consume the conqueror s , They wi ll be destroyed 

And a storm will scatter t heir ashes . 

6 

We can no longer wait for the Redeemer! 
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Whil e by paces ascending, ascending by paces 

With hand raised against t hi ngs t o come; 

Like t he host of the s ons of Ephraim who prececed us , 

As t old in t he legends of r edemption, 

As sung by "The Dead of the Desert," 

We shall not uait for the tarrying Redeerier , because 

The bones of his whit e ass ar e ro l i ng 

Among t he ruins of the ghetto i n the capital of ~ol and , 

:•lel ting in t he s now '.>D the f iel ds of Reisen 

And cryi ng: Vengeance and Retal i a tion! 

125 

13" 

;:e al so shall not wa it f or the victory of t hose who ~urs ue peace , 1J5 

Becaus e 1 t is l ocked secur el y 

In the dungeon of the British For eign Office 

l.nd hidden i n a n Arab turban . 
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Annotations t o Phili s t :nes 

~ - tl2 . Cf. Proverbs 26 :ll ; "Like a dog that r eturns t o his vomit is 

a fool that r epeats his f olly," 

91. "The land of ' the good guys ' " i s the Unit ed States o!' America. 

95-96. See 2 Kings 4:3°-39 , 

127 , In Pesi kta Rabbati 36 and 37 the :lessiah is des igna t ed as E::ihraim . 

This designation does not occur i n any otJ-er rabbinic literature . 21 

129 . "The Dead of t he Desert " were the Israelites who d:ed in t he wilder

ness before reaching t he Promised Land . 
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A State 

Thi s short ~oem ce ebra t es t he foundi ng of t he State of I sr ael 

and the vi ct ori es of her ar:ny i n the Wa r f ">r Independence. "The 

defeated i n t he Eas t " are t he Arabs a nd "the i ns t i gat or s i n the West" 

ar e the Briti sh (11 . 17-18) . 
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Medinah 

Shir Lechet Nukdash Litsva Yisrael 

A State 

Marching Song Dedicated to the Army of I srael 

Justice t he wrongdoer 

Does not know, nor shame, 

But fate like a sledgehammer 

Struck on brass; 

An assembly roared 

And reached it' s decision : 

A State! 

Then hearts r ejoiced, 

Then muscles were t ensed 

For mor e victories, 

For mighty acts. 

From Dan to Beersheba 

The joyous song traveled : 

A State! 

When I srael ' s oppressors 

Sprang f rom ambush , 

The defeat ed in the East, 

The inst igator s i n the West , 

Against t he rocks of determination 

The hatred was smashed ••• 

A Stat e ! 

5 
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When exiles came 

With their packs on their shoulders, 

Yearning for action, 

Hungering for bread, 

With an arm outstret ched 

Shielding them all was 

The State! 

25 
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