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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE-JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 
NEW YORK SCHOOL 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 

Dayid Bdleson 

i n Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

l!tidrash Sha'ul 

David Edleson's thesis, "Midrash Sha'ul," is prodigious and 
original effort to survey the literacy development of the figure 
of Saul in the Bible, Aggadah, and modern Hebrew literature. It 
is the most ambitious and competent study I have supervised during 
my twelve year tenure at HUC-JIR. Dr. Leonard Kravitz was more 
directly involved with Edleson's study of the classical materials, 
so I would like to address my comments to some features of his 
modern Hebraic research. 

The play "Melukhat Sha 'ul" by Yosef Hefrati mi-Troplovich is a 
Haskalah classic. It contains some beautifully lofty, ornate, and 
complex poetry and no small measure of dramatic power. While it 
is not Shakespeare, it is the closest thing which we have in Hebrew 
to a genuinely Shakespearean tragedy . Edleson has read this play 
with extraordinary precis ion .and perspicacity, and he has evaluated 
Efrati 's treatment of King Saul with synoptic brilliance and 
insight. Utilizing all of the important secondary sources in 
Hebrew - Papirna, Shapira , Klausner, Shaked, and others - Edleson 
has focused on some telling features of the play , and he has 
provided the English reader with a hitherto unavailable means for 
considering this unique work. 

With Efrati, as with every other aspect of his study, Edleson 
constantly returns to the question of "midrash" i nterpreted in the 
broadest sense. He occasionally endows this term with a bit too 
much religious significance for a purely "literary" study, this 
is, of course , quite appropriate for a rabbinic thesis. I would 
caution him, however, about the use of some of his categories in 
a strictly academic environment. This reservation should i n no way 
detract from the literary and analytical merit of Edleson's study, 
which I feel are most noteworthy. 

After his section of the Haskalah play of Haefrati, Edleson moved 
to a consideration of Tchernichovsky and some contemporary poets. 
Here the material was much more accessible and I dare say, more 
palatable. (For a lesser student, the study of Haefrati alone 
would have more than sufficed as a distinguished rabbinic thesis, 
and I cannot praise it enough. ) The Tchernichovsky poems have been 
read by modern literary critics, but Edleson went back to the 
original with new close readings and new insights. He always 
weighed every possible view and theory and arrived at his O\ffl 



conclusions. He is a very critical thinker , and, even when I 
disagreed with him - as on the question of Tchernichovsky's concept 
of revenge - I had only the highest respect for the way in which 
Edleson came to his own appraisal. His translations here, as in 
the Haefrati play, show a wonderful sense for language. 

In evaluating modernistic poems such as those by Wieseltier and 
Zach, Edleson was assi sted by an unpublished paper by Warren Bargad 
and by an article by Shaked which he had faxed to him from 
Cincinnati. His tireless pursuit of precision and completeness 
filled me with admi~ation and with a special satisfaction which I 
have experienced only rare ly in my teaching. As he continued in 
the work he began to get better and better, and there is no doubt 
in my mind that he could do a dissertation on even the most 
difficult of topics - such as the Haskalah or the poetry of 
Yocheved Bat Miriam. I recommend his chapter on the modernistic 
poems of Saul t o anyone fasci nated with such "modern midrashic" 
treatments of bi blical figures. 

My superlatives in this appraisal are not used lightly. By the 
same token , I will end by noting again that some features of the 
work would requir e refinement in the crucible of "drier" academi c 
scholarsh ip, but t h is could easily be accompli shed by someone of 
Edleson's brilliance without clipping his wings too drastically . 

April 2, 1990 

Respectfully submitted, 
Dr. Stanley Nash, Referee 
Professor of Hebrew 
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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE-JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 
NEW YORK SCHOOL 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 

Povid Bdl.eson 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

Midrash Sha'u1:"llidrashic• In1i£1zretation ot: ling Saul 
In the Bible, In the Clagical Jli,drashj•, 

and in llodern Literature 

Mr. Edleson defines midrash as the 

way in which Jewish writers interact, reinterpret , 
restructure, and revitalize the Jewish national histories 
and myths in order to make them relevant to changing 
contexts, and in order to invest these myths with lessons 
of morality, ethics and pride which give guidance to the 
Jew in his/her efforts to live a "holy" proper life. 

By using such an expanded definition, Mr. Edleson explores what is 
common to the Bible, the Mid.rashim, and modern Hebrew literature 
in their treatment of King Saul . Saul was seen, not necessarily 
as he was, but as those who came after him wished him to be seen. 
The Biblical record reflecting the triwnph of the David party had 
to have Saul's failure and David's succession explained as the 
resultant of Saul's sin and madness. For the Rabbis, themselves 
subject to Roman rule , the first king of Israel was granted 
heightened holiness. Saul was presented as a pious Jew whose 
misadventures were due to inadvertence and misunderstandings. As 
the Jewish People entered the modern world, the image of Saul was 
to be transformed. Unlike David or Solomon , Saul was not an icon 
of the Jewish religion. He could be treated as a tragic hero., a 
king .W,Ul king, who had failed, or, he might be treated as an 
exemplar of a pattern of life which Jew once had had and which 
they would need. again. Saul might be seen as the natural man who 
had been brought low by the machinations of the religious 
establishment of his time, the prophet Samuel , even as Jews in the 
modern world had been weakened by the Jewish religious institution 
of our time. Even after the establishment of the state of Israel , 
the figure of Saul has reflected the differences within the 
intellectual world of Medinat Yisrael. He has even been seen as 
a kind of exemplar of mindless militarism. 

Mr. Edleson has written a brilliant study of the differing 
treatments of Saul, son of Kish. It is with great pride in his 
achievement that I recommend the acceptance of his thesis to the 
Faculty of the College-Institute. 



April 2, 1990 

Respectfully submitted , 
Leonard s. Kravitz, Referee 
Professor of Midrash and Homiletics 
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MIDRASH SHA'UL 

1. 

INTRODUCTION: 

DEFINING •MIDRASH• 

The Agenda 

There is no such thlng es pure ecedemic motivnt1on. Behind every 

scholnrly endeavor lies cm ngenda, a desire lo prove a greater point by use 

of a more narrowly defined topic of research. This desire may indeed be 

buried in the subconscious of the scholar, or it may be quite open and 

explicitly stated. For exampJe, the cellular microbiologist may conduct 

exhaustive research on the intricate chemical reactions required in a 

particular function of a particular cell . This biologist gtves as the 

motivation for the research a scientific curiosity about how cells function, 

or the possible advances for humanity thot come from unlocking the secrets 

of the cell. But beyond this, c, deeper agenda may be operating: pemeps a 

desire to show thet nothing fs tnpenetrable to the humen mind and that 

mystery is but o temporary veil for ignorance; or perhaps thel the 

intricacies of nature ere so complex as t o be unfathomable to the human 

mind, end that life itself 1s a great mystery which research can only 

reinforce. Another more cogent example may help to illustrate the point. 

A Christian biblical scholar may do research into the use of semittcisms in 

the language and syntax of the New Testament. The explicit agenda may be 

the desire to muminete the tnf1uence of sem1t1c lengueges on the New 

.. 



Testoment, or to oscertatn the relattonshtp of proto-rabbfntc tradltfon on 

New Testament dom1ntce1 statements, or to determine whtch layers of text 

ere the oldest. However, behind thts scholor1y mot1vet1on essuredly Hes 

the more protounu egende of e1ther demonstrattng that the ·ree1· Jesus wes 

very much Influenced by the rabbinic teochtngs of hts ttme, or conversely 

that he was not Influenced et on by those teoch1ngs. And there mey even be 

on more proround raltgtous ogende behtnd thot: whet dtd JesU&-ettuelly soy 

so that his followers mey observe. The use of semitics ts but a scholarly 

tool to settsry o deep rel1glous need. 

The myth of obJecttvlsm - knowledge for knowledge·s soke - Is one of 

the greet tcons of ecodemto. It ts not en tcon whtch tnforms this thesis. I 

realize that I am not objective, and so I wish to make exp11ctt this thests· 

agenda at the outset. I belteve thet modem Hebrew Hterature. when 1t 

touches on the relottonshtp of God ena mankind, ts es volld o part of Jewtsh 

religious Jttereture end the continuous reveletton of our trad1tton as Is the 

literature of the Commentaries, the Mldrash, end much of the Scripture 

Hself. I belt eve this as a ltberal Jew who holds dear the notton that Torah 

ts e conttnutng process of reveletton end leem1ng, In whtch eternal values 

ere mode relevant to current contexts by the reexamtnetlon end 

reoppltcetton of net tonal myths1 end htstory. I be11eve this as o Ztontst who 

sees tn the flowering or modem Hebrew and modem Israel the return to e 

i It should be made clear that by myth I do not mean to tmply that It ts 
f tction, rather that the seed-event(s) have been repeated end embellished 
end turned into legends which then become deeply ingrained tn the self­
perception of the group. These seed-eYents therefore become lost in the 
legends which ore needed to e><ploin the groups raison-d'etre end piece tn 
the world. Thus by myth, I em making no Judgement es to the historicity of 
the legend, but as to Its importance in the group self-perception. 

... 



vibrant end living Jewish culture rooted in land Gnd lDnguGge, the first 

flowenng of redemption. 

Th1s thests ts furthe~ mottvGted by my profound dts11ke for end 

1mpattence w1tn tne Judatsm of noste1gte. Thts Judetsm or the ·Greet 

Sages·. which now defines so much of Jewtsh ettttude towerd the pest, 1n 

my opinion borders on idolatry and ancestor worship. If we es e people and 

e culture truly wish to nour1sh, we must conttnually create new pGttems 

founded upon our oral end written her1tege. We must cont1nuo11y build, edd, 

change, remodel. We must not stand stt11, set1sfted to remotnM 

comfortably unchoHenged at our foundations. Fore people os ancient es we, 

exposed f oundottons ere e s1gn of destruction, a stgn of war. They are 

shelters tn which we try to niae from the bomb1ng per11s of modem1ty. I do 

not believe our rabbinic ancestors would have appreciated being used es a 

shelter from reol1ty and change, for above on they were cho11enged to 

discover, amtdst changing condtttons, the ·11ving pr1nctp1es given by God 

through which his people might survtve end nounsh2: The rabbts hed to 

edopt end change, or per1sn. Nosto1g1e ts not a healthy bests for any 1tving 

cuJture, nor eny ongoing retettonshtp, end especle1Jy not for the relottonshtp 

between the Jewish people end our God. 

This thests will address this Jerger agenda through end exploration of 

the genre of Jewish literature known es mldn1sh. Stnce the definition or 

terms 1n o dtscusston really determines the shape of tts outcome, a 

thorough e,cpJenentton of how the term ·m1drash· wm be used in this 

research should now be rorworoed. 

2Bruce o. cnnton, A Go1tteon Robbt ond Hts Bible: Jesus· use of the 
Interpreted Scnptyre of Hjs Ttme. (Wtlmtngton, Delaware: Mtcheet Glazier, 
Inc., 1984.) p. 16. 



Defining ·Htdresh· end the Ntdrestttc Process 

In the nerrow sense. mtdresh refers to J 

the destgnetlon or e port1cu1or genre or rebbtnlc lttereture 
constituting en ontholpgy end compilotion of homtHes, 
consisting of both biblical exegesis end sermons deHvered in 
public es well os 6gg«lol or h11/11J:hol end forming e running 
eggedic commentary on specific books of the Bible.3 

4 

This definition refers to the clossicol rcbbinic midreshim, composed from 

the 5th century until the 13th century, with importent compilet1ons 

continuing until the 16th century. Normelly the term 'midresh· only refers 

to these worts of textuel interpretetion. These midreshim ore known for 

meking connections between texts from different bibtlctel sections, for 

bringing new more rel event meenfngs to certein texts, end for filling in the 

geps in the lives of certain bibilcel figures. 

In most writing end discussion, thct ts the midrosh. However, the 

purpose of this thesis ts to brooden thet definition, to get ewey from thet 

nerrow ecedemfc deffn1t1on of the genre, end to look insteed et the 

mtdreshic process. For our purposes, we will define the mtdreshtc 

process es the wey tn which Jewtsh wrtten Interact, reinterpret, 

restructure, end revttallze the Jewish nettonel histories end 

myths tn order to melce them relevant to changing contexts, end In 

order to Invest these myths wttb lessons of moraltty, ethics end 

pride which give gutdence to the Jew tn hts/her efforts to live a 

·1101y· proper life. To be sure, the rebbin1c midreshic models function 

3Encyclopeed1e Judei ca, ·Midresh·, pp 1507 



wlthfn complex pr1nclples of hermeneutics end formal structures, but their 

process Is beslcelly the same. The need of Jews to hove our anctent legends 

and traditions address current Issues and concerns did not beg1n and end 

w1th the classic mldrashtm. Rother, tt 1s on ongoing process that can end 

does occur et every pertod of Jewish life. starting long before the classical 

rabbtn1col m1drash1m. 

It seems absurd to talk of the Bible es m1drash, end In the narrow 

sense it Is absurd. However, tf we toke this broadened definition of the 

mtdreshlc process, biblical texts cen also be Interpreted es m1dresh1c. 

These texts ere themselves reworktngs of even more ancient myttlS end 

legends. The redactors wove these oral hlstortes together according to 

certain concerns end world-views. The redactors received on ancient lore. 

It was up to them to create from this lore e sacred text Which was relevant 

to their audience and whtch reflected the concerns end needs of their day. 

Thus dlff erent btbllcel strata and books con be understood os ports of the 

eternal mldroshtc process of updating religious symbols to suit e chongtng 

society. The bfbllcol texts certainly ere not mtdrash In the closstcot sense 

of the term, but Insomuch os they ere attempts to apply onctent tradf tfons 

to new sf tuottons, they function es mldresh In the brooder sense. 

Just os biblical redactions con be sold to runctton wHh1n this 

m1<1reshtc process, so too can modem Hebrew/1srae11 literature. David 

Jacobson, 1n his book Modern MJdrosh: The Retemtng of Jrod1tlono1 Jew1sh 
Noa:ottvu by Twentieth century Hebrew woters, eloquently end r orcefully 

defends that fdeo. He wrttes that both the ancient end the modem euthors 

of Interpretive retelltngs of Jewish legends ·shere e common mtdrash1c 

impulse to use the Bible es e source of chorecters, plots, tmeges, end 
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themes in order to represent contempon,ry tssues and concerns. 4 He 

continues: 

When the whole corpus of retold versions of tredtt1onal Jewish 
nerret1ve by twentteth-century Hebrew wr1ters ts taken 1nto 
account, it me.y be seen not only es e continuation of t'he 
midn,shic tr-edition of the rebbinlc end medlevel periods, but 
elso es the product of the revival of Interests in myths, 
legends, end folktales thet has spreed thoughout western 
culture in the pest two centuries. 5 

Such ·mythopoetic writing- sees in the mythic world of the past a source of 

·revolutfonary values more appropriete to the cultun,1 needs of their time 

than ere the values of the present:6 Jacobson sees the modem Hebrew 

return to its nettonel myths es e result of the culture! redefinition which 

Judaism hes undergone under the influence of Zionism and the realities it 

has created. The need lo re-explore and rewr1te these myths Hes in their 

being important sources of self-understanding, end ·useful es a means to 

analyze present crises and to explore alternative opproeches thet might help 

to resolve these crises:7 This return to tredftton 1s neither reactionary nor 

nostalgic, but rether progressive and even redtcol. It's purpose is to point 

out how far the people heve currently diverged from the mythic ideals 

which have shaped our self-conception e.nd sense of worth. Thus, creative 

40evid c. Jacobson, Modem Midcosb: The Retelling of Trodjtionot 
Jewish Norr:ot;ves by Twent;eth Century Hebrew waters. (Albeny: state 
University of New Yori< Press, 1967) p. 3. 

5Jecobson, p. 4. 
6Jacobson, p. s, quoting Northrop Frye, The Seculor Scdoture: A Study 

of the Structure of Romance (Cambridge: Harvard un1versity Press, 1976) 
pp.161-88. 

7 Jecobson, p.5. 
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encounters w1th our written post hos the potentta1 to engender e 

revivtfying, empowering, even radtcol response on the pert of the reeder. 

The choice of Saul. 

Thts thests wtll focus on the character of Saul. It wm attempt to 

look et seurs treatment tn Hebrew texts, beglnntng wtth the biblical text of 

Semuel end conttnu1ng through modern lsraelt poetry. The decls1on to only 

exem1ne one character was made In the be1tef that tne untversel ts most 

clearly revee1ea w1thln the pert1culer. It 1s elso hoped thet this wm ellow 

e somewhat deeper compertson of the ways 1n which the bibHlcal, rebbtntc 

end modem Hebrew wrtter epproech one character end retnterpet htm to 

suit their context. 

The cheracter of Soul wes chosen e) beceuse he ts e complex 

cherecter which lends ttself to e vartety of 1nterpretattons, b) beceuse the 

text of I Samuel represents en amolgem of legends end ldeologtes structured 

occordtng e deltberate agenda, c) because he 1s also well represented tn 

modem Hebrew literature, espec1elly poetry, d) the Issues thot soul evokes, 

nemely those or euthortty, power. nat1one1tsm on the one hend, end 

melancholy, peranote, eM suff ertng et the hands of God on the other ere 

rel event to to ell periods of' Jewtsh h1story, end pert1culerly relevant to the 

Ztontst pertod of the rebirth or the Stele of Israel. 

Nethod 

For each won:: of 11terature examtned, a brtef synopsts of the won:: 

wm be presented, followed by some crtt1cal remerts on Its ltterery 

queli'lies. These remerts mey rely heevtly upon secondary crtttcel lltereture. 
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A focused study wf11 then be presented on how thot poruculer ptece of 

lttereture portnsys Soul Where oppropr1ote, Hngutst1c, semont1c. structural 

end theologtcal/phtlosophlcat comparisons w1n be offered. Most 

tmportontly, each work wm end with e a dtscuss1on of how each ptece of 

literature functtons es mtdresh, on whet lessons or volues 1t wos trytng to 

tmport, end In reectlon to what contextuel needs end trends. Once again, 

my ogendo Is to demon·strate the breadth end flexlb111ty of the mtdnsshlc 

process. and especlolly hOw the modern Hebrew wr1ter con function to 

tntefl)ret Jewish hf story to the present needs tn os valid end authent1celly 

Jewtsh e wey os dt«i the nsbbls end the blbltcel authors themselves. 

A br1ef explanotton should be gtven es to why the ltten,ture examined 

ts limited to Hebrew writers, for It Is certainly erguoble true thot ell 

Jewish wr1ttng on Blbllcel themes fells wtthin the category of mtdresh, 

regenness of tts tenguege. Vet, I ftrmly believe that the sptr1t ond 

zeitgeist or our people Is best expressed In the language of our people, 

Hebrew. Since thOughts sMpe language es much as language shapes thought, 

Jewish thOught ts most clearly expressed In Hebrew. More concretely, 

stnce 011 the btbltcol end rabbinic texts ore orlgtneny In Hebrew, tt ts 

appropr1ote to ltmtt the modem 11teroture to thet linguistic medium. 

In terms of modern Jewish ltteroture, there Is e strong Ideological 

mot1votton ror ltm1ttng tt to Hebrew. I believe that the revtval of the 

Hebrew lenguoge ts central to the continued vttellty of the Jewtsh people. 

To Quote Ben-Vehudo: 

today we may be tn a strange land, but tomorrow we will dwell 
in the land of our hthers; todey we may be speaking a11en 



tongues, but tomorrow we shell speek Hebrew. This 1s the 
meen1ng of the hope of redemption. end I know no other:e 

g 

Given the 1nt1mete ties of culture end languege, I believe the creetive end 

rorwerd-looktng rebut1dtng of Jewtsh culture must be centered on the 

revival of the Hebrew lenguege, for thet Is the language of our nodal myths, 

our low, our lore, apd above alJ, our Torah. This thesis ts wrttten in the 

beltef that through our m,ttonal rebirth and the revltal1zatton of the Hebrew 

languege 

the holy spirit, the creetfve genius of the people .. . will again 
animate our people ... ; it wm creete new things which we 
cannot at present even imegine. No one con foretell whet form 
end shape the newborn ltfe and spirit of the regenerated notion 
will essume. As regards their religious expressions, and 
especielty with respect to the Jewish relfgion, they wm 
certe1nly be eQualJy d1fferent both from present-dey and from 
enctent religton.9 

It ts wtth1n thet leap or faith that this thesis operetes, end so 1t ts limited 

to Hebrew authors. And In order to sober the sub11me wtth the mundane, 

cons1creret1ons or ttme, spece, end thesis reQulrements were not without 

thetr 1mport. 

And so. having made clear the egenda and r ormat of this thests, It ts 

ttme to execute ft . Thts ts first done by an examtnetfon or the bibltcal text 

or I semuel (In which the bull< of the soul myth ts contelned) and then the 

rebblntc mldresh on Soul. This Is followed by en tn-deoth examlnetlon of 

8£1iezer Ben-Vehuda, ·A Letter of Ben-Vehuda (1660),· in The Zionist 
.lllG. ed. Arthur Hertzberg (Atheneum, NV ,:Atheneum, 1959)p. 161. 

9Moses Hess, ·Rome endJeruse1em·, 1nThe Ztonist fdeo. p. 134-5. 



to 

modem Hebrew dreme and poetry centering of the charecter of Seul. By 

examtntng the wey these d1fferent writers retnterpreted the meentng of 

Seul's Hfe to sutt the times tn whtch they 11Ye, we can begin to get a feel 

for the history end scope of mldreshlc lnterpretettons of Seul. We cen elso 

begtn to understand the power and Importance of the mldreshlc process es It 

touches all of Jewish legend. It ts my beltef that thts process hes been 

central to our survtvel es a people up to now, ond that tt ts cruclol to our 

conunued survival as a vttol end creative people. If our myths die. we die 

with them. 
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2. 
THE BIBLICAL SAUL: 

I SANUEL ANO THE MIDRASHIC PROCESS 

Al1 written history ts e form of midrosh, the attempt to impose upon 

certoin reported events e system of cause and effect relationships which 

allows those events to ottoin meontng and coherence. Although the modem 

historian mey try et ell costs to be objective tn approach, in reality truly 

objective history is not possible. Any historian is bound to the conceptions 

of life, universe and Jew that govern his/her era, and he/she has no choice 

but to operate wi t hin those confines, which ore ot the t i me seen as 

objective. History is the attempt to sort through recorded informetion i n 

order to echieve a coherent theory of whot took piece; coherent, that i s, 

with the preveiling world-view of the lime. Todoy we live in on 

·1nformet1on ege,· in which ~n almost endless number of details concerning 

certain events cen be recorded, perused, end turned Into history with the eid 

of great libraries, photocopy machines, cameras, mtcrofflm, and of course, 

computers. And yet, our history ts not objective, for In choosing which 

material is recorded and highlighted and which material Isn't, the historian 

creates e hterarchy based on subjective motivattons. World- view, self­

conception, race, gender, sexuel orientation, level of education, income: 

these all serve to filter out that which is not believed worthy of 

remembrance. 



Furthermore, whet constitutes ·coherene changes from age to age 

end from culture to culture. To postt e feminist example, ·obJecttve· 

history hes tn the pest tended to only record Whet men say end do, so thts 

·objecttve· history Is In ~ellty subjective men·s history, end ell that mokes 

tt coherent ts tts conformity to men's attitudes. Such history ts more e 

reflection of the culture, taboos, end attitudes of the wrtter than tt ts of 

·whet really happened: Truly objective comprehensive value-free history 

ts not possible for the human mind, for we process ell tnformetton through 

the software of our values end outlook. Whet ·reeny happened· can·t be 

escenatned, so we are left to try and f1t what we know (which ts 

predetermtned by our values end world-view) Into a frarnewor1c we cen 

understand. Thts need to Impose meantng on life's events ts et the heen 

of both history and mtdrash. It ts u~etr common bond. 

If, tn the modem age of Information, objective history ts Impossible, 

how much less ltkely 1t was .In biblical times when events were recorded 

by word of mouth and passed down through generations, constantly being 

reshaped to flt the evolving wortd-vtew of the time end culture. At such e 

time, the ·mtdresh1c· character of history would surely have been more 

pronounced. As descrtbed tn Chapter 1, ·m1dreshtc· refers to the 

way tn which Jewish writers Interact, nlnterpnt. 
nstructun. end nvttellze the Jewish nettonel 
histories end ■gtll1 tn order to mete them nlevent to 
cllengtng contexts,. end tn order to Invest tbese mytlls 
witll leasona of aoraltty, ethics end pride which give 
guidance to tbe Jew In Ills/lier efforts to live • ·holy· 
proper ltfe. 

Thus different btb11ce1 strata end books can be understood as pons of thts 

mldreshtc process of updating religious symbols to suit a changing society. 



As the lsraeHte po1it1cal, economic, and cultural lives changed end evolved, 

the natlonel Hebrew myths, anchored tn some obJecttye, occurence, hed to be 

retnterpeted as to reme1n consonant with the changing world-view. The 

b1bl1ce1 texts certa1n1y are not mtdresh 1n the classtcel sense of the term, 

but Insomuch es they ere attempts to apply enctent tredtttons to new 

s1tuet1ons, they function o.s mldresh tn the broader sense. 

This ts perttculerly true of Book of Samuel. In I Samuel, as wll1 be 

demonstrated tn this chapter, the redactor ts restructuring certetn loosely­

related myths and legends of the trans1t1on from confederacy to monarchy 

for the purpose of ftndtng In those myths the origins end possible solutions 

to certain Issues feeing the redactor and hts circle of colleagues. In so 

dotng, the blbl1ca1 wrtter functtons es ·m1dreshlst,· for he Is operating 

under the Impulse to use the mythic cMrecters, plots, Images, and themes 

In order to represent contemporery Issues and concerns, end In onier to 

·enalyze present crtses end to explore eltemattve approaches that might 

help to resolve these crtses:1 

The text of I Samuel. 

Before any tnvesttgetton of the character of Saul 1n the I Semuel cen 

be made, some discussion of the text nself ts required. (Because this 

thesis Is not In the area of b1D11ca1 criticism, these remerts wtn be brief 

nnd only touch the surface.) It must first be snld thet the Masorettc text of 

snmuel ts tn bed shape, exh1btt1ng countless copytng errors end omm1ss1ons. 

1 David c. Jacobson, Modem Mtdresh: Jbe ReteJUog of Jredj\ionol 
Jewtsh Norrot1v1s t>y Twentieth century Hebrew Wdters, (Albany: state 
Untverstty of New York Press, 1987) p. 5 
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It ·suffers extensJvety from heplography, scribal omtsston triggered by 

repeated sequences of letters, most often et ends of words or phrases .... 

Some ere of extreonHnery length:2 However, the Mesoreuc text does 

reflect an ol.d source which 1s quite short, ond free of much of the 

expansion found fn later versions. This short text 1s 1n marted contrast to 

the Septuegu1nt version of Semuel which Is much longer end fn many cases 

et odds with the Mesorettc text. It hes been posited thet the Septuegutnt ts 

e tater attempt to correct the Mesoreuc text, but Its slmllenty to the 

aumren serons of Samuel hes led other scholers to assert thet the 

Septuegutnt ts based on en entirely different Hebrew ongtnel then 1s the 

Mesorettc text. 3 

In both versions, the nerrettve Itself Is often contredtctory, 

redundant, end heterogenous. Kyle Mccarter, In his 1ntrodUctton to the 

Anchor Btb1e·s r Samuel edition expletns: 

The nerretlves about Samuel, Saul, and DQvtd that meke up our 
book have a heterogeneous eppeenmce even to the untreined 
eye. Numerous tntemel thematic tensions, duplfcoUons, end 
contredictions stand tn the way of e streightfowen1 reeding of 
the story. The figure of Semuel dominates the first three 
chapters, then vanishes suddenly and completely in cc 4-6, only 
to return agafn fn c 7. In c 6 kingship is depicted es who11y 
offehstve to Yahweh, whne tn cc 9-10 the first king ts 
ennotnted et Yehweh·s commend. Seul becomes king by lotttery 
tn 10:17-27 but, apparently, by popular proclematton tn c. 11. 
He seems to be rejected by Yahweh not once but twice ( tn cc 13 
end 15) , end he acqutres the services of David not once but 
twice ( tn cc 16 end 17). There ere two eccounts of Devid's 
betrothal to e daughter of Saul (c 16) , two of hts def ectton to 

2P. Kyte Mccarter, Jr., ·introduction to I Semuer in The Anchor Bible . 
Vol. 6 (Genlen City, NY: Doubleday end Company, Inc., 1980) p. 8. 

3McCarter, p. 6. 

• 
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the Ph111stine ktng of Goth (cc 21 end 27) end two of his refusol 
to toke Seurs 11fe (cc 24 end 26).4 

15 

There ore meny theories end opinions es to exoctly how meny Joyers 

there ore in the text, when they were redected and by whom, end how much . 
htstor1col moterlol 1s contained fn them. Wellhausen beHeved there were 

two strota: on eerty stratum, generany fevorab1e to the 1nstltutton of the 

monerchy, which wos written fn e mythic romonttc style but preserved 

genuine h1stor1ce1 moteriel; end e toter stratum wtth little historic volue 

which viewed the monorchy wtth great suspicion and exhibited o post-Extltc 

Deuteronomic outlook. s Schotors such es Comm, Budde end Drtver ogreed 

with the two-streto theory bit held thot the enu-monerc.hfst stratum 

belonged to the E1ohlst document end wos therefore much eorlter then 

Wel1housen hod osserted. Still other scholers held that Somuel represents e 
~ 

composite of many norret1ves redocted tote, end therefore of questionable 

h1stor1ctty. Leonard Rost, whose op1n1ons ore sun greetly occepted, holds 

thot their ore several story-cycles wtthtn the eorly nornttve stratum, 

Wh11e Merttn Noth orgues thot the Deuteronomfsttc editor brought these 

moterto1s together for the ftrst ttme end 11nked them by the onu­

monerchicel meterio1. Wetser ergues egatnst Noth seytng thet there ere 

several layers of redectton end revtstons even wtthtn the ontt-monerch1co1 

matertot _6 

Mr. Mccarter points out that unttke the books of Judges end Ktngs, 

the I semuel shows o very spore redoctton on the pert of the Deuteronomfst. 

Beceuse of thfs, McCorter asserts that the bulk of the materiel of Samuel 

4f1cCerter, p. 12. 
5McCerter, p 13. 
6McCarter, pp 13-14. 
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reached the Deuteronom1st 1n a form wh1ch already reflected proto-

Deuteronom1c ouUoolc end theology. Stnce this materiel wes largely 

acceptable to the Deuteronomtst, only a ltght edltor1e1 touch wes required. 

Mccarter belteves that the maJortty of I Samuel es we have tt ts the )¥Or1c 

of e Jostentc htstor1an . Thts vtew ts supported by the central place of 

Jerusalem tn the norrettve end the reJectton of the Shtlon1te tnst1tuttons 

end prtesthood (Elt end hts sons) tn exchange for~eruse1em1te ones. (See 

suoeoor1ty of Jerusalem to Sh11o. below) Also, several extended speeches, 

such as that of Ab1ge11 1n I Samuel 25:26-3 I enttclpete Jos1an1c rttetortc. 

Imposed upon thts Jostentc mater1e1 ts whet Mccarter cells a 

prophet1c layer. This layer of redaction ts seen In the entt-monerchtcel , 
matertel which shows the prophet es the true leader end the ktng es 

compromtse at best. Thts layer also portrays the ktng es betng dependent on 

the prophet for electton end ennotnttng and subject to the propers 

reJectton. [See: suoedor1ty or Prophet to King. below] Thts layer speaks 

strongly egatnst the dynastic system of passtng on rule from father to son, 

end tnsteed favors the pass1ng of rule to the one ·chosen by God· es 

determined by the prophet. [see: suoedodtu of Povtg to soul.below) Thts 

leads Mccarter to conclude that the prophetic layer Is Northern tn ortgtn. 

stnce the dependence of the king on prophetic election end the rejection of 

dynesttc transm1ss1on ts typical of Northern prophet1c ctrcles.7 Further, 

the nerrattve of the enc being stolen end returned due to the wonclngs of the 

stolen god II Samuel 4-6) 1s typtcel of a Northern genre or literature. e 

Mccarter holds that this layer, though hevtng much In common w1th 

Deuteronomtst thought pre-dates It considerably. At the same time, g1ven 

7Mceorter,. p. 21. 
8McCerter, p. 24--25. 
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thetr herengues egeinst It (I Sem. 8:10-16), the euthor(s) must heve hec1 

experience wtth the monarchy, end they must hove been pro-Dovtdlc gtven 

their portrayol of seul. Therefore, McCorter dotes the bulk of meterial tn 

the tete 6th century B.C.E, ofter the collapse of Northern Israel, encl hOlOs 

that It wos written by e Northern writer living tn the southern oevtdlc 

communtty.9 Thts proto-Oeuteronomtc prophetic text wes toter touched up 

by the Deuteronomtst to achieve the flnol form of tile text of Samuel. 

Thus, the text of I Semuet ttse1f represents o consldereble obstacle tn 

determ1n1ng whet historical moteriel, tf eny, Is present. The text 1s more 

cteorly understood es leyer upon leye.r of ·mtdreshtc· 1nterpretetf ons of the 

semuel/Seul/Oevld legends. eoch layer reflecting the poltticel, soc1a1 encl 

re11g1ous context of 1ts time. 

Desptte 1ts heterogeneity, the text es we have 1t ts en ottempt to 

combine the various legends concerning Semuel, Saul end David tnto a 

coherent ttneor Mrrettve of tl'le rtse of the monarchy. This attempt ls also 

cheracteriestfc of classtcttl mtdrash, In that It tries to resolve certain 

contradtctions end redundencles In the received tradttton. 

The Life of Saul tn I Samuel. 

Whet follows ts a summery of the 11f e of Soul es the redactor of I 

Semuel wonted tt to be remembered. 

Saul's election and coronation. 

-Disregarding the kingship of God, the people Insist on a king so as lo 
be like all the other nations. God warns the people through Samuel of 
the p1Uo11s of having e king, but the people continue their demend 
end God relents. 

9f1cCarter, p 22. 



-soul, the son of Ktsh son of Abtel son of Zeror son of Becoreth son of 
Aphioh, o Benjomtntte, 1s elected. He ts from o weolthy and respected 
family e,,n ,,:u I Som 9: tJ to Soul ts teller end more handsome then 
ony other lsreeHte, and to the people, this ts token es o sfgn of hts 
worthiness to rule. 

-As o youth, out searching of his father's lost osses, Soul meets the 
seer Samuel who informs him he is to become king end ennoints him. 

-On the way home, Seul meets o bend of prophets end gripped by the 
sptrtt of God, begins speokfng In ecstosy 11ke the prophets 
themselves. 

-Hoving onnotnted Soul privotely, Somuel loter assembles the vortous 
tribol leadership ond by lot shows Soul to be God·s oppotnted. Soul 
however Is modestly h1d1ng emong the beggege of the ·1eader, 
retuctont to become king. Once found, Soul is acclotmed ktng end 
describes the rules of the monarchy, but some ·scoundrels· grumble 
ogotnst seul end do not thtnK htm worthy of tits posttton. soul then 
hears of the predicament of some fell ow lsreelttes betng held stege 
ond gripped b)J the spirit of God, he gothers 330,000 men to ottock ond 
sove them. 

-After his v1ct~ry, oll the people acknowledge Sours worthiness, end 
1n on apparent act of magnanimity, Soul spores those who hove 
previously grumbled ogainst him. Soul 1s then f ormolly inouguroted 
ktng at Gtlgel wtth ell the proper socrtftces. 

soul's roilitory encounters. 

-Soul spends most of hts military rule fighting the invading 
Philistines. On one occosion, Soul's son, Jonc,thc,n, kms the 
Phflistine prefect, end reoltzing the impending retoliotion, the 

10Accord1ng to s.R. Drtver, in his Notes of the Hebrew Text of Samuel 
(Wtnono lake, fnd1ene: A1pho Publicottons, 1889/1964) p 69, this 
e><pression refers toe men of substance, e ·well-to-do country former: In 
controst, ecconstng to Kyle Mccarter tn THe Aoct,or Bible; I Samuel. p. 173, 
this expression ref en to the toxebte lend-owning gentry, powerful men, 
end substenttel ctttztens. 
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lsreeJtte mnttery gathers to def end themselves. Samuel hed ordered 
to Saul to watt for his errtvel In seven days et which time the proper 
secrtfices would be mede before bettle. After seven deys, Semuel 
hes still not eppeered, and the people, seeing the greet strength of 
the Philfsunes, begin to scatter end hide. In order to stop this, Saul 
goes ahead without Samuel end offers sacrifices. Just es he is 
ftntshing, Samuel arrives and Informs Saul thet beceuse he did not 
watt, Saul's dynasty wilt not endure over Israel. 

-In another engagement with the PhHtsttnes, Jonathan sneaks out or 
camp with en ettend,mt end suprises the Philistine cemp, wreaking 
hevoc on them so that they flee. When the lsreelite see this, they 
Join the battle end pursue the Phtlistines. Saul, tn his piety, hes 
mode the soldiers swear not to eat any food before nightfall, but 
stnce Jonathan hedn't been there to hear this oath, he eats some 
honey he ftnds to gtve him strength. After nightfelt the f emtshed 
troops teke the sheep end cows of the spon and slaughter them 
without proper rites, thus vlolettng the taboo of eettng with the 
blood. Seul, engry that the people hed ignored the Jew of God, orders 
that everyone bring a sacrifice, end he sets up a lerge stone alter on 
which to offer the proper rites before eattng. Leter, when Saul 
tnqutres of the Urim end Tummtm for military advise, they do not 
answer end Saul realizes that someone hes broken the oath against 
eettng. When it is shown to be Jonathan, Saul, ever strict in his 
enforcement of the law, ts prepared to execute Jonathan, but the 
other soldiers Cltssuede him. 

-Samuel then commnnds Saul to battle end exterminate the 
Amelekites, including men, women, children end livestock. Saul does 
defeat the Amelekltes, but tnsteod of k1111ng their king, tekes Ageg 
capUve. Contrey to the commend of Samuel, he also saves the best of 
the livestock to secnftce to God. Samuel ts furious when he 
discovers that Soul hes disregarded the command of God, end 
announces that Saul will loose hts kingship. After that, Soul never 
sees Samuel egetn. 

Soul's madness. 
-After Samuel's pronouncement, Seul begtns to hove fits of terror end 
depression. In order to help him through these, David, e musfc1en, is 
brought to the court to play for Saul. Unbeknownst to Saul, David hes 
already been secretly ennolnted by Semuel es the next king, sfnce 
Gocfs favor hes departed from Saul. 
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-In another version of David's tntttel meeting wtth Saul. Devtd ts 
portrayed as defeating the giant GoUeth, end being rewarded by Saul's 
off er of mC\.f'liege to his daughter. In either case, David enters into 
Seul's court. 

-Saul is tmpressed with Devtd, and melces htm hts ar:ms-bearer. 
Saul's children are atso smttten w1th Davtd's charm. Both hf s son, 
Jonethen, end his deughter Michal are tn love wtth David. In fact, 
Jonethen ts more loyal to David than to his father Saul. 

-All this exc,certu,tes Soul's fits of pon,nofe end he repeatedly tr1es 
to lctll Oc,vfd. 

-Saul, to fulftll hts eortter promise, offers his daughter Mereb, but 
David defers, and Men,b ts given to another. Saul, wanting to reneg on 
his promlse offers hts daughter Michal on the cond1Uon that David kill 
100 Ph1tlstlnes end bring beck their foreskins. David kills 200 and 
Saul is forced to allow the marriage. This only deepens Saul's fear of 
David. 

-The remefnder'Of the book of I Samuel relatesthe ongoing attempts 
of Saul to destroy David end of David's etuston of Saul initially with 
the help of Saul's family, and toter by his own cleverness. David 
repeatedly demonstrates his continued loyalty to Seut and shows that 
he wishes htm no harm. on some of these occasions, Soul realizes 
his own insanity and apologizes, admitting that David means him no 
hc,rm. Nonetheless, the fear returns end the pursuit continues until 
David ts lorced to leave the country and join the Philistines. 

- Though the Phtlf sttnes surround and greatly outnumber the Israelite 
army, Saul receives no advice from God through e1ther a prophet or 
the Urtm and Tummtm. Desperate, he breaks his own law and 
consults a necromencer In onler to brtng the ghost of Samuel up from 
the grove to advise h1m. Semue11nforms Saul that he and his sons 
will die tomorrow In bottle omtdst def eat. 

-This comes to pass, end in the midst of battle Soul# morte11y 
wounded, fall on hts own swonl end dtes. 

-The Pht11sttnes take the bodies of soul and hts sons. decepitete 
them, parade the bodies throughout their temtory, and Impale the 
heeds on the walls of Beth-shan. Appaled, a group of men from 

• 
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Jebesh-Gileed go to Beth-shim end teke the heeds down, burying them 
under neer Jebesh under en unmarked tree. 

On the whole, the text portreys Seul es e handsome, modest, perheps 

pious young k1ng who, through two well-intentioned mistakes in cerrylng 
• 

out the letter of God's lew es conveyed by Semuel, forfe1ts his kingship. 

Thereefter he becomes a sed figure of a men possessed with fear end 

pereno1e, who reeltzes h1s condll1on but cen not chenge. Finally, emtdst 

despetr end defeet, he k111s h1mself. 

The Text as Lttereture. 

Approechtng e b1b11c.el text from e ltterery standpoint Is e difficult 

endeevor, for the text was not wrttten eccordlng to modem 11terery genres 

end norms. Certelnlu, bl b11ce1 11tereture, ltke modem 11tereture, wes 

wrttten to teech, edtry, enterteln end compel Its eudlence. However, tn 

eddltton to these elms, blbltcel Htereture wes elso written es secred text, 

the reveeled word of the one God, whose truth end velldtty was 

unquest1oneble. The expected reectlon from the reeder wes not cethersts, 

but obedience. 

Whet comp11cetes the tesk of eveluetlng btblicel text es lttereture ts 

determtn1ng whose stendan:ls wm be used for the eve1uet1on. One cen use 

the cul turel stenderds end values of the wrt ters es e bests for Judgement, 

but the only reel meter1e1 we heve from which to determine those 

stenderds end velues Is the blbllcel text Itself. Furthermore, stnce the 

texts were passed down orally, then wrttten, then redected over periods 

• 
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of hundreds end even thousands of years, it Is fmposstb1e to reaHy 

determine which penod of velues one should use. Nonetheless, tt ts 

poss1b1e to take some basic assumpttons of the mtnd-set of enctent t1mes tn 

the Neer East end ettempt some eve1uet1on of the text based upon those 

assumpt tons. 

In re1etton to the text or I Semue1, we can essume thet these legenas 

were wrttten wtth certetn dtdecttc elms. These will be atscussed Jeter In 

this chepter. It ts difficult et best to determtne 1f thts story wes wr1tten 

consciously as lltereture. The modem reeder wm reaa the story or seul end 

tmmedtetely reect to tt as a tregedy. We see Saul as e tregtc figure, much 

tn the wey Ktng Leer ts tregtc. He ts controlled by rorces beyond his 

control. He hes respons1b111tles he never asked for. From his perspecttve,m 

he ts pJegued wtth mtlttery threats from the outside, which mtrror the 

threets tn his court from David and Jonethan, which In tum mirror the 

internet threats of his own descent Into medness. We see a man who ts 

unjust1y punished by God and Samuel fore minor trangresston unaer a very 

stressful sltuauon. we then see htm punished agatn for spenng the 11ves of 

women and children. We see a man who ts mentany 111, who tr1es to kt11 

oavtd but who then apolog1zes and begs forgiveness. He can·t help himself. 

We see a man who loves his son so much he ts temf1ed of loosing his 

loyalty, and tn hts zealousness to prevent thts, dr1Yes his son and 

daughters away. We see a man with bed advisors, who take advantege of 

his mental stete In order to further their own coreers. We see e man 

rejected by God, rejected by his cht1dren, rejected by Semue1, and rejected 

by his people, who In lonely desparet1on consults a necromancer. and ts then 

again rejected. Ftnally, we see a def eeted man die at his own hand tn the 

midst of e terrtble aereet. Hts tnner def eat ts again mirrored by the outer 

.. 
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military defeat. In ell of this, we see e terribly treglc figure, wtth God 

end Semuel es the entegontsts end Seul es the protagon1st. Certe1nly the 

mirroring of external and tnternel betttes 1s e f1ne ltten,ry technique. Thts 

ts pemaps why The ngure of Seu1 hes become so populer 1n modern Hebrew 

lftereture, end other Hten,tqres es wen. Chepter 4 of thts thesis wtn deel 

with one dremettc ettempt to creete a true tn,gedy from the b1blf cet 

narrative. 

However, those are the results or the tmpostuon of modem values 

end perspectives upon an enctent text. Beruch Kurtzwen, tn his essay ·ts 

There Such a Thing es Btbltcel Tragedyr11 exemlnes the questton of 

whether the nerrettve of Saul can be considered a clesstcal tn,geau 

accord1ng to the perameters or that 11terery genre. orew1ng upon 11terery 

theonsts from Aristotle to Hegel, Kurtzwe11 draws a d1sttnctton between 

tregedy end secred plays. Tregedy can only occur when there 1s a confltct 

between relet1ve sets of values, both or whtch are postttve ve1ue systems, 

but between whtch the tn,gtc chenscter must choose. The tregtc figure 1s 

caught between two relat1ve systems, end unable to resolve the conntct, 

w1thdrews Into absolute solitude of self. Sacred drema, or moreltty plays, 

portn,y e conntct between ebsolute values, tmmutable qua11t1es of good end 

evil, end the cherncters tn these dremas represent etther one or the other. 

There Is no room for morel re1euv1ty. In sacred drama, the protagon1st ts 

caught between morel absolutes, good and evn, and thet rtgure must 

choose. If he or she chooses evil It ts not truly tregtc from a potnt of vtew, 

rnther tt ts e lesson to the audience of the results of the wrong chotce. 

1 •Baruch Kurtzwe11, ·ts There Such e Thing es Biblical Tregedyr, in 
An Anthology of Hebrew Essays. Vol. 1, eds. 1. Cohen and B.v. Micheli (Tel 
Aviv: Messede Publtshfng Co. Ltd., 1966.), pp. 97-116. 
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Kurtzweil po1nts out that although tn the text of Soul the characters ore not 

completely net symbols or good or evil, nonetheless the story unfolds 

under the overerchtng system of absolute more11ty. Saul ts not caught 

between competing value systems. Saul ts simply not able to subm1t 

totally to the absolute wtll or God. Acconung to Kuriwetl, there ts not . 
quesuon tn the blb11ce1 text of whet ts rtght end whet ts wrong. Clearly 

Samuel end Devtd represent the absolute good, obedtence to God's wm. no 

matter how harsh that may be. Saul represents en tnebt11ty to comply wtth 

God's w111. Thts ts not tregtc, tt ts unfortunate for Saul. In the btbJtcel 

picture, Saul himself recognizes t he Absolute, end wtshes to comply but 

con·t seem to comprehend what thet requtres. Saul repeatedly admits hts 

stn, hts mtstreetment of Devtd end Jonathan. Saul does not withdrew tnto 

solitude, but rather even ot hts most despe1rete hour goes to enecromoncer tn 

order to conjure up Samuel, that Is, to renew some contact wtth the 

absol ute good, whtch he now hes lost completely. According to Kurtzwetl, 

tnts ts not a tragedy, but o complex end subtle morellty ploy. seurs death 

ts not tregtc - tt ts en tnevtteble step tn the este1bltshment of the Oevtdlc 

dynasty, end es such hos a monslly postttve ending from the btbltcel 

perspective. (Of course. the stns of oavtd against the Absolute themselves 

make up the text of II Samuel.) 

Even from a modem point of vtew. the story ts not truly tnsgtc. In o 
tragedy, the reeder or vtewer ts most moved beceuse there ts not clear 

enemy, no one to blame, no one to project anger upon. In a tnsgedy, we see 

a hero caught tn a terrible sttuetton that ts no one·s fault. The leek of en 

entogontst ts the key to cotharsts, ror Just es death ts the ulttmote 

tragedy, every vtewer of a tregtc play senses hts own f eellngs of 

helplessness wtth fate. In the story of soul, the modem reader deftnl tely 
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has characters to blame. Not accepting the moral system of ab6o1ute , 
obedtence, the modem reader sides wtth Saul Intl ts angry at Semuel end God 

for unjust and ·tmmorar commands. That the modem reeder views God·s 

command as lmrt1ora1 gives some tndlcatton of the huge gap that extsts 

between our moral outJook and that of the blb11cal redactors. 

Thus the btbltcel narrattve Is not truly tragic. Instead. tt ts a very 

complex and challenging rn~ralt ty play, tn which there ts a clear good and 

evn, and In which obedience 1s the lesson. The genius of the text as a 

moral1ty play ts Its lncluston of compltcattng factors, such es Saul's 

madness, Samuel's harshness, Jonathen·s love for Oevtd. end Seur s own 

cogntzence of his Illness. These factors serve to arouse sympathy for Saul, 

end thereby to challenge the viewer to determine exactly what ts good and 

whet ts evn. This che11enge reinforces the absolute nature of the mons11ty 

Involved: even 1f e person ts med, even tf God asks them to murder groups 

of women and cht1dren, even tf b mistake ts mode with good tntenuons, the 

result ts the same. Disobedience to God's (vte the prophet) wtn, no matter 

how small end no matter why, results tn catastrophe ror the sinner. This 

makes Samuel one of the outstanding examples of monsHty literature, 

surpesstng tn tts completctty, subtlety, end dramatic force the later 

medieval end modem morality plays of whtch tt ts a forerunner. 

The text as ·t11dres11· 

As stated above, the current text of I Samuel represents e thorough 
' reworking of history, myths, and legends surrounding the central characters 

of Samuel, Saul end David. In order to achieve a coherent rete111ng of the 

Israel's transition from e trtbe1 confederacy to a monarchy, the writer had 



to emmge the legends tnto e series of events eccordtng to h1s theology end 

belief-system. This gives the text Hneer coherence. It Is cleer thet ttl1s 

text wes written long before the clesstcel m1dreshlm. Vet, In the redectors· 

Impulse to rewor1c end reinterpret the legends end myths they received, end 

to creete from them e text which spoke to their contemporery Issues end 

concerns, It cen be se1d the· the text of I Semuel 1s In someways m1areshlc. 

As descr1bed above, the writer (or wr1ters: for convenience the text 

wm use the singular) of this text wes Hkely from the prophetic circles of 

Northern 1sn,e1, 11vtng tn e time when hts country had fallen. This fell 

forced the wr1ter to admH thet ecconung to his theologlce1 system, the 

southern Ktngdom was In some way more nghteous then the Northern 

Kingdom hed been. otherwste, the Northern Kingdom would have prevelled. 

Unw111tng or unable to give up some of the fundements or his Northern 

outJook, he metntetned e belief thet prophetic rule wes super1or to royol 

rule, but thet even under royel rul e, only God cen pick the successor to o 

current king (ond not dynost1c succes,ton.) Nonetheless, since Jeruselem 

hed survived, he hed to find e wey to show the divine reoson r or thet 

survtvel, end living under Dovldlc rule, _he hod to show the superiority of the 

Devtdlc line to that of Seul (even though he wes opposed In principle to the 

concept of royel lineage.) Thus. there ere three prtmery concerns which the 

writer lncorpon,ted Into the ·mtoreshlC- process or updetlng end 

restructuring the legends 1n I Semuel: 

- 1) to demonstrote the super1orty of prophetic rule to monerch1c rule, 

-2) to show the superiority of the Jerusolemite institutions ond 
priesthood over those of Sh11o, and 



-3) to expletn why despite en of h1s undenteble shortcom1ngs, oevtd 
wes chosen by God to rule over lsreel 1nsteed of Saul. Each of these 
requires e more deteiled inspection. 

Superiority of Prophet to King. 
The most prominent theme in the first helf of I Samuel is the 

superiority of prophetic rule over monarchic rule. To 8Xemply this, the 

author hes taken whet were most likely unreleted legends of e 

prophet/Judge/wamor-leader nemed Samuel and 1ntertW1ned his story with 

the legends of another Judge, tum-first-king, Seul. The book begins with 

a narrative about the miraculous conception of Samuel by e barren mother, 

Honnoh. Hannah vows that 1f given a son, she wHl ·dedtcoted h1m to the 

Lord for ell the days of his life, , end no razor sholl ever touch his heed: (I 

Sem 1:11).12 This is e cleer reference to Nazirite vows made bye berren 

mother for e son, and indeed the entire narrative closely pere11e1s the birth 

nem,Uye of enother Judge, Semson, 1n Judges 13. This narretive wes 

almost certetnly originelly e part of the Saul-cycle of stones13 end only 

much leter applied to Semuel. This is wttnessed by the fact that Samuel 

does not become a warrior e~ would be expected on pare11e1 with Samson 

efter such an introduction, end he does not militarily deliver the lsn!elites 

1n the menner of the judges. Nore telling is the etymology of the neme 

Samuel given in I Sem 1:17-28 . It is besed on word ploys on the root~. 

the obvious root of the name Saul, but of no clear relation to the name 

Semuel. In verse 17, EU says im,c n'-' in irr,w l"M 1rr ~ 't~, , 
f on owed in verse 20 by Hennnhs explnnatton rrlaw nii'T'D .,:, ~,,_ ,,_ 

f 2un1Ks otherwise indiceted, all EngHsh trons1ettons of the Hebrew 
text are teken from the new tronsletton of THE HOLY SCRIPTURES 
published by the Jewish Pubtfcotton Society of America~ Philede1phte, 1976. 

13McCarter, p. t 9 



rM l!t1:,rn . These verietions on the root reech their~Hmex in verses 27-28, 

t n which Htmneh explains: 

lm!D 'rr2N "ft ,rf.Mi rlt ,', :"ll:"r ln"l ,m',g Ct .-..:, i»lii ,_ 

.. J,,:,,t, 21M iilii :,,:, - 0'0':"I ',:, :,i:,,', ,rrn'awn , :)lit Dl, 

Clearly, this entire series of word plays ts meant as build-up for the final 

etlestetfon of the name She'u1 [Saul) tn this final verse. The reettributfon 

of these early legends describing the mtreculous birth of Seul to the 

cherecter of Samuel demonstretes from the beginning of the book the 

author's intent to assert the superiority of the prophet to the king. It elso 

shows his willingness to rearrange received legends tn order to meke his 

potnt, a wmingness whfch later becomes centre1 to the clessfcel mtdresh. 

It is unclear exactly whet tf tie Samuel held originelly. He ts said to 

heve worn the ephod end perform temple services like e priest. [1 :18) but he 

ts olso celled e prophet (Chapter 3, end throughout). Both of these ere 

probebly leter claims by dffferent groups trying to bolster their euthority 

by Hnking their ancestry to Samuel Most ltkely, he was e judge, e f ect thet 

is witnessed by the formule in 7:15-17: 

Samuel Judged [tat) Israel es long es he lived. The name of his 
firstborn son wos Joel, and hfs second son's name was Abf jeh; 
they set es Judges tn Beer-shebe. 

whtch is a typical ending for the namstive of e judge. 14 This supports the 

assertion that early lagand8 of e tample-sarvent-turned-judge named 

Samuel were coopted by the prophetic circles who coopted Samuel as their 

sptrituel ancestor. Semuel was thereby elevated in their lore from being 

the lest of the judges to being the first of the prophets, the ennotnter end 

rejector of kings. Again, such restructuring of received legend fn order to 

t 4t1cCarter, p.17. 



Justlf y current practice end be11ef is cheracteristtc of the mtdrash1c 

process. 

In Hs or1g1n, the nerret1ves of seul ere mostly s1mner to tttose or 

Semue1. As steted above, Seurs b1rth description, es ve11ed In Chepter 1 • . 
perellels the nerrettve of Samson's b1rth. Further, Seul d1d become e 

wemor who delivered the lsreeHtes from the threat or the Ammonttes. 

The cycle of stories concern1ng his birth. his searching for the lost asses 

end h1s deltveronce of Israel from the Ammonites [I Sem 11 J pera1lels the 

Samson stortes of Judges 13-16, end ere dlsttnctlvely Northern lsraeHte. 

Tile elevetton of thts Judge to king witnesses the Influence of Southern 

Judeen outlook which supported the monarchy, end found Hs legendary roots 

tn SeuJ. 15 The ·seul-es-Klng· nerrettve 1s clearly Introduced by the 

typical f ormule for the re1gn of o king: ·seul wes . . . years old when he 

beceme ktng, end he reigned over Israel two years: l 13: I l Thus chapters 8 

to 13 ere reveeled to represent the authors version of the mythic trensit1on 

between rule by Judges end rule by kings. 

That the redactor clearly bel1eved rule by Judges/prophets to be 

prefereble to rule by king Is seen 1n the structuring of the book. According 

to the redactor's theology, true v1ctory wtn come to Israel from e complete 

sense of obedience to the commend end wm of God, not through mtlltery 

power. It Is YHWH that protects. Thus Semuel Is reported to heve brought 

about the defeat of the Phtllstlnes simply by essembling the people tmd 

resting, preying, end secrif1clng to God who then caused the Ph111stlnes to 

nee.l7: 5- I 41 Thus the ftrst seven chepters which portray semuel In the 

role of Judge end humble servent of God ere meent t o provide a backdrop of 

perfect leadership egelnst wt11cn the peopl es demttnd for a king seems 

1 SMcCerter, p. 27 
I 



completely unJusttf1ed end herettcal. The redector. commenttng on 

monarchic abuse, Ms Samuel attempt to dissuade the people from choosing 

a king bu descr1btng supposed monarchic prectlce: 

He seid, 'This wm be the prectice of the king who will rule 
over you: He will take your sons ond appoint them es his 
cherioteers and horsemen, end they wm serve es outrunners for 
hi s char1ots ... or they wm have to plow his fields, reap his 
horvest end make his weapons. Ha wm take your daughters ... He 
wm seize your choice fields, vineyards end olive groves, and 
gtve them to his courtters . . . He wm teke a tenth port or your 
groin end tntage end give It to his eunuchs end courtiers. He 
wm toke your mole and female slaves, your cho1ce young men 
ond your asses end put them to wonc for him. He wm take c, 
tenth pert of your flocks, ond you shell become his slaves. 
(8: 1 1 - 18) 

To this harangue , the people responded that they nonetheless wented a king 

so lhet they could be ·like all the other notions;- 16:20) a statement which ts 

fundamenle11y offensive to the theology of the redactor who holds Israel's 

status to be unique. 

Outside of theology, the redactor demonstrates that prophets are 

Indeed better rulers than kings. Again and agafn, the bumbling well­

meaning Saul 1s portrayed os trying to serve God but not knowing how. This 

ts contrasted with Samuel who knows exactly what God wonts even when 1t 

seems cruel and unnessary. The most forthright example of this is the 

nerrettve concerning Soul's sporing of the Amelekite king and livestock. 

Saul argues that tt seemed better to save some of the livestock, not for 

selfish reasons, but es socrificio1 gifts to God. Samuel's rebuke [ lS:22-23} 

serves as a mouthpiece for the redactor's theology: 

·ooes the Lord delight tn bumt off er1nga end sacrifices 
As much es tn obedience to the Lord's commend? 



Surely obedience Is better then secrtf1ce. 
Compliance then the f et of rems. 
For rebellion ts 11ke the sin of divfnetion, 
Defiance, 11ke the lniqutty of tensphim. 
Because you rejected the Lord's command, 
He hos rejected you es king.· 

Samuel, tn order to obey God, then ·cuts Agog down: 

In another wonderful demonstnsUon of the supertor power of the 

prophet to the ktng, Semuel coils forth thunder end roin completely out of 

seoson, so thet the people ·wm take thought end reettze what o wicked 

thing you did in the sf ght of the Lord when you asked for o king: ( 12: 171 

Such a reworking of the ongtnol myths con only be seen es an ancient 

·proto-mf drosh· tn whtch the redoctor fmposes his own values onto on 

ancient myth tn order to enhance its relevance, and to make a statement es 

to the proper values by whtch to 11ve. 

The redactor was also ewere that tn populor opinion, Saul wos known 

es o prophet [Is Saul too emong the prophets?] In order to preserve his 

version of the narratives, the redactor hod to refute that ideo, or at least 

undermine it, end so he offers twq explenettons for the seying itself, both 

portreying Soul tn e derogetory menner, es e men who fells tnto ecstottc 

trances end takes off hts clothes.(10:9- 13, 19:18-24.) Though this sort of 

ecstatic ftt also foils under the umbrella of prophecy, it does not compare 

with the wisdom and power of prophets such as Samuel. Thus, though Saul 

may be said to be among the prophets, tt ts o completely different type of 

prophecy, and one which ts completely unbecoming to a ruler. In this wey, 

the redactor turns a popular complfmentery edege ebout Soul Into o 

derogotory condescension, thereby df sermtng ft. 



Since in their original neuntives both Samuel end Saul were Judges, 

seurs eleveuon to the k1ngsh1p by the pro-monarch1sts necesstteted thet 

the pro-prophetlcs e1evote the1r predecessor somuel to e pos1t1on even 

htgher then ktng. Thus the prophet becomes the only person who cen cnoose 

ktngs end Dy the seme token, remove the k1ng from offtce. Semuel ennotnts 

seul king, not once Dut three times l IO: 1, t O: 17-27, 11 : 14-1 S.J Loter Semuel 

twtce decleres Seurs reign to be over l 13: 13- t 4, I 5:26) The role or the 

prophet es the detennfner end conscience of kings ts here establtshed, ,md It 

continues throughout prophetic 11tereture. This runctton 1s central to the 

self-conception of the prophets end their sense or posttton, end 1n Samuel 

we see this 1nstttutton betng anchored to ancient myth. 

The redactor finds tn ancient myths whet he considers to be 

safeguerds egetnst monarchic eDuse or power. He tekes wen-known but 

unreleted stones, legends, end myt'hs or a prtest-tum-Judge and of a Judge­

tum-k1ng end lntert wines them 1n order to crtttctze the status-quo. He 

creates o mythic basts for whet he sees as the proper wey the government 

should function. In hts approach to the reletton of Semuel to Saul, prophet 

to king, the redector clearly operates within the parameters of the 

mtdreshtc process, es we have def1ned them. 

The Superiority of Jerusalem to Shilo. 
Another of the redactor's egendum ts to show the mythic justification 

for the fell or the Shtlontte priesthood-power center end the consequent 

rise of the Jerusatemite priesthood-power center. This is ochteved by 

connecting thts fell and rise to the legends of El i. Eli, though pious 

himself, spoils his sons end allows them to abuse the secrificel system. Hts 

sons are later responsible for the cepture or the ark by the Phntstines.(4:5-



11) God accuses Elt of hononng his sons more than God. (2:291 Beceuse of 

this end the wickedness of the sons, Hoptmi end Phtnees, God declares: 

I intended for you and your father's house to remein tn My 
service forever. But now - declares the Lord - far be tt from 
Mel For I honor those who honor Me. but those who spurn Me 
shall be dishonored. A lime Is coming when I will break your 
power end that of your father's house, end there shaH be no 
elder 1n your house ..... And I shall raise up for Myself a f eithful 
priests, who will act in accordance wtth My wishes and My 
purposes. I wm butld for htm on enduring house, end he shell 
welk before My anointed evermore. (2:30-36) 

Thts statement clearly alludes to the struggle between the E11de Sh11ontte 

priests and the Zadokite Jersualem priests, weavtng thet struggle into the 

tndependent legends of E11. Clearly, by the time of redect1on, the Zedok1tes 

hed won the struggle. but there was a need to explatn this vtctory tn mythic 

terms. Thus Ell and hts sons become ~sponstble for their own downfall. 

To reinforce the connection of Zadoki te victory and myth. the redactor 

wove these independent Eli ne~ttves into the stones of Saul, David and 

Samuel, in order to create a Davidic/Zadokite/Jerusa1em1te alltance against 

a Sau11te/E11de/Shllontte alltence. The connect1on of Saul wtth the Ellde 

priesthood is shown In severel ways. According to some tred1tions, Saul 

was the BenJam1ntte who Informed Elf of the death of his sons.• (4: t 21 

Saul Is more clearly connected wan EH 1n 14:3 In which ·AhtJeh son or 

Ahltub brother of Ichabod son of Phinehas son of E11 , the priest of the Lord 

at Shiloh, was there bearing an ephod· end accompanying Saul into bettle. 

Another of Ell's greet grendsons, Ahimelech wes the heed of the pnests et 

Nob, and wes the one who geve Dev1d the secred breed, an act which 

ifhts tredition is leter reflected In Tchemtchowsky's ·seul's Love 
Song: (See: Chepter 5 below.I 

. ' 



resulted in the the slaughter of the priests of Nob et the hends of seu1. 

(22:9-19). 

It ls the slaughter of the priests of Nob thet results tn the mythic 

transference of the Elide pnests from seul to oevtd, end consequently thetr 

myth1c subjugation to the Zedokttes tn Jerusalem. Devtd ts portrayed es 

accepting Ahlme1ech son, Abtether who nees rrom seul, ena In II Samuel 

20:25 , Zedok end Ablether ere both priests tn Jerusalem. However, under 

Solomon, Abtether ts dtsmtssed, · thus rulft111ng whet the Lord hed spoken 

et Sh11oh regerdtng the house of E11 .- (I Ktngs 2:26) 

Agetn, the redactor ts functtontng es e ·mldntshlst· tn thet he ts 

restructlng enctent legends In order to make a comment on h1s contemporary 

tssues. Furthermore, he edds to the chentctertzat1on of seul the not1on thet 

he Is attached to the wrong reltgtous Influences, nemely the Sh11on1te 

priesthood. This serves to support the redactor In another of his egendum, 

namely thet David was more ftt to rule then seul. It should be noted thet 

Samuel ts elso placed ertlf1tl'Glly Into the ctrcle of the Elide priesthood 11, 

but this ts only to show hts supertorily to It, end through him, the 

superiority of the prophet to the priest. 

The Superionty of Dovid To Saul. 

The lest of the redactor's egendum to be discussed In thts chapter Is 

the neccesstty of demonstret1ng the mythic bes1s for the success or oevtd 

Cena his descendants) over seul (end his descendants). The redeector even 

stresses thet Saul himself knew thet dtvtne rule should pess to oevtd 

126:251. It can be theorized thet the redactor wes reect1ng to en ongotng 

17McCerter, p. 66. 
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struggle between the house of Soul end the house of o.evld, or between Israel 

end Judah. If this struggle wes not octuony ongotng, tt wes et teest o 

struggle thot wes recent enough In memory es to requtre revision -itnd 

commentary. 

Soul Is n.moved from kingship because unwittingly he disobeys God. 

In contrast, DeYld ts portrayed es olweys -esktng God for odYlce before 

tektng octton octton, end then elways following that odvtce. Whereas Seul 

was tan ond handsome, and therefore edmtred es e werr1or, DeYld wes 

smeH tn stature but powerful through his obedience to God. God woms 

Samuel, ·pay no attention to his oppeorance or his stoture, for I have 

rejected him (Ellab). For not as man sees does the Lord see; man sees only 

what ts visible, but the Lord sees Into the heart: l 16:7) This womtng most 

cleDr1y e><presses the divine reason (as understood by the redector) thet 

Soul, who wes great tn stDture end opPeDrance, Is Inferior to Devtd, who ts 

greDt In heart. 

According to the redactor, David ts trreststtble. Even sours own son 

and deughter ore Immediately smitten wtth him, and 1Dter e><h1b1t Joyelty to 

him over their own father. JonDt~n even agrees vo1unter11y to give up his 

dynastic rights and support Devld as the future klng. 118;)-5, 18:28, 20:13-

16.l The Phl11st1ne King Achtsh ts so chermed by David that he grants him D 

town and some rule, despite the ract Devld has killed hundreds of hts 

soldiers end officers. These stories ore best understood as exaggerated 

ettempts to e><press the charisma of David tn contrasts wtth the complete 

lock of chertsme With seul. who hid behind baggege. 

Devtd Is also portrayed es selflessly loyal. His undulng loyalty to 

Soul Is portrayed In contrast to Soul's tmttonel desire to k111 him. Again 

' I 



and again, David has the opportunity to ktll Seul, bub will not touch ·the 

Lord's ennotnted.- l 

Whereas Saul ts portreyed es Indecisive and dependent. oavt(l.. ts 

portrayed as a strong leader, and extremely clever and unconvent1ona1. Saul 

boldly affirms the necessity of mUrdertng Jonathan for braktng en oath, but 

ts convinced by hts soldiers not. Saul, seetng the soldiers ttbandontng htm 

before battle, goes ahead and sacnnces wtthout Samuel tn order to win 

them back. He becomes so obsessed wtth OaY1d that he compromtses the 

safety of hts natton tn the face of the Phl1tst1ne onslaught. By contrast. 

Davtd ts resourceful and bold. He k1Hs Go1tath wtth a s11ngshot and without 

armor. He fetgns madness In order to avoid death at the hands of Ktng Achtsh 

at Gath. (21: 11- t 61. oavtd has mtl1tary success Wherever he goes because 

the ·Lord ts wtth htm,· as opposed to Saul who sufferes defeat because the 

·Lord had departed from htm: 

Of course, part or this egendum Is the desire of the redactor to show 

that ff the people have to have a king, that king must be chosen by God, not 
' by the people, and each klng·s successor must also be chosen by God and not 

accordtng to dynasttc descent. DaYJd, not Jonathan, becomes ktng after Saul 

because Oavtd ts the chosen of the Lord. Later the stones of David's 

rebellious sons echo the mottf of Elf's sons, and show that even with oavtd, 

dynastic successton Is not assured, and pemaps not preferable. The 

redactor, llvtng during what was clearly a Ume of dynastic descent, 

reworted the mythic Saul texts In order to create a crtuctsm of ttlet 

system, and a support of a prophettc system of electton by divine choice. 

The redactor also had to demonstrate why oavta, whose later acts of 

mtsconduct, murder, and cowardice were assuredly wen-known, became 

king over Saul whose sins were bU acctdent and relettvely mtnor compared 
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to those of Dovld. The redactor wor1ced these texts to creote o positive 
I 

portrelt of the lesser know young ltfe of. Dovld. Th1s exemplary youth 

clor1fles why he wos elected to be king, despite the well-known exploits of 

... his toter rule. 

We con only lmoglne the ·reel c1rcumstonces· to whfch the various 

loyers of Samuel address themselves: the ongoing s(ruggles end tensions 

between venous prophetic gutlds, between the prophets end the priests, 

between the Zadok1te and Elide priests, between the Judges who fevored 

confedereuon and the monorchtcfsts who favored un1ftcot1on, between 

those who supported dynosuc succession end those who supported the divine 

election by the prophets, between the Dovtdtc ltnes end the sou11ne ltnes, 

or between BenJomtnttes and Judottes. All these tensions must hove 

entered tnto the background of context ego1nst which the redactor of Samuel 

rewor1ced the Soul/Dovtd/Semuel/E111egends In order to support with sacred 

text his own po1nt of v1ew. 

on the surface level, It seems thet Seul did nothing to deserve the 

punishment he received, end thet 1n retrospect, David wes e worse sinner. 

Furthermore, Soul hod every reason to heve been perenold obout Oevtd. Hts 

son, the future king, wos Joyal to h1m. His daughter loved him. He wes e 

popular wer hero, loved by the people. Hewes o greet military commender . 
. 

He wos talented. He wos chonsmettc end outgoing, whereas seul wos 

modest end shy. He hod court tre1n1ng which Soul did not heve. Oevtd wes 

able to gether e bend of rebel ouuews. perhaps tn en ettempt to overthrow 

saut and he meneged to evold seur s more highly trelned troops 

continuously. oevfd wos helped by Sours priests ot Nob end by towns loyol 

to Soul. David Joined with the enemy as e commender, end begen to send 



gifts to Judah. In light of an th1s, 1t would make perfect sense for saul to 
I 

be JustU1ably afraid of a Davldtc rebellton and to want to kill 1ts leeder. 

But the btb11cal redactor wants to show that this surface reading of the 

events does not correspond to the reality of what happened afterwards, and 

ts therefore not ·coherene wtth leter events. To that purpose, the redactor 

reinterprets, rearnnges. reworks these venous strands of htstoncal 

nerrative and ff ts them fnto hts theologtcel/poltt1ce1 mtndset tn order to 

create e ·coherene account of whet took place; coherent tn so much as tt 

sol ved the contradtcttons and expletned the present sttuet1on tn accordance 

wtth the redactors own outlook. In th1s way, the btb1tca1 text of Semuel 

ttself functions as a ·proto-mtdrash· on eer1ter myths and legends, 

rewonctng the to respond to the changing conditions of the redactor's ttme. 

He took narnttves .which most ltkely celebrated the nse of the monarchy 

over the weaker Judge/prtest leadership and Inverted them, creating insteed 

a polemic aga\nst the monarchy. This polemic stressed the importance of 

obedience to God, the dengers of 1nvesttng ~ny human ruler wtth too much 

authority, the need to view God as our source of victory and strength, end . 
the 1ndtspenslbl11ty of the prophet es the messenger of God, art>tter of 

Justice, and reJector of kings. Thts ts charactensuc of the later mtdrashtc 

process. The text of I Samuel therefore functions as a proto- mtdrash on 

rece1ved stones end legends, end It ts upon this leyer of mtarash that the 

proto-rabbtntc and rabbinic commentators build their own closs1ca1 mtdrash 

about Saul. It ts to these later mtdrashtsts that we now tum tn order -to 

explore how they re-tnterpreted the story of Saul to flt thetr own context. 

• 
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3. 
THE RABBI-KING: 

CLASSICAL MIDRASH ON SAUL 

Unlike the redactor of the text of Saul, the rebbfs were not living 

under the monarchy, end therefore many of the tssues which shaped the 

rewor1cing of the btbltcel text no longer existed when the rebbtntc tredittons 

about Soul were written down. Of course, the origins end tredittons on 

which the rebbts based their tnterpreteUons mey be traced beck to 

monarchic times, end possibly to the time of I Samuel redaction. But in 

their final form, these rebbfnfc eortrayels of Saul address edifferent set of 

needs end agendas then bibltcel text. In this chapter, we shall explore 

that rebbinic portreyal of _Saul, compare 1t to the biblical portrayal, end 

meke observations on how the rabbis reinterpreted these myths to meke 

them meaningful to their life context. In order to do this, we are going to 

deal with several sources: 1) The Targum Jonathan 2) the Commentators to 

the btblfcel text such es Rasht, Gersonides, end Melbtm, 3) the formal 

mtdrash es recorded in the Babylonian Talmud end the Mi dresh Rabbah, end 

later collections such es Midrash Shmuel end Midrash Tanhume. 

The Targum Jonetllan. 

The Tergum is e trenslatton of the Hebrew Bible tnto Aramaic. It 

began es en orel tredtUon of simultaneously translating the reeding of the 

Torah into the language spoken by the people, Aramaic. Loter it begen to 

off er explenetory edd1Uons in order to clarify difficult or problematic 
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pesseges in the Hebrew. These explenelory eddilfons expended over lfme, 

end eventuelly offered e revision of the Hebrew text sutted to the theology 

end context of the post-monerchlc times. In eddttfon to fts stmple functfon 
' 

es e trensletton, 1t often served e mfdreshtc function es wen. These orel 

tredf ttons were probebly collected end redacted fnto e written form in the 

ecedemfes of Bebylonte, forming whet we heve todey es the written Tergum. 

In the Tergum Jonethen to I Semuel, we m1gnt expect extensive 

reworkfng of the text, sfnce es expletned ebove, tne text Is In bed shepe end 

f s plegued by problems. Nonetheless, this Tergum does not change 

extensively the shepe of the nerretive tt received. lnsteed It focuses on 

expleinf ng the cause-effect relettonshtp of the events as described end 

relettng them to the rebbtntc outlook. 

In tts portreyel of Seul, the Tergum reinforces the notion thet Saul 

wes worthy of becoming king. In e gloss on 13: 1, the Tergum tekes the 

Blb11cel text: 

Seul wes ... years old when he became king· 

end Interprets: 

And Seul wes 6 ye4r old - there were no $Ins In him - when he 
beceme king .. : 

This reinforces the notion thc,t c,t the beginning of his reign, Seul wes pure 

end free of sin. Similerly, in 10:26, the Tergum takes the Biblical text: 

And Soul elso went home to Gibeah, followed by upstanding men 
(unclear Hebrew) whose heerts God hed touched: 

1 All English trensletions of Tergum1c texts ere teken from Jorgum 
Jonpthon of the Former Prophets, fTergumJ Introduction, tnmsletion end 
notes by Denfe1 J. Herington end Anthony J . Selderini, (Wilmington, 
Delewere: Michael Gelztar, Inc., 1987.) Hera, pg. 124. 
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end edels the gloss: 

And S8UI 8ISO went home to Gibe8h, 8CCOm8pn1ed by pm1 of the 
people., men f Hring sin.. in whose hems fer wn ginm from be/are 
t htt L ortl. 2 

In glosses such as these, Saul's piety and punty is stressed more than his 

appearance and military ability. This is in consonance with the reibinic 

context whtch lived wtthout an army and in the beltef that piety was the 

highest value for humanity. 

Saul ts also portrayed as being uninterested tn monetary gatn. In 

10:7, whereas the biblical text mentions thet those who opposed Saul did 

not bring a gift, the Targum intefl)rets that they ·e1td not come to wish htm 

peace·3 removtng eny suggestion that Saul was interested in gefn. 

The rabbinic interest in lineege as a source of worthiness is also 

found tn relatton to Saul. In a lengthy gloss tn 15:18, Samuel expleins to 

Seul that though he may appear weak tn h1s own eyes, • ... the merit of the 

tribe of Benjamin your fether was the cause for you for he sought to pass tn 

the sea before the sons of Israel. On account of this the Lord has elevated 

you to be the king over lsrael:4 This reference to the mtdrash of Nachson, 

who was the f trst to enter the Reed Sea end on eccount of whose faith the 

sea parted, is completely ebsent in the biblfcal text. By including it, the 

targumtst reasserts the worthiness of Saul, end et the same ttme posi ts the 

value of faith in the fece of doom, a theme dear to the heart of the rabbinic 

faith. 

2f ergum, p. 120. 
3T ergum, p. 120 
4Tergum, p. t 30. 
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In en amustng tnterpretatton of IO: 11, Soul does not meet a bend of 

prophets, but rather e bond of ·teechers (M"'"IJ0)9 end Instead of foJltng 

tnto en ecstatic trance, he "seng pretse· to God. The tergumtst even 

changed the expression for whtch the story served es etymology: ·Is Seul 

too emong the prophets· become ·Is soul elso emong the teechersr Thts 

format Is repeated tn 19:16-20 when seul comes to Devtd et Netoth. By 

changing prophets Into teachers. the rebbts ere ettempttng to assert that 

their antecedents can be traced beck to the ttme of Seul. This gives them 

greet ege end credtbtlttu. end serves es e response to eccusettons that the 

rabbtnlcol movement wes completely new end without foundation In lsraers 

pest. Interestingly, the ·teachers· mentioned mtght be the scribol gutlds 

from which the rabbinic movement descended, and so this description of 

Seu1 es a scribe might refer to the ~erller struggle of the scribes end the 

prtests. 

Th1s praise of the young Saul es a pious scholar changes with the 

emvel of David. No attempt ts made by the Tergum to def end Saul's actions. 

Instead, the tergumtc eddtttons ~nly reinforce the explanations gtven by the 

btbltcol text. Samuel's btb11cel decleratton thet Saul's kingship ts 

termtneted because of hts sparing of the AmalekUes end dlsobedtence to 

God's worq tn favor of obedtence to the secriftctel cult Is expended In the 

Tergum: 

Is there delight before the Lord tn holocausts and holy offerings 
es In accepting the Memra of the Lord? Behold accepting his 
Memra is better then holy offerings; to listen to the words of 
his prophets ts better then the fat of fetltngs. For 11ke the 
guilt of men who tnqutn of the dtvtner, so ts the gutlt of every 
men who rebels egotnst the wonts of the Low; and ltke the sins 
of the people who go astray after tdols, so 1s the sfn of every 
men who cuts out or odds to the word of the prophets. Because 



you rejected the servtce of the Lord, he hes removed you from 
being the ktng.s 

Here Saul is guilty of going against the Lew, the ultimate sin for the 

rabbis. This proclematton Is directed el the persone .of Saul, but was no 

doubt meant es e homny eimed et the people sitting In the synegogue. 

In the same chapter, Saul ts accused by the Tergum of being 

hypocnttcel , saying one thing but prect1ctng another. Though he egreed to 

km ell the Amelekttes, he did not do it. Seul ts contrasted with God hmd 
• 

thereby with the prophets) : 

... before whom there is no deception, end he does not turn from 
whetever he says; for he is not like the sons of men who sey 
end eel deceitfully, decree end do not carry out. 6 

This portrayal of Saul as indecisive end ·wishy-weshy- reinforces the 

similf,r portreyel of him by the biblical text. It perneps best mustreted in e 

tergumtc gloss on the etymology of t he ·Rock of Separation· In 23:28, for es 

the Tergum understands it, that was · the place where the king's heart was 
• 

divided to go here end lhere:7 

Thus the biblical portreyel of Saul end the tergumtc portreyet of Seu1 

reinforce one another. The tergum adds to the biblfcel text e portrait of 

Saul's purity and devotion to God es youth, end then contrests it strongly 

wt th his dementia end hypocrisy in Jeter life. The one major difference is 

that Saul is portrayed es e scribe. 

The Rabbinic Commentaries. 

5Tergum, p. t 30. 
6Targum, p. t 31 . 
7Targum, p. 147. 
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In opprooching I Somuel, the commentotors la"ltVl) hove o 

tremendous tosk In ochieving their gool of rectifying textuol dlscreponctes 

end giving meoning to redundancies. This endeavor occupies the vest . 
mojor1ty of the n,bbtntc commentortes on the text of Samuel, end often 

Httle ts soid es to the chon,cters of Samuel, Soul, end David. 

Commentotors such es Gersonides elso prefer to spend thetr energy tn 

exomtnlng the tmp11cot1ons of reword end punishment, good end bod behevtor 

es exempltfled by Soul end Devtd. Gersonldes tries to phllosophtcaly expJotn 

why the text es written mekes theolog1cel sense. like the Tergum. the 

copmmmentotors defend the piety end worthiness of the young Saul, but 

when Oevtd omves on stage. their comments ere reserved for expounding 

upon this progenitor of the Messienic 11ne. Since Messianic redemption wes 

central to the rebbls reconstructed theology of Judaism ofter the 

destruction of the Temple, the character of oevld tokes on profound 

importonce end It Is to him thot they devote the bulk of their portrotture 

end explonet1on. When the commentators do make observottons es to the 

cMrecter of Saul, they ere usueelly culted from the more fonnel mtdreshtc 

meteriol, end so wm be dealt with In the next section of the chepter. 

Nonetheless, some 1nformel1on on the character of Saul es vtewed by the 

robbls Is presented. 

As in the Torgum, seurs worthtness to rule ts portlolly 

attributed to his lineage. Ktmchi • noticing that Seurs ltneege according to 

Chronicles 8:33 soys he ts the grandson of Abiel, whereas the ltneoge 

presented In I Somuel soys he is the grandson of Ner. Klmchl explains trust 

Abtel was the reel nome. but he Is olso coiled Ner, beceuse he lit the candles 
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for people to go to synagogue and for that reason Saul was chosen king.a 

Rashi, quoting the Tergum, agrees that Seul is elso worthy to rule due his 

descent from Nochshon. 

Saul's piety is expressed by Rashi and Rdalc in their commentaries to 

13: I, in which Rashi explains that Saul wes es sinless es e one year old 

child when he became king, whereas Redek argues that Saul hed not been 

sinless, but upon his escension to the throne he wes forgiven ell sin end 

thereby beceme si nless Hice a one year old child. In a comment on 9:24, 

Rasht also points out that Saul didn't want to eat the special portion Samuel 

had reserved for htm at the Bamot benquet because he did not went to 

violate the law by eating the portion reserved for the priests. This is elso 

an expression of Seurs hummty, a trait egreed upon by Reshi, Abarvanel and 

Kimchi in their understanding of SeuJ's reason for hiding behind the beggge 

at his election. l I 0:22) Radak adds to thts portrayal in his comment on 

10:26 that efter being elected king , Saul does not take up residence tn a 

pelece, but returns to his home, a sign lhet he wc,s still wtlling to do mental 

labor, especially beceuse he was aware that not everyone supported him. 

Saul was even modest about· his looks. According to Resht in 20:30, Saul 

was one of the Benjamttes who were supposed to get e wife by cepturing 

one of the women of Shtloh. Seul wes too shy to approach the dencing 

women, but one of them was so attrected to Saul that she suggested to him 

that he should capture her. 

Saul's good looks are also reinterpreted by some of the commentators. 

Metsudat David Interprets 3lt) es ·rtghteous,· end Abrevanel say tt refers to 

8Samuel I, ·A New English Translation of the Ted and Rashi, with e 
Commentery Digest: Edtted and translated by Rabbi AJ. Rosenburg. Ne.w 
Vonc: The Judeica Press, Inc., 1976,p. 67. 
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hts good cherecter. However, Reshi end Redek mn1ntaln thet he wes 

overwhelmingly handsome. In their commentary on 9:13, tn which the 

blb11cel text ts 1non2tnetely long end conversettonel In relating the speech 

of some girls which Saul met In his search for Semuel, both Reshl ena . 
Redek expletn thet tthe girls babble so effusively because of their desire to 

keep Seul with them and continue just to look et him. He was except1onttlly 

handsome. 

An Interesting explenetlon for the chotce of Seul ts gtven in Reshrs 

commentary on 9: 17 .,ll»l -m,, in', thet Saul would be able to prevent the 

ermy from scattering during bottle. Does thts tmply thet the iudges end 

prophetic rulers were unable to hold the dtsperete tribal components of the 

ermy together during battle, thus necessttettng eking? Possibly the n,bbls 

were ewere of e b1t of early history thet the prophettc redactors of I 

Samuel purposefully omitted from their version of the story. 

The commentators· cr1 ttc1sm of Soul edds little to the btbl1cel 

explenattons. They do crlttctze Saul for not puntshtng those who were 

egatnst him [11 :13) , but even In thts cese, Melbtm expletns that seul was 

only betng Just, for when they ·cr1tlctzed he wes not yet truly the king for 

he hean·t proved himself. Therefore 1t would have been unJust to punish 

them.9 Even when Seul wes having the ktngshtp tom from him because of 

hts lentency w1th the Amelelcttes, the rebbts defend htm seytng thet hts 

excuse, ·1 was afn,ld of the troops end I yielded to them: ( 15:24) ts In 

ree11ty refemng to Sours respect for Doeg, the Edomtte. In the rebblnlc 

commentary, Doeg ts transformed Into the heed of the Sanhedrin end most 

leemed end respected tn matters of Toreh. Doeg, es wm be explatned in the 

next sectton, convinced Saul that to murder the chfldren end the 11vestock of 

91bid., p. 66. 
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the Amt1lek1tes would have been t1 violation of Toreh lew end therefore not 

pennissible. So Saul was only doing whet he thought was rtght according 

to the Torah. This defense, brought here by Resht, Is e powerful rereading of 

seurs stn 1n order to portroy St1ul t1 postttve ltght. He ts egatn porteyed es 

person who only wtshe1 to do what ts r1ght, but Is constantly Incorrect In 

me1<1ng thet determtnetlon. Seul 1s portrayed es e person wtth good 

Intentions but bad judgement. or course, once he r alls Into dementia, his 

judgement Is completely lost, .but even then, from time to time his good 

heert shows through in his expressions of love end regret towards Davtd. 

This poignant portrayal or Saul by the rabbis mttlgt1tes the hersh criticism 

of him rorwerded by the b1b11cel redactors. This trend wm be made clearer 

by en exploration or the rormel mldrttshtc sources. 

Formal Midreshlc Sources 

The mldreshlc sources posit severel expltmt1ttons for Seurs being 

chosen es the first king. According to one mldresh tn Mtdresh Shmuel I I, 

Saul hed dfstlngutshed himself es e military hero under the leadership of 

Hophni end Ph1net1s. Gollt1th hed ct1ptured the tt1blets of the law, and upon 

het1rtng this Saul marched to the Phmstlne camp from Shiloh end wrested 

the teblets from Golf t1th.1 o This mldresh also efflrms that connectlon of 

Saul to the Shflon1te priesthood, but more Importantly It makes seul a 

defender of the Lew, a position tn which the rabbis viewed themselves. 

t oS.uJi mo. Edited by Salomon Buber. Krekau: Druck und Verlag 
von Josef Fischer, 1893. p. 76-79. 
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He wes elso chosen beceuse of his beauty. In the 88bylon1on Tolmucrs 

Berekhot 46b, Rev Samuel e>cplalns that the girls talked et length ... 

m\-i ;:rl :iiit i"l~l 10210 l'n:M ,utlf ,a, ,-.llU ;:n:>rl, '1:J 
(...so that they might feast their eyes on Soul's good looks, since ft is 
written, From hts shoulder end upward he was htghter then any of the 
peop1e.)1t 

In ~,a; rrm 13 1t is pointed out that Saul , like Absalom hod beauty of 

body, but not beauty of soul. Perhaps physical beauty was e sensitive 

subJect for our sages of blessed memory. 

MDinin rrm brings two examples of Soul's modesty as reasons for 

his becoming ktng. Whtie out looking for hts f other's lost asses • Saul turns 

to his servant end says, ·r1y father wm take worry obout us· 19:5} By seytng 

this, Saul Is ploctng himself on the some level es his servant, and thus 

exhibiting greet humlltty. Loter. he refuses to accept the dtgn1ty of 

kingship unttl the Urlm end Thummtm were consulted. 12 

In Berakhot 62b we learn that even In hts totletrles, Soul was 

exceedingly proper. In the episode of the cave tn which Saul ts defecating tn 

a ceve where David ts hiding. thus gtvtng David the opportunity to k111 htm, 

David spares htm because of his modesty. The Rabbis expla1n the verse ·«md 

he came to the fences [N.JPS: sheepfolds} along the wey. There wes e cave 

there1 end Saul went in to cover [,cMnl;,] his feet· [24:4) teaches us that 

there was e fence w1thtn o fence end cave wtthtn o cave. end Seul tn order to 

11A11 the English trenslettons of passages tn the Babylonian Talmud 
ere token from the Sonctno translation of the Telmud. Thfs one is from: 
Berakhot 48b., p. 293. 

12Gtnzberg, Louts. The Legends of the Jews. Vol. 4, ·rrom Joshua to 
Esther: Phtledelphie: The Jewtsh Publlcetton society of Americe, 1913,p. 
65. 
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f1nd proper pnvecy went to t~e 1nnermost of these pleatS end even then he 

covered himself es with e sukkeh. (from the verb ,ai,J Thus Seu1 1s mede 

to exemp11fy the rabbinic ldee1 of nu,,JJ, modesty. 

Seurs most outstanding virtue In the mtdresh w~~ his Innocence. In 

Yome 22b we 1eem: 

IMffl me me M?fi nl• l~ : M>lil li -... ·1~ ',us nlli Jl. 
(Rav Hunn seld: Ltlce en 1nfant one one year who had not tasted the 
taste of stn.) 

(Of course th1s theory was not without lts~ etrectors. Rebb1 N11hm11n ben 

Isaac responded to this claim by saying ·perhaps like an Infant of one year 

old thDt is filthy with mud and excrement:) 

According to the mtdrash, tt was Saul's desire to be scrupulous In the 
' observance of Torah that got him into trouble. ThoUgh commended to kill 011 

the Amalekites, Snul listened to Doeg, who according to the rebb1s was a 

great scholar end head of the Senhedr1n. Ooeg pointed out to Saul that the 

Torah prohtbtt-s the slaying of en animal and its young on the same day, and 
• ?> 

1f this ts true, ts must be less permissible to slaughter human parents and 

children on the same day.13 ElaboreUng on this, Yomo 22b explains that the 

expression ',rn:a :a-r,, ·and they struggled in the voney· [I Sem.15:5) refers 

to Saul's arguing wi th God about the righteousness of sparing the 

Am11leki tes. Snul argues: 
r 

-... 
When the Holy One, blessed by He, said lo Seul: "Now go and 
smite- AmalelC- he setd: If on account of one person the Toreh 
said; Perform the ceremony of the heifer whose neck ts to be 
broken, how much more (ought constdereUon to be gvtenJ to ell . ,, 
these personsl And tf human beings stooed, whet hes the cattle 
committed; end 1f the adults have stoned. !fMtt heYe the little 

13'it,a; rT1D 18, p. 99-100. 

/ 

.. 



ones done? A divine voice came forth and said: ·ee not 
nghteous overmuch: 14 
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These stories of Sours attempts to out-debate God about whot ts Just and 

what tsn·t evoke the story of the Oven of Aknet, and other metenol tn whtch 

the rabbis explicated the Lew in ways thot mou be considered ·nghteous 

overmuch.· At the end of the passage above, we almost expect Soul to soy. 

·we no longer listen to divine voices: In these stories, Soul ts shown to be 

the sptri tuel and f unct1onal predessor of the rebbtntc process. 

Thet ts not to say thet some robbts did not creete midrosh that 

portrayed Soul tn o much more negottve light. Levtticus Robboh 26:7 

contains several st1ngtng crttlclsms or Soul. Relsh Loktsh wos perticularly 

stinging tn his criticism of Saul's consulttng the witch of En-dor. He asks: 

To whot could Soul be compared ot that moment (when he osk to 
see e necromencer) ? Retsh Lektsh satd: He wos like e king 
who entered e province end decreed that ell the cocks thet were 
there should be slaughtered. He wished to deport et night and 
asked: 'Is there a cock in the place that will crow? They 
answered him: Was it not you who tssued the decree ond 
ordered that every cock that there 1s tn the place should be 
slaughtered? It was the some with Soul. He removed the 
ghosts end f emilior spirits from the land and then he says 
·seek me o women that d1v1neth by o ghost: 1 s 

In a similar accusation of hypocrisy end double-tolk, Rebbf Levi 

expounds that when Saul swore to the Lord th«st he would not horm the 

woman for bringing up spirits : 

tavome 22b, Soncfno, p. 101 
15Ibe Midrash Rebbeh. Vol 2: Exodus-Leviticus. Tronslotion, notes end 

glossary edited by Rebbt. Dr. H. Freedmen, end Maurice Simon. Oxford: 
Unt versi ty Press, 1977 end by Sonct no Press. p. 331 . 
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He was Hice a woman who 1s 1n the company of her paramour end 
swears by the ltf e of her husband? So 1t wes with Seul; he 
enquires of the ghost and the famf11ar spirit and sey, ·As the 
Lord ltYeth, there shell no punfshment happen to thee for this 
thing!16 
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In a final critical passage from Leviticus Rabbah 26:7, Saul confronts the 

ghost of Samuel who apparently makes clear that David ts the enemy end 

adversary of Saul. Seemingly, Saul wants to know why Samuel did not make 
• 

that clear to him whfle he we~o which Samuel replies: 

When I was with you I wes f n a f else world end you mtght heva 
heard untrue words from ma. for I was afratd of you lest you 
should kill me, but now that I em 1n a wor1d of truth you wm 
only hear from me words of truth_ 17 

Thus, tn these passages Saul ts portrayed in a negative 11ght es e ruler who 

contredtcted himself, was unfaithful to God, made false promises, end was 

threatening to those who confronted htm. 

These negative passages are balanced by passages which praise Soul's 

~revery end commitment to the divine w111. Having been told,t,y the ghost of 

Saul of hts tmpendtng doom end that of his sons, Saul bravely confronts the 

future. Seeing this 

... the Holy One, blessed be He, celled the ministering Angels, end 
said to them: Come end look et the being whom I heve created 
tn My world! Usually if a man goes to a feast he does not take 
his ch Uren with him, fearing the evil eye; yet this men goes out 
to battle, end, though he knows that he wfll be lcilla.d, he telces 

16t1i drash Rebbah, p. 332. 
17t1tdrash Rebbeh, p. 335. 
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whtch 1s overtaking h1m:1e 
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Such pessoges of pretse for Soul are meny. The Tanhumo exp1otns thot 

soul's loter ltfe wos f111ed wtth regret for sloughter1ng the priests of Nob, 

end remorse secured forgiveness for h1m. 19 They explain thot soul's mad 

jealousy towerd Devld wes the result of Ooeg·s evil mouth, for Doeg know 

exectly how to send Seul Into a fit of parenola by pretslng David 

excessively. 20 

In feet, the relationship between Saul end David, and the relottve 

virtues of both are closely exam1ned by the mldresh. It ts true thet God 

protected David with mireculous events, and that Dovfd wes completely 

obedient to God's wm In h1s early rule. G1nsberg reletes o story from 

Nldresh Teh111tm 27, Which mtrrors the story of Saul's not wolttng for 

Somuers omvol to sacrtftce before engegtng the Phll1sttnes In battle. In 

this story, David ts commended not to etteck the Ph111sttnes until the tops 

of the trees begin to move, end though the Ph111sttnes moved ever closer, 

Devid wo1led, for he believed 1t better to dte es o ptous men then to breek 

the command of God. He says, ·Above en, let us have confidence In God: The 

trees then begin to move, end Dovtd emerges victorious. This story 1s 

clearly creeled to demonstrete thot, olthough Soul hod good Intentions, 

Devtd wos more obedient to the commend of Goel. This mtdresh Itself soys 

thet the angels were constantly osktng God why he hod token the royol 

18Ntdresh Robboh, P-335-6. 
19Gtnzberg, p_ 72. 
2ot,.,a; rnD 16, p.16. 
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throne from Saul end given it to Devtd. end thfs story was posited es the 

enswer.21 

The angels in this storiJ were certainly expressing the questions or 

the rabbis, e common m1drashtc device. The rabbis hed greet trouble 

understanding why Oevtd wtth an hts sins, including adultery end murder 

lmost heinous sins in the eyes of the rabbis). wes considered more worthy 

then Saul to be king. After 011, Saul's were stns on the stde of mercy ana 

piety, and demonstrated only tmpettence end bad judgement, not an e·1i1 

nature. In 11ght of this, the rabbis had trouble adJusttng their knowledge or 

Dev id's stns wtth the f ect thot Saul lost. In Vome 22b, Rev Hune remertcs 

thet ·saul sinned once end 1t brought calemtty upon, David stnned twice and 

1t d1d not brtng evtl upon ntm:22 In Mo'ed Katan I Ob, thts contrast ts 

explored at length: 

Indeed, tn a11 respe~ts hts [Seurs) piety was so greet thot not 
even Oevid was his equel. Oevtd had menu wives end 
concubines; Saul hod but one wife. Devfd remained behind, 
fearing to lose hfs Hfe In battle wfth his son Abselom; Saul 
went tnto the combat knowing he should not return elive. Mild 
end generous, Saul led the Hf e of e saint, in his own house, 
observing even the prtestty laws of purtty. 

Though stories !Hee the one about the trees above attempt e pertte1 

Justtftcet1on of God's favoring of David, they do not completely explain the 

dectston. Other midrash, not set1sfled wtth the explanations given by 

Semue1 for Saul's loss of the kingship tum to h1s sleughter of the prtests or 

Nob es his fatal sin. A complete resolution of the problem ts not to be 

found. 

21 Gtnzberg, p. 93. 
22Voma 22b, Soncfno p. IOI. 
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Conclustons. 

The rabbtntc ona proto-robbtnic mtdreshlc meter1el concemtng soul 

do not center on the confltcts between Jeruse1em end Shilo. between the 

prophets end the monorchy, or between dynastic successton or succession by 

dlY1ne chotce. These potnts are moot for the rabbts who 11ve In e time when 

there ere no kings nor prophets, tn e ploce where there 1s no Jerusolem 

Temple cult, end in o polttlcol situation in whtch both Jerusalem end Shtlo 

ore subject to f oretgn rule. tnsteod thet robbts tum thetr ottentlon to the 

choracter of Saul, hts ptety, hts behavior, his sins. They do so 1n an ottempt 

to anchor their own system In mythic precedents. Thus Saul ts sold to hove 

a president of the Sonhedrin (oo·eg) os his closest odvtsor, and even orgues 

about law wtth God. 

such onochrontsttc projections of rabbtntc tnsUtuttons and systems 

onto the anctent legends of Soul ore clearly o mldrashtc ottempt to show 

thot Saul htmself wos practtcolly a rabbt, only wtthout enough training to 

succeed. Oovld, who had no tn,tnlng, succeeded by sheer good f 01th end 

devotion, end pemops more Importantly by d1v1ne favor. Saul emerges os o 

man, like the rabbis, who ts doing h1s best to do whet ts right end betng 

critlc1zed harshly for It. In thts, no doubt, the rabbis found a bond with the 

chorecter of Soul. They therefore softened the btbllcol texrs horsh 

criticism of Soul end replaced 1t with o portro1t of o mild-mannered, 

tndectstve king who wos pemeps too ktnd to rule properly, but who trted to 

do whet wos right. To the rabbis, Dovid represents the messtonlc line, 

somewhat outstde of the Jurlsdtctlon of human low. But In Saul, they round 

o mtJll$&h who tried to do what God wanted, end when he rolled, wos rrnea 
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wtth remorse end tes/Jw6h For that God forgave him, and though Soul dtCJ 

not f1nd happiness 1n th1s world, by his remorse and his subm1&s1on to 

Divine justice in deoth, Soul secured o home tn the world to come, to 

poreo1se wtth Samuel. 23 

In admitting that Saul's ltfe was unfair, but that his reweni would be 

1n the world to come, the rebbls clearly demonstreted the1r theology of 

reward after deeth, a theology which wes centrel to their ability to explain 

the destructton of the Temple and the persecution of the Jewish people. 

Seul becomes the archetypal rabbinic Jew, fot11ng, but through repentance 

(not sacrtftcel he achieves tmmortoltty and gets his proper rewani from God. 

As with the blbltcol text, the rabbis ltnked thetr own theology and 

world-view to the epic myths of the Bible and drew out of those myths 

lessons which spoke to the Jews of thetr ttme. They tranformed the 

monorchtc myths of bottle and obedience tnto myths of human frailty, 

suffering, ond ftnal reword. They mode the myths relevant to their t1me and 

tn so doing preserved them for the next generations to leorn from. It ts 

those later generations that .the remainder of this thesis wtll examine in 

order to discover 1f they, 11ke the blb11cal ond rabbinic writers, ore re­

tnterprettng Jewtsh myths In order to make them relevant to their context. 

23Midrash Rabbah, p. 335-6. 



4 . 
• 

SAUL AND THE HASKALAH 
HELUCHAT $HAUL: YOSEF HaEFRATI MITROPOLOVITZ 

The character of Saul next re-emerges 1n Hebrew 11terature durtng the 

pertod of the Enltghtenment, or Haskalah. Although cu-tng thts period many 

plays and Poems were wr1tten about Saul, thts chapter wm concentrate on 

the f1rst and most successful and 1nnovat1ve of these works: ?lll rc,';,D 
[Heluchat Sha'ut- THE REION Of SMJL] by Yosef haEfrat1 m1Tropolovttz. 

Publtshed tn 1794, th1s eptc poem tn dramattc form presents a new, modem, 
\ 

psychologtcal treatment of the Character or Saul that had never appeared 

prevtously. More Importantly, the play bears witness to the Haskalah's 

overrtdtng agenda of reconcntng Jewtsh culture and tradttton w1th modem 

sens1b111ttes. In order to ll\derstand thts play, and the reemergence and 
' recharactertzat1on or Saul wtthtn tt, we must ftrst brterly examtne tts 

cultural and pol1t1cal context: the Haskalah. 

The Context: Haskalah 

In Jewish terms, the ·modem period" began wtth the Haskalah, or 

Enltghtenment, tn the latter halt or the eighteenth century. Faced with the 

unprecedented option or cultural asstm11atlon, the Jews or western Europe 

tried In a myriad or ways to strike a viable balance between the Jewish and 

the Etropean mind. The outstanding example or this attempt to rtnd a 

balance 1s rcxm In the Character or Moses Mendelssohn, the ·rather or the 
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Haskalah." Mendelssoon represented a new model to the Etropean Jew, 

well-educated and erudite 1n both Jew1sh and secular modem learning, 

Observant at hOme, yet completely S1<1lled to function tn non-Jewtsh soc1ety. 
' 

MenoelssOIVl exemp11f1ed a comprom1se of cultures, and as such bore 

witness to all the conflicts and contradtct1ons that tnevttably accompany a 

cultural compromise. 

Hav1ng Its roots In the general EnJlghtervnent or Europe, the 

HaskalahStressed rationalism, Deism, and untversal humanism. INtegrattng 

these beliefs with the traditional Jewlsn concepts or national election 

C"chosenness·> by God. divine revelation or Torah law, and messianism led 

to profOtf\d pn11osoph1cal/theo1ogtca1 conflicts. Mendelssohn and hts 

fellow • maskt11m· ("enlightened ones·> wrote tractates and essays 

attempting to unify these systems, t>ut at best, a temPorary stasis was 

acnteved. Thts stasis Is what def1ned the fragl le Haskalah, and In less than 

a cent...-y thts stasis brOke up Into the spectrum or po11ttca1 cfld religious 

movements wttlcn dertne the mooern Jewtsn world . 

The Haskalah was fueled by the desire of the grow1ng Jewish middle 

class or merchants and proresstonals to Interact fully and comfortably with 

their mtddle class non-Jewish colleagues, as wen as their destre to 

reconcne what they saw as cWl ancient archatc way or life wtth the mOdern 

era or oPOOrtoolty . Thus, the Haskalah stressed I )the combination of 

secular wltn traditional Jewish stUOy, 2> the asslml Jatton by Jews of 

European language, dress, aoo etttquette, J> loyalty to tile states In wntctt 

one llveo, and the rejection or any notton or Jewish national messianism, 

and 4) tne complete emanclpat1on or the Jew In European society. 1 

lfncycJ<udla Judatca, s.v. ·HaSkalah, • Encyc1oped1a Judatca, by 
Yehuda. Slutsky 
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Along w1th tl'lls c:1es1re to prove tne Jew's wortt11ness as 1na1v1aua1s tn 

general society, the HaSkalah also carried with It a conectlve cultural 

agenda: to snow that Jewish culture and ctvlllzatlon was as valtd and 

worthy of respect as any other ancient or modem ctv111zatlon - that Jew lsh 

culture was no cause ror shame Cas many Jews apparently felt It was.> It 1s 

to this challenge that Hebrew Literature or the HaSkalah dedicated Itself. 

The Changes or language and style that resulted rrom meeting this challenge 

or colttre led to the the birth or modem Hebrew L 1terature2 

During the Has1<alah, aesthetic value was primary among the criteria 

used to Judge llterature. High German llterature was thOught to be the 

pinnacle or this aesthetic. Tl'lls posed a dtlemna ror the enl lghtened Jew. 

The language or common Jewish literature was Ytddlsh, bUt this was 

completely unacceptable If the Jews were to asssert the dignity or their 

cultural tradtlfon to the German speaking world. The Jewish middle-class 

or merchants and professionals, as well as Intellectuals, desired a 

I lterattre which reflected the " good taste and reason· or the1r time, and 

the noble character or their past. YlddlStl, being a bastardized rorm or "low­

Germa,r ano representing as 1t did the unasslmtlated Jew, was dismissed 

as vulgar and completely lacking In aesthetic value or potential. Rabbinic 

Hebrew, which haO been used up to that ttme for religious writing and 

important doeuments was also rejected because It represented the narrow­

mtnded parochtaltsm and legalism against Which the Haskalah battled. 

Instead, classical Hebrew was promoted as a language ror literature and 

2Encylm,edta Judatca, s.v. ·Hebrew Uterature, Modem· by E1s1g 
Sllberschlag 



atdacttc ror It was seen as having a lorty aestetti1c qua11ty and a noble 

htstory. More tmportantly. the B1bl1ca1 tongue enjoyed tremendous prestige 

among the gent1les. which was no small perQu1stte· ror the asp1rlng masl<tll 

There was l'\owever one problem. Classtcal Hebrew had never been used as a 
language or secular literature, nor had It been used on any widespread basis 

\ 

ror thousands or years. so It became the taste or Hebrew Intellectuals and 

wrlter-13 tQ revive the ancient Hebrew tongue and make It sing again. 

Revtvtfy1ng Hebrew became an tntegral aspect or the Jews· errorts to exert 

the validity or thetr culttre and ctv111zat ton. If Hebrew. the tongue or 

Moses and the great literary prophets, could agatn become the language or 

JewtSh ltteratLN. It would clearly show that Jewish ctv111zatlon deserved 

respect and acceotance among the cultures or the western world. 

Yosef ha Efrat1: Btographtcal Material 

It Is against this background that we must examine the epic play 

ttelumat Shaul by Yoser haEfratl mlTropolowltz. This play embodies many 

of the Haskalan Ideas outllnea at>ove, together with many of Its 

contradictions. About the author little Is known. He was born In 1770 In 

the city or Tropo1ov1tz In the region of Upper She1z1a.[Czechos1ava1<1a] This 

district, conquered by Prussia In 1751, had become a hotbed or ant I­

Prussian revolutionary actlvlty.3 At some point, Efrati moved to Ratlbor 

and became a tutor ror the son or a rich Jewish family, tutoring the ch11d In 

tradlt10na1 Jewish leamtng. It must be remembered that In Eastern Europe, 

the HaSkalah tdeas or asstmllatlon and secular study were fiercely opposea, 

~ Shaked. lntrO®Ctton to ?tt11l n;n';,Q. by Josef ha Efrati 
m1Topo1ovttz (Jerusalem: B1al1k lnst1tute. 1968), p. 8 
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so 1n order to gain an In-depth knowleelge or the Intellectual and 11terary 

currents or his time. Efrati must have stcretlv devoted himself at night to 

modem secular studies and. 1 lteratU"'e. 4 Landau Imagines that Errat I 

happened~ a rew volumes or the rtrst Hebrew 11terary Journal Meass[lm, 

and that reading them triggered In Mm a love or Hebrew poetry.s tt was In 

Ratlbor the Efrati began to compose Hebrew poems, as well as the first 

four acts or MeJYcbat Shaul From 1791 to 1794, Erratt lived In Prague. 

Here, whlle conttnulng to expose tllmsetr to Ell'Ol)ean learning, he completed 

his play. Here also he wrote two extant elegies, one upon the death of 

Leopold II, and the second upon the death or Rabbi Ezekiel Landau. There Is 

pemaps no better 11 lustratlon of Efratrs Haskalatl agenda than the 

tllustratlon which appeared on the pubHcatlon or the latter elegy. It was a 

oraw1ng wntcn pictured Rabbi Landau embrae1ng Moses Men<JelssOhn at tM 

entrance to the Garden of Eden.6 Altl't<Xql tt would seem that most or 

Erratrs ooettc work Is lost, a notebook or his wort< was discovered and 

published by AZ. Ben YtShal In a boOk entitled Book or Lost Poems or Jsepo 

EQhratl In addition to his poetic work, Efrati wrote polemtca1 essays and 

translations or German poems.7 He died In 1804, In RatlbOr, survived by 

his wire. Attnougn ne ·11ved unnoticed and died unm<Xrned,· 8 Efratrs 

Melud)at Sbald acnteved great poputarlty and lnrtuence after Ms deatt'I, 

going through some thirteen Hebrew and Yiddish editions and exerting great 

lnrluence on the generatton or Hebrew writers which ronowed. 

4 J.L.LandaU, Short Lectures on Modem Hebrew Literature. <London: 
Longmans, Green & Co., 1923), p. 76 

5Landau , p 76 
6t.andau, p. 77 
7Shake<f, p. 8 
8t.andau,p. 76 



61 

It Is my assertion that this Influence was the 1nev1tat>Je result or 

Erratl's great rorestght tn cttoostng his genre, his subject and treatment or 

that subject, his language, and his motifs. All or these crucial chOlces were 

made to Show that the Jewish past and the Jewtsh present could be 

reconciled to beautiful errect,. Further Erratt wanted to demonstrate that 

Hebrew was as worthy as any language for aesthetic and powerful literature 

as any language. Simply stated, Efrati wished to show that Jewish literary 

culture had nothing to be ashamed or. His PoPularlty In later generations Is 

witness to his success In achieving that goal. 

Meluchat Shaul: An overview 

It Is my contentton that Metuehat Shaul ls a brllllant combination or 

drama, poetry, and polemic, with almost every choice being an Intentional 

means or Shaping the work to convey Erratrs Haskalah Ideas without having 

to state them openly within the text Itself. LJn11Ke some or his 

contemporary writers, sud\ as Naphtali Hartwig Wessely, who placed long 

HaSkalah preachments Into the mouths of biblical characters, 9 Efrati 

subtely wove his message Into the play through the choice of genre, 

language, SUb Ject and development 

Genre 
AlthOugh, Efrati was pr1mar11y a poet, ror his greatest undertaking 

he Chose the genre or the poetic drama, a genre practically unknown to 

Hebrew ltterature up to tnat time. The Jews or ancient times had never 

developed the arama, pemaps because It was seen as part and parcel or 

9EJ, ·Hebrew literature·, p. 180. 
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Greek re11g1ous ana cutttral oom1nance, ano tnererore seen as an accessory 

to Idol worship. The rabb1s or the f1rst and second centuries CE objected 

to the building or any theatres In the Holy Land.10 Likewise, during 

Judaism's Golden Age under lslamlc/ Arab rule the Jews, like the Arabs, did 

not delve deeply Into dramatic form. tn Erratrs own time, the British and 

Germcll theatres were patronized largely by the bawdy underclass, by 

prostitutes and he11ons, sttuatlons In wh1Ch Jews might have felt 

threatened due to ant1-sem1t1sm and cultural dlrterence. However, to the 

Western mtnd, the classic drama was one or the great rorms or literary 

expression So Efrati took It upon himself to create a Hebrew drama In a 

classical style. This In 1tse1r Is a powerful assertton or Jewish Hebrew 

cultl.re·s ab1llty to adjust to and assimilate western norms and aesthetic 

values. 

Critics such as Shaked, Shapiro, and Landau have criticized Erratrs 

talent as a dramatist, saying that he has no unity or structure, too many 

characters, too many scene Changes, and too many diversion which detract 

rrom the over an dramamtlc power or the play. Although rrom a strictly 

dramatic or llterary point or view, an these crtttclsm are quite valid, they 

miss the point. Efrati was not trytng to write a ll'llf led well-structured 

drama. Rather he was trying to write a national epic tragedy tn a genre 

which was respected by the general culture, but absent In his own. Efratt 

did not write his drama to be performed, but rather to be read as an epic 

poem In c,-amatlc ronnal It seems quite likely tnat this genre was 

suggested to Efrati by the success or Geothe's play ·Gotz von Berltchtngen" 

c 177 I> which was the first Important German play and which caused Quite a 

stir tn the German literary world. Goethe's play, epic In proportion and 

iOi..andau p,;,n-1a 
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focus1ng on Gennan tegena must have ct\allenged Efrati to compose a s1m11ar 

work tn Hebrew. 

SUbJect 

It Is not Important whether Efrati first settled on the genre or the 

sub Ject matter. for In the case or Meluchat Shaul. the two suggest each 

other. It ln<leed Efrati had already settled on tne story or the downfall or 
King Saul and the rise of David, the dramatic genre would suggest ttselt 

stnce the blbllcal text Itself Is layed out CJramattca11y, with a cast or 

characters. constantly changing scenes, a11 repleat with dialogue. Had 

Erratt first decided to write a play and then sccxnd the JewlSh past for a 

subject, no subject could have lent Itself more to the genre than that or 

Saul's tragic fall. The story or Saul ts perfect ror the writing or a national 

tragedy. aAd because or Its Inclusion or both socto-hlstortal conrtlcts and 

tntemal psyehOdrama, the Saul/ David-struggle contains broader posstbttttes 

ror seco1ar1zat1on Into historic drama tt\an most other b1bltcal legends. 11 

Accordtng to Paptma, Saul 1s perrect ror a tragedy, because ·hts soul 1s 

tragic In every sense or the word," since hts death came not from an 

external battle, but Instead ·was f0\l\de<2 only upon hts Internal war.·12 

The tradegy or Saul and the rtse or David also para11e1 the Jews own 

experience tn Elr'ope. l1ke Saul and David, they were experiencing the dusk 

or an old oroer ana the oawntng or a new age. They, wee Saul, were caught tn 

the middle or this transition, plagued t>y aooots. turmoil, conflicts, rears, 

11 Shaked, p. 10. 
12AY. Pap Ima, 1nl:l rt'1lPiT1 "~ , r, 11, r ("The Drama In General 

and Hebrew In Parttcolar"> In sourced roe tDe Generations ot Hebrew 
Criticism lo the eec1oa or the Haslcalah, ed. s. Halkln (Jerusalem: M!fat 
haShtkhon, f 960) p. J9J. 
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and {Teed. Saul may have represented the1r deepest fears and David the1r 

greatest hoOes. More will be said later abOUt Efratrs structtre of the play, 

and the contrast between the tragJc and the pastoral, but suffice 1t to say 

here, that 1n choosing the tragedy of Saul. Efrati was choos1ng a symbol ror 

h1s own t1me. 

Whatever his reasons, It Is clear that by choosing this story, Efrati 

was Imitating the traditions or great European theatre. Shakespeare, 

Racine, and Geothe all ChOse as Sld>Ject matter the downfalls or legendary 

national kings, and the Sti>sequent dawn or a new dynasty. However, tn 

MeJucbat SbatJJ, the ancient king was not Just any king. It was none other 

than l<tng Saul - the rtrst king or the Bible, and David the glortous poet-king 

among whose descendants wm be the Mess,tah. Compared to these two, 

gentlle kings SUCh as Lear and Phaett'e shrink to Insignificance. Thus, even 

tr the llterary technique or the play w~e to ran Short or other national 
• 

plays, solely by virtue or tts s~Ject matter the play would succeed In 

asserting the nobility and worthiness or the Jewish past. 

Language 

Consistent with the Hast<alah's goal or reviving the Biblical Idiom, 

Efrati writes his play In a h1'1llY elevated eptc style, which bOfTOWS heavt ly 

from btbltcal style, espectany that or the literary prophets and the psalms. 

The play Is written In the heroic meter or I 1-13 syllables per 11ne, PoPUlar 

with the epic poets or E~ and tntrodUced Into Hebrew 1tterature by 

Naphtafl Hartwig Wessely. 13 Rhyming ts only occaslonal, ocCUTtng mainly 

In the songs or David, where the rhyme sctteme Is aa-bccb-oo-erre. orten 

i3"Hebrew Uterattre, Modem·, p. 180. 

) 
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a rhym1ng couplet punctuates the end or scene or 1mportant monologue. 

rem1n1scent or Shakespeare. 

Erratt commonly uses btbltcal Imagery from the prophets, the psalms 

and the proverbs. For example, on t~ opening page or the text, Jonathan 

uses a common prophetic Image: 

11ml imwn um mn r,t,Mi IU'M 

( Ea man tn 98CUr1ty uncr his vine~ no tree) 

It must be noted that this ts not a direct quote from the Bib le, rather a 

reworking or a blbltcal Image Into the meter and style of Erratt. In this 

case the closest blbllcal parallel Is from I Kings 5:5 

,nn,n nnn, nm nnn lf'M nto)', '-'it m,, m,;,, 2'>1 

likewise, In approaching the biblical text of his story In I Samuel, 

Efrati does not approach the text as unt~able or lnalt~le. Rather he 

approaches the text with care, remaining true to the power and Import or 

the text, while reeling free to change 1t to accomplish his goals. Such 

flexlblllty In approaching the text Is In Itself a sign or the Haskalah and Its 

wtlllngness to reinterpret the past and desacrallze It. Shaked warns that 

there are two primary dangers In aJ>proachlng Biblical stories and language: 

one ts the danger of adhering too closely to the original text and 

paraphrasing, thereby d1lutlng the original and accomplishing nothing 

original; the other Is to diverge widely from the text and thereby profane 

It. f ◄ It ts to Erratrs credit that avoids both or these plUaJls. 

Whenever an actual e><Presslon from the biblical text can be used In 

his drama, Efrati will use It, thereby Incorporating Hnes rrom the original 

i 4'siiaiced p. 1 0 
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1nto n1s play. But 1n every 1nstance, he changes these lines to nt Ms 

pgetry. and weaves tnem 1nto a longer speed\. Thts provtdes those brier 

quotes w1th a more N>lll<2ed context, and allows the reader to see them rrom 

a different perspecttve than that suggested 'by the blblltcal narrat1ve. 

Pertiaps the f1nest example or th1s 1s when Saul, lnfurtated at Jonathan·s 

protection and defense or Oavtd, lashes out at him ca111ng him a "son or a 
rebelltous woman .. : tn I Samuel 20:30-31 . The btb11cal text reads: 

niT'tlr1 niSJl 1.:i ,., "1'llt'l 1nli;r,.:i .,, .. ?t ,n,, 
1DM n,,s, m',, ,rm.:i',.., ll', i'TIM -re 'J 'f'ISJi' ttit:,;, 

7rnn, ;nt 1m rb , ID ·~ l,s, "" 'II" ll -atit D"D"il ',J ,:, 
inn n,o ll '=> ,',tt irM np, mitt il'ISJi 

(And Seu1 beceme rn,y ll Jonethsl end .sekl to h1m, "You ,on of e rebel Uous wench. 
Doo't I know that you hlM cho9erl the son or Jesse to your own st,me end the stmie or 

vour mother's netenss, 
For as lq as the 90r'I ct Jesse ltY8S upon th1s land, you end vour rule w1ll not be 

establtshed, 
So now ~ n brfng Mm to mt, for ha has i.i Btenced wftf\ daelh. 

Efrati takes this mrrtcult but Powerful biblical passage and reworks It: 

s,o,e ?.l 1'.llt ?1' I m'T'IJ"I M1SJl ll 
1'Ml31nrl SJli 'nsrT't 1l';, SJ1i 

n"i1SJ AU ,rm,, ndi:i',i 1f1dJ', 
,;,, ';,:J ,., Cl ,., Cl n n,:t,c., MO:> 

•tti,0 1:2 ann 'J i'1!) Ut'li,., illtfin i'lnP 

[You aan rA e rtb811tous Wlrlahl Ooyou mt hla" yu- tww·s votot? 
I know the meltoe 1n your hwt, the mol1oe ct your thou;lts 
To your own sheme end the st.ne rA she who bortyou hlM you ci>ne thts 
The throne fl the kt,v know UWJt ne1ther you nor t w1ll hlM tt 
So now ,» n bring Mm hn for ha ts •telad to dfel) 

In cases such as the one above, when Efrat1 works a b1b11cal text 1nto h1s 

drama, he does not try to gtve tt a radical new meantng, but rather to 

15£frat1, p 101 
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rt1nrorce the c,-amattc POwer or the orlg1nal by gtv1ng 1t backgroood and 

context. In th1s Wtlf, he ts akin to the rabblntc Mt<rashlsts who also 

del fghted In placing blbllc~l verses tn new settings and stories In order to 

allow the reader to see the lfnes tn a rreSh light and with new Insight. 

ft Should be sa1d that In his desire to elevate Hebrew to the epic 

level, Efratt ts somettmes QU1te 1nnated and sttrr In style and language. 

The epic language Is often at OddS with the dramatic Impact. Characte~ 

sometimes speak 1n broad hyperbole, st11ted expressions, even at their most 

POlgnant moments. tnttmate tender exchanges become grand oratory and 

melO<hma. Efrati makes the mtstake or allowtng the language to become 

grandiose and oratorical, Instead or letting the beauty and character or the 

POetry convey the ~ or the work. Efrati Is also guilty or using 

Germanlsms In his grammar, and or using archaic rorms. Nonetheless, 

arter repeated readings, Erratrs language gains a consistency, beauty, and 

clarity wntch ts Impressive, given the evolving state of the language at 

that ttme. To me. the r1nest example or the beauty and clarity or n1s poetic 

gtrt Is fW\d tn Act IV, tn whtch Saul, obsesstno on the women·s song that 

"Saul had ktlled his th<>Usands, but David his tens or thousands," falls Into 
prophecy: 

T,m D'O?lr1 1~ ',11Ct ;a, 
,o:n nwi', "11' ll 1M ,,, 1M 

pmtn 'Jj'O n,~, ni=u,';, n,:ui, 
ll'M' dr.J rl'lt' I '!DI ruJ';o ,,.,,:i,, 'llltD f )IICM 11P~ 

rar1,, ,vu I 11M Fl 13 i'll1 
rn,3 io',:, CIT'Jj1:) ClSl D'Pf Iii, I 

nrnm ldr:lzf,i ,mw,I1JM 1M 
rmro ;m cu m1t ,ar;,,, ,,a,, 
a,;;, r,,~ ""l,l i1rtM., llM 

,0',~ ,,,It' nun llMM ,,1t0 



) 

r,rJ'I .,,., o:nn m!p'I 'lllt ',:, 
16ns,s, ill» ,1111t'"n lllt l-m 

[ "Saul hes sle1n his thousns. the thouBlds ... cl the ktng 
But DIY1d. But the 90n cl Jaae hes sle1n h1s ·-
His myrlbcr RIYl"ID. - Myrklds ere the sirs fl the nnnement 
l 1ke the brwru.-, the sephtre thff shtne. ell cl tham shtntng. 
Ltke e rt,_. tnlefG with ember stns 
Andthecantlr stanestts tn their mtd$l 
The firmament wtth Its st,n n ell e ring -
And tt. Cll'ltlr stone 1s the b'laztng sun. 
The d'lllchn cl ISM18l n Ibo a r1ng 
And thetr centll" stone ts the ton cl Jae from Beth11ham. 
Fnn the 11flt cl that stone. ell cl them 9h1ne. 

All the bordlrtng stones - etnang them Saul the Ktng 
If the cenw stone be d9stro,1ld - so wtth tt the rt,.. 

06 

Sh1ntng poetic passages such as this. with Its beauttfully carved Imagery 

and language reduce to lnslgn1f1cance ar.y less sk111ful secttons, and cement 

Efratrs place In the history of Hebrew 11teratlre. 

Structlre or the Play 

The play begins after Saul's def eat of the Amelekltes (but before 

Samuel's prono\l'tCement that God has rejected Saul as king) and ends with 

Saul's death on the battle field. The play bast ca Hy follows the Blbltcal 

story with several exceptions: Samuel's hacking down of Agag Is never 

mentioned, nor ts his annolntlng of David as king. The two Introductory 

stories of David are placed In sequential order, with Oavtd being 1n the 

king's service as harpfst and arms-bearer, and from that posttton going out 

to defeat Goltath. 5aul's family members K1sh, Ner, Merav, Michal, and 

Ahtnoam are either Introduced Into the story or expanded from the 81b11cal 

text. one scene Is added In which the palace guards on nlglt-watch are 

discussing the king's recent problems, and In the middle this dtscusstonSaul 

t6v. Efratt, 511111 n;n'a) ,< 1794> <Jerusalem: B1a11k lnstttute, t 968>, 
p. 95 

• 
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comes out Chas1ng ~sts. and has a lengthy sotnoquy wh1ch wm be 

discussed below. Also, the scene wtth the w1tch of En-Dor 1·s greatly 
L • 

expanded and choreographed. ·other m1nor changes 1n and om1ss1ons from the 

b1bl1cal story were maae, bUt they are of no major Importance. The only 

other ~ reworking of the story Is found at the end, where oav1d 

appears as 5au1 Is <tflng, the two are reconc11ed. and Saul d1es w1th the 

name ·0av1d" on his Hps. The play closes wtth a Hebrew translation or 
Heller's ,1:a, '='». 

The play Is divided Into stx acts, according the precedents or other 

well-known dramatists, such as Werner and Rostand. The outltne or the 

play, by acts, lOOks as follows: 
~ 

Act I: Saul and~ ahn Saul's d1stressed stats. 
&muel's pnnuament d Seul's reject too. 
Jnthan and Abnars 8ltf1ce to Seul, endtng wtth f nvttauon of OaYtd. 

Act II: DeYld's opening sang n190"'1(. 
Janathan·s expiation rt problem and fnvf tatfon of DeYfd. 
Seul's further nrrtfn,,s, and Michel's wcrry. 
OaYld's arrival. 
N1rfl" andAhtnoam·s ahrfng d wrrry. 
Dev1d s1ng1ng fcr Seul, Mryn mtrlng OaYld. 
Michel nl Mn¥ dttMSing propriety rA King's dllulllter lovfng commoner. 

Act Ill: Davfd and jnthen dtstreald, but fr1endshfp ftrm. 
Kbh nl Her try to ltrenglhen Saul: Announce 8o11oth and Phntstf ne onslatqrt, 

U.,, 1elwe tom blltll. 
Ahtnoam nl Mtdiel ahr1ng mm n. 
DeYldnlJonllhln lelweto,._l&,llath 
Mtnoam nl Mldlel...,.. ,_. nl sorrow at sttuotkl'I. 

Act IV: DeYtdnl Seul l'lbrn tram battle. 
Seul cna,-eced bV Ol¥Ws v1dory returns to fnsenfty. 
Saul throws ... at DIYtd nl collaptas. 
~IIIW1aesSellltol0DIPtDev1d. 
Seul .,._towed DIYtd to Mtchel. 
Doegmttt,es Sllul to hM DIY1d kllled. 
DIYtdandSemuel dltcua ...... 
Saul tries tr-1PP1 Cid, but falls tnto prophetic spell. 
DIYtd nlJonllhln.._..,...., and frfendshfp. 
Otnner at New t'IGDn, SeulexpelsJDnethsl. 
Jonathan nl DIYld rnw bandsnl pledlJB la,,alty. 

Act V: DeY1d _,. his flmtly to t1al¥. 
Sad, IRlar tnf1Ulll08tl Doeg,ps fnsn, qe t.os_..,. d priests at Nob. 
t1e1ch1nl lellsowtdtl ..... at Nm. 
Mtchel lementt to Ycnlln tNllf/' hlr tarrOW. 

) 



Ah1meleh, Avtsh91 end DIY1d plan stratac,/. 
Jonethlrl eppws 1o DeYtd to beg for Sauls' ltfa. 
DeYtd's 9llf'Y8l'lt staelsSeuls SIN', MnOIJl'IC8S 1t 
Seut repents of hit qar. 

/id. VI: K1ng'sguermwltnlssSeu1's 1nsentty. 
Episode wtth the Wttch of Etn-Dor. 
Death of JcnlU8l mid Seul. 
Poam. 
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As can be seen by the outl1ne above, this play w1th 1ts 20 some-Odd scene 

changes was not written with any realtstlc expectation of betng staged, and 

much criticism has been made about the structure or MeJucbat ShauJ: 

namely that It has too many scene changes (20), an unruly cast or 

extraneous characters <more than 23), that the scenes do not bul Id 

dramatically upon one another, that the play Is too fragmented, too 

pastoral, too long; that the real tragedy dOesn't beg1n until the third act, 

that It 1s atechtonlc without un1ty or time or space, that the final poem 

reduces the work to a monolithic morality play; that we see nothing or the 

11r e or the common people; that the character or Samuel fs almost absent, 

and so on.17 To be su-e the play Is dramatically flawed, but I feel that 

many or these criticisms come from a lack of understanding or some of 

Efratl's basic goats. 

Efrati was undoubtedly well read In the world's dramatic literature. 

In this play there are clear reflections of Shakespeare, Racine, Wemer, and 

Geothe. Efrati surely had a good understanding or how a play should be 

constructed If It's goal Is to carry the viewer along Into the dramatic 

build-up and resolution. However, I don't belleve creating a great tragedy 

was the only agenda operative In Efrat1's choice of sut>Ject and structure. 

Rather, It ts my contention that In addition to trying to write a great 

national tragedy and a ~at national epic, Efrat1 was also ustng the story 

17Landau, p. 83, Shaked, p. 25. 
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or sau1 and Dav1d as a metaphor ror the ttnnon or Jew1Sh 11r e dlr1ng the 

HaSkalah. and as a commentary on that trans1t1on. The ·chang1ng or the 

guard. between an old reg1me/wor10-v1ew and a new reg1me/ world-v1ew 1s 

always frou(1lt with confusion. rear. anger, d1s1ocat1on, but also with hope 

and v1s1on or the new era I believe that for Efrat1, Saul represents the ·old 

guar<r or trad1t1onal Juda1sm. caught up In a theology or reward and 

pun1shment, afra1d or the Changes happening 1n the1r world, afraid to 

abandon the old w~ and therefore angry and condemnatory or those who 

did. tn contrast. Dav1d represents not only a new k1ng, but a new order and 

world-v1ew. Dav1d 1s 1n harmony w1th nattre. He ts a ·common man· whO Is 

both wise and COlrage()US, whO sees God as a 1ov1ng ootversal creator and 

whO imerstandS that an th1ngs are from God and are ror the best. Th1s 

level or 1nterpretat1on finds support In the commonly cr1t1c1zed layout or 

the play, with Its contrast1ng scenes or. pastorale and tragedy, and also 1n 

the conspicuously contrasted character1zat1ons or Saul and h1s valence 

~oup and David and his. 

Many critics have made mention that the play ts rea11y composed or a 

tragedy on the one hand and a pastorale on the other, and that the two do not 

mix to good effect. Most critics feel the tragedy of Saul, with Its In-depth 

and roooded Characterization or the mad king, ts the most powerful, while 

the pastorale, with Its puertle two-dtmenslonal characterlzattons, only 

detracts rrom the potency or the central tragedy. Compounding the 

problem Is Erratl's method or consistently presenting one scene that centers 

on Saul's descent from melancho11a Into mamless, and then Immediately 

ro11ow1ng It with a scene that centers on either David or Saul's ramny 
coping wtth the situation tn postUve and constructive ways. In the 

construct1on or an engaging tragedy, this baCk and forth structlre ts 

) 
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terr1Dly d1stract1ng and cO\llterproCJUcttve. HOwever, such a structure 1s 

Qu1te effecttve 1n contrasttog two d1fferent groups. If one of Efrat1's goals 

was to contrast the old and the new not by polemtc but by Portratttre, then 
' th1s structlJ"e of altemattng scenes serves h1m well, and perhaps Degtns to 

expla1n Efrat1's arrangement and choice of scenes. 

More striking Is Efratrs choice of certain Images and theological 

perspectives which he uses to contrast Saul's valence group with David's. 

Furthermore, these contrasting portra1ts are often linked by key words or 

Images. For example, at the very opentng or the play, we rtnd Saul tom 

by a tumult or contradictory emotions: 

and then 

ms,u 'D?.:l lht ro',:, ~ iu, 
»il"'ll 'rat!D It? i,no, 'TIit Dl 

ISUII my ..,., tuns In my hNrt llb a namtnt nrt, 

Md eYen lfter wn!Uno him, I tlnd no solace. J 

n,o, '.:l ~, i'lli Tl9 i'1fflir1 
?SJIU'i n»i'l a,, rn.:l ,., rn i1D 

( Hepptness end rw, JCPf end seclness storm within me, 
Wt,( em I like thts on thts mv ti strength end victory? J 18 

Saul ts Introduced as a trOld>led soul unable to find happiness In victory or 

solace [»ircJ. In contrast, Dav1d 1s 1ntr0dueed as a young earthy untroubled 

man, whose lusty natlJ'e revels In nature. He begins with what must be an 

Ironic reference to Saul: 

18[frat1, p. 47 

rT'.:li ',:,,;, '31' T'1t ,±,o 
r,,n ere ,nm av 1-nni 

mzf,,:xrt mTTi'IMm 



ut"'2111m :nai l"J 
1DX'I -.rn0 llSJi1 -nit iin 

lffl) 03") Mt, JJ1l"T) rd, t, 

(KlnDS or the Earth I Those who sit In palace end home, 
I rwlge Y(U'tllYIS with the f run ct the v1IW(ll"d cnl ol1ve ~ 
Pour out yow- wotnktns. Oet daedly cr&n: 
f 111 your bellies wtth pd wtne 
~otter phmurt when you find 
Thet you heYe no solece er comfcrt.J 
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These two scenes are clearly connected by the word »u-o, solace. Davtd, 

wr\o sees his relationship wtth God as a cause ror revelry and Joy reels that 

drinking and looking up Into the night sky can comfort arty trouble. That Is, 

that God, far from being a cause of trouble, Is the comforter who can give 

one perspective on one's earthly trou~les. By contrast, Saul, whose sees God 

as the source or rear and punishment, can not see that there Is any 

possibility In God for solace. David sees God as an ally: Saul sees God as an 

enemy. SUch a contrast was clearly relevant to the HaSkalah. Traditional 

Judaism explained the surrertng and wandering of the Jewish people as God's 

punishment of exile upon the people for the sin of transgressing the Torah. 

Thus any misfortune was the consequence of sometransgresslon. The result 

or such a theology 1s the lntemallzatlon of anger and pain, much as Saul 

Internalized his anger and pain In this play. SUch a re11gtous outlook was 

quite abhorrent to the maSklllm who dismissed the Idea that God commands 

and punishes particular people. Instead, they upheld the Idea of a universal 

God of love and human progress, and saw the Jew's dispersion not as a 

punishment, but as a blessing and an opportunity. Their tmage or God ts 

much more akin to that of David woo exclaims after h1s Introductory song: 

l9Efratl, p. 57 
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1'fa1lt ,,,,JD "'111' j'nl,ilt 
. . . ,,,, nsn rp~ 'l "'M1i iu, 

,,1, 'l', ',:mt ',;i p!MITI 
1'i' wn, rltl lll1 :J', '.:l1n 

20rt1i '1!>1:l ',». a 11 ,g';,::, '"UJll 

[ I 1M You, mycrieto,-, thaw 1cMd You fram my',Ulth, 
My souldconttnues tow-ow tn the knowlqe tt Yu ways. .. 
I cen't control fflVlllf - my hlert mlts You, 

W1th1n me 1s e tendllr hwt, whtch You ma with with Your hands 
That burns 11ke e f1flne upon the wtngs tt my sptrtl] 

Dav1d 1s rmed wtth an abundant love or God. Th1s love ts so strong tt bums 

['"1S11l) 1n his heart. Saul 1s f 1lled wtth an aboodant rear or God. Not love, 

but anger, and I would add h1s gnaw1ng dread, tun lmS>1l above) w1th1n 

h1m. 

Related to this tove or God/fear or God dichotomy ts the 

bless1ng/curse contrast. What seems a curse to Saul 1s clearly cons1<1ered 

by everyone around him to be a bless1ng. The most prominent example or 

this 1s David himself. To Saul, David Is a c\l'Se, a poo1shment, God's way 

or ru1r1111ng the dtvtne decree against htm. In his first so1111quy arter his 

return from dereat1ng Goliath Cat whtch the women sang "Saul has k11led his 
' 

thousands, but David his tens of thousands·>~ Saul says about David: 

20ffrat1, pp 57-58. 
21Efratt, p, 87 

r,o.i "'1ffll t',n i1llli'1 lt1l 01'0 
1"0» D"D' tnn at', iw M1m Cl'O 

1!ff' 'ffl1 •i ,'A lb ',pi, "M'Di 
a,p 'D'.:l ,., 1,m ,nun,nn ',j 

1Jlfff1 C1'i1 CIT1l 'r1n 01'0 
mun, 'l d,j 1,1;n,, ~ 

D'Di' 1M 01' i1D»' Cit rn;, OMDli1 
21y,o ',1110, ?1110 Cl 11',r.), 71,0 Cl 



l F run the dllf that desptsad men 011ne fnto the oourtyerd of the k tno 
From that dt,' not MIi one month•• 
It seamed to me thet mv Illness would be relteved, but the 0Pl)0Slte IS true. 
Al I of the woes which I suffered In the pest 
From thedll( I left the womb, ~ heve heaped tooether. 
L Ike l~tntno theV wt 11 pe,s, ell of them are swept along lnslo., me -
That loothesomeman, tfhestavsonedsyortwo, 
He wm also become k Ing end rule tn the Lend. ) 
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This loathing of David as a curse from God becomes more and more 

obsessive until Saul, seeking to circumvent the will of God, determines to 

1<111 David. Meanwhile, Saul's family and advisor's consider David to be a 

girt rrom God, a blessing. David Is someone who can both soothe the king 

with music and lead the armies now that the king and his entourage have 

become old. Kish says about David's kllllng or Goliath: 

htl ~ P~lt [This ts by the hend of Q)dl) 

and he and Jonathan sing David's praises to which David responds: 

n,,ut, inl ,nii ;,',tt ,,ut n,',Ja., 
(Tilts Is the work of theAlmif'ly, He cho9e to send me.)22 

This same theme Is repeated more clearly by Saul's closest adviser, Abner. 

Abner, responding to Saul's Inquiry as to hts op1n1on of the newcomer, 

repltes: 

7CSl .:i.,,i ,ni.J,O r->" 0'i1~ 
npt n,~ ,,; n»l 1:,', 

,np', t,,a, "l-nt nin.J ;o nPn 

~ 11"T1' iill al'M pr, DJ n",;i 

( Qxt dastres '((JJf' ttnpm end lO'ffl your people, 
Therlfcn, at the Urne when the generals of the armies h8Y8 beoome old 
The ttme tn which tht strength of my lord the ktng has been taen 
He 9rt from tier e veHent m~ who knows how to war.) 

22Efratt p 86 
23f fratt p. 89 



76 

So from the perspective of thts play, 0av1d was not sent as a curse . 
from God, but rather as a potential bJesstng. All the characters which are 

portraye<i as healthy and happy share this optnton. It ts not God, but Saul's 

own om1nous cruel Image of God that prevents him from seetng that David 

ts a blessing. Unable to see the potential for good and progress, Saul can 

see 1n David only the threat and the danger, much 11ke those who opposed 

the Haskalah's agenda views those who supported It. 

sau1·s dark fearful Image of God 1s ~ted by Samuel. Landau, 

f eellng that the character of Samuel would provide the greatest contrast to 

Saul In terms of national ambtt ton, cr1t1ctzes Efratt for the 1ns1gnlf1cance 

and s11ence of Samuel's role tn the play. 24f-fowever, Landau misunderstands 

Efratrs motivations. Samuel In fact shares Saul's rel1gtous outlook of a 

God who threatens and punishes and who ts wtthout mercy. It ts in fact 

Samuel who starts the entire process of Saul's descent 1nto rel1g1ous 

madness. And It ts Samuel's position of castrating silence which constantly 

reinforces Saul's own certainly of tmpending dOOm. When Samuel reappears 

at the end he ts as cast1gattng and merciless as he was at the opening, 

resulting 1n utter despair and re,tgnatton on the part of Saul. 

I use the expression ·rel1gtous madness· because Efratt's most 

powerful moments of poetic description center around Saul's fearful visions 

of eschatology In which the forces of nature begin to rule. Though not 

exp11citly stated, Saul sees th1s destructton as being from God. That such 

poetry almost always precedes Saul's harangues against 0av1d po1nts to 

Efrat1's belief that this "re11g1ous dementia" 1s the prfmary Illness of Saul, 
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wtth anger at Davtd be1ng a proJectton or tt. one such section appears rtght 

before Saul throws the soear at Davtd: . 

y-,t', l~l i~l pnl2i '~1:l l~l 
,,, ,s,c ,i,,o:, a,:, 1DlfUl a ,,, 

',mi ,=,,,;, ',:, ,S, n:, SJli?J 1?.ll 

1,:mtn cnt Cl rnt"1J,1 ',:, cm 
,rm, 1,n, 'II' 1:11 ',iltli Cl 

mcl mTt 1:JM illn1l i1l1i'1D1 inV1 
,n, C"D,um ',:, ,,,., n,~ 

mil -c M1" mr,, m»l' cm "4t cm 
,on,, n,,mn ,,:1, ,,,:11t iTD'1 

pnat 'D,,, nUJ?J il?nnl l'' 'D 
mcJ', c,p, in,,, ?J ,~l 1';-■>J 

1;,n', ilT'i1 rabn mrMn f1ti1 
1nm11 1',,l 11J ,,,,., C'WI CI 1',,l 
nio',J ,Jrli,, ',=,, li!:rn ,,,, lfl)l ,:, 

1Dl.,M '5JD 1it',,o:,1 C"1'S' ~ 
25-tn' 1iD1 lil'l i'1?.IU 0'1 d 11, I 

(The stn of the ftrmaments have fallen: fallen, fallen to earth. 
The sun es awne ct>wn frcrn Its pm, en the oonstellotloos atloYe have oome oown. 
The haw fallen t,vem~term upon ell who walk below 
Thot wm snenoe en creetlon, end elso you wm be sheltered 
A tao Seul' end the Son of Kw. togather wm be cut off. 
Shmlars end horrtble 9tatng, aid eternal er. 
This trembltng Wlll 91121 ell the WU-Ids together. 
Depth upon depth wm sehke end qutver end wm cry out wlttl bitter shrieks 
Hell wm open end the 11mwcrld wm wtl' 
Whowm ~flrstestheh8Mn)ywm-1dsereswe11owec:1-­
TheV hM fallen , fallen - Tht,t wm never again rite. 
This curaed lend was dais -
Tffe wkol n tho8e who --.---1e1 Into the pit rejoice I Aejotoe end be oled 
For Uberty has Im\ pn,cla1med end fr9Dn to an who dwell In the netherworld. 
lend, sky, n the stars aboYI n no rnort-
Ttw,, ere together with the llld8I wm-ld In CM>ttc CB"kness.) 

25frratl p. 88 
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The same stars wh1Cfl to Oav1d are w1tnesses or God's beauty and scxrces or 

tnso1rat1on. are ror Saul terr1ble omens. symbols or defeat and destruct1on. 

This same Image 1s expressed even more powerfully and 1mmedlately berore 
• 

saurs attempt to throw a lance at Jonathan. In this passage the 1mages are 

more blantantly rellg1ous and demonic: 

;rrnrln ;muu, ,,u,1 TTm ... 
~ ':,p ,OU,, ill' mt ,,_..,, 

.. JJli CIISJD:I mM ',~ ;r,;rt im', 
,,,,, TD' D" PW,, I 'ID')fi nM'I!) 

'iib1'!Dti'\liWIIJ"!JOM,1 
,;u ,,;,, 'll)lt;'1 U,UJ m, ~ 

,,nKl m,-., ~.:rn 1a01 ',.:, nit, 
... iortJnl -a, ,&;,nn 11ED iler' 

2E-7, o 1w1V1 1l'ttn rpnt ., ?l ,um 

[ Let heU tremb 1e, end let her (t)ors open, 
NtJ tongues of ftre come out and ,weep acroos the land 
fn but e mcnnt ell this reeftty wm d8lg8 tocheos. .. 
8 lowt (femtntne] Look, you stm oeu,e thuotyrs to dllnce, 
8llther me. you threw. 8llther me end emcee I me, 
8ather me. Btrther cl the World, 8Dther me, and mav tt be tn them 
The daet of ell things. Plow, you who n cursed tn the world 
Thoee thot orewi tn the Mt wm come out of your womb tn Gngl!f' 
Are you stfll oot ltstentng? cen•t you heir? 

And then, In a moment or tremendous venom, Saul expresses clearly his 

teetlngs ot betrayal and powerlessless towards God and God's world which 

have ttrned against him. 

26frrau, p. 112-11 J. 

m1i.:, 0' O'T,'1 ',.:, l'1tti'1 i'M""U,i l? 
1l'll ',:, nan',a1 r1tti1 ',)m 

,a,~ ,::nM mM 'lm l'l ,, ,,;, 



27,nur, r,D 'l rt,rn 'l iTet Ol 

[If only ... thts cnattonn thet You hM formed 
Tttts world RI thel which rms Ywr h1111dtwork 
If only I were eble to crush 1t b8tw.n tha9e tlstht 
Frr You hfweelsomocted,oel Me - forvou med9mek1rwJ.] 
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Saul v1ews God and the world God created as fundamentally tl'V'eaten1ng and 

dangerous - demonic forces whteh are bent on destroy1ng him. David sees 

these same natural rorces as sources ror celebrat1on and comrort. Saul sees 

Davtd as a curse from God, everyone else sees him a great girt rrom God. 

Saul's fear of divine retribution Is the cause of his Illness and 1nab111ty to 

rule. David's ralth tn Goers goodness and his love or nature are the 

r oundat Ion or David's strength and virtue. 

on one point everyone agrees: Saul's Illness Is Indeed rrom God, but 

whereas sau1 sees It as the fulfillment of a oorrlble prophecy, Saul's 

ram11y and Davtd see tt as seot by God for some worthy purpose. David, 

Jonathan, Mlehal and Ahlnoam all express the att1tuoe that even what seems 

the worst or disaster Is eventually ror good because It comes rrom Goa. and 

that when one takes a 100k at the world, evil pales tn the race of good. 28 

In these ways, Efratt errectlvely contrasts the character or Saul 

with that or those around him, especially David. It Is my bel1ef on some 

level, Saul represents the traditional anti-Western Jew or Eastern Europe 

against whtcn Efrati secretly struggled. David, who Is portrayed as wise, 

well-rounded, beauttru1. elOQUent. mannered, and a lover or God and nature, 

represents the hooe and vlston or the Haskalah. Jonathan, Michal, and 

27Efratt, p 113. 
28See In part1cular, Efrati p 106, 1 Ines 6-1 o, p 116, I Ines I 0-22, p 

120, lfnes 9-26. 
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AAtnoam represent those wM know that progress and en11gntenment are 

tnev1table and wno tflerefore support tt as the wm or God, but who also are 

deeply distressed by the errect this change Is hav1ng on the1r society and 

those they love. It should FlOwever be noted that even wlthtn the 

framework, Efrati does succeed tn evoking the reader's sympathy ror saurs 

struggle wtth his changing environment, a sign that Erratl too sympahtlZed 

with those Jews who were caught In the tumult or the Haskalah. 

Pemaps the most persuasive evidence or this agenda Iles In the one 

major change which Efrati made In the bfbllcal story. At the very end or the 

play, when Saul lay dying on the battlefield, David appears, and berore his 

death, Saul Is reconctled with him. This change works against the 

errecttveness or the play as a tragedy, ror It would have been rar more 

poignant tr Saul had reallzed his err.or too late and died alone without 

reconclllatlon. But Erratt opts against such a powerful tragic ending, and 

Instead brings David, together with Kish and Abner, to comrort the dying 

Saul and to be reconc11ed with him. Just as the cover to Erratrs elegy to 

Rabbi Landau showed reconciliation between the rabb1 and Moses 

Mendelssohn, so here we have a picture of reconciliation between the old 

ways and the new, between tradlttonal Judarsm, and the Haskalah. 

AlthOugh It Is 1mposslble to proove beyond dOubt that such a theme 

was operattve tn MeJurnat Sha'ul. I be11eve that the arrangement or the 

scenes and the contrast1ng portraiture, linked by certain themes, Images. 

and specific woras, clearly point to tts presence. This 1s not to say that 

such was Efratrs prtmary objective. Rather, It 1s simply to assert that 

present among h1s agenda was the desire to present an allegor1ca1 

portraiture or the turmoil, tragedy, and hope which was reshaping h1s own 

commoo1ty. sau1 and David gave htm such an allegory. 
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Efratt's Interpretation of Saul: The Play as t11drash 

It ts clear that Efratt did not consider his play as Mtdrash, ror tt ts 

not presented 1n MldraShlc style or langue wh1Ch Efrati must have known 

wen. However, Insofar as thts play does take the character or saul and 

reinterpret It to f1t the cultural context and reltgtous needs or the time and 

place, 1t rooctlons as mooem mtdrash. 

It does so on both profound and surface levels. For example, Efrati 

portrays Saul and his generals as old men who are really past their prime. 

Such an Interpretation Is not present In the Btble or Mldrash. Also, Erratl 

portrays Saul's rather Kish as a warrior hero, who even In old age can do 

battle valiantly. In doing so, Efrati, Hice RaShl and most or Ule 

commentators Detore him, IS Interpreting the blDHcal description or Kish a 

7'TT 11.J'l. [I Samuel 9: I J Unlike the medieval commentators, Efrati takes 

the 11tera1 meantng or the b1bl1cal Hebrew and uses It to create an entire 

characterization and Image or Saul and his ramlly as l1tera11y the "old 

guard." 

Although not 01rectly relate<J to the character or Saul, some mention 

must De ma<Je about Erratl's Portrait or the character or Ahlnoam. In the 

blbllcal text, she Is given no voice, but In this play, Efrati creates a 

character run or beauty, <Jlgntty, love and pathos. some or the most 

beautiful and nat...-al speech comes out or her concem ror her hUsband and 

her rears or his death. we see a woman who Is queen, and who has surrered 

the emotional turmo11 or seeing her beloved constantly gotng out to war, not 

knowing when or 1f he wm return, and now has to cope with h1s descent 

Into madness. In ttl1s characterization, and tn the characterization or the 
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relattonsntp between Mlnoam and her daughter Michal, Etratt Is truly 

tnvolved tn the mtdrashtc process or treattng voices where the Bible ts 

stlent, or bulldtng full characters out or the mention or a woman·s name. 

As Important and errectlve ~ these lesser mlorastilc tnterpolatlons 

are, It Is In the reworking or too character or Saul that Efrati truly 

contrlt>otes to a new understanding or the rtrst king or Israel. To appreciate 

Just hOw tmovatlve Efratl's portrait Is, we must rtrst confront several or 

our own misconceptions, When we, as mooem readers, read the blbltcal 

story or Saul, we automatically project onto It our mooem notions or 

psychology and mental Illness, and see Saul as a tortll'ed soul plagued with 

mental IJlness. For us, such an t.merstandlng seems obvious and Indeed 

Intended by the very text or Samuel. We take for granted the psycMloglcal 

underptmlngs or the narrative. Such assumption on our parts Is 

anachronistic and It prevents us from seeing how daring and unprecedented 

Erratrs treatment or Saul was. It must be remembered that the basic 

approadl or the biblical text to the story was that Saul was doomed by his 

sin and that his madness was simply the means by which this doom was 

realized, wnen the Bible says that an evil spirit rrom God plagued Saul, tt 

means Just that. This understanding or the Saul /David conflict continued up 

to Efratt's day and wel I past It. In Doth Jewish and non-Jewish 1 tterature, 

this story was portrayed with rew excepttons as a morallty play Detween 

good <David) and evl 1 <Saul. )29 Saul was portrayed as the enemy or God, the 

rebel, the vengeful pagan whO deserved his punishment. David was portrayed 

as the ever-obedient servant, the shepherd-king, the apotheosis or piety 

whO was vlcltmlzed by saurs evu lncllnattons. Al~ this tradition or 

29Shaked,p. 10-12 

-



63 

evn Saul versus gOOd Dav1d 1s clearly reflected 1n MeJuctaat Shaul, It Is 

profoundly altered and redef1ned. Efratrs Saul Is not a doomed k'lng living 

out the punishment or a veangeru1 God. Rather, Efrati ·psychologlzes· the 

p0rtra1t or Saul for the first t1me. creat Ing a complex ·round· character . 
who Is tortured by obsession and madness, but also capable of great good 

and great love. Saul beeomes a character who 1s netther good, nor evil, but 

sadly h\lllan and trapped by h1s own 1mperfect1ons. According to the 

parameters or tragedy set~ by Kurtzwe11, Ephratl succeeds In making Saul 

a character caught between two competing value systems, neither or which 

Is evil. 30 To be sure, Efrati used as models ttle great works of 

Shakespeare and Racine ,and one can almost hear King Lear and Hamlet In 

the mad rantings or Saul. But suctt an Interpretation was new to the Jewish 

context, and as sudl represents a major Innovation In ·modemlztng· trie text 

and making It relevant and powerful to ttte audience Efrati was trying to 

ream 

Efrati presents Saul, not as an evil demonic king Delng punlsfled by an 

angry God for his wicked ways, but rather as a man trapped by a world view 

and theology that destroys him. Saul Is a man too bltnded by his own rear 

or progress and change to see what Is best ror him and his people. For 

Efrati, Saul Is not evil - he Is pitiful and tragic, doomed by his own sttort­

slghtedness. By portraying Saul In this way, Efrati subtlely responds to the 

needs and Issues or his day. He addresses the turmoil created by the 

emancipation or the Jewish community by taking an ancient legendary 

character and making him a symbol or the disaster that can befall a person 

3oBaruch Kurtzwetl, ·1s there Such a Thing as Bibi teal Tragedy", In An 
Anthol~ of Hebrew Esa,s, vol. 1, I. Cohen, and B.Y. Mtchalt,eds.,<Tel-Avlv: 
Massada Put>ltshlng Co. ltd, 1966), pp, 97-116 (See Thests Chapter 2: The 
Text as literature.) 
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who c11ngs trrattonany to the old ways. He hOldS up David as an example of 

the new en11ghtened Jew, and tn so doing creates a Messtal'\ who Is also a 

Masktl. The large cast of other characters symoollze the Jewish community 

as a whole caught In the mtddle of the clash of culture and values, each 

trying to cope tn good faith with the dlseQu111brlum that surrounds htm or 

tier. Just as the biblical redactor turned Saul Into the enemy of the 

prophets and of the house of David, and the rabbis turned him Into a fumbling 

pharisee, so also does Efrati make the character of Saul relevant to hfs, the 

wrtter·s, context, and tn so doing makes the character alive for yet another 

generat ton or Jews. 
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S. 

SAUL ON SAUL: 
TCHERNICHOWSKV RECLAINS HIS NANESAKE. 

In t,,_, ~,"'2 01eluchot Sheu)), we sow how vosef ho-Efreti, 

writing during the down of the Hnskelnh, took the bnstc text of Seu l's Hf e 

and reshaped its structure and emphasis to create a play that could convey 

dremeUceny some of the tensions nnd conflicts of his dny. In his ploy, 

Saul beceme a metaphor for a generetion of Jews ceught in trensition, end 

the ploy became a ·m1dn,sh1c· tnterpretelion of those tensions end their 

possible results. Once oge1n, tt should be sold thnt I om usingthe term 

·mtdn,shic,· to meen thnt the pley took nn encient text of m,uonal myth 

end reinterpreted it to address the ·concerns end issues of the contemporary 

Jewish world of its time. I do not mean that the writer used the forms or 

language of traditional Hidresh. Without changing the time, piece, or baste 

plot of the story, Efreti wos nble to inject the issues of the Heskeleh into 

e nettonel bibltcel legend, end thereby meke it ltve ogotn in the minds end 

heerts of its contemporary readers. Soul's pl1ght could once ngain speek to 

them in D relevant nnd personel wey. It was in this play lhet the character 

of Soul first received such trentment in the cenon of modern Hebrew 

literoture. 

Following ,,_. n:n"'2, there were meny other ottempts by various 

plnywrites lo rework the legends of Seul within the dremotic genre. These 

were mostly unsuccessful endeovors chorocterized by flotness, cliche, end 
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stiff syltzotion. It was not unttl the end of the next century, at the hands 

not of e playwright, but rether of e young poet thet the cherecter of Saul 

once agatn became the subject of a 11terery end ph11osophlce1 

retnterpretatf on whtch enowed the enctent f1gure ~o speak to o new 

generetton of Jews wtth e new generet1on of concerns. 

Seul Tchem1chowsky wes bom tn 1675, tn Mtkhe11ovke, Russte end 

recetved both o tredtttonel Jewish educetton end secular Russten educetton. 

As e youth of 14, Tchern1chowsky went to Odessa where he began wr1ttng 

poetry and became tnvolYed tn the Modern Hebrew ltterery scene of that 

town. Tcherntkovsky destred to become a doctor, and, excluded from 

entering medtcel school In Russte, he pursued h1s studies In Genneny and 

sw1tzerlend. There, too, he conttnued to write poetry ond precttce 

medlctne. TchemtkoYsku returned to Russte ot the outbreok of world wor I . 
to serve es o ooctor 1n tne Russum ormu. Hoving w1tnessea the oevestot1ng 

tmpect of World Wor I on his countru. ona the d1sturt,1ng enennoth of the 

Bolshevik revolution, he left Russio egefn in the 1920's end returned to 

Genneny, where he continued his medicol end literary pursuits. in 193 t, 

Tchemlkovsky emtgreted to PoJesttne where he continued both of his 

coreers unt 11 hts death tn 1943. 

Such e biogrephtcel oyerview cen not begin to reveol Tcher­

ntchowsky·s Importance es a poet end Ztonlst spokesperson. Through hts 

poems, Tchernlchowsky odaresseo the growing rennent of Russte Jewry ot 

the tum of the century, imd commttted himself to the Ztontst peth for 

resolving ttiose problems. Spectftcolly, Tcherntchowsky held e redtceJ 

approech to both Ztontsm and Jewtsh htstory and tredttton. A dtsctple of 

Berdfchevsky, Tcherntchowsky belteYed that the only way to revitaHze the 

Jewish people wes to return to e creative, erotic, sptr1tuo1tty whtch reveled 
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fn nature, beauty and power. He looked towero the ancient Greeks ena 

Hebrews for inspiration es to the lusty lif e-efftnning Jude ism he wished to 

create. Thts Judaism he belteved hed existed tn ancient times but wes 

extinguished by later Jewtsh leaders, beginning wtth the btbltcel prophets 
• 

and conttnuing through the rebbtntc end medieval penods, up to his own dey. 

To him, the lews end moral eustenty of prophetic end rabbfnic Judai sm hed 

confined thts youthful sptnt to e gutlt-r1dden, perolused, end debtl1toted 

Judetsm. The Jewish people hed become • en old end sick people 

worshtpping o week end aged God: 1 Pertteps Tcherntchowslqfs most 

graphic poettc depictton of this belief ts found in his poem ,,,m ,cm n.:n, 
{Lenokhah pesel ·eppolo - Before e Stature of Appolo·)( 1899.). In the 

closing Hnes or this poem Tcherntchowsky uses the tmeges of the tefllltn 

btndtng up the yf tel spin t-God of t~e people. 
,.,,&;,, iilill, D',,m ~ 

rnn , rir:m,, n,,:. ",-:J, ~ 
C1lt »it' ~, 0'1'2lt ,"\ll) 

,,w '11S ,,D D"rn'I ,i,,c 
,t,n, nl-U"Tl'l ,:t.. ~ 

il>i~ l»>:, ,Wll:l ,~ &,._ 
1,,a, &,_; n1»i,i:a ii"ll'-at'l 

I -.nil bcN d!Nn to life, to powr, to beautv, 
I "111 11w mYn to •11 the lllluttf Ul t1'11tUl'IS Yhlch 
The human corPN9 wsted end the tNd of men let rot. 
ThetJ bring d!Nn life, from the .. nd of mv Rock Atmtohtv, 
The God of the,- of mtnculoua oretiona, 
The God of the QOds of the cot111ueron of C.•n bv storm -
And thev bound him in the l11ther t1npa of the tmmn. 

1 Oovtd. c. Jacobson, Modem Mfdrosb - The Reternng of Tredittonot 
Jewish NorrotJyes by Twentteth -century Hebrew Wetters (Albany: state 
University of New York Press, 1987) p 93. 
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Cleor1y, the tred1Uono1 Jew fs sJen here es creottng God in his own .feeble 

image, ond in Tchemichowsky's est1mot1on, this hos resulted in the 

emoscu1otton of the enure Jewtsh people and thetr current powerless 

sttuotton. Only by creattng_ o Jewish notion, ded1coted to recreottng the 

power, beouty ond lustful youth of nts 1magtned anctent culture dtd 

Tchemtchowsky belteve the Jewtsh people could be soved from dtssolutton. 

It ts no wonder then thot Tchem1chowsky found the most sol1ent 

symbol of h1s hope for revttolfzotton tn the chorecter of hts nomesoke, K1ng 

Soul. Our1ng hts ltfe, Tchem1chowsky wrote stx poems obout Ktng Soul. He 

wrote them dur1ng neor1y every per1od of hts ltfe, ond 1n thetr fonn end 

messoge, these poems reflect the development of Tchemichowsky's tolent 

ona belleL They o1so reflect the events of hts 11f e ond the chongtng fate of 

the Jewish people es he witnessed It. The poems In chronologtcol order ere: 

,,, l'»l (B'etn dor - At EnDor) ( 1893) 

1" "'l n,lin t,» (At Horvat Bet-Sheen - Upon the Rutns of Bet t • 
Shean) ( 1896) 

?UW~ '"lb i'U..._ -rw (Shir Ahovo asher l'Shoul - Soul's Love Song) 
( 1922) 

t-,a., (Homelekh - The King) ( 1925) 

»l?l "T\ ~ (At Horei -6i1boo - Upon the Mountains of Gilboa) ( 1929) 

',:in ~n 'liltt (Anshei Hoyytt Havel- A Bend of Stalwart Men) ( 1936.) 

In these poems, Tchemtchowslcy uses Sauls' chorecter end the venous 

events tn hts ltfe os microcosm from whfch to exomtne the s1tuotlon ond 

problems of the Jews of his doy. By so doing, the poet attempts to moke the 

reader sympathetic toword the king end angry et Samuel and David for 
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wronging him. Much of Tchemtchows1cy·s devotion and Interest tn the 

chan,cter of Saul Is tted up tn his reJecUon of the prophetic tredltton of 

Judaism. In toking the stde of the king against that of the prophet. 

Tchemlchowsky ts f ollowlng In the poetic tradition set by J. l. Gordon In hts 

poem mpa, rT'.ll lirp,s ·zedekleh In Prison: In this poem. Gordon 

remembers the conflict between Samuel and Seul end he wntes= 

0'.U.Jil 0'tm lldpl ,,a, 
a,»2.:,2 a,,nnn a,~ n,.,:,; 

i'l>W nnm IIDn "2rh nil» 1.:, 
itii"'t ll ilt'TI 1,n-n -f,rJ, 

n.:, li ',,n r• arp ll irii ".:> 
mr., NIM M? »2:li1 lMD 
Mm'l i12Mn mm lipl"l 

, m:d, u1+.,1 ni=i.J rat l;,,m;f,, 

The prophetl lftd ... ,.. hffl tlwip aought 
To hM the t1np INN dwn t,e,..th them. 
As, flw IMmdnd IN"•• 
Te. Seer aon of ElbM dtd to the fl r,t Kt ng. 
For ben-Kitb,..e\lllilnt men, end mtghtv, 
vho ref med to INN dovn, vho tied no vfsh to cowr, 
And tfle Seer tougM • pretext end found it 
And• destroved Saul ·s honor end gm ht m diaerece. 

Gordon goes on lo retell the story of how Saul obeyed Samuel's command to 

wett seven days before making antmal sacrifices end begtnntng the battle. 

However, when Samuel d1d not arrive 1n the agreed upon time, Saul - under 

the pressure of the moment, his army leaving, the Philistines reedy lo 

pounce, and Samuel nowhere In sight - mode the decision to go eheod end 

make the socrtftces. To Gonion, this was the right decision, so Samuel's 

subsequent condemnation of Soul ts completely unjustified. 

ll"n m»ll ilip ;-ttJp ..Ul 
1"?'ff ,;, 'Jtltl -f,rJ, lt1' 

) 



,,&,» 'm'nn cm'1 I;,:, 'ltlUl 

,rd,m ,tJ Dlpn 1t', fD2)l. 

-,,~ ntm rrni •" ,:, 
••• ?rnrm M1il 1t', Cit - ant.i '01 

And 111 • t»Ja of Jll1-tnd •Hctous .. r 
He c.lltdNl ID tbl Kill t1 •nMt of-.11 Mt 1r1n" officer• 
And II Nrs'9t of ell the people standing vttb Min: 
-Vou••••ftoll Vourtlngdofflvtn nttltlnd 
for u-u IIIYt nit bpt ta. ce,n,...,_nt at tour GocU-
.. .And W 11 tuflt", tf not Mm, tbl Seer?I 
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Tchemtchowsky, like Gordon, believed thot Somuel end the mind-set he 

represented were et f oult. They robbed the youthful king of his power, 

sp1r1t ond strength end creeted lnsteed o melencholy, desperete, porenoid 

men. Soul, like the Jewish people, hod become e victim of prophetic 

commend-oriented Judolsm. In his outoblogr&phy (published in HQShUooh 

35, 1918, p. 103), Tchemlchowsky exploins: 
. 

I do not know why, but I hove elweys held e grudge In my heert 
ogotnst ell those of our people who were f emous es holy end 
good, despite en the evf1 thet they did, end I though thot those 
who wrote our history hid much Jrom us In order to Justify 
them end condemn others. 

And thus I elweys sided with King Seul. And pemeps the neme 
was o f octor. 

In Seul, Tchemtchowsky found e character he believed had been wronged by 

the forces of prophetic end btbltcol Jude1sm. In Soul, Tchemtchowsky found 

whet he believed could be e metephor for the entire Jewish people, end so 

the poet went ebout recletmtng Saul es e vtbrent cherecter who hod been 

victimized by the confining force of Samuel, Dovtd, end the Judaism which 

descended from them. Tchemtchowsky used sours character end the venous 

) 
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events 1n h1s life es o screen onto which he projected the Jew1sh concerns 

of his heart. 

Thts chapter w111 look et each of these poems, and discuss them tn 

terms of thetr message end culturel context. Stress wm be gtven to the 

ways tn which these poems re1nteri,ret the chorecter of Saul and eHow htm 

to function mtdreshtcally. Refereftce to structure, technique, and literary 

devtce wtll be menttoned only es they relate to th1s prtmary gool. 

Al En-dor ,1, 1.,»2 

·At En-dor"' ts Tchern1chows1cy·s retelltng of the story, found tn I 

Samuel 28, of K1ng seurs vtstt to the wttch at En-dor. Saul, desperate 

for some word or advtce about the 1mmtnent battle w1th the Phutsttnes 

seeks out the wttch, agatnst his own royal decree that 011 witches and 

necromancers be put to death. Donning e disguise, Saul sneaks out of camp 

at night, goes to the woman end asks her to raise up the ghost of Samuel so 

that he m1ght advtse Saul. The woman does so, and Samuel tells Saul that 

because he did not k111 the Amelek1te king and all of h1s people and property, 

Saul has been rejected by God and wm In fact d1e with Ms sons 1n the 

morrow·s battle. Saul ts morttfted end throws himself on the ground, but 

ofter some coaxing, eats a btt and returns to camp. 

Tchem1chowsky adheres to tne baste setting of the story, but 

transforms the story tnto a olatntlve cry on the part of Kfng Saul to return 

to hts glortous days of youth. In • En-dor"' Saul f s not weartng a disguise. 

Rather he arrives rr.., nrip .,&;,l without bow or spear, e clear sign of 

powerlessness. The dtsgutse which Saul now wears 1s e false sense of 

powerlessness. caused by the harsh pronouncement or Samuel and the 

growtng power of David. In this, soul ts e metaphor for the entire Jewish 
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people who heve ~een Hkewtse robbed of power by the pronouncements or 

tradtttonel Judetsm. 

Tchemlchowsky then petnts a poetic picture of the witch's house, full 

of meglcal pogen Images whtch ere remtntscent of ~cbeth. which he 1n 

tact loved end translated tnto Hebrew. There ere bontng cauldrons, end . 
snake-11ke smoke, dancing w1tches end ·ftres of terror: all meant to 

enhance the drama of the moment. In the blbltcol nerretlve, there ts no 

description whetsoever of the wt tch's house or the rituals she used. 

Tchemtchowsky, fascinated by such prtmel ceremonies, especlolly those 

recorded within Jewtsh tradttton ttself, creates e magtcal mysttcel world 

Into the center of whtch the despetring king pieces himself. 

Once In the center or thts witches· circle, Saul ts nilirl r,,,:u~ 

·ennointed in sulfur: This is e clear reference to hts prevtous annotnttng by 

Semuet when he was stm e strong vigorous young men. To Tchemtchowsky, 

that annointing was also the begtnning of his decHne, for tt made him 

subject to the prophet. Here, the annotnttng wtth sulfur presents o pathetic 

concluston to that first ennointlng, for Just es hts kingshtp began wtth one 

onnolnttng. so here It ends with enother. This mer1cs the nadtr of his ltf e 

es kfng and properly punctuates the end or hts rule. 

Standing wtthtn this magical circle of dancing pagans, annotnted wtth 

sulfur, the despairing king has e vlston of hts youth, before he became king. 

This tdyll to hts pastoral chtldhood ts criticized bU cr1ttc,s such es 

Kurtzwen2 who soy tt destroys the structural unity of the poem. This may 

be so, but tn terms or retnterpreung the character end ltfe or Soul, It ts 

z Benach Kurzweil , Cl'n'cil 0"1'ffll !"p0llTT"2"'11t,l P'~l BioHk ond 
Tchern1chowsky-1nvest1got1ons in Their PoetQL (Tel -Avtv: Shocken Books. 
1960.) pp. 179-180 
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crucial ana. tn mu op1n1on. very successful. Saul remembers a Ume In h1s 

11fe before ·hts sky hed darkened: He sees an expanstve posture 1and wtth 

greztng cettle, end there ts the scent of sweet gress ena the shade of great 

terebtnth trees. The cettle dance before him. and he drtnks It tn. He 

exults: 
1nn m lt'"U m anm .,~2• 
l nw .,i'M Ht:n ii,~,• l"' "D 

I em the blissful one, both •lthv 1nd strong. 
Would that I could ... ,.. ... I WI then. 

Whet e contn,st to the situation Seul now finds himself int The bi tter 

contrest between thi s vision of his youth ond the reolity of his present ts 

moving end deltberete. Instead of the smell of smoke end sulfur, there 

was the smell of sweet gresses. Instead of the dark shades of the ntght end 

of demons, there wos the shade of the terebinth. Instead of dancing 

witches, there were dancing cows. Instead of e Philistine army lined up 

against him there were herds. In this portreyal of Saul's youth, 

Tchemichowsky succeeds tn evoki ng the reader's sympathy for the king end 

helps him/her to better unden;tend why Saul went med end became so 

embl t lered. 

This sympathy Is enhanced by the sudden entrence of Samuel into 

Seurs vision of youth. Once egetn, the Seer Samuel interrupts end ruin-s 

Seurs youth. He asks why Soul disturbed him, ond tn en ironic touch, reminds 

Saul how much he owes him because : 
,nwr.a -f:,at, i9tm .,~,­

,~,.,;, t,~n 1'li, 'inw.) 

I em the Seer 'ttho tnno1nted ,ou king. 
I toot 'IJU from tile noct 1nd enthroned IIJU 1 n tile palace. 
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Of course. SeuJ ts not ot e11 thonkf ul for thts ·honor" and challenges 

Semuel, osktng why Samuel dtd thts horrible thtng to htm: 

, mnp&, lB"'I "fflWl »rm 
'tlf'Df rn a,.,:, -,m ~ -rl1;, 

• , rJ"6rl n,-uu ,re ',:, ,r,,;:, 
I ml, ~ii ~ rt'l.l ,,.., 

n,rb.s "nl»l .,,,lD r,;&,c a» 
n,a ,, ">lDm nm n1T1 

"ll»" t,_ ill D"il~ &hat 
'll» illnlM i1l ,~ ""Cl ':, 

'lnmirl 1'l» ;» f.'rl m »l"m 
., ,nnp; 1.an 'itTW'l »iirJ 

-Whv did VDU takt mt from the flock? 
And """ did UDU tMnmab me • ruler owr UDUr people es I am todlu? 

f !Md up an m11 atntwJth tn tbt storms of bettle 
And mv heppl ness t n mv 'henna hes 11 nllllV been made delolate. 

The Ptrilbtine peopluurround me, horroriofthe undtNOrld • 
The ml spirit his crushed n to deeth. 

Min ofGodl Whet "111 God answr me? 
for He,_ abendoned me - Whet the11 I do? Anwer nl 

Whv, YhV did VDU ,nnoint me. kin, over UDUr people. 
Whv did VDU tab mt from the ffoct?· 

This poignant cry to Samuel ts the center of the poem. In these lines. 

Tchemichowsky menages to tum the tables on Samuel. No longer is Seul 

the sinner. the crimtnel. the guilty party. As in Gordon's ·zedekieh in 
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Prison,· it is now Samuel, the prophet, who emerges es the guilty oppressor, 

the cruel tyrant. In the btbltcel account, seu1 only asks Samuel ·to edvtse 

him whet he should do tn battle, end he does so tn e contrtte pleading 

manner. Here the subject of the confrontation tt transformed. seul ts 
• 

angrily condemning the prophet for making him king egelnst his wtshes end 

he demands en exp1enet1on. Saul hes grown e proverbial sptne, end he lets 

Samuel know trustthe debt ts not from SeuJ to Samuel, but rather from 

Samuel to Saul. Samuel owes Seul for ell the m1sery he hes caused him, 

end for thet he must answer the king. The question es to tomorrow·s battle 

ts now secondary to the reel question plegu1ng the k1ng. ·why did you teke 

me from the floc1cr Thet Is the question to whtch Saul must know the 

answer before he goes to hfs death In battle. To be sure, Seul ts hoping for 

some reprieve, some return to happiness tn thf s 11fe, but ff that ts not to 

happen, he must hove this explanotton 1f he ts to die with eny sense of 

peace. The reeder cen not help but feel empathy end pethos towards the 

ptttful lctng, end anger toward the prophet. Thts ts certetnly the design of 

the poet. 

Seu rs desparete demand for en explenatton from the prophet f s met by 

complete evotdence by the prophet, end Instead he gives the formulate 

condemnetton found tn the btbltcel story that Soul ts to die es puntshment 

for d1sobeytng the commend of God. The prophet's unwmtngness or tneb111ty 

to really answer Seul end engage 1n dialogue w1th him hlgh11ghts hts 

callousness end ongoing resentment that God made Saul ktng In the f lrst 

piece. Thf s Samuel Is vtndtcttve to the very end. Kurtzwetl criticizes 

Tchemtchowsky et length for not ellowlng the prophet o greeter sey, for 

not creating e fuller dtelogue between prophet end king. 3 However such e 

3Jwr2wefl, p. 216- t 7. 
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dtologue would def eet the strength of the poems es It 1s wntten. 

Tchemtchowsky cleerly believed thet the prophets end the1r tredtt1on hod 

received more than enough opportuntty for exegesis and explenat1on, and h1s 

goel wos to enow Saul's point of vtew to be heard end felt. somuers snence 

ts centrel to the poers understanding of the charecter. Samuel ts e 

vtndtcttve prophet who con only spout f onnules end tnvect1ve ogatnst those 

who break ony low which he announced. Samuel becomes Tchemlchowsky·s 

symbol of the tred1ttona1 helokhtc system whtch eno~s no nextb111ty to 

meet e changing Jewish reality, e holelchtc system which condemns tts 

followers for ecUng upon the1r creeUvtty end erouc 1mpu1ses, and portreys 

God as a short-stghted tyrent concerned more w1th the letter of the law 

than wtth the weJJ-betng of those who followed tt. To parephrese 

Berdtchevsky In hts essay ·wrecking and Butldtng,·.a Samuel ts the symbol of 
, 

a system tn which Judaism came first, before Jews, tn whtch the legacy of 

ancestors came before the 11v1ng people. Samuel represented the ent1thes1s 

of the velues he felt Jews should be living by.s Thus Semuers terse 

formuletc response regerdtng Goa·s reasontng ts centrel to the poem·s 

message. 

The poem ends with Saul retumtng, without bow or speer, to comp. 

He ts a pole, defeated, despotrtng man who has been robbed of hts last wtsh: 

to at least understand why he had been made ktng, why he had to suffer so 

and to what purpose 1t had been. Samuel dented Saul th1s, and tn so doing, 

dented htm death with dtgntty. 

· 4in The ZtonJst ldeo, Arthur Hertzberg, ed. (Atheneum, NV: Atheneum 
Press, 1959/1986) p. 294. 

5Kurzwe11, p. 218. 

' J 
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As a mtdroshtc fnterpretatton or Saul's v1s1t to the wttch of En-dor, 
. 

this poem is outstanding. In ·At En-Dor" , as in a ctossicet midrosh, 

Tchemtchowsky reinterprets a text to respond to c~rtetn contemporary 

Issues. When Tchemlchowsky looked et the Jew1sh community of Russ1o 

during the pogroms, he saw o week end defeated people, unable or unwmtng 

to def end themselves. preferring to follow the sere path or the oncient law 

rother then to defend end rev1tot1ze themselves. To Tchemtcttowsky, the 

Jew1sh people hed once been, like seul, a young vibrant people 11Y1ng close . 
to nature, but they had lost that due to the oppresston of the 

prophettc/robbtntcat trodttton represented here by Samuel. Uke Saul, 

Tchemtchowsky longs to return to o nature-centered, almost neo-pogan, 

Judaism which gloried tn strength end Y1rtlity. The end d8f!lOnstrotes 

Tchemlchowsk1fs pessimism that the Jewtsh people would ever throw off 

the yoke of their trodttton In order to Hve again In celebrotton of nature. 

According to Jacobson: 

In his portroyal of Saul's sttuatton end state of mind et the 
time thet he seeks help from the women at En-dor, 
Tchernichowsky conveys the dflemmos of the Europeon Jew ot 
the end of the nineteenth century. Like Saul f ac1ng the 
imminent victory or the Phflistines, the lete-ntneteenth-
century Jew ts tn danger of physical destruction et the hands of 
entt-Semtlic progromfsts. He feels, Hice Saul, that God hes 
abandoned htm. end he 1s no tonger even certotn of God·s 
extstence.6 

6Devid. c. Jacobson. Modem Mtdcosh - The Retel)jng of JcodtttonoJ 
Jewtsb Narreuyes by Twentteth -century Hebow Wdters (Albany: State 
University of New Vort Press, t987) p 98 . 

• 
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There ts yet another tssue whtch Tchemtchowsky addresses tn thi s 

poem: ·chosenness·. Tchernlchowsty opposed the not1on thnt the Jewtsh 

were ·chosen· by God, end therefore hed spectnJ burdens end morel demands 

placed upon them. Such morel responstbtltty confined _the Jews· creattYtty . 
end tmaglnetton end resulted tn stegnat1on nnd gunt. fn ·At En-dor.· seu1 

voices th1s resentment toward speclnl responslb11ity when he challenges 

Samuel end esks htm why he was teken from the flock and given the duties 

of rule, tor whtch he dtd not esk. Before he hed those duties, he was happy, 

carefree, strong. After those duties were pieced upon him, he became 

melencholy. depressed, nnd parenotd. Saul here c1eer1y represents the 

Jewish people es e whole. Tchemtchowsky reeltzed thnt keeping the 

tred1t1on mtght result tn phystcol sulctde es people. whereas completely 

seyertng the roots of trodtt1on m1ght result 1n sptrttuel suicide. Netther 

optton was vteble, end the result was en overr1dlng sense of futility tn 

contemp1nt1ng the Jewtsh future. This sense of futmty nnd despetr ere 

represented by Snul who returns to battle a broken hopeless shndow of hts 

former self. 

In some ways. ·At En-dor" functtons like a classical mtdrash on a 

text. As In the clesstcel mtdrashtm, Tchemtchowsky here takes a line (or 

two) from the scripture (1n tMs case, Samuel's response to Saul) and 

creates a setting which precedes tt and gives the verse a new context and 

meantng. In the btb11ca1 story, Samuel's response to Saul's question of 

what ts going to happen In battle seems reasonable end sufficient. By 

contrast, tn ·At En-dor,· by the time the reader arr1ves at the prophet's 

response, hts/her sympathies end persoectlYe have been so dntstlcelly 

realigned thet that response now seems cold end heartless. The reader cen 

never reed Semuers response again without remembering Seurs desperate 
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plea and Samuel's uncaring response. The base text has been trrevocably 

reinterpreted and enriched for the reeder, and In this way, ·At En-dor" 

cleerly functions es e modem mtdresh on the text of Samuel. 

on the Ruins of Beth-sl111n tltli re n1.2,1n » 

In some weys, -On the Ruins of Beth-shan· serves os the sequel to 

·At En-dor.: In this second balled of King Saul, Tchemlchowsky creates en 

Imaginary scene on the site where Saul's decapitated body wes hung 

fo11owtng hts def eat et the hands of the Ph111sttne army. Thts, of course, 

took plece on the day he returned from En-Dor, end tt ts the death which 

Samuel so callously foretells In that poem. AcconHng to the btbl1cal text 

which Tchemtchowsky brings es e prescript to his poem: 

And the Ph11fstines come ... and found Saul's body, ... end they cut 
off his head ... ond hung his corpse on the well of Beith Shean. 

This text provides Tchemichowsky with the setting for his imaginary ·dance 

macabre· of Saul. He Imagi nes the twi11ght et Beth-shan with the light 

fading upon Mt. Hermon, the birds wfngtng among the trees, the nighttime 

quiet. Into this .celm landscape walks the ghost of King Seul, wandering 

among the rocks of the ruins of the ancient city, cled in his armor. Only his 

speer is missing, end so he searches night after night for the speer he lost 

in battle. As dawn approaches the search becomes more frentfc es Seul 

begins to cry out for revenge agai nst the Philistines, even es he continues 

his search for hts missing speer. Tchemichowsky then imagines the distant 

future when the Hess1eh w111 come end Seul will finally find his missi ng 
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speer, end full of enger end vengeance, wm cell his resurrected soldiers to 

his stde in order to ftnelly evenge the1r deeths. Then, et the lest minute, 

God cells out, • Stop1,· end announces thet He hes f orgtven those who sptlled 

the blood of Seul end his ermy, end thet Hts vengeance wm be In steedfest 

love q,nt -mnl ".::Jl 

In this poem, Tchemlchowsky Is responding to the ongoing pogroms 

end physical violence egelnst the Jews of Eestem Europe. Seul, who In ·At 

En-dor" wes e defeated bitter men, Is portreyed here es e defeated bitter 

ghost, constantly seerthtng for his missing speer end yeemtng for revenge. 

Like Seul, the Jewish pogrom victims leed e ·ghostly hummeted 

extstence·7, end like Seul they ere restless, engry, but powerless to defend 

themselves. One cannot help but think of Plnsker's ·Auto-Emenclpetton,· In 

which Jews ore likened to ghosts of e people who should not exist but who 

nonetheless refuse to dtsoppeor. 

The centrel lmege of the poem ts the speer, the seme speer which he 

left behind during his vts1t to En-dor. In en eorlter poem which elso deals 

with revenge ~lin "• -u,n· (Herbl Ey Herbt - ·My sword , o My sworn·) 

Tchemtchows1ey descnbes the desire for revenge es e long1ng ror e sword , 

but In the end finds thet revenge ts not possible, because the orm hos 

withered end cen not use the sword It finally obtetns. This tmege ts elso 

found In ·on the R'ulns or Beth-shen: Seul wants revenge but hes no speer, 

clearly en tmege of en emasculated men seerchtng for hts phellus (speer] 

which wtll return to h1m h1s power end youthful vigor. Here the phallus 

(arm/speer) Is not withered, 1t ts completely severed. In thts way, ·on 

the Ruins of Beth-shon· Is even more pesslmtstlc about the future of 

Jewish revttollzetton end self-defense then ts ·At En-dor: 

7Jecobson, p. 99. 
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At the end of the poem. set tn the t1me of the Mess1entc resurrecuon. 

Saul does finally ftnd his speer and summons his soldiers to battle and 

revenge agetnst the Ph11tst1nes. 

t,:n· - ·nun· -·r~n .,,n· 
·1"1Y' ·~u :i,n&;, 

·tto. mu aotdiersr - ·ttere w arer - Ever'l)ne 
To the wenging word, to plu•ru· 

Finally. after en eternity of wa1t1ng end wandertng night after night, he 

summons them to battle. Hts chance has at last amved. but into thf s 

triumphant scene bursts the voice of God who bellows ·stop!; and 

commends revenge by love l'TOTTI because all those who k111ed the lsrae11tes 

have been forgiven. 

There hes been much debete over thts endtng. Some critics, such as 

Yorn Tov Hellman and Stlberschlag,• say 1t ts a sign that although 

Tchernichowsky desires revenge, he understands that ultimately, love is a 

higher value. Others, such es Kurzwen end Behal, argue that this e 

sarcastic criticism of tredtttonel Judetsm which conttnuany attempts to 

mitigate people's primal possions and anger. 

Those who orgue the former potnt out that Tcherntchowsky ts usually 

very direct in his meanings, end does not tend to Hice entgmeUc irony end 

sophisticated sarcasm. They also point out that in poems such as ·earuch 

of Mayence· although the protagonist does cry for end get revenge, his 

revenge ts that of a men tnsane by grief who 1n the revenge process 

performs heinous acts and dies spiritualty.8 These critics bel1eve that the 

ending of ·on the Ruins of Beth-shan· demonstrates the poet's belief tn two 

evom Tov Hellman, 'FID!Uff'J-W ',n• ,-pr/, 0'p,D (Jerusalem: The 
Hebrew Institute for Enlightenment tn Wrttfng 1n lsfeel, 1957)pg 1120-122. 
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types of revenge: personal revenge wntch is ulttmetelu unquencheble and 

futile end not even deeth can atone; end Divine revenge, which ts vengeance 

by love and forgiveness, and ulttmetelu the only way to truly meke peece 

wtth the atrocity of the past. In the poem. Saul ts e symbol of the former, 

whereas the poet sides with the letter. dhd thUs ends his poem on that 

message. 

I side wtth the crtttcs ¥!bfHrgue that this ending ts Indeed a touch of 

sarcastic trony. Tchemlchowsky was clearly frustrated w1th the Jews· 

Inaction at combatttng the pogroms and wished to see the Jews at least 

take up self-defense, if not retaltat1on. Although ft may be much more 

appealing to modem liberal senstbtHttes to claim Tchemtchowsky realized 

revenge Is an ugly never-ending cycle that can only lead to more violence, 

and that surely at the coming of the Messiah such a cycle must be stopped, 

the fact ts that Tchemtchowsky dtd not necessarily share modem liberal 

senslb11tttes. First, tt ts htgtlly doubtful that the poet believed tn the 

coming of a Messtantc ere. Given hts disdain for rebbtntc Judaism 1t would 

seem un11kely that so rabbinic a conce~ would find Its way into his belief 

system. Second, It must be remembered that the Messiah was a descendant 

of David, not Saul. This Is elluded to by the word ,on which appears In II 

Samuel 7: 15 and J Chronicles 17: 13 tn referrence to David: 

• ... but I wm never withdrew my ion from htm (David's 
descendants) as I withdrew tt from Saul, whom I removed to 
make room for you: 

So this God of ,on 1s the same God who unfairly punished Saul by allowtng 

the Phtltsttnes to defeat him, and mode Oavtd as the eternal king over 

lsreel, despite the many commandments he disobeyed. Although Tcher­

nichowsky may not be known for subtle irony, in this poem I think the cruel 
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humor 1s clear. After being metephor1cenu castrated by Samuel et En-Dor. 

murdered by the Ph111st1nes es dt~1ne punishment fore crime he commuted 

un1ntent1onany. and then spending en etem1ty es e restless ghost In search 
• 

of his spear end revenge, the glorious moment 1s flnony at hand. The speer 

Is found, Saul ts once ogoln omen, the God of Vengeance end Vigor ts about 

to vtndlcote him, end who pops 1n but the God of Mercy, David's God. end 

Informs him thot the speer ts not o valtd tool for revenge 1n the f1rst place. 

Soul ts once egotn costreted, his ltfe's drive thwarted. It ts almost like 

David's God ts having o lest tough on Soul, showing him that not only wos 

his Hfe spent In votn, but that his tormented afterlife hos been equally 

futile. This serdontcelly underlines Tchemlchowsicy·s baste belief that Saul 

wos wronged by God. It elso bespeaks Tchemtchows1cy·s feeling that the 
• 

Jewish tradition of posstvtty, forgiveness, end Intellectualizing sun hod 

the power to thwart ony effort et retol1otlon or revenge. no matter how 

Justified. 

Although tt can be clotmed that this poem ts more successsful In 

terms of literary style and untty then ·At En-dor,· from the point of view of 

mldrashlc content. 1t Is the weaker of the two early poems. 

Tcherntchowslcy does provide a scrtptural text from whtch he worts. but 

the scene he creates ts completely outside the btb11cal nerrettve,toktng 

place In the present end future. As such, 1t does not reelly lend much to 
. ~ 

the Interpretation of the blb111cel story end character of Saul. It does 

project Seurs tragic path Into his efterltfe, end thus lends en even more 

pathetic aura to the character of the king. Whereas the rebbtnlc mtdrash1sts 

teach that Seul died wtth dtgntty for he raced h1s death W1th wtth calm end 

ecceptence, Tchemtchowsky, es mldrashtst, doesn't even allow that. 

) 
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It ts fnteresttng thet TchemlchOwsky purposefully evotds eny mention 

of bibHcel end to the story, w1th the men of Jebesh-gtleed taking Seurs 

deC8pileted corpse end giving t\ proper burie1. (The poet ftneny eddressed 

this imege tn the last of hts Saul poems, ·A Bend or_ Stalwart Men:> It 

might be se)d that TchemlchOwsky menipulated the text to serve his needs, 

but fn feet, here bur1el ts not the tssue. The issue ts deeth wtth honor end 

life with hOnor. In ·At En-oor: Saul was robbed of e dlgn1fted deeth by 

Samuel's refusal to explain his 1ue·s peth to him. In ·Beth-shen,· Saul's 

endless wandering after deeth Is robbed of dignity by God's negetton of the 

goal of his wendering. Only in his last two poems on Saul, ·on the H111s of 

G11boe,· end ·A Bend of Stalwart Men· does Tchemlchowsky create images 

of Saul which allow his death dtgntty end meaning. 

Seul"s Love Song ~,_., ...... iU,,. ,.,. 

L1terery cr1t1cs do not usually Include ·seurs Love Song- among 

Tchemtchows1cy·s ·saul poems: Wntten tn 1922, It hes only e mldreshtc 

connection to the btbllcel King seul, drewn from the story related In I 

Semuel 4 of the defeat of the lsree11te army end the cepture of the Ark by 

the Ph11isttnes during the time of Eli. In that story, e young men from the 

lr1be of BenJemtn runs from the battlefield to Shtloh, Where he encounters 

the egtng EH end informs htm thet the Art has been captured, the lsreelites 

routed, end Hophnt end Pinches, Ell's two sons, are deed. At this news, EH 

fells over, breeks his neck and dies. 

Reshi wes puzzled es to why In I Samuel 4:9, the terse blbltcel prose 

Includes the deten ·e men from BenJemtn· end he concludes that It ts 
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refemng to the young seul. Tchemtchowsku tekes Rosht's leod end creates 

from 1l en enttre setting end conte><t for the verse tn which we leem of 

Seu rs f em11y end beloved, ~s wen es hts el reedy estobltshed reputetton 

omong the young women of hts vmoge. 9 Tchem1chowSky creates on oriental 

love poem between the young Sllurs beloved end her friends. Hevtng been 

pleytng by the fountotns, the young women tough end look et their frlend·s 

wedd1ng wardrobe end'" Jewels, end her household gods &nd goddesses. The 

beloved then speoks of the beouty, strength end weolth of her young lover. 

soul. The Joy ts Interrupted by the stght of the young men·s mother end 

stster who tell the young women thet the Ph111sttnes heYe tnvoded. thot Soul 

hes gone off to fight them, end thet there hos been o terrible defeet. Night 

efter night the beloved wotts for Seul end hts mother ptnes In ogony, until 

f1nelly seul. the lover. knocks on the door, wounded end exheusted. The 

beloved brevely urges htm to go up ftrst lo see hts mother whO ts desolete 

from the uncerto1nty of sours rete 1n bettle. 

The poem hos been widely crlttclzed es e deliberate en<f 1nrer1or 

1m1tetlon of the style end vocobulory of the Song of Songs. Vet, es steted 

obove, 1l ts not the otm of this peper, to discuss the 11terary merits of the 

poetry, but rother tts Importance es modem Hebrew mldresh. In thet 

respect. thts poem does heve consi derable ve1ue. This poem, ltke the 

eerlter mldresh of Resht end Redok, stresses Seurs tncompereble good 

looks. The seme good l ooks thot tn I Semuet 9: 13 ceused the young women 

thet met him to bebble on end on In order to prolong thetr vtew of hts f oce, 

the some esteemed steture which won htm the eppe11et1on of~ ?:IJ iUl 

~, 1!'l;11ffl ·o head teller then enu of the people:· those ettrlbutes ere 

9E1stg Silberschlog, soul Jchemjchowsky: poet of Revolt . (Ithaca, New 
Von:: Come411 University Press., 1968). p. 56. 
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here presented 1n the orientel style of the Song of Songs. This style allows 

end even requires hyperbole. eggrendtzement, overstatement. end epotheosts 

of the cho111cter. The primary descrtptton of the Saul- lover cherecter ts 

found tn pert II or the poem. In a clear tmtteuon of Song of Songs 5:9. 

i>n».llt.i ;"0!lli .,,"ID ,,,., il'l 
Hw ta 1111ur belOYld better thlunother that VDU edjure us aor 

the beloved's women friends osk: 

1iT'~"'Wt iO:At ,,-m ,,,, i'll, 
'What ts tt111 belowct more then another belcwed, 
that ao m-.:h thou dost low htm?•10 

To this query, the beloved responds: 

tm&'b itnl 10,n a, ,.,,., 

C"pt nlitWl -.2 .,~.,» l"2'» 
Cl'ln:) ,; it1t 1'ffll'll 

Tll -rllil l", nn -,',l", "ll'» tl", 
illpl i»iitM iW1pD l;,ti:1 

,ru,-. -.n,-.yi 1on, .,.,,, 'l,pt 
l lll?l t"E i'bt:J;l ir..pf:) 

-u mli» ~ n,,o-,o ,., 1 ni»ll ,,,.,,. 

C"'Tllj itnl r,:, lrrt.l 

My belowd ta 1111 end powf ul, 
the chosen one of hts tribe: Ht•,.,_,,. •n 11911·• •uea 
thlt If rd ttneelwa vttb firebrtncts 
U9hting the •rt from Mm lib jecbla: 
ttta heert ts mede to be feerlm, 
• titer'• heart on the mouMttn, 
hts fonerm ts beeton tron: 
Erect b mv belOVN, 
deer fr1tnda vhom I bM lowct, 
lib the apmore iA the lowlend, 
lfb the ceder of Lebenan: 
Hia mU1Cles ere Mlla of chtlk 

i Ofrom S11berschlog, trenletton by Shalom J . Kehn end others.p. 158. 
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lib e leoptnl .. tppllntb, 
excellent 11 ,-nthen11 
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In terms of Tchemtchowsky's own symbols of 5eu1, the descrlpttve 
I • . 

pessoge which 1mmedf ete1y follows the obove ts much more te11tng. In it 

the beloved decribes the young Seurs speer. 

,,,&;,» ,,,a, ,,,,., ,t, ff';tfJ 

"-rn.21,w w.2,p n>i, 
nrhn "Pl&ino ,~ .l" :m, crpwn iYII:. 

~ .,,,1i m :1IMl rh:J 
. l'lmm -mm i.,iwa &;,» in• ,n.­
;,;i iUil» lnip D'r.n :w:JS '\lin 

,ll M~l Wei ~3 ,~ 

nli"D:1.1 put, Ut 't"ln, 11"1n i'lll, 
lJl'lM -r,».l :it :Uii 

MDicn lD nu i»en TD pt~ 
n,n l;,t-a lira n&,a "liir» U"P 

1,n ~ i1"D1J nv:n 1"» 
i'n'M 1'',n ,,&;m 

11 f bid, p. 156. 

H~ belowd beth • 1pe1r, 
he ta clld In Ida lpptrtl: 
Behold, tM hllawt tf ldlft I bM chDeen -
vtthtlne r1npdrclea,oftlle r1npof copper: 
All of ta.m thl wrt of• crtftlmen, 
llllttn Vitia...,., 
OM circle U,01 tbl...S p1tcld 
beet• ortJle fllr tn lllttlt: 
Htt wenl tldnlttla fir Mood, 
bit 11W pentetll lftlr ftatt, 
the ttr1ag 1• Mt mba 11111 llltb IOt betnyed: 
ttt, ,,..,. •• tta • n...., 1ttMnt111. 
or Ult twndtr of..,..; 
llebod, It It II Ille let of our foe, 
gltllll" _,. tllll tM IIDrM, 
shining more tbn U. telnpest: 
Ht• 1pe1r it lllllla of 11M wod, 
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tt1edgtttotftr91dtron; 
the e,e of Deetb kiepetb wtcb over ib pot nt, 
in tb ahletb lodgetb tlrror:12 

This ts Saul before he lost his speer, end with it his dignity end 

strength. This ts Saul before En-bor end Beth-shen. This is the Seul that 

Tchemichowsky idolized, e Hebrew Apollo, full of beeuty end eros, who 

deserved to be king end to rule e pegen lusty people (recen thet the beloved 

hes gods end the goddess Ashterte). This is Seul before Samuel end David 

with their confining moreltty cestreted him end turned him into e perenotd, 

melancholy, defeated men. 

This poem also represents o new phase in Tchemichowsky's 

treatment of Saul. Up until now, Tchemichowsky hes dwelt almost 

e><clustvely on the ignominy of Saul's lost days end his deeth, seeing them es 

e metophor for the condition of the Jews of Eestem Europe during the 

pogroms. Here, Tchemtchowsky decides tnsteed to tum to Seul's younger 

life, before his tnsentty end defeat, end lo e><emine the mythtc cherecter of 

the first king of Israel. Whereos 1n ·At En-Dor· the reeder gets e glimpse 

of Saul es e shepherd In the fields, here In ·soul's Lo~e Song- we see the 

burgeoning warrior thet would eventually lead his troops to defeet the 

Phfltsttnes. 

It ts no occi11ent that Thcemtchowsky chose es the centrel cherecter 

of his Song of Song's imitation the youthful Saul. As hes been seid above, 

Tchernichowsky had no affection for Devtd end his dynasty, end that 

certainly includes Solomon, to which the Song of Songs ts attributed. 

Tchemtchowsky makes it cleer that his choice fore mythic hero-lctng is the 

veHant Saul, not the intellectual politicel Solomon. It should also be noted 

12Ibid, pp. 158-159. 
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thet despite the bletant tmitetfon of Song of Songs, Tchemtchowsky does 

not focus only on Saul's good phystque. but also on Saurs phystcel end 

m111tary prowess. his weelth and foml11a1 devotton. Whether or not ·soul's 

Love Song· 1s one literary per with the oJher Soul poems of Tchemtchowsky 

ts e matter tor literary crtttcs. Whet ts certainly tmportont from e 

mldrashlc viewpoint Is the poet's reclotmtng of the character of seul es a 

national hero and symbol. based upon an obscure verse tn the beginning of 

Samuel. ·saurs Love Song- functtons as mtdresh, e11owtng us to move 

lnstde that verse and discover Its setttng and context. It gtves the verse o 

story. whfch Is clearly In tne reelm of mtdrashtc tnterpretatton. such a 

mldrash also serves Tcherntchowsky's goel of demonstrattng the greatness 

of Saul's early llf e. before he beceme the vt ctlm of the Semuel ond Devtd. 

Exactly what prompted the poet to change ts focus from Seur s deeth t' his 

youth ts a matter of speculation. Perhaps he wos 1nspfred that the figure of 

the New Sovtet Men. the utopian f ormer-wor1(ers of the early Soviet state. 

Perhaps he felt thot the Jewtsh people needed the tmege of a wemor hero, 

more then they needed to on tmege of pethet1c demise. Perhaps 

Tchemtchowsky was Inspired by the early Ztontsts. Whetever hts reasons, 

the poem ushers In e new stage tn Tchemtchowstcu·s treatment of Saul , a 

poslttve exalting treatment which reaches 1ts height tn the poem, 'The 

King: 

The King t,G, 
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Kurzwei l coiled ,he Ktng· • one .of the strongest ballads known to 

me: 13 Indeed, Tchemfchowsky's poem of Seurs ecsteuc prophecy is the 

finest of the-Saul poems, both from e Hten,ry end e mfdn,shfc perspective. 

Tchemichowsky wrote the poem i n 1925, after he.vtng witnessed the 

devosting effects of World Wor U end the depres~fng eflermoth of the . 
Bolshevik revolution. No longer solely concerned wtth ·the Jewish condition, 

the poet focused his attention on the need to rebuild o positive culture end 

society throughout Europe end the world. Believf ng that the politic-el end 

milltery leadership bore the primary responsibility for the devestolion, 

Tchemtchowsky began lo feel thet only through the leadership of the poets 

end orttsts could the ctviltzotton of Europe be rebuilt in lif e-eff1rm1ng end 

positive woys. According to Jacobson, Tchemichowsky felt that: 

the error of civi1izotton hod been t o toke too seriously the 
structures that dtvfde human beings from each other and from 
nature. Only by becoming aware of the poet's discovery of the 
untty of existence w11l the peoples of Europe reconstruct their 
culture end build e world based on harmony end peace. 1 ◄ 

In order to express this belief poetically, Tchemfchowsky turned to his 

namesake, Saul, end drewlng on certetn events tn the kings Hf e, cn,fted en 

exquisite bolled of the ktng es poet end prophet, fullu tn touch with the 

unity of elJ thtngs. 

The act I on of the poem ts based prtmer1 ly on the text of I Samuel 1 o. 
After onno1nt1ng Saul es the future k1ng, Samuel exp101ns the the youth 

thot: 

13Kurtzweil, p. 220. 

1 -\Jacobson, p. 108. 
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vou shell pess on from there until uou come to the terebtnth of 
Tebor. There you wm be met bU three men meting a ptlgr1m~ge 
to God at 8ethe1. One will be carrying three kids, another wm 
be carrying three loaves of bread, ond the third wl11 be carrying 
e jer of wtne. They w111 greet you end offer you two loeYes of 
bread, whf ch you shell accept. ~fter that, you en to go on to 
the Hm of God, where the Phtlistine prefects restde. There, es 
you enter the town, you wm encounter e bend of prophets 
comtng down from the shr1ne, preceded by lyres, timbrels, 
flutes, end harps, end they wm be speaking In ecstasy. The 
spirit of the Lord wm grip you, and you wm speok 1n ecstasy 
along with them; you will become another men. ( 1 Sllnel 10: 3-6) 

Tchemfchowsky swtrls these two events into one sptnttltng movement of 

transformation end ecstasy. The poem also alludes to Seurs other moment 

of prophetic ecstasy, retold tn I Samuel 19:19-24, when Saul, having sent 

messengers to Davtd, finally goes himsel f and meets a band of prophets 

with Samuel es thetr leader, upon which he ts himself fHled wtth the spirit 

of God, end begtns lo speak in ecstasy. 

Then he (Saul) too str1pped off h1s closthes end he too spoke tn 
ecstasy before Semuel: end he lay naked on thet day and all 
ntght. That i s why people say, • Is Saul too among the 
prophetsr {I Semuet 19: 24) 

Tchemtchowsky takes ell of these ecstatic epi sodes tn Saul's ltfe end 

weeyes them into e poem of ecstDsy. Accordtng to poem, Seul indeed 

encounters e bend of prophets wtth three kids, and three loeYes of wine and 

e sktn of wtne and a harp end Seul eccepts these gifts. The prophets bless 

Saul es befng God's enno1nted, end the pre1se htm for haYlng 1f f e and death 

in the power of hts command. They assure hfm that he wtll be eble to see 

the sublime light of God end know the secret of complete freedom. Then 

Soul end the prophets feest until sated, when they begin to play music end 
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sing, end dence hend In hond. As they donce. they more end more tnsptred 

end Joyous, r1stng higher ond htgher tn ecstatic fervor. Five times during 

this ecstatic dance, Soul ts overcome wtth the spirit of God ond removes 

some erttcle of hts clothing. First he removes hts crown, the borr1er which . 
dtsttngulshed him from hts people lsreel. He then removes his horp, the 

bemer which dtsttngutshed him from ell the people of the eerth. Ne>Ct, es 

the prophets dance more end more wtldly, cleovtng end hugging, Soul 

removes his sword, end with It the barrier of feer end violence which 

seperates men from other ontmols. The prophets now ere tn full obendon, 

swirled together so thet one can't distinguish body from body, end tn the 

midst of this, Seu1 removes hts royal cloek, end the berr1er between him end 

the full glory of on creetton Is removed. Flnelly, the prophets hove become 

·one body w1th menu faces, • denctng among trees end ro111ng In the grass, . 
and Saul removes whet remains of his clothtng, and becomes myst1ce11y end 

ecstettcelly unified wtth God. 

in,cm I;,» "l,. n,, n,sn, 
ii>fflli1 ,,ru .u,m 1n:, m ,:,, , 

, __ ~, 01P'ii a» ,mt', "i'Y' l 

irliTl '110 l"ltl 1q:, 'ffllt P'l' 
i'M"ila-, ',~ =-4'lT.»l :-U,'"ltl;, 

._,m a,,:, ',:, en» &,a,, 
•• .a,» • • • Di» •• .z:n» .... -+.,,.,_, ?:>i 

Md tbt aptrit of thl Loni l"Nt.d upon tu Annoiotld 
And e.111o prop-1• ,..,. te. camp. 
And ht we• OM 'ttttb tM umwne and ,n that fill• i1 
O• ttitV •Pll't tn tht Umttt• One of Bt1no 
l.0Yift9 lftd olNYlne 1o tTI el"Ntion. 
And he fell Mbd 111 tllet •u, 
And ,n that Di9ht ... nebd ... • ..... neted ... 
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Here, the image of Soul naked on the ground ts trensformed from the 

negative connotations of the bibli~l text into e stgn of transcendence end 

divine wisdom. Seul Is et once both prophet end king, myst1c end poet 

The conf11ct between king end prophet which we sew tn V.L Goroon·s 

·zedekteh in Prison,· end tn Tchemtchowstcy·s ·At En-Dor- ts here turned on 

Its heed. It Is no longer ktng versus prophet, but rether the king es prophet. 

There ts no room In this poem for the dividing well between prophets end 

kings, but rether the underlytng unity of en things ts of utmost tmportence. 

Here, Semuel end Seul ere partners In mystic ecstasy, but Seul because of 

his ktngly que11ttes best comprehe.nds the greet unity. nus ts e completely 

new concept in the modem Hebrew lttereture of Seul, one which constitutes 

e stunning 1nnovetton by the poet. 

Through his ecstesy, Seul ts completely ltbereted from the 

contredtctory e><tremes thet plague normel ewereness. Seul understands 

thet such symbols es crowns end swords end clothing only create e false 

elluston of distinction among Creet1on. Unity of en ts the overarching 

reellty under which these felse barriers operate. For Tchemtchowstcy, 

such e revelation of unny offers e wey out of culture! degeneretton end 

decedence. Just es Saul the King's reveletton rendered him uniquely fit to 

rule the people, so Seul Tchemtchowsky, beceuse of his poetic reveleUon, 

Is the 

truly proper leeder of the people who through his untque 
senstt1vity cen show them the wey to be liberated from the 
agonies of the present hlstor1col moment.15 

I 5Jecobson, p. I 08. 

' 
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In perttculer Jewtsh terms, Tchemtchowsku ts here renewtng hts 

eertter admtretton for rew prtmal pegantsm, but ltnktng tt w1th spectflcally 

Jewish antecedents. The prophettc ecstasy of the Samuel text ts for 

Tehemtchowsky en euthent1ce11y Jpwtsh eltemattve to the dt1I tegeltsm end 

moreltty of teter prophettc end rebbtntc Judetsm. Nakedness ts not a 

sheme, 1t ts the fundementel humen condttton. Further, through the 

lenguege of the poem, Tchemtchowsky links thts early blbllcel ecstesy w1th 

the ecstesy end emottonet outbursts of the Hesstdtm. Such words end 

phreses es "-> ,,. (the Sublime Light) '110 l''• (The Llmttless One) 

a,,-,on &,,rm (the Hesstdic Dence) ere ell clear references to Hestdtsm. 

For Tchemtchowsky, thts emot1onet mysttcel sptrttueltty represented e 

redtcelly eltemettve Jewish tredttton, one thet he es e poet could edmtre. 

Another important element in the poero ts thet of freedom, t1beretton, 

end equeltty. The prophets tell Seul that he ts to discover ,,rn ,,,, 
(absolute freedom) end leter es Seul begins to dence he reettzes thet he ts 

,m ~ (Like one of the people). For Tchemtchowsky, these were 

nettoneltsttc concepts used by Zlontsts to e,cpress thetr yeemtng for 

net1onet freeOom end their socteHst tdenttf tcatton wtth the common people. 

Jecobson suggests thet Tcnernlehowsty sew modern Zton\sm as the tetest 

\Se 

;e:i ton tr=llllllillSftc • .,-~ 

u.ose WM pn,ct1cec ,ts mare orthOOox forms. TtlJs Sew ts not-,cteo as 

b!tng defeated by the tred1Uon, but rather es reveltng tn hts freedom f rom 

16Jacobson, p. 107. 
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that treditfon end tn the 11berty of true untty with God. In th1s poem, seut's 

removal of his sword, ts not e sign of weakness, but of strength. · 

In ,he King- Tchemtchowsky produces e brtlltent piece of mtdreshtc 

poetry. By taking severel prophetic episodes 1n 5eul's Hf e end weaving them 

together Into e symbol of the Icing es prophet, Tchemtchowsky takes whet 

is e minor, somewhat dentgreted, element of seurs life tn the btb11ce1 text, 

end trensf onns It Into the k1ng·s greatest strength. In feet, his entire 

right to rule ts derived from his ecstatic knowledge of universal divine 

unity. Tchemtchowsky chooses the most postttve Image of the king et the 

height of hts youthful powers end creates from htm e symbol for ell of 

Europe, end in particular Europe·s Jews. Through Saul, Tchemlchowsky 

asserts that despite the bamers which seem to exist between people, 

ulttmetely ell ts holy end ell ts unifi ed. Wer ts the result of e felse-
• realtty. not ree11ty Itself, end only poets end erttsts can show the world 

that unified reality. Tchemtchowsky takes b1bltce1 texts, weaves them 

together end Inserts tnto that weave culturel values end beliefs qf his own 

parttcuJer ttme. In so doing, he makes the ancient ttmeless text relevant 

toe new generetton of readers, end creates new Hebrew mtdresh. 

On the Hountetns of 611boe »~~l .,,n In 

During the lete 192o·s end 30's, Tchemtchowsky became more 

preoccupied with the struggle between ArabS end Jews tn Palestine. 

Tchemtchowsku himself wtshed to tmmtgrete to Polesttne. but could not 

ftnd any gainful employment, end so remained tn Europe. In 1929, et the 

height of Areb/Jewtsh tension. there wes en Arab massacre of the Jews tn 

'\ 

) 
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Hebron. This mossocre wos wtdelg pub11c1zed ond created o strong reoctton 

omong the Zionists of Europe. It ts likely this event which sparked 

Tchemtchowsky's next poem on SOUi. »lt,l .,Tl&;,» (Al Heret-G11boo) ·on 

the Mountains of G11boo: 

In this poem, Tcherntchowsky returns to the subject of Sours deoth 

on the bottlef1eld, but unlike the eerlter poems ·At En-0~ ond ·on the 

Ruins of 6eth-shon,· this poem presents Sours deoth os deeply heroic ond 

breve. This ts not the defeated worn men that met on Ignominious death ot 

the hands of the Phtltst1nes, but rether e breve end fierce soldier who even 

et the hour of seeming doom, rallies his strength to leod the troops Into one 

lost assault. 

The poem 1s sttmng tightly-constructed bolled. The lsnteltte heros 

ere dying everywhere tn their battle against the Ph111st1nes. The ktng·s 

erms-beorer tries to convince the aging ruler to rest so that he, young end 

strong, may go out to bottle. The.Phntsttnes ere everywhere with spears 

end arrows, end the arms-bearer wants o final bl est of the shof er to rel1y 

the fleeing lsreelttes once more. Thep o messenger with news that Jonathon 

hes been killed. Instead of being crushed, Soul announces that he sun hes 

two more sons which he would feel blessed to be eble to socrtftce for such e 

noble cause. A.9eln, the erms-beerer urges soul not to move from his place, 

but another messenger comes end announces that MolkhtshUa 1s also deed. 

Saul accepts t.hls es the prtce that must be paid end 1nststs on fighting 

onward, end ce11s those who would nee o dtsgrece. The orms-beorer then 

adjures Soul to foll upon his sword so thet the Philistines won't capture ond 

kill him, but e third messenger ennounces the deeth of Ablnedeb. This final 

death reJuvenetes the king wtlo blows the greet shof or end cans the 

Hebrews together to fight In the ploce of those who hove olreedy f onen. 
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or course this Is a radically dtff erent ptcture of seurs last hours 

than ts gtven 1n any lttereture up unttl now. The btbllcal text shows Saul 

surrounded by the enemy and badly wounded, commanding hts arms-bearer 
• 

to 1cm him so that the Phtllstlnes won't have that opportuntty. The classic 

mtdresh show Saul nobly accepting hts fate and not restsUng It. Efrati has 

Saul a broken tragic man who has realized upon his death how much harm he 

has caused by his paranotc fear of David. TchemlehOwttcy tn 'At En-Dor"' 

and ·upon the Ruins of Beth-shan· shows the king as having dted powerless 

and brOken. But here we see the valiant last stand of on incredibly breve 

end fearless warrior-king. He may be old, he mau be wounded, he may have 

lost three sons, and he may have no chance to survive, but sun he rallies 

himself as a true leader of his troops to at least ftght to the end with 
• 

dignity. 

According to Jacobson, and I concur, this poem Is a cell to the Jewish 

people tn Europe to respond to the Areb massacre of Jews tn Hebron by fully 

supporting the Zlontst struggle and, If possible, emmtgreUng to Palestine to 

def end their fellow Jews.17 Jacobson·s claim can be easily supported by 

examining the ftnal couplets of each stanza. 

a,~ a,,il um a,:i, 
12'~ rJti,:u ,sr:.l lptn ~ 

T• uncircumctNd outnumber • lodly. 
BIN: Be streng tnd 11M COUrlll, VDU lotll ng tleros. 

a,l;,-va a,,il nm a,:i, 
a,~:r, ',» D"ll'l'il 1sl,n,,1 ~ 

The unci rcumctNd olltnumber ue todl9. 

17Jacobson, p. 109-110. 

' 
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Blov, end U.. v• stt "°" thetr wepona Ylll be called to 
trmtl 

er~ a,,n nm er.:i, 
er~l:'I ermr.i ... ,.:i,, ~ 

The unctrcumcltedoutnu..,. • todev. 
Blw, tnll tlle Yltlldrwlng tno,-Ylll return? 

err,,,., a,,., um a,.:i, 
er~ er-ua:n er3,tJ1m ti.:in 

The uncircawftlll tutlulnNr • todev. 
SMIie upoe tM MNIIUn and lazy OMS 1n the reer I 

er~ a,,n um er.:i, 
170'',m:J lfflWl 0M -,_ ■' itll'i 

The unci RUmclMd ovtnUMber us today. 
Shell the floct of ltr11l be tltughtered ltke lambs? 

er~ a,,n ,ir:m a,.1, 
tr':.:), D"',an ':. m,p, ,ca, 1,1;,» 

The uncircumctted outnumber • today. 
Go upf Ttb the piece of te. flllen end fliledf 

Read like thfs, divorced from the specific context of Saul and the 

Philistines, the call to the Jews of Europe ts more epperent. The 

uncircumcised ere the Arabs (end pemeps the Br1Ush), end the only wey to 

remedy their outnumbering of the Jews ts through increased Immigration. 

,hose who sft upon the weapons· ere the Jews of Hebron and Palestine who 

need reinforcements in order to be saved. The ·wtthdrewtng troops· and 

the ·saboteurs and lazy ones in the rear" ere clearly those Jews who ere 

either withhold their support for the Zionist enterprise or those who 

outright oppose 1t. To those people Tchemtchowsky, through the persona 

of Saul, cries out In anguish et the slaughter.of the Jews of Hebron, ·shell 
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the flock of lsreel be slaughtered llke lembs?· end the unstated a,aswer is 

yes. unless the Jews of Europe ·Go up· end ·Greb the plece of the fo11en end 

fa1led: It ts tntent1one1 thet the ftna111ne uses the verb rb» (go up) which 

ts elso the verb for emtgrettng to lsreel. 

In the body of the stanzas too there ts adJuretton for the Jews of 

Europe. Soul blares out: 

···"ltJI) 1"• lilJJiD n» _.,,_ 

It is not time to rest I There ia no time ... 

and thet: 

.a,au ,1» n1l1'l , 1Jn',u 1>", ,1»-

we still hffl • wr em bettles ere still coming. 

Tchern1chowsky elso makes known thet although Ztonlsm requtres the 

secrtftce of young Jewish lives, thet: 

~ "I) au,2 trl,20 tr~0J 
Noblemen ere prepared.to PIV their three-fold 11Crifice. 

And tn the final stenze. Saul the King and s.aul Tchemlchowsky cry es one 

to the ·Hebrews:" 
»lpnl »lpn iit,1,1 i'\\J"pn »pn 

tall",l ',» a, D'T: tr~ la"l 

Sound the 9rwt shDfer blest, Blest end lhst, 
Sotbe Htbrwtsha11 heir: Bloodl BloodonCtlboll 

Tchemlchowsky himself ts that shofer through whom this poem is 

announcing blood is being spi1t and that the modem Hebrews must go end 

toke up the fight. 

,J 
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It ts tnteresttng to note that When Tchemtchowsky wrote this poem, 

.,. he was In hts mtd-ftf ttes. The, dying king Which to the young poet In his 

teens and early twenttes seemed powerless, decreptt, end week, ts to the 

mlddle-ege poet In his fUttes, e "8ro who sun hes meny strengths end 

resources even at the hour of his death. could this be Tchemtchowsky·s 

own way or reessur1ng himself that despite hts age he sun hes much to 

off er to the Zionist enterprtse and good reason to continue his struggle to 

emmlgrete? 

Tchemtchowsky introduces this poem with the verse tn I Samuel 31:6: 

·And Saul end his three sons and his arms bearer end en his men died 

together thet dey: This verse would seem to Invoke feelings of defeat end 

disillusionment. but the poet transforms them Into a rallying con, e 

shofor blast es 1t were, to renewed slrugg1, and dedication. The entire 

biblical account of Sours death Is refocused end finally the kings death ts 

fuH of heroic brnvery and honor. This Is a powerful end sweeping . 
relntefl)retatlon of the biblical text, one thet fits clearly within the 

parnmeters which this paper set up for. defining mOdem mldnJsh. In this 

poem, Tchemtchowsky takes the same character and scene which before had 

served as e symbol of defeat, end he Imbues that symbol with on entirely 

new set of culturel cues end velues. The Saul which In ·At En-Dor"band ·on 

the Ruins of Beth-shan· was o symbol of the weak end melancholy state of 

the Jews of Eastern Europe durtng the pogroms, ts here remade Into e 

symbOl of the breve Zionists Who ore dying tn the defense of their 

Independence and honor. SUch ts the function of the mtdntShlc process end 

Its value In keeping net1one1 symbols e11ve In each genereuon of readers. 

A Bend of stalwart Hen ',m ~n "•J• 

) 
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Whereas ·on the Mo111te1ns of Gilboa· wes written ·wnh the roment1c 

glorificeUon of the Zionist struggle thet would ·be expected of o poet sun 

Hvfng in the dfespore detoched from actual scene of the events,18 

Tchemtchowsky's lost ballade 6bout King Soul l;,ln l:,,n '•>• c·Anshe1 

Heyn Heve1,· ·A Bend of Stalwart Men·) (1936) ts written from the 

viewpoint of e poet tbai wes H~lng in Palestine end confronted daily with · 

the reattty of the Zionist conflict. 

In 1931, Tchemtchowsky finally emfgreted to Pelesune. The 

fdealisttc poet who celled Jews to battle tn ·on the Mountains of Gilboa· 

wes now confronted by the reality of both Jewish end Areb suffering end 

loss 1n that battle. This ree11ty of loss which Tchemlchowsky experienced 

In Israel ts the subject of several poems, perhaps the most well-known of 

' which is i'YTflt ,., c·Re'f Adamah· ·see, Lend· )( 1938). In it: . 
the poet addresses the Land of Isreal, which hes received the 
dead bodies of too many youflg Jews whO heve died In t~e 
struggle over the lend. As proud es he ts of the secrtftces of 
these youths, which he belteYes wHl ley the groundwork for the 
eventual esteblfshment of Jewish sovereignty, the poet 
undermines his own prtde by declertng how westeful their 
deaths have been.19 

Tchemtchowsky did not change hfs support for the Zionist struggle, but he 

began to ebsort, the greatness of the- cost on both stdes. It wes in this 

mood, during the most intense pertod of Areb-Jewfsh tension, that 

Tchemtchowsky composed ',ln l;,,n '•>• ·A Bend of Stalwart Men: In 

this poem, Tchemtchowsky finally addresses the burtal of Seul which he 

18Jecobson, p. 110. • 
19Jecobson,p. 95. 

.. 
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had avoided in ·on the Rutns of Beth-shan,· and he describes poettceny 

how the men of Jebesh-gtlead took the bodtes of Soul and hts three sons end 

buried them with honor. 
• 

The poem ts preceded by two excerpts from the btb11cal description 

of Saurs burial, one from I Samuel 31 : 12-13 and the other from I Chrontcles 

10:12. In the Samuel passage, the 1sree11tes who·uved on the otner stde of 

the Jordan, having witnessed the defeot of Saul, abandoned their towns and 

fled. The Pnt11st1nes took the bodtes of soul and hts three sons and cut off 

thetr heeds, stripped them of their ormor, end paraded thts spectacle 

around the Phtltsttne temtory to announce their victory. They eventuonu 

ploced the armor ;n lhetr temple of Ashtaroth end then they tmpoled his 

body upon the wen of Bell-shon. 

When the inhobitonts of Jebesh-gileed heord about it, whet the 
Philistines had done to Soul- oll their stalwart men set out end 
marched oil night; they removed the bodies of Saul end his sons 
from the wo11 of Beth-shen ond came to Jebesh and burned them 
there. Then they took the bones end buried them under the 
tamerisk tree 1n Jebesh, and they fasted for seven days. [I Semuet 
31 :12-13) 

The account 1n Chronfcles differs tn some detatls. According to lhot 

account, Saul's heed was fmpeted et the PhtHsttne temple of Dagon, end 

the stalwart men of Jebesh-g11ead removed the bodies of 5eu1 ond hts sons 

end buried the bones under en oek tree fn Jabesh. Tchemfchowsky uliHzes 

details from both accounts and weaves thetr dtscrepancfes into e beautiful 

elegy to the deed lcfng end to the breve men who buried htm. 

The poem describes tn the somber meter of a funeral march20, how 

these stalwart men of Jebesh-gileed took the bodfes wrapped lfke mummies 

20Kurtzwett, p 223. 
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end edomed In royel trim end cerrted them two by two on poles towards 

Jebesh. Thts processtonel wes rorced to merch steolthtly along the 

mountetn trens, ·on llon·s peths, tn the woke of wolves· 1n order fo evotd 

being caught by the Phtltsttne enn1es thet controlled the volleys. They 

emve et the temertsk/oek tree end bury the bodies there without e mer1Cer 

so thet no roretgner or Pht11sttne could find end desecrete tt. Also, the 

ebsence or e mer1eer would prevent thet Bethlemtte, Devtd, from recogntztng 

tt. The poem ends ossurtng the k1ng·s memory thet there wm be someone 

who wtll remember him to the generet1ons: 
i,+., "ll)'t l liTDt" "0 rt 
,,, l"»l "Iii:> »l,lil -0 

D»l .Ulm r,Di"\ ,,TT'&, 
D'Tl ~, J,n a» mi:, rP"U 

l' l» l'il l&;, rnta'll ,inw, 

l'll lt,l 1lt, f'Dfh ~l'Ji 

There i3 one vho vilt reme'mber lrim end recount to the oeneretions 
The •nv of Gilboa, the megtc It En-dor 
Of the onhJ ki nv to prophesu ••1111 tM people 
A cownent cut Vfth e word and fulfilled tn blood; 
The one, vho fn the beeutvof •te•rous modest heert, 
D8feeted h1s ovn heert Vitti • speer, end tbe heert Of Ms tons. 

Thet one who wm remember ts none other then the poet himself, end tndeed 

the end of the elegy reeds like c, review of Tchemtchowsky's poems on Soul. 

Thts revtew serves to encopsulete the gool of the poems es e group: to tell 

the generettons thet contrary to the btb11cel occount, Soul wes e generous 

modest men, who led o r osc1nettng mythtc Hf e end died wtth brevery end 

honor . 

The poem ts replete with ollustons to btbltcel episodes of the Jews 

exodus from Egypt. Saul end his sons ant tn D'"'m:I l"-.t (Egyptton cloth), 

j 
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Just es Jecob end Joseph mtght heYe been when the Hebrew ch11dren cerr1ed 

them up from Egypt. The corpses ere cerrted t,1rll1 D"llt D"lltl (two by 

two on poles), e cleer reference to the story In Numbers 13 when the Hebrew 

sp1es cerry the frutts of ceni,en out trtJ&i.l r,iru (on poles by twos.) 

beceuse they were so lerge. These ellustons to the ortgtnel Exodus ere 

trontc, for wherees the btbltcel episodes ore stones of hope, freedom, ond 

opttmtsm es the Jews ore ebout to enter the ·promtsed lend,· thetr roles in 

thts poem ore os symbols of defeot end d1s11lustonment. Accordtng to 

Jecobson,2t It Is as 1f Tchemtchowsky ts odmttttng that the modem reoltty 

of Areb-Jewtsh struggle seems to confirm the pesstmlsm of the ten sptes 

who were egetnst gotng tnto Conoon, seytng ·we cennot etteck thet people, 

for It Is stronger then we,· end thot ·the country thet we treversed ond 

scouted 1 s one thot devours tts settlers: (Numbers 13: 31-32] These 

ollustons show the poet's growing understendtng thet Ztontsm wm require o 

heovy prtce, end thet tt wm not be the undounted victory the poet hed 

envtstoned while st111 In Europe. 

Further, the tmoge of these ·stalwart men· reduced to sneektng elong 

enlmol trells to evo1d the eyes of the Ph111stlnes Is e cJeer votce of 

frustretton et the teer tn whtch the Jews of Pelesttne were ltvtng due to the 

rtstng Areb onteg9ntsm. Fer from his youthful vision of strong young 

people sett11ng tn the lend os conquerers end heros, the adult 

Tchemtchowsky 1eemea ftrsthend thet the resettltng of Zton by the Jews 

wos not olwoys heroic or valiant. 

Some of the eerlter themes of his Soul poetry ere also present In this 

lote poem. The poet describes the ktng·s corpse es seeming even greeter 

end more powerful tn deoth then tn youth, 

21Jocobson, p. 111. 
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T'l' 1m-. ,n,r2',n a,, 
r1» i»1 lid, ,; r,; m, ., i» 

Before thei., 1nnotnted ldm Yithtbt prophet'• otl, 
Before tlleyd,_. Mm tn ro111 Ylt1tt 1ad Hnen, 
When Ms neme hid not vet ..me tnwn from Oen to Ub. 
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As in ·At En-dor", Saul is portreyed as hevtng seen the height of his power 

es a youth before he began the Journey to the kingship and its death. 

We also see Tchemichowsky's dislike for David tn his comment that 

Saul can have no mencer lest that Philistines end David recognize his greve 

end desecrete it. 

,-up ~ ., , l>ff at, .,. 
l1l»~ ,n;t;,e ,iH,n, ., 

,m 1~ ., 'pt u,,:,, at, it 
,r:nf.,., fTtl ill ,l» 1&,a1 

NooneYill knwit, noonevill find blsonve. 
The PMltsttne vm not ._rate tt vhen he.,... 
No fomoner Yill recoontze tt, nor MR m1J wn people 
And not Mn that serwnt from Bethlehem. 

This is e reference to treacherous dtsloyalty which ts belied tn I Semuel 

28-29, where David wtlltngly egreed to ftght wtth the Philistine prefect 

agatnst Saul and hts army. Tchemichowsky, who elways resente~ Oevfd 

beceuse he was held up as ·famous es holy end good. despite all the evil thet 

he dtd·Z2, here finds a perfect pretext for cnttciztng him es o traitor. In 

this way, the poet takes different episodes from the btb11cal narnttve of 

the final battle of Saul and creates from those disparete pictures a unified 

poetic image of Soul's burial and tts meening. Tchemtchowsky even takes 

22Jacobson, p. g I, from Tchemtchowslcy's • Autobfogrephy: 
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the venence between I semuel and Chronicles as to whether 1t was en oak or 

e temansk under which Saul wes bur1ed by heY1ng the funeral procession 

look aheed end see up ahead: 

?iffM ,. ..... .,. rJi -pnm 
I n tht distance, t tlariat...a tumitt or en oet? 

By teklng the conflicting b1b11cel accounts and unifying them 1n a simple 

human quest1on of whether the tree ahead Is an oak or a tamer1sk, the poet 

humanizes the pleyers In the poem, gives theme voice, and creetes e sense 

of movement end entic1pat1on. This Is a simple but bnl11ant stroke of 

mtdresh. 

In some ways thts last of T~hemlchowsky·s Saul poems ts hts 

strongest from e mtdreshtc potnt of vtew. In strictly technical terms, the 

poet succeeds tn taking venous v.erses from the Torah and relating them to 

the Prophets as found 1n the text of I Samuel. Th1s approaehes· to a degree, 

albeit a poetic degree, the stnnglng of verses by shared words that Is found . 
In clesstcal proems. Tchemlchowsky also manages to bnng venous 

accounts of Saul's death together, unifying them In much the same manner 

as a clesstcal commentator might try to recltify textual discrepancies end 

weave together pieces of the text that support one another. 

In terms of velues and cultural context, Tchemtchowsku menages in 

• A Band of Stalwart Men· to express his anguish at the death of so menu 

Jews (and Arabs) In the cause of Zionism, whne stmulteneously expressing 

h1s commitment to continuing the struggle despite the terrible cost. He 
0 

reminds us thet ·a covenant cut wtth a sword ts fulfilled wnh blood· end 
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thet soul, though modest end generous, socr1f1ced h1mself end his sons by 
I 

the speer. According to Jecbbson, T~emtchOwsky recognized thot: 

there is o sutctdel end eYen inf enUcidol ospact to modem 
Jewish settlement In the Lones_ of lsreel, for Jews ore 
constontly subjecting th~elves end thetr chlldren to the 
mortolly dongerous Yiolen!Areb oppositton to Ztonlsm. 23 

Despite this olmost neurotic devotion end the high cost of settlement in 

humen 11Yes, Tchemtchowsky belteYed that such settlement must continue 

end the Jews could not end should not eyer tum bock. This detenntnoUon is 

lyrically expressed fn the penultimate line of the poem: 

_,,, .. ..,. l'Wll ..,r,;, ill"i\ . 

Ceft ttie lion forseb Iris rockv lair? , 
The onswer ts no, the Hon connot forsake his rocky lotr, onymore then the 

Jewish people con obondon their rocky homelond. Soul moy hoYe died ond . 
obondoned his home end his people, but ulttmotely they defeated the 

Philistines ond 1tYed os o free people. Through this poetic mtdresh-elegy on 

the burial of Saul, Tchemichowsky remind his teeders thot they must feel 

the pain end loss of those who died tn the struggle for the Zionist stole, end 

remember their socrtftces, but those losses must not deter them from the 

fundamental goal of Jewish reYttoltzUon, renewol, ond freedom for which . 
they goYe up thef r ltves. 

• •• 

23Jacobson, p. 112. 

-
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W1th Tchemlchowsky, we see the process of reclotmlng Soul es en 

Important symbol tn Modem Hebrew Uttrotll"I grow end ottetn -maturtty. 

Through the various phases of his life, Tchemlchowsky returned to th1s -
cnesrecter ena creetea rrom n1m a vonetu or sumbols to sun a vertetu or 

contextual needs. In the first two poems, ·At En-do(' end ·on the Ruins or 

Beth-shan·, Tchemlchowsky focuses on Soul·s sad end. end trensforms the 

def eeted king Into a symbol of the week and degenerete Jewish ptople or. 

Eastern Europe. In the middle poems, ·sours Love Song,· end ,he King· , 
~ 

Tchemtchowsky turns his poetic attentions to the king et the height of his 

vtrtltty end charisma. In so doing, he recle1ms Soul es e symbol of early 

lsree11te history, full of power end beeutu. but also capable of ecstatic 

prophecy end dtvtne union. In the final poems, ·on the Mountains of GHboe· 

and ·A Bend of Stalwart Men.· Tchemtchowsky Interprets the charecter of 

Saul wtthtn a cultural context of Zionist struggle end sacrifice, turning the 
• 

First King of Israel Into a symbol of courege, strength, perserverence, and 

noble self-sescrtftce. 

Tchemlchowsky certainly never attempted to creete classical 

mtdrashlm, yet In many Instances he epproeches their techniques tn hts use 

of btbltcal allusion and textuesl tnterpretetton. Certainly, Tehemlchowsky 

took the character of Saul end made his life relevant and reel to the 

changing Jewish world of the first helf of this century. It ts tnteresung 

thest Tchemtchowsky never chose to eddress saurs tnsonttu or his obsessive 

pursutt of Dovld, the very espects of the ktng·s 11fe which ftll the rneJortty 

of the blbltcel nerreuve of I semuel. It ts concelveble thot Tchemtchowsky 

could hewe used hts poetic talents to Justify the t1ng·s peronola. to lash out 

et David's ftckle political attochments, and Jonathan's dlsgreceful lock of 

loyalty to hts own f other. Or perhaps Tchemlchowsky would hove thought 
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to delve Into the ktng·s melancholy end make 1t eccess1ble enQ heartrend1ng ) 

for the reeder. Tcherntchowsky did qone of these. and chose Instead to 

dwe11 on the ktng·s 11f e outside of his relationship to David . 

Vet tt must be setd that even tn his choice of subject matter 

Tchemtchowsky demonstrated hts ,ntdrnhtc flair. By extr1cot1ng soul from 

his re1et1onshtp wtth David. Tchemlcttowsky was able to help the reader 

see Saul es en tndtvtduol character wtth his own tmportont lessons. Instead 

of es pawn tn the eventual rise of the Oavldtc dynasty. By toking the Jess 

examined episodes of sours ltfe and bringing them to the forefront. the 

poet mode the character fuller and easter to relate to on a personal end 

national level. 

In the opening chapter of this thesis. I set out a wonctng dertntt1on of 

mtdrash es: 

• 
the process by which Jewish wrtters Interact. reinterpret. 
restructure, end revitalize the Jewish notional hlstortes and 
myth in order to moke them rel~ent to changing contexts, end 
tn order to invest these myths with lessons of morelity, ethics 
end pride which give guidance to the Jew fn his/her efforts to 
11ve a ·hoty· proper Jtf e. 

There ts no doubt that according to this woncf ng definition. Saul 

Tchemtchowsky succeeded not only as e brtl1ient poet, but as a profound 

modern Hebrew midrashtst of the character of Saul, his namesake. 
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Saul Tcherntchowsky returned again end egefn throughout his ltfettme 

to encounter the figure of King Saul, thereby estebltshfng within Hebrew 
' literature en enttre genre of Saul poetry. By recJatmtng this nettonel mythic 

figure as an important focus for the expression of the poettc, 

Tcherntchowslcy created an archetype which the following generations of 

poets would have to encounter, one on one. Through their poettc intercourse 

wtth King Saul, seven modern lsree1t poets have expressed their poetic 

ideals, their philosophtcel ouUoolc, thetr nattonel Identity, and their 

individuel conditions. Yocheved Bat-Mfrfam, Natan Alterman, Alexander 

Penn, Amtr Gtlboe, Netan Zach, Yehude Amichaf and Meir Wef seltter have 

each penned poems tn which the central focus ts the character of Ktng Saul. 

By writing on a common subject, these poets and their poems provide us 

with a fixed frame of reference, and allow us en tmportant avenue for 

exploring the diffarencas between them as poets, as wen as the common 

1Hebrew texts, end working trens1et1ons to ell the poems discussed 
In this chapter can be found tn Appendix B. 

) 
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issues end developing concerns they share os representoUves of the 

collective rsreell consciousness. I. 

According to Gershon Sheked. 1n his article ·Five Poems on King 

Seu1.·2 modem lsree11 poets ore drewn to the figure of 5eu1 es o secular 

hero struggling egotnst f ote end God. always under pressure by enemies end 
• threat of death. By encountertng soul on o personal level, these poets 

attempt to explore the psychologtcel relaUonshlp between themselves end 

on 1ntersubJect1ve erchetypol symbol. end ot the some Ume explore the 

relet1onsh1p between themselves os lnd1Ylduels end the psycho-sp1rttuol 

mood of the collective lsreeu culture. This process hes resulted tn the 

body of poetry which the chapter examines. 

As befits the t1gendo of th1s thesis. prtmory ottenuon will be given 

to how these poems functton es modem Hebrew mldresh. that ts. how these 

poems lnterect wtth the ancient myth end texts of King Saul end In so doing 

Imbue these symbols w1th new meanings. making them relevant to a new 

generet1on of Jews. Certainty, In these more modem poems. the techniques . 
of cless1col mtdresh will not be present. yet the creottve mood end approach , 

to the text that typifies the m1dresh1c genre does certainly mouvote these 

poems. 

The poems ere exom1ned 1n the opprox1mote order of the1r publtcotton. 

When opproprtote compartsons moy be mc,de between poets end poems. but 

the emphosls wtn be on thr poems es tndlYlduel mtdreShlm, eech wtth 1ts . 
own chorecter end message. Although some remorts wm be mode about the 

ltfe end style or the poets. os wen os the llterery techniques end style of 

2Gershon Sheked, S,m r,a I;,» a,,,w i'W'mt (f 1ve Poems on King 
Soul), Lamemey, 16 end 23 Moy 1958, tn ·Mose· Hterery section 

-
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their poems, these remerts wm be per1phere1 to the overell goel of 

exemtnlng thetr mtdreshtc content ond power. 

Yocheved Bat-Hlr1em : -,,.. - ·saul • 

• 
Yocheved Bet-Mt~ (1901-1980), born Vocheved Zhelezn1ek tn 

Kepllts, Belorussio, ts one of the outstondtng female poets In Hebrew 

lttereture. Born to e tredtttonel Jewtsh f emtly, but hevtng studted et 

untverstttes In both Odessa end Moscow, she begen to Question the rote of 

women tn tredttonel Jewish culture, especlelly the reletton between female 

Jews end e mete God-tmege. She emtgreted to Palestine tn 1926 end began 

to publish poetry In 1932. Her poetry ts greatly tnnuenced by the Russian 

symbo11st poetry she encountered tn her untverstty years. Very dense. her 

poetry presents symbolic Image end Image, tedtng end reeppeenng, one 
' 

noettng Into the other tn e surreal dreemHke f eshton. Her tmeges ere 

unbounded by time, end so, pest end present often meet end merge. 3 

In many of Bet Mtnem·s poetry, e female speaker expresses her 

longing to unite with e distant enttty, usually either e male lover ore god. 

This lover/god's ebsence reinforces the speaker's sense of rejection, 

loneltness, guilt end worthlessness, but et the moment of greatest despair, 

the speaker discovers her self-worth end esserts her tndependence from 

th~t dtstant lover/god who hes forsaken her. The poet elso rebels egetnst 

morteltty, tmegtng death es another mele figure who seeks to toke away 

from her her desire for self-exp.resston, self-worth end self-fulftllment. 

In some of her poetry, the speaker goes so fer es to reJect the lover/god 

completely end tmegtnes Instead en accepting feminine being beyond 

3EneJJclopaedto Judotco. Vol. 4, t 971, s.v. ·eat Mtrem, Voheved: 
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on:1fnery reeltty. 4 For the poet, the power of fmeglnetion end creettve 

self-expresston ere the only things which can allow the soul to escape fts 

bonds and pemaps even death. 

In the late 30's end early 40's, Bat Mfrtem wrote the poems contatned 

tn the volume wr.,;, &,,n l'l (Between sand ond sun>. e volume whtch 

contef ned e cycle of she poems on bibttcel characters. These sh< cherecters, 

Miriam, Saul, Abreham., Hagar, Adam, and Eve ·struggle ltke the poet to find 

fulfillment and self-worth despite the limitations fnherent in their 

relationships wlth the oppostte sex, God, mortaltty, end reality es a 

whole:s The poem on Saul wes dedicated to the poet's brother, Saul, end 

focuses on the agony of a human faced with the reeltty of death. 

The basic context of the poem is Saul's vi sit to the wftch at En- dor. 

It begins: 

~ . mes¥1th oo peth, • 

Although this describes Saul's journey to En-dor, ft evokes the image of the 

young king searching for his fether·s lost asses. Thts image evokes the 

sedness of e desperete mel encholy adult confronting the contrast with his 

heppy youth. The search for those asses eventually led the king to Samuel 

and the kingship, just as the eimless asses upon which he now rides ere 

leading hf m again to Samuel. Upon the asses, the kfng·s clothi ng is 

scattered <T'f'li I,- ,,1l ,ilm), a possible allusion to Saul's tearing of 

4\Jecobson. p. 114. 
SJecobson, p. 11 S. 
•en trensletfons of Bet Mfriem ere from my wonc1ng t rensletf ons. 

(See eppendh< BJ 
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Samuel's clothing when the prophet announced God hed rejected h1m as ktng 

because of his f atlure to aM1hilate the Ama1ekite people and Icing. These 

two 1mages are of ·distant votces· t,,,m ',1p nu») which reinforce the 

ktng·s ree11ngs or rat1ure and gutlt. Tt,ese memones tell the k1ng that: 

,~lin 1'1;, 11;, .-,:i., -.', 
tb:ll;'\ ,n p1,n, 

Thei, wn't come, tM 9,-t 9r1ncbon, nor tM 9r1ncbon 
To shire IJl)Ur dt19rw::ed 9lor1,1. 

Saul understands thet he and hts sons wtll die In battle, and he wm have no 

descendent to share the throne. In the btbltcal version, th1s ts the very 

question which Saul goes to the witch to have answered by Samuel's ghost. 

In Bat-M1r1am·s poem. saul tntemally knows the answer before he amves 

at the wttch·s abode. 

Once at her home, the witch conjures up the semblance or Samuel, 

whose scarred hand seemingly annotnts Saul agatn. Follow1ng the approach 

of the rtrst stanza tn whtch tmages from Saul's past provide a sad dark 

contrast to Ms current s,tuattoo vts-8-V\s Samuel , here too It would sam 
•- • l ( ~ u.et u.:;: , • • iDl r \J™ r JJ 1' ,..., Of the 0100llet. scerreo lmCl 

\n Uns second emotnl\nQ. Serrl.ler s scarrea henO \s cur 1ng the Seo\ t s 

forsaen bg 6ocl, reu.e:r u.er. cnoosen btJ 6od es tn \be f\rst annotnung. 

In th1s gloomy setting, 5eul ,s seen es !'Ml d'tlng between hts royel 

mtsston and his adorning fate: 
m,an ,±,a~,. 

-e»r'fl~u, ,,~ l'l 

Mt ting Stu1, ~ho •rcMS 
Between mission tnd •rntng fete. 



For Bet-Mir1em, this represents o chotcei>etween being 11mtted by duty ond 

responstbtltty, one·s earthly destiny, end the more sublime tote of becoming 

o poet, who through creettve self-expresston leems to essert hts worth In 

the fece of deeth ond rejection. •Somuel represents the Hmftottons of 

mortal existence, end hts onnolnUng of seul, the tmposttton of 

responstbl11ttes thet ltmtt Saul's Inherent tncltnetlon to creettv1ty. Soul 

represents the ecstettc, prophetic creative person who Is oble to rebel 

ogotnst this mortel responstbtltty end defy Gor:rs commend. 

Soul dettvers po1nru1 monologue fn whtch he expresses hts frustret1on 

thet hts creettve spfr1t 1s so ltmlted by tmpendtng deeth. This monologue ts 

tn ttself o sort of mtdreshtc exposltton of the line tn I Semuel 28:15: 

I am f n oreet trouble 

In the btblfcol text, thts line ts seurs wey of explelntng to Semuel thet he 

Is In e despen,tely outnumbered by the Pht11st1nes. In Bet Mtr1em·s poem, 

his trouble Is not bottle, but rether the ree1tzet1on of hts deoth, end thet nts 

creettve longtngs wm never be fulf 111ed. He cries out thet he Is e poet 

ceught In the tumult of tnsptn,tton end engutsh. He retls thet hts sours 

yeemlngs ere ot tnetr netght, end thet 1t Is egontzlng to know tnot he wm 

die never hevtng been completely loved, elweys hovtng been both blessed end 

cursed. Hts sours longtngs ore lfke o song thet grows stronger end 

stronger end ltfts him on the peth to hts ·crowning deeth· c,-,n:n, ,nu:, 
.,_)_ The etmless, pathless, wandering of the risses In the opentng of the 

poem Is here replaced wtth the true elm end prith of an 11f e - deoth. The 
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f1nel stanza 1s an eloquent plee that h1s soul be 11fted away from the 

inevitable end of deeth: 

~,..,,rat., 
nu:b ~ •" ,:, w, 

~:,n ni"Tll ru n0 lt'tn ;i2;i 

---n1nn cr-rn mu» 

t.arrv mv trembling 90Ul, 
C.rru her, for•• not knw tw to die, 
Behold, ,tie 1, PoUred tnto e atv-bl• Ymel 
Bound vith lights end affl1ctton. 

The king fs e11 too aware of the 11mftattons of his mortal existence, and this 

is what ts causing h1m such pain as he goes to meet hts deeth. His desires 

end creattve longings are port.rayed as feminine (,n, n,',:,, lUt 

nntl'll,llD), while those th1ngs which impose limitations end dut1es upon 

hfm ere portrayed es mascultne (M'll,,n,0, ,,:,,,). For Bat-Miriam, the desire 

to be liberated from the lf mtts of death paral1els the destre of women to 

overcome male dominance. These femfnfne creative energies must be 

balanced wi th male energies of limits and authority. The eternal paradox is 

that male ttme/death does not know how to contain female desire, and 

female desire does not know how to submit herself to male time/death. 7 

It is this paradox that Bat Miriam examines in much of her life and poetry. 

As e retnterpretatton of the clesstcel text , the poem does, in some 

ways, resemble Tchemfchowsky's ·At En-dor"' end ,he Ktng: As in the 

former, the wf tch represents the younger primal self and the prophet 

represents the burden of responsibtHty which strips the kfng of his 

enthusiesm and love for life. As in the latter, Saul ts portrayed here es a 

man full of insptratton end poetic knowledge. However, the Saul of Bet -

7Jacobson, p. 121. 
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Mtnem does not long for his youth, but n,ther for tmmortaltty end the 

abiltty to fulf111 his recently meture blossoming desires. Samuel ts not the 
~ 

enemy. Death ts. Saul does not wont an explanotton. He wonts the 

1tberatton of h1s poetic soul from the confines of hJs mortal body. 

Albe1t tn o htghly symboltc and tmagtst manner, Bet Mtr1em does 

create a mtdrashtc poem by tmbutng the f igure of Seul wi th her own issues 

and concerns. She ttes together Images from seurs past end his present. 

She cre3tes monologues out of btb11cel phrases, nmng them wtth new 

meaning. Saul becomes a vtctfm tn the Jewish 1mbelance between mele 

end female energies. Soul ts rejected by God and prophet Cmele) but 

nonethless asserts his creative worth end asks that his soul be allowed to 

soer (f emele). She provides for the Incident a En-dor, on entirely new 

phllosophfce1 context, end wlthtn that new context, the encounter at En­

dor ts transformed Into o statement on mal e/female energies end their 

Imbalance wtthtn the Jewtsh tntdttton. Though this may not have appeal ed 

to a vast audience, or changed the genen,1 perception of the figure of Saul. 

it ts mldrashic. As Jacobson aptly potnts out: 

by rewr1t1ng biblical history to reflect this point of view, Bat­
Mtr1am points toe similer need to trensform the consciousness 
of modem Jews to take these feminine energies more seriously 
and strive to synthesize thel}'l wtth masculine enrgles thet have 
so dominated treditionel Jewish culture· e 

Neten Alterman: 12'"111 2,p D1" 1an ill:'1 ·eeho1d the Dey of 
Bettle ts flntshed. end tt·s night· 

8Jecobson, p. 129. 
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Neten Allerman (1910-1970) wes one of the leaders of the 

generet1ons of poets whfch come to Israel during the third aliyah in the 

1920's. Together with Uri Zvf Greenberg ond Avrahom Shlon&ky, he ceme 

to dominate the culture wtth hi& i megtst poetry, f oHowtng the rythms of 

spoken Hebrew. Born in Wersow, he settled in Israel tn 1925. He became 

known es o writer of poltUcol verse for Israeli newspapers, end tn feet 

some of his poems wer,e banned by the British Hendetory euthortties. In 

1941, he published the volume Q"'tJ» nnm (Stmhet Aniyim, The Joy of the 

f2.Q.c.), 1n which he began to use fmeges from Jewish folkore end myth, 

including the figure of Seul. According to Matti Megged, the central poetic 

ldee of 0'.,>» nm:iL' was 

thet the berriers that ordinarily separate the ltvtng from the 
deod through love end trust con be broken. •These two ettr1bute 
offer the hope of rebirth out of doom tmd destruction only if 
one courageously confronts deeth.9 

In these poems, symmetric repetition is highly emphasized, and each poem 

hes e studied number of stanzas, e cleer rhyme scheme and meter. 

This is certainly true of lli»l l1' en" ,r:in i'lli1. The rhyme scheme 

of the three stenzes ts ABABCDCDEE, and though the meter does very 

somewhat, it is consistently reminiscent of the stomping of e running 

horse, en 1mege whtch fills the poem. The poem·s ection tokes plece ofter 

the deeth of King Seul on his sword. The imege is thet or e messenger, 

furiously ge11oping on his horse to ennounce the defeat. At dewn. the 

messenger arr1ves to his mother's home and collepses at her feet, covering 

them in blood. In tears he tens his mother that the king has fell en on his 

9EncyclopoedtoJudotco, Vol. 2, 1971, ·Alterman, Nat en· by Melli 
Megged. 

.. 
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sword end died. The mother reessures h1m thot os long es the people ere 

defeoted on their own lend, they will ense ego1n end defeltt the1r enem1es. 

K1ng Soul moy hove f e11ed, but h1s successor, rooted tn the lend, wm 

succeed. The poem ends wtth the 111\ege of oovld 11stentng to the mother's 

words end bet ng I nsp1 red. 

Uterenly, this poem tncorpon,tes much elltterotton, essonance, and 

ploys on homophones. The two pnmery lmoges whtch occur repeotedly ore 

of the king f e111ng on his sword end the mother's feet being covered with 

blood. However, tt 1s not for thts peper to explore en the poettc nuences of 
' 

thts mesterful belled, but rother to extroct from tt tts mJdroshlc 

tmp11cot1ons on the chorocter of Soul end hts relettonshlp to the collect1ve 

lsntellte culture. 

As Gershon Sheked po1nts out In his or'tlcle ·r1ve Poems on Ktng 

Seu1,·to Soul ts reolly o non-cherocter 1n thts poem. Rother It ts the 

meesenger who becomes the nero. According to Shoked, this 1s o poem of 

three net1ono1 erchetypes - the commoner, u1e Homelend, ona the Mother -

end how they relete to eech other. The messenger ts en erchetype of the 

common little men, struggling herotcelly end In so doing tronscendlng his 

own 11mttottons end achieving true greotness. The Homelend, iT.l'llt, ts the 

very scenery end landscape to which a men 1s rooted phys1cally end 

emot1onelly, end It Is the relettonshtp of the common men to hts own son. 

his homelend thot Inspires htm to greetness. The third archetype ts thot of 

the Mother, which according to Sheked 1s the symbolic 11other of Heroism· 

or the ·Etemel Mother Earth,· who ts In meny weys the persontf1cetton of 

the homeland. She Is not on h1stortc-el figure, but rother o psycho-culturol 

symbol. This mother 1s so greet thet even though her feet be covered with 

t 0Sheked, see ebove. 
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the blood of her ch11dren. she wm elweys give rtse to new hero1c ch11dren. 

Just es Gtlboe Is ·covered with defeer so the mother's feet ere covered 

with the blood of defeet. Just es Gilboe wes e bett1ef1eld. so does"the dust 

around the mot he.r's feet become e batt1efleld. 

:11' :-nit ..., irir \ 
And the dust IIICtN t Wtlefteld. • 

This duel archetype, Lend-Mother, is e powerful new imege in Hebrew 

poetry. It is the Lend-Mother thet Inspires those who live upon her to 

greatness end heroism. Twice the mother explains thet es long as the 

people, or the ind1vtduel, ts connected to his own lend, there cen be lasting 

def eet. for new heroes w111 erise from the tend. 

enci: 

mn Cl\f" »2 ~&,lM 

0l\' \ra"M ,~ Cit 
But the people vm tri• t1 mes aewn 
As tono as it 1s co•nd upon tts wn lend. 

n» "T» CI\P, \~ W,\' lit 
1'.:'l \rtnlt ,I;,» ,~ 

But his succes,or wtn aoon ,r1se 
for upon his wn l•nd he INned .. 

Clearly, Alterman Is here establishing a fonntdeble relationship between 

herotsm ond homeland. He is expressing his bel,ief that history is not 

determined by leaders and rulers, but n,ther by the common m,m inspired 

to extraordinary heroi sm and greatness through his relatiionship to his 

4 A11 tnmsletions of Alterman ere from my working translations [See 
Appendh< 8.J 
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Lend-Mother. Through this reletfonsh1p, end only through tl, does the 

simple men become e leader end hero, end es long es thet reletlonshlp 

, extsts, leaders end heroes wm continue to erise. Soul beceme king due to 

his retettonshlP w1th the tend. ena perhaps dted because he lost the strength 

of that relottonshlp. However, David now hos tt end wm arise. end after 

him others, rulers end heroesfrom emong the anonymous messes of people 

rooted tn their homeland . .. 
Thts poem ts somethtng or en ·entt-mldrash· on soul. seu11s not the 

character, but his death ts. The poet gives us e stlmng picture of the 

vents ofter hts death. and of the extraordinary greatness of the common 

lsraellte. Soul's death becomes almost tnconsequentlel, for es long es the 

people Is rooted on tts own Lend-Mother, there w111 be not shortage of 

heroes to lead them to victory. 

Without doubt, Alterman ts writing to Jews of the pre-state Vtshuv, 

expletnlng to them that one defeat or setback Is meentngless. that now the 

Jewish people can not be defeated. whatever the facts. because they are 

once egetn rooted tn the Lend-Mother. Thts poetic entt-mtdrash on Saul 

points out to the ytshuv settler that although blood may be sptlt, success ts 

lnevtteble, end even the loss of e ·ktng- can not effect tt. Every settler can 

be e hero end echteve mtght11y. No matter how Impossible the historical 

odds. seem against the Jews succeedtng egetnst Britain end the Arabs. the 

ohtstortcal emottonel power of life on the Land-Mother wm overcome them. 

As such 1t represents the begtnnlng of poetry of Jewish people rooted In tts 

homeland, expresstng tne tdeo thot i'T.ntt., ;. iml~ ,,p, a,n rm,r.n 'lu ·. 

that ·the vtew of the Lend-Mother ts the source of the people's strength:12 

12Shelced. 
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Alexander Penn: ~,.. ·saur 

It wes Altermen·s counterpart, Avrehem Shlonsky, who encouraged 

Ale>cender Penn ( 1906-1972) to publish his lyric poetry. Bom-fn l4i zhne­

Kolymsk, Russia, he immigreted to Isreal in 1927, where he set up the first . 
film studio. Aside from his poetry, Penn worted ev1dly in the Marxist­

Communist press, and edited their datly, Kol bo:Am. until he felt that the 

party had become too entt-nettonelist. 

Penn's belled, I;,,.; ·seu1,· (195.3) ts written in the style of a folk 

song. The poem describes Saul es e powerful youth, edmfred by en the 

young women of his vtttege. This youth happened upon the kingship, end 

indeed did not went it c-,1;, •" - -,1,d, a» ',», n, .. :,&, T,ID ,->, but Samuel 

forced him to accept because of his stature. Once king, this good-hearted 

youth became pressured, end pushes his own people to battle, while Samuel , 
watches with ·hts two eyes that sought torment revenge end hate:• 

(lr.l'tr.il ,q:,n lollw) Because of this p~ssure from Samuel, Saul ·become 

the most pi tiful creature in his kingdom· ~ "" l;,22 &;,&.,o,..,,t end 

David took advantage of his state end mocked h1m. Only es he wes dying did 

Saul remember the innocence end righteousness of h1s youth. Penn then 

attacks David's eulogy for Saul es insincere, end assures the reeder that 

Seul di d not choose him to eulogize: 

l!l ,n:. ~ Iii» "!lJn. M., ... 
.. .0'2"» '~lt:) a» "'T'IJ0Dl 

The "Glory of lareer did not clloole him, 
TM, euloqtar Yith the treecherom eves. 

1 All translations of Penn are from my worttng translation. (See 
Appendix BJ. 



Then Penn exp loins thet the only truly strtcere eulogy for Seul wes thet of 

hts concubtne, Rttzpeh Bet-A1eh who guraded the corpses of the sons end 

grandson of Ktng Seul whtch Oev1d hed murdered. 

Wtth the except1on of the ftnol tmage of Rttzpeh Bet-Aye, thts belled 

does not present the reeder wtth much that is new or tnnovettve. The imege 

of soul as a happy youth forced Into responstb11tt1es he did not went wes 

powefu11y expressed In Tchemtchowslqfs ·At En-dor: The tmege of Saul es 

a handsome vtnle youth wes better presented tn Tchemtchowsky's ·sours 

Love Song.· However, un11ke Tchemlchowsky, Penn chooses to touch on the 

penod of seurs parenota end obsessiveness. He descnbes the ktng·s 

descent Into madness under the tyrenntcel gaze of Samuel Thts cleer 

antmostty for Samuel ts once egatn reflective of the V.l. Gordon's ·zedektah 

tn Pnson: 

one beeutt ful tmage Penn brings Is that at the moment of sours death, 

he recalls the Innocence and beeuty. 

,~ ,l ,,on ~ rp l l ra q,&'l p, 
p-r.s int en ,,,nm, ,,~_, 

Ontv • thi• men, ton of Kith, r.c.me anent did his mercv rite Yitlrin in,a 
He remembered it hid in Iris Vouth - 1 pure light of riohteousnes,. 

At least et the moment of hts death, Saul returned to his former purity and 

goodness of heart. However, it should be noted that this image is also whet 

closes the 11f e of Seul tn Efnstrs ~,. ~,~. 

The only truly Innovative mtdreshtc tmage in the poem ts Penn's final 

image of Ritzpah Bat-Aiah gtvtng the only sincere eulogy for Saul. In 11 

Samuel 21, the text explains thet during David's reign there was a three­

year famine. Thts f amtne was blamed on David's murder of severe I 
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Gtbeonttes. In order to appease them, and end the famtne, Oavtd agreed to 

tum over to the vengeful Gibeonites Sours two sons by R1tzpoh Bot-Atott, os 

wen as sours five grendch11dren of hts daughter Mereb. The G1beonttes 

Impaled ell seven, and upon he&r1ng th1s: 

Ritzpah, daughter of Aiah took sackcloth end spread it on a rock 
for herself, end she stoyued there from the beginning of the 
harvest until ratnfrom the sky fell on the bodies; she did not let 
the birds of the sky settle on them by day or the w11d beasts 
[epproech} by night. I II S.muel 21 :I0J* 

Interestingly, the text continues thet upon heering of Rttzpah's devotion, 

David was moved to go to Jebesh Gilead end take the bones of Saul end 

Jonothen, end the other who were impaled upon the wall of Beit-shen end 

bury them properly in the terr1tory of Benjamin, in the tomb of Saul's 

father Kish. After thts, the famine ended. This final bur1o1 of Seul (end 

Jonathan) in his family grove in Ben Jamin is neglected by ell the other 

poets we have so fer e>Camtned. The te>Ct obviously represents en alternate 

tradition es to Saul's final burial. By bringing in this tmege from David's 

reign, Penn provides us withe moving image of the trensf onnative power of 

sincere mounring. Through her moumtng, her ·eulogy- tn action, Ritzpeh 

moves David to finally do his duty regarding Seul end Jonathan. His gnmd 

eulogy ·o how the mi ght heve f ellen!· wes only empty oratory, but this 

ffnel burial ts redemptive. By bringing in thi s story of Rftzpah end David, 

Penn provides us with a new cherecter in the Soul sego, and a new view of 

Saul's final burial. Though this is interesting end does help the reeder to 

tie venous te>Cts of Soul together into one imege of his life, this poem 

•011 biblical trenslotions are token from the New JPS version. See 
Btbltography. 

• 
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does ltttle to truly tntnsform the reoder's lnterecuon wtth Soul into 

something which is relevant and speaks to the reader's present concerns. 

This tenure ser1ous1y weakens the poem·s midntsh1c strength end meaning. 

Amir &tlboa: ~,.. ·saur 

Bet-Mtr1em, Alterman, and Penn represent a generation of poets who 

settled in Israel dur1ng the 3rd A11ye of the 2o·s, end they ere eech heevny 

indebted to the f orme1, ellustonel style of 81eltk end Tchemichowsky. 

However, in the lete 40's end so·s e new genentl1on of poets emerged who 

hed expenenced the Wer of Independence, and who sought to creete a new 

style of Hebrew poetri, that wes truly tsrne11, tnet renected lsntell speech 

end 1diom, end thet could Degtn to address their concerns es normel1zed 

lndivtduels, not es representettves of the Zionist enterprise. One of these 

poets wes Amt r G11boe ( 1917-1964) . 

Born In Redzyvtlov, Volhynie, tn the Ukntine, he wes rnlsed tn e 

Hebrew speaking env1ronment end ettendlng bochshn camps es e youth to 

prepare him for eventual life one kibbutz. G11boe fllegelly entered lsntel In 

1937, end worked on venous klbbutztm es e laborer. In World wer 11, he 

Jotned the Jewish br1gede tn Italy end Degen to wnte poems wh1ch reflect 

his exper1ences tn thet wer, es well es h1s reaction to the loss of many 

relet1ves tn the Holocaust. In hts poetry, Gflboe represents e break wtth 

the style of Alterman end Shlonsky, 1 s e style he felt was too ellustonel, too 

Influenced by b1blfcal 1dtom, and too full of clesstcel references. Gilboa 

prerered e more colloqutel style which reflected modem spoken Hebrew. In 

f swerren Barged and Stanley F. Chyet, lsraeu Poetry: A contemoorery 
Antho)ogy.JB1oom1ngton: Indiana University Press, 1986), p. 14. 
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his volume, Eorty Momtng Songs. the poet returns to biblical figures, such 

as seul, end paints psychological portraits of them, often placing them In 

settings which allows the poet to. dwell on the Irony of their sltuetlon In 

n!let1onshlp to the present dey. 

In ',,., ·seur ( 1950), G11boe places the speeker at the walls of 

Beth-shen. The poem begins es an tntensety personel expression of the 

speeker's f eellngs when confronted with the rtnel Image of seurs ltfe. The 

speeker n!letes to Saul not es e member or the Jewish people, but es en 

1ndlvlduo1 n!lotlng to o nettonol myth. The speoker most empothtzes with 

the petn end ongulsh of the orms-beerer who wos osked by the King to 1cm 
him, but who Just couldn·t go thrOugh with It. By lnterect1ng so emottonolly 

ond so personelly with the chorecters In that scene, Gllboo greatly enriches 

the historicel context of the scene. By speaking so directly and honestly 

with the king, G11boo humontzes him ond brings a mythic f lgun! down to the 

shored plone of the emottonol. This empathy ts so powerful thot the 

poet/speeker transcends the time gop between them, ond speeks to him and 

to the scene In the present. Bergod believes thot the speeker In the poem ts 

Indeed e person welktng et Beth-shon shortly efter Seurs deeth end sees his 

heod tmpoled on the well or ot leest the lmeglnery visit or the speeker to 

thet time frame. 16 In my opinion thts undermines the Intense emottonel 

power of the poetic moment in which the speaker (Gilboa), while pesslng Dy 

the modern city of Beth-Shon, Is so strongly reminded or thet enclent event 

thet he retetes to 1t os In the present. In the emottonol reellty of thet 

moment Soul ond his erms-beerer live agatn within the subJect1ve world of 

16Werren Bergad, ·Poems of Soul: A Semiotic Approach,· paper 
presented to the World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, 1986, 
(photocopy) pp. 4-5. 
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the poet. Thus he calls out to the king. ·sau1. Sau1,· and explains thet even 

though 1t was ages ego, the terror of thet event sun f111s the poet with 

etther fear or sheme. He does not know which. What he does know ts that 

the feeltng Is so ree1 he must turn hJs heed. When he turns his heed he sees 

the velley end the bett1e scene eppeers to n1m. 

Thts scene 1s that of the arms-bearer refustng to k111 the ktng with 

his sword tn order to prevent the Phtltsttnes from kllltng htm. For the 

speaker, the arms-bearer's refusal ts so shocking It renders him speechless, 

encl yet he edmt ts: 

1D1p0l 'lit i'll T,Ml;, »-1'' 'll'M rDU 'l~ 

'n'"M 11»> m 

I reenu don't trw tueu yhet 11n hie plece 
hid t been Vour bov.* 

On the one hend, he fu11y understands the king's power and authority. and 

on the other, he fully understands the arms-bearer's inabiHty to carry 

through wtth the order. So again he explai ns to the king, that ·1 dont know 

to say what I tn his place (would have done.). Here, though still relating to 

the king fn an intensely honest and personal way, the speaker has also 

become e representative of the collecttve Israel , and their emotional 

relettonship to the figure of the king. In the face of such a ftgure, such 

heroics, end such suffering, the people turn thei r heads for they can·t ttve 

up to that Image, and because they also fear the some end. Vet, at the 

poem's ends, the speaker ts empowered to reaffirm his own validity os on 

*A11 translations of Gilboa ere taken from Barged's unpublished paper, 
·Poems of Soul: A Semtottc Approach. See BfbHography. 



modern lsn,eJtte, and wtth h1m the va11d1ty of the who neuon. He cans to 

Seul on behelf of the ent1re netton: 

ltll l;,lMti l;,1Mld 
Q't 2il' ;._"ir .; ll TM n" ll 

Saul, Seul, come!. 
At Beth-shin the children of lsreel ctven. 

Wherees the opening cry ·seul, Seur Is completely personal, the closing 

cry ·seul, Seul comet· is both personel end conecttve. 

It would be possible to Impose upon this poem all sorts of 1deas es to 

the speclftc meen1ng end references In the poem. For exemple, 1s 611boe 

drew1ng on hts exper1ence tn the mmtery, perhaps of watching his 

commander wounded, or or betng unable to follow en order? or, as Bergad 

asserts tntr1gutngly, ts the enttre poem e personel response to the 

Holoceust which so Influences 611boe·s poetry. 18Accordtng to this theory, 

the speaker ts e vtctlm, tn,umettzed by the exper1ence of helplessness 1n 

the face or the Holocaust, end r1dden wtth both feer end survivor guilt, not 

knowing whet he would have done had he ectuelly been In the Holoceust end 

able to act. Only the people's return to Beth-shan can provide any sense of 

comfort and pr1de 1n the face of such helplessness. Whatever specific 

tnterpretat1ons ere Imposed upon the poem, 1t remains fundamentally e 

personal Interaction between the speaker and an ancient scene wh1ch 

touches him deeply with Its unlversel tn,gedy and helplessness. Any 

spectf1c Jewish or tsrae11 references are secondary to this one-on-one 

relattonshtp of a human being-poet wtth a trngtc figure. 

I Beergad, ·Poem's of Saur p. 9. 
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This poem represents e new phese In Hebrew mldrash in whtch the 

writer·s personGl relettonshtp to the btbltcel figure ts whet gtves the figure 

tts new relevonce end untverse11ty. Gtlboe , end the poets who follow him, 

et med to express In thetr poetfll their lnd1Ylduel emoUons, end yet 1t would 

seem thot the more Intensely personel they ere, the more universal they 

become. It 1s the power of thot persone1 emoUonel relettonshlp which can 

transport the onctent figure Into the present end give him ltfe end meentng 

to e new generatton of lndlvtduol lsreelts, themselves struggltng to define 

the1r relettonshlp to thetr pest. 

Yehude Amtcllei: "Jal ~, .. t,G, ·Ktng Seu1 end 1· 

As In Gtlboe·s ·seul; Vehude Amlchers poem ·Ktng Soul end r ts et 

once Intensely personal end yet speaks for a generation. The poem exemtnes 

the relettonshlP, or more accurately, the tock of relottonshlp that exists 

between the modem generation of Israelis end the mythic heroes of lsraers 

legend. Written In 1956, the poem eddres,ses the feelings of tnedequecy end 

boredom that the modern Israeli experiences upon comparing themselves to 

o legend such es Soul. The tedious reeltttes of thetr day to day 11fe seem o 

for cry from the heroic antics of those legends, end yet, the poet offtrms 

the worth of this mundane ·normer Jewtsh e><lstence. 

Born In Wurzburg, Beverie, to en orthodox femny, Vehude Amtchot 

( 1924- ) settled tn Israel In 1936. Hts poetfll ts written In conversettonel 

tones, end con seem et first glonce to be stmpltsttc. Vet tt ts tn that 

tmmedtecu. thet stmpltcnu of language that Amtchet achieves his power. 

Hts poetry ·reeds ltke o personal diary, 19· end like a diary, 1t allows the 

I 98erged end Chyet, p. 79. 
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reader tnto the emotional 1nner world of the poet where the reader often 

meets himself in the words of the poet. Amtchat uses cesuel colloquial 

language, down-to-earth s1m11es eno concrete tmeges to convey h1s meentng. 

He avoids ellustons, symbo11sm, eno tormeltsm tn nts constructions. 

However, drawing on nts re11glous upbr1ngtng, the poet often does address 

tra<J1t1ona1 Jewish subjects from the Bible and Jewtsn liturgy, but tn these 

poems, Am1chal explores his own feeltngs of dtsmustonment and the gap 

between his perception of these subjects and the perception he was taught 

as e chfl d. 20 

·Ktng Saul end r was written tn the so·s, e per1od during whtch much 

of Amtchel's poetry ·expresses hts sense of the painful gap between notions 

or nattonel nerotsm end the need ror personal equantmtty:21 The poem ts 

divided tnto tour sections, eech emphestzlng a different aspect or the 

comper1son between the K1ng and the speaker. The opening couplet 

establishes tmmedtetely the difference In character between the two. 

i":"\ ',~ nt TIJi,, ».mt 1', llnl 
mt ,,m .,nr,pl, tt,i i" .,, Un> 

The\l 91W him e fl 099r, but he took the vll01t hend. 
The1j 91W me the vhole hand; I didn't eYtn tlkt the littlt fi099r . • 

Here, Saul is portrayed as e ·go-getter/ e c,mbtttous mon who goes ofter 

what he wents and tekes fl, whether or not tt is offered. In contrast, the 

speoker doesn't even tGke odventoge of the possib1Hties thot ore offered to 

him. He shuns power ond respons1bt11ty, is shy, reserved, ond introverted. 

20Barged end Chyet, pp. 79-8 1. 
21Barged end Chyet, p. 60. 
*All trenslettons of Am1chet c,re taken from e pub11shed translation, 

the source of which r could not locate. 
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The poet goes on to sey thet wherees Seut got his youthful tretntng teertng 

oxen, (en elluslon to I Semuet 11:7 in which Saul cuts up oxen tnto pteces 

end sends the pteces throughout tsreel os e wemtng of whet wm happen tf 

they don·t ronow l'llm Into bett1e) the speaker's most strenuous youtttrul 

reet wes ·weight1tft1ng h1s rtrst f ee11ngs: Whereas seurs heert beets 11ke 

·hemmers one new building; the speeker's pulse ts ·111,e drtps from e tep: 

Thts use of fem111er concrete tmegery to cherectertze the difference 

between the two f i gures typtftes Am1che1 end gives the poem 1ts strength. 

Thts nrst secuon ends by expresstng the contrast between seul end tne 

speoker in terms or the orchetypel relettonshtp or big brother/11tt1e 

brother, tn wh1ch the speaker ts the ltttle brother who only gets the hend­

me-down clothes or hts glortous older brother. Saul ts the ·btg brother 

·Jock· end the speaker 1s the little brother who ts the ·erttsttc type. The 

ltttle brother by only Judgtng htmsetf In tenns of the big brother's 

strengths, telents, end accomplishments dentes to himself o sense of worth 

end telent tn his terms. It ts e competttton tn which the little brother ts 

constantly Judging himself in comportson to the btg brother, end always 

fo111ng short. The result Is a feeling of tnadeQuocy, worthlessness, 

powerlessness end tnt~verston on the pert of the speaker. In thts ftrst 

section, the ftgure of Saul looms large In the speoker·s optnton end self­

tdenttty. Nonetheless, he ts sttn eccesslble end human, enc, so the speeker 

relates to him In e very humen wey, es e btg brother. 

In the second section, Sours status ts less human end more mythtc. 

He ts so greet that the speaker doesn't even appear tn the section. soul 

elwoys knows whet dlrectton he ts heeding, for his ·heed, like e compass, 

wm always brtng him to the sure north of h1s future: Agatn he is embttious 

eno e01e, hovlng prepereo himself to tetce eaventege of the crtt1co1 moment 

\. 



of opportuntty for rule whenever 1t should present Itself. He Is so greet 

that ·nobody cen stop htm.· However. in a bit of biting cnttctsm. the poet 

po1nts out that though no humen can stop h1m, the asses wm sttll ·bare 

their yellow teeth· at him when he 1s finished. The f1nel ltne 1n Sectton 2 
• might be an a11us1on to seurs tnp to En-dor upon esses, end with 1t en 

tmege of Seurs ulttmete defeet end powerlessness. In this section, 

Amichai presents Saul es almost ruthless In his drive for power. He cen not 

think or do enything but wonc towerd his own power. ·No one can stop him· 

He Is dr1Yen by his will to power. He Is e Ntetzschetm hero run emok, but es 

the poet points out, et his end, the asses which brought him to power wtll 

usher In end acknowledge his ulttmete defeel They do not eppreciete his 

power. 

The second sectton enos wtth the hint of deeth, end the third section 

begins wtth thet theme. e theme which wm eventuo11y close the poem Here 

death conveys e sense of obsolescence. of being enttqueted and trrelevent. 

·oeed Judges turned ttme wheels/When he went out searching for esses.: 

The Judges ere now deed, es ts Seu1. Just es a huge gep of personality 

seperetes the two figures of Seul and the speaker. so elso does e huge gep or 

time seperete them. Those deed Judges ere the very lmege of enttqutty end 

erchelsm. The emottoneny lmmedtote relat1onshlp thet cherectenzed the 

first section, that or big brother/little brother nvelry has tn thts section 

been replaced with e more distant relettonshtp. Seul went out looking for 

esses long long ogo end tnsteed beceme Icing. Now yeers leter, the speaker 

ts left with those seme osses, only he doesn't know ·how to hondle them.· 

end they ktck him. Seul, the mythic legend of the pest knew how to henr:ne 

his responslb111ttes. The speaker ts not equipped to control things, enlmels 

or people. end he doesn't wont such control. He explains: 



T'~ a» "rn1lil 
er,~ er ,.,»-U a» .,r,1,c, 

I Y1S Utted vf th the cheff, 
I feU vf th fteevy a.ds. 

That is to sey, he Just floets along, got ng where fate end circumst,mce 

take him. not seeking to control hts 11fe or the life of others. He is passive 

end flexible, accepting whatever comes his way. 

In menced contrast to thts f s the mythic Saul. Whereas the speaker 

stmply goes only with fate, Saul shaped end formed his own destiny. Saul 

·breathed the winds of histortes,· end was onnointed with oil. What 

follows is e curious image of Saul wrestling with ohve trees, and all the 

Judges ren away from the arena, leaving onlij God to serve as referee for the 

fight. In this image, Saul ·battled wfth olive trees, f orcfng them to kneel: 

Clearly this is hyperbole tinged with sarcasm. According to Sheked, the 

olive trees are a symbol of the kingship, and by mek1ng them kneel, Saul is 

demonstretlng his ebilf ty to control everything in hts path, even trees and 

the eerth itself. 23 The poet tells us thet ·Roots bulged on the eerth's 

forehead with the stretn,· end that God did the ten-count. Barged takes a 

different approach to this imege, slating: 

God, downgnsded to the position of pert-ttme referee, counts 
the opponents out. the match ts not only one-sided, it is 
potently absurd. Sours -- end God's -- mytht eel power 1s 
sordon1co11y 01mIn1shed by Am1cho1's lud1crous 1moges. This 1s 
Amichai's subtle way of denigrating the power of the mythic 
hero.24 

23Shaked, ·rtve Poems on Soul: 
24Bargod, ·poems of Saul: A Semfottc Approach: pp. 16- 17. 
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I dlsngree w1th Borgod. I fee1 thot Amtcho1 ts not renny (lentgrottng the 

mythtc power, but rather expressing Its trre1evance for modem people. By 
~ 

portroying God os doing a ten-count, Amlchei ts showing the ebsurd1ty of 

applying mythical expectations to modem events. sauJ tn thts Image ts e 

Hebrew Hercules, wrestling the sturdy olive tree. In feet, Saurs power hes 

reeched such grand dtmenstons thet no human cen even tnterect with htm. 

Only God ts left to pley games with the king, Just es the Greek gods toyed 

wtth their demi-god offspr1ng In thetr legends. Here Soul Is no longer the 

archetype of the big brother, end not even of the f other, but rether he ts e 
t 

dem1-god thet no mere mortel could ever measure up to. The comper1son 

between the speeker ·rend Saul ts pointless end r1dtcu1ous. Amtchet ts not 

denlgrottng God nor Soul, but rather he ts sardontcelly cnttctztng the 

epp11cetton of ancient Jegendery stondords to the reel flesh-end-b1ood Jew 

of modern-dey Israel. The ancestor-hero worship of the eerly Hebrew poets 

such es Blol1k end Tcherntchowsky, end to o greet degree A1termen ts here 

being cr1tlclzed by e modem poet, who seeks e normol ltfe without such 

unf elr role models. 

This theme of normelcy ts whet fills the fourth ond flnel secuon of 

the poem. soul moy heve wrestled with the eorth itself end prevetled 

undeunted, but the ·r speaker In the poem Is ttred from the worries of dey­

to-dey 1tf e. He expletns: 
'T'» 'lllt 

,n,;i,n tt'il 'ml 

.,fl)"lJ lf)il .,nlli 
l,-r., pcm ,o,'m 



I em tired, 
Hv bed is mv ti ngdom. 

Mv sleep is just, 
Hv dream is mv verdict. 

I hung mv clothes one cheir 
for tomorrw. 

Seul, the myth, mey heve concerned himself with grander things, but the 

speeker's world is ruled by the normal concerns of everyday life. Seul 

• ... hung his kingdom/In e frame of golden wrath/ On the sky's wen:· the 

speaker • ... hung his clothes on e choir/ For tomorrow: The contrast couldn't 

be clearer. Soul's grand feels ere fundementel1y frrelevent to the speakers 

Hfe. There is no wey he con measure up to Seul, end why should he try? 

The feelings of tnodequecy end worthlessness thet f111 the first section ere 

here gone. Instead there is e reelizetton thet eny comparison is pointless. 

Seul's heroics, end his mythic power ore .things of the dfstent pest thet 

should not be imposed upon modem people concerned with living normel 

lives. The concerns of the Ancients, end the concerns of the everage 

tsreeli heve very little if anything in common. As Amichef tersely sums up 

in the finel Hnes of the poem: 

He b e deed king. 
I em• tired men. 

The speeker mey be en introvert, he mey be powerless, he mey be passive, 

end he may be un1nterestfng, but he is still eHve end hi s concerns ere reel 

to him. The king is dead, end his concerns no longer heve eny reality. Thet 

ts the meaning conveyed through this poem. I agree with both Berged end 

Sheked who believe that Amichet fn this poem ts critizing those Israelis 
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' who try to evoke the enc tent pest es the model r or the present.• who tout 

mnttary heroics and victory as the herttege or the Jews, Who hold up power 

es the symbol of success. However. I disagree with Bargad's belief that the 

poet ts crtttctzlng this through the use or ebsunl trpeges. sarcasm, end 
• 

humor. I feel the poet ts very stncere In his encounter with the Image or 

the Ktng. Amtchors poetry matured 1n tbe otmosphere of post-wer of 

Independence euphor1o. Like young Saul. Israel hod defeeted the modem-day 

Phntsttnes desptte all odds. Israel worshipped Its heroes end glonrted the 

Jewish people's newfound strength. By the fifties, the erttsttc community 

wes cnttctzfng this culture of the heroic. encouraging 1nsteed the ongtnel 

Zionist etms of renewed normalcy for the Jewish people. This 1s the 

cultural context tn Wh1ch Amtchel wrote ·Ktng Saul and 1: Amlchot ts not 

being fltppantly sercesttc, es Berged seems to tmply. Rother. I believe the 
• 

poet deeply feels the gep between the heroic expectettons and the reality of 

en overage human being. The painful sense of Inadequacy expressed tnthe 

first section Is genuine. end the poet resolves some of this petn pnty 

through the reo11zet1on thot Saul Is e mythic figure and not a reel ·b1g­

brother· thet one should model one·s life up'on. 

In speaking from thet Intensely personal ·r persone. Amlchet 

expresses his own fee1tngs of • being unebJe to meesure up to those 

stenderds. Vet - Amtche1 elso expresses tn thts poem the unspoken feeltng 

of countless lsreelts whose velue es tndtvlduels ts undermined by the 

pervasive culturel glortftcatton of mnttory heroism end extreordtnery 

bravery. Amtchet ts cnttctztng cultural Icons, such es Seul and other 

mttltary heros. but he ts not crtttctztng them through dtelr1be or polemic. 

Rother. he hes chosen the medium of 1nwerd personal poetry to expose the 

emotional demage such a culturel context con do to the everyday tsreett. 
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Amtchot ts saying through this poem that It ts neither healthy nor 

productlYe for o notional culture to engender feelings of tnedequacy, fonure 

.. ond weakness upon 1ts cttlzens. 

Whet ts unique ebout this poem·s mtdrashtc quo11ty Is thot 1t does not 
• make the anctent figure more relevant to the modem ttmes end readers. 

Rother, tt makes thot ancient figure Irrelevant end a11en to the modem 

times. Vet, I sttn feel tt functions powerfu11y os mtdrash, becouse the 

speoker's feelfngs toword Soul ore so reel and present In his modem life, 

Saul ottoln a new lmportonce end reality for the reader. It may be that the 

poet ends by negating the value of the realtty, but nonetheless, the realtty ts 

establf shed through the poem. By making such a statement through a poem 

about King Soul and one cttlzen·s relatlonshtp to him, the poet creates a 

powerful mtdrash whtch helps the reeder deftne hts relationship to that 

mythic b1b11cal character tn new ways. 

Neten Zech: 1·na &,1111i m.ltf ~DlDil I,- pt"1"1D ,11rn 

·• ,net• .._rt,tt•• ef t .. ■ate t .. t S.11 ._n t■ t .. Bi•le. • 

The poetic reaction egatnst the aggrandizment of military heroes will 

egetn oppear tn the final poem of this paper, We1se1Uer's ·saurs second 

coronatton: HoweYer, before addresstng that poem, we must first took et . 
the treatment of Soul by the leader of Israel's eYent-guarde poets of the 

so·s ond 60's. Naten Zoch (1930 - ) was born 1n Berlfn and settled In 

lsraell _ tn 1951. He quickly become the leader fn the poetic movement 

ogalnst Shlonsky and Alterman. Zoch wanted to lfberate lsraelt poetry 

from the formol structures end language, as wen es the Russian symbolism 

of Alterman end his generation. Zoch looked towaro America and Brttatn for 
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hts tnsptratton, odvocottng co11oqu1o1 speech, e breakdown tn ony,11ngu1st1c 

structure, ond free verse. He olso belhtved thot the modem lsreelt poet 

must be freed from the contines of CQllective Jewish consctousness, end 

tnsteod must become wholly 1nd1Y1due11st1c. In the montfesto of the Journol 

n.cv, LUcret (Toword), the Journol or lhts group of poets. they stoled thot: 

it opposes the ·holy enthusiasm· of the Wer of Independence 
generetton, beceuse the writers of thet group ·hod not met the 
strict test of secularity: The goel of the new generation wes 
·toward no d1rect1on except lhot of the tndtvtduel [artistic] 
development of each one of us: A puri>orted group psychology 
end group values were to be replaced by tndtvtduelistic 
varieties of creottve writtng. 25 

This declorotton ts certetnly reminiscent of Amtcl"lers message tn 

·Ktng Seul end 1: Unltke Amtchot, Zectl°s personol style opposes to 

metoptior, ond prefers tmmedtote dromotlc, If omb1guous, s1tuottons. Zoch 

likes to use colloQutol street Hebrew tncludtng stong, ond then throw 1n on 

occos1ono1 word or 11ne of closstc Hebrew for contrast ond emphos1s. Zoch 

olso tncori>oretes humor, sorcostlc wit, ond mockery 1n hts poems. 

According to Borgod, 

in essence whet Zoch creotes is o poetry of disdein. His main 
contribution, his ultimote overturn of the tredtion, is the 
dtsptecement of a poetic discourse of netionol, ideologtcol 
issues by e poetic voice of privete feelings end tndtvtduet fete. 
Whtte he erguet oesthettcony for closer contact wtth life's 
common e><periences, Zoch e><presses tn the body of his wort o 
t>ostc recogntt1on of deoth es the most personel, most presstng 
reol1ty. 26 

25Berged andChyet, pp B-9. 
26Bergad ond Chyet. p. 127. 



Thus wit, innovotion, humor, end linguistic ployfulness ell become meons of 

expressing the poetic undertone of pnvote potn. d1stonce. end e sense of 

death's 1nevttob111ty. 

This 1s en certotnly true tn Ule poem ip'Oll'J"l ~ P''l1D ,,w,n 

1·uu ?Utw >Diti, ·A precise descr1ptlon of the mustc which soul heord In 

the Bible: Tne poem oppeors upon ftrst reeding os o smy exerctse 1n 

repetitton end redundoncy. In 011 but two of the poem·s eleven phrases, the 

words ip'OlD a ond ?UW oppeor in some order. The poem opens: 
.. ,,,DUl m,w ~,­

.»DlW .,,_ 

• ',nw »f'lll' ip'DlD U'M 

Seul heen mustc. 
Seul heir.. 
Whet 10rt of music does Seul hear?* 

And so the poem continues t o repeet egetn end ogotn venous permutetions of 

thts phrese. 

However, into this ltteny of repetition, Zech introduces three 

question end enswer secti ons, some incorporating the basic phrase. The 

speolt:er osks, ·whet sort of mustc does Soul heorr to which the answer is 

·soul hears musi c which gives htm heeling: Zoch uses the obscure word 

nu~, (rifut) instead of the more common :-.un (refu'oh) in order to 

emphasize this line ond contnsst it to the constant monotonous hum of the 

besic phrase, · ·seul haers music: After this line, thet baste phnsse repeets 

i tsel f twice more, end then the poet injects the phnsse: 

l~ Dl'lt ll'~ D"WlMnl 
~ ',:, rb._1 lrb»l. 

* All translations of Zoch ore from Bergod's unpublished paper, ·poems 
of Soul: A Semi otic Approoch: See Bfblfogrephy. 

\ 

, 
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And the people around him aren't there, a if 
Thtvw cH11ppeered, the entil'I nation·• become mute. 

Thfs fs the heart of the poem. When Saul listens to his mustc, the rest of 
• 

the world with its pressures end problems disappear. David diseppeers. 

Jonathan dfseapeers. The Ph11istfnes end Samuel disappear. Soul is o public 

figure. The poem itself almost reeds like a pop-music interview of the king. 

There is e constant buzz of noise around the king, noise whfch comes both 

from the outside end from the instde. The outside is constantly pressuring 

him because of his position of authority. The fnstde ts constantly 

pressuring htm because of h1s meloncholie end porenofc depression. Saul's 

only respite f s in the music he hears, for in the presence of thet music en 

the problems melt ewey for a moment. 

Vet, that moment of resptte is brief, for immediately the pressure 

resumes, asking him ·1s this the music /that Saul should be hearing/ et e 

time like this? • Those around him heve reeppeered end ere asking him if tt 

tsn·t e bit irresponsible and indulgent to listen to music when lhe demends 

of the kingdom ere upon htm. The reeder cen ·e1most visualize Saul sitting 

listening to Oevtd's music, while his advisors ere scurrying behind him 

whispering complaints about this whimsy. Zech responds to those very 

edvtsors, by affirming, "Yes, this ts the music/ that Saul should be hearing 

et e time like this .. : , end to the unasked question ·why- the poet answers, 

·tor there is no other (mustc) now/ and perhaps there wm be none/ until 

Gilboe: Thus the 1mpendtng pressing reality of deeth thet wes discussed 

above appears as the theme of this poem. This music ts the only comfort 

end Joy Soul hos in the foce of hfs madness end eventual death. It may seem 

frivolous to the onlooker, but to the king it ts the very stuff of life. 
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In Saul, Zach did not find a notional hero or collecUYe archetypal 

f1gure. Rather Zach found a soulmate, a fellow poet. Zech asserted in 

many of hts poems thet in the face of death and depression, the only solace a 

poet hos 1s the creative act of wntJng poetry. Zech e1so loved music, and 

wrote poems spectftcany as 1yr1cs, and his poetic style, he stressed the 

musicality of poetry. In thts poem, the repetttton of the baste phrase 1s 

almost e musctal form end venetton. However, this constant repetttton can 

also b~en interpreted es the constant lnnene chatter of day to day 

conversation, or the obsessive Inner voice of a man on the edge of Insanity. 

In e1ther case, Just as poetry provides the solace for Zech, so mus1c 

provided some solace for Icing Saul. Though 1t mey seem trresponstb1e for a 

Icing to indulge 1n such a frivolous pastime, Zach understands es a poet that 

the only modicum of pleasure and calm Saul can recetYe In the face of his 

melancholy ts that 11tt1e moment of mustc, and no matter whet else may be 

demanded of him, that music is alweays primary. In the face of Gilboa 

(death), those musical moments of pleasure are the only meaning hfs Hf e 

hos, and It ts Impossible to explain that to someone who does not share his 

need. Thts ts seen 1n Zach·s chofce of a title ·A precise descrtptton of the 

music Saul heard In the Bible: This ts sarcastic, for es Zoch knows there 

can be no precise descnptton of the tneffable. The curettve powers of 

• poetry end mustc are beyond any descnptton, because they ere so subjective 

and bound to the deepest recesses of the lndlvtduars Inner world. 

Zach avoids making grend statements on Saul's character and 

meaning, and Instead focuses In on one crucial pert of the Icing's ltfe, a part 

Which helps the reeder understand the ktng·s psyche. Unltke Tchemtchowsky 

end Alterman, end for that matter Amtchet, Zoch does not address Saul's 

outer ecuons and mnttary exploits. Instead, he focuses on saurs poettc 
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soul. By choos1ng th1s ospect or sours Hfe end explor1ng tt In deeply 

empothettc woy, Zoch mc,noges to establish o profoundly personal 

lnteract1on with the figure of tong Soul, end give him true retevence to the 

11vtng poet who ts speaking. Though thts mey AOt provtde o modem mldrosh 

with o broed eppea1, end 1l probebly does not redefine the collective 

understendlng of the mythic character Saul, th1s poem does provide the 

orttsttc soul with e blbllcol figure who understends end shores their need. 

Fore poet reeding poetry, this Is beeuttful m1drash. 

'1elr WteselUer: i'T'J9.l t,aD -,,.. ·sauJ Recoronated: 

Zech·s goel wes poetry thet only reflected the 1nd1V1duc,1 ert1st1c 

drtve or the poet, poetry thet lnvest1gated the Inner life of tne poet. In 

sherp contrast to this ts Meir Wleseltler ( 1941 - ). Wlesettler, like Zech. 

ts altgned with the younger generation of 1sroe11 poets end lncorporottes 

tnto his poetry dromettc settings, shunning of slmtles, colloqulel tenguege, 

end of course sorcesttc wit. However, Wleseltler's prtmery poetic terget 

ts po1tttce1 end ldeologtcel, end he rejects eny notion of ert for ert·s seke es 

self-Indulgent. Wtesettter was born In Moscow end moved to Israel In 1949. 

He began publishing his poetry In the 60's, ond become a welt-known entt­

esteb11shment polltlcel poet, whose po1tt1ce1 ve~e cheltenges commonly 

held religious end 1deologtcal tcons. His poetry often mourns the unwonted 

loss of Idealism ond the resulting bitterness. His dlsdetn for bourgeois 

morolf ty end polltlt$, ond for the shellowness of taeology pervedes his 

pol1t1co1 verse. Often, ne stands tn the center of his poetry es the voice of 

conscience ond true morality. 28 

28Berged and Chyel, pp. 213-215. 
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In his poem, irllll T,al &,,_., ·seul Rethroned,· Wieselt1er 

attacks the self-confident power of the Israeli militery esteb11shment by 

creeting e fictional moment tn the ttfe of Seul. In this scene, which is not 

pert of the bib11cel legend of Saul', nor of any classical m1dresh, Wfeseltfer 

hes Saul being coroneted fore second time, seemingly towerd the end of his 

career. Unlike tits first public coronation as king in which the army end ell 

the people fervently supported him, this second coronation reeks of the 

propo-gandist po1it1cel stunt. 

The poem begins with oil once egetn being poured through Saul's heir 

as he is annof nted agetn. The speaker, who seems to be e cynical spectator 

of the event, asks the ktng: 
lin iTlt CM., 

r.>uw "llm ~:i.~ 

... lo;,:, lai ill 
do VoU feel 
the subtle difference, Seul? 
Whtt's one oil from another ... 

The apparent answer to thts rhetorical Questton ts no, for as we team later 

tn the poem, Saul ts so full of himself and his power, that he Is oblivious to 

the real poHttcal c11mete surrounding htm. The speaker however ts keenly 

aware of the reel sttuetton. He comments that ·the look on the spectators 

feces/ ts not much like spnng anymore· because tn · the lime thers el apsed 

between enthronements· thetr support has waned. They have become more 

cynical, less naive, and are no longer blfnded by the ktngs glory. They are no 

longer es wmtng to put up wtth the k1ngs demands. The speaker In the poem 

knows whet ts betng said behind the ktng·s back. 

,_,, ',rr., 'DWI) ill' i\ 

<1".nl mnn> 
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Cleerty, the people ere not es heppy wtth Seul es thts ceremony would like 

to convince them. Perheps thet ts the very reason for the ceremony: to 

boost Seul's sagging popularity before the next wer. The poet then brings e 

quote from II Chronicles 10: 16, ·Eech men to his tent.· This is en allusion 

to en episode in the life of King Rehoboem in whtch ell lsn,el refused to 

support him end insteed returned to their homes. In this poem, thet 

sentiment is addressed to Seul. The cynical speaker/ spectetor goes on to 

observe the ffckle neture of the public, saying that ·hearts flower but 

fleetingly/ such is the nature of thfngs.· 

At this point the poem achieves true bri) lience by simulteniously 

expresses the kings perspeciive un the event end the perspective of his 

almost mutinous military. The king hes apparently received e new sword es 

e gift ·frorn the military which betokens its/ confidence enew on this 

solemn occasion.: The sight of this sword excites the king, end the speaker 

comments thet ·things novel yet unhoped/ for elreedy course through your 

(Saul's) veins: However in a masterfully sardonic touch of double-entendre, 

the speaker observes that this new sword which wes presented to the king 

wm ,,pa, •t,d, iTT'M ·wm soon fulfm its role: In Saul's eyes, this 

means victory in upcoming battles. In the minds of o treasonous mflitery it 

means Saul's death. 

Wieseltier succeeds fn creeling o menacing atmosphere et this second 

coronation of Saul. The king, oblivious, is so involved in the pomp of the 

•en tnmslettons of Wleseltter ere from Berged end Chyet, 1sroe11 
Poetry. P 219. 



moment end in his own htgh optnton of himself that he is unaware that he 

hos lost the support of his leaders and the people. The mnttary con no 

longer tolerate h1s tyranny and so plan on disposing of htm. One can almost 

see the mtlitory leelfer-HQOlclng lcnow1ngly et one another es they give soul 

the gift of the sword, which he-.,t course mtstnterprets as e stgn of renewed --support. The whole scene ts one of public demonstration, e med1e event, 

INlJ)ne that cen not prevent the coup which 1s now tnevtteble. 

Th1s poem 1s e biting cr1ttclsm of tsraers m111tory end poltttcol 

establishment. Like Amlchet, Wleseltter ts appalled et the grandiose self­

congrotulatory antic of tsraers leadership. Like Seul. that leadership does 

not reeltze that the lsrae11 public is fed up with war end the demands the 

army places upon them. All the ceremonies end media events cen not fool 

the public, which through experience hes become cynical end conny. While 

the ormy propogende orates obout the bravery of the Jewish soldier ftghttng 

for his home lend ogetnst en tmplacoble enemy, the soldier knows thot there 

ere 11m1ts to how much they ere wtJllng to do for this struggle. There ts 

even the more radical tmp11cetton that the threat ts not so much from the 

outside es tt ts from the mnttery estob11shment Itself whtch depends on 

wor for the propogetton of tts power. Whereas Amtche1 writes of the 

devestettng effect this mmtor1sm con have on the Inner psyche of one 

average tsrae11, Wteseltter wems the mt11tary that they cennot 

unquesttonobly count on the support of the publ1c. Wteseltter·s cyntcel 

spectator provides e votce for the disgruntled lsreelt who does not wtsh to 

bee port of thts m11ttary culture, but wno ts forced to be Involved due to the 

obsessiveness of the 1eoaershtp. 

The poem functions es mldresh on Soul tn that the poet gtves us a 

new way of looking et the ancient figure, a way thet ts surely relevant end 
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btting. However, it is not e positive mtdntshlc stetement. Seul ts now e 

metaphor for a military run out of control. The modem reeder encountering 

thts metephor inevitebly begins to define the1r relet1onsntp to the ancient 

figure of Seul tn e negettve wey. They define their tdenttty tn opposttton to 

Seul , not tn tm1totton of him. Untn this poem. ell the Seul poetry releted 
• 

to Seul In a postttve menner. In Tchemtchowsky·s ·At En-dor"' end ·on the 

Rutns of Beth-shen.· the portreit of Seul mey not have been thet fevoroble, 

but hts Clegnsded stete wes e result of pressures from the outside. He was 

e victtm wtth which the Jew1sh people could retete. seurs tmege tn the 

poems of Bet-Min em, Penn, Gtlboo tmd Zech ts stm1ler, for the reeder 

empethtzes with the ktng·s petn. In Altermen·s poem. the ktng ts mostly on 

ebsent ftgure, but is nonetheless e symbol of heroism. Even in Amtchot, 

Ktng Saul ts not portnsyed es en evfl ftgure, but ntther e ftgure who ts so 

mythic, he hes no relevance or reelttty tn the dey_ to dey world of the modem 

lsree11. Only Wteseltter goes so fer es to portrey Seul In en extremely 

negettve light. one tn which the reeder stdes wtth the speaker egetnst the 

king. In dotng this, Wieseltter ts certetnly within the peremeters of 

negettve m1c:Jntsh. These negettve mtdresn ebound tn the clesstc works eDout 

sueh cherecters es Solen, Ishmael, Doeg, end of course Amelek. Whet ts 

completely new ebout thts perttculor stetement ts thet such en esteemed 

ftgure es Seul ts now wtthtn the company of these villetns. 

Conclusions 

In the poetrv of Tchemlchowsky, we sew e poet of the Jewish people 

creeling out of seut e symbol for the Jewish people. It wes e poetry of the 

collective consciousness, of the people end thetr mythic erchetypes. The 
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reeder related end empathized w1th the figure of Saul not es an tndlvldua1 to 
(" . . 

an tndlvtdua1, but as a member of e people to one of Its national legends. 

This approach continued tnto the next generetton of Hebrew poets 1n the 

work of Alterman end Penn. Wleseltter also continues th1s collective 

epproech, albett tn reverse, with Saul es e negattve metephor for the 

co11ect Ive conscience. 

However, the other poets who have wntten on Seul have begun to 

approach his charecter not as members of the collecttve, but as tndlvlduals. 

They are seerchlng In his cheracter for some echo of their own poetic spirit 

end pain. Bat-Mlr1am end Zach apprmtch Saul es a fellow poet caught In the 

' extstentlel despair of Impending death. Gtlboe eporoaches Saul es a survivor 

speek:lng to one who did not survive. Amlchal approaches the 1c1ng as a 

mythic national f igure, but one who hes no relevance to him es en tndlvlduel. 

Each of these poets approach the figure of Saul ortmertly from an 1ndlvtdua1 

personal point of vtew end tnterect with him accordingly. Whet ts so 

comoe111ng ebout these highly oersonel poems ts the amount or emottoAel 

empathy the evoke In the reader, end this empathy ts, tn my opln1on, the 

result of continued group consciousness. The poets ere not only attempting 

to define their relettonshtp to Saul es tncllvtduels. but by delving deeper 

end deeper Into their own psychological relettonshtp with this archetypal 

symbol of the Jewlsh/ lsreell past, they ere also trying to define their 

relet1onshtp to the collective Jewish people which the figure represents. 

As stated above, the more intensely personal the poet becomes, the more 

unl~ rsel he becomes. The more he explores his own relationship to the 

Jewish pest through tile symbols of that past, the more the everege reeder 

finds e renectton tn that poetry of his or her own struggle ror Identity. 

Thus, these Intensely ·personei- poems seem to create the most powerful 



mtdrnsh, for they stnke the deeper chords of the subconscious roots of 
I 

1denttty. 
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7. 
CONCLUSIONS: 

This thesis begen by expleinfng the egendo operel1ng within it. 

Primery emong them wes my desire to show that the interpr-etetfon of 

netfonel myths to sutt current sf tuet1ons wes not e process whfch begen end 

ended wf th the ·rabbis of old: Rether, it wished to demonstrete thet this 

·mt dreshic· process by which 

Jewish writers interact, reinterpret, restructure, end 
revitalize the Jewish nationel histories end myth in order lo 
make them relevant to ctumgtng contexts. end tn order to Invest 
these myths wtth lessons of morality, ethtcs end proper 11f e 

wes e continuel process which began long before the clessicol midrashfm. 

believe thet in my exposition of the text of I Semuel, I did indeed 

demonstrete that even the biblical texts themselves ere commentaries on 

older legends ond mythologies, end thet the process by which the redoctor 

restructured these legends wes midrashic in neture. 

Another importent goel for this thesis wes to show thet the process 

did not end with the classicel midresh, but continues up until today. This 

gool too wes occompHshed, for in onolyzing modem Hebrew litereture it 

become epporent thot the euthors of thet literature were interacting with 

the mythic figure of Seul end then reinterpreting that choracter so es to 

moke him relevont and meeningful to the modem day. 
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The fim,1 tmportent goel I hed was to show that Hebrew, es e 

lenguege, is crucial for the continuetton of this creative mtdn,shic process. 

I feel thet in explicating the pleys end poems, tt became apparent that the 

subtletu of euus1ons. the o1eu of modem words uoon the enctent words. the 

ability to evoke in e single word en entire passage from e text: these ere ell 

dependent upon the medtum of Hebrew language. Modem Mtlln,sh can surely 

exist 1n any language, but tt wtth the Hebrew tongue that they achieve the 

greatest nchness end authent1ctty. 

In terms of modem ltterature, 1t was tnteresting to note that most 

of the treatments of Saul have been tn the genre of poetry. Even tn the .. 
Heskelah drama Meluchot Shaul. the most powerful ·mtdrashic· passages 

were indeed the most purely poet1c. Pemaps poetry is the medium through 

wh1ch the m1dn,shtc thought 1s best expressed. It would seem thet poetry·s 

eloquence, tts beauty, it's compactness, tts multi-leveled meanings, its 

focus upon one image, ell contr1bute to matc1ng 1t the ltten,ry hetr to the 

classical mtdn,shtc form. 

Regardtng the development of Saul's character through the · ages, e 

clear pattern does emerge. In the bib1tce1 text, Saul ts portn,yed as a men 

who disobeys God, albett w1th good tntent1ons. Hts descent tnto melencho1te 

ts seen es punishment for thet dtsobedtence. Saul's character ts portrayed 

so as to remind the people that prohet1c rule ts supertor to the rule of kings. 

Saul above all ntpresents the pt Hells or a monarchy. 

~ In the rebbtntc pertod, Saul's charecter was reinterpreted. No longer 

wes Seul the symbol of the monarchy. Instead he became a ·proto-rebbtntc· 

Jewish symbol, whose advisor wos o member of the Sonhedrtn, end who only 
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wished to f ol1ow the lew to the letter. Seu) ts tnmsfonned tnto e helekh1c 

Jew, trying to observe ell the lews end somehow f,011tng short. The rabbinic 

portrayel 1s much kinder end sympathetic to Seurs cheracter then the 

btbl1cel portreyel. 

In Meluchot SbouJ • seul ts portrayeo es being cought between two 

oges, Just es the Jews of the Hoskoleh were cought between two oges. Soul 

ts not o bod men, nor 1s he e good men. He ts e person ceught fn o conflict of 

velues end cultures. He con not let go of the old system, end yet he 

understends the necessny for the new system. He ts o vtcttm of chonge, 

end es such he becomes e metophOr for mony of the Jewish Europeens who 

were ceught 1n e s1m1ler conflict of cultures. 

With Tchemtchowsky, the meonlng of Sours cherecter Is dtverstfled. 

In the eerly poetry, Seul's week end despelring end symbolizes the 

powerlessness end weekness of the Jewtsh people. 10 the mtddle period, 

Seul represents the poet-king, who through hfs ecstottc wtsdom con truly 

trensfonn the world end leod It. In the Jeter period, Soul becomes o symbol 

of the Ztonf sm struggle to esteb11sh e home lend tn Palestine. Seul ts o 

symbol of necessary socrfftce, of deoth with honor. 

Ffnnlly In the most modem period, Sours chorocter ts secularized end 

psychologtzeel. No longer ts Soul so much o notional collective figure. -

lnsteed he ts mede tnto an orchetype with whom Jews cen Interact on e 

personal psychologtcol level, es wen es co11ect1ve level. . Whet ts most 

compelling about these poems Is their deeply personel Intensity, for it f s 

this thet trensfonns Seul Into o reJevent figure. Through the poets· en~ 

readers· emottonal tnteractton with this mythic figure, seu111ves ogotn end 

ottetns subJecttve emottonol ree11ty In our Hves. Hts life lmpoct upon ours. 

In hts problems, we see a onclent mirror of our own problems. we know h1m 
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personalty, for we heve intenscted with him on en emottonel level. This 

interectton Is ·seculer" end ·psychologtc~1.· but thet ts os It should be. The 

mtdnsshtc process ts one by which contempon,ry Yelues ere Imposed upon 

the text. end seculer psychology certe1nly rules the contempon,ry cultunsl 

context. However, 1t ts mu be11ef . that tn the ·psycho1oglcor emottonel 

1nterectton we echteve the greatest un1Yersel sptr1t end the greatest depth. 

These poems use Seul to explore the human cond1tton of the poets, end 

through them the human condition or every Jew who reads them. By 

., explor1ng the plece of the Individual and the Jew In reletfon to h1s pest, hts 

people, end his future, these poets eddress Issues which are fer from 

·secular: They trenscend. 

The continued vlbrence of the Jewish people depends on our ebtltty to 

re-interpret our symbols in every ege. I strongly belieYe thet we ere now 

living et e crucial ttme In Jewtsh history, one that nvels In scope the 

trensformetton from Temple to Rabbinic Jvdetsm. The pest hundred yeers 

heve seen the pogroms, the rise of Zionism and end Independent Jewish 

netton tn tsreel, the Holoceust, the rtse or Amencen Jewry, the nse or 

remtnlsm, end the Implosion of culture through computers end mess med1e. 

Judaism must respond to these redtcel changes tn bold and tnventtve weys If 

tt ts to conttnue to speek to the · modem condition. The gent us of the 

,clesslcel mtdresh ts that tt creettvely end tnnovettvely Imbued enclent 

texts wtth new meentngs, meentngs which helped the reader understand his 

or her plece In the changing universe; meenlngs wh1ch allowed the reeder to 

remain Jewish In e completely new wey. Thet ts the chellenge or Jewtsh 

leedershtp of our time. We must begin to creete post-nsbblnlc mtdreshlm. 

We must ftnd equeny creative end 1nnovettve ways to reclaim our legends, 

) 
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for it is in understanding the world through our unique sacred legends end ) 
I 

myths thet we become Jewish. If we fe11, then our fetth will become . 
stegnent, petr1fled, archaic. The process of mtdrash, by which our people 

hos olwoys remained vibrant end vttol must today be urgently resurrected If 

thot v1to11ty ts to cerry us Into the next century. It Is In thot hope that this 
• 

thesis wes wr1tten end submitted on the 16tfl doy of March, 1990, (l"'lin 

T™ C,""). 
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SAUL POEM'S W: TCHERNICHOWSKY 

[Hebrew Texts end 
Wor1c1ng TnmslaUons] 
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Seul Tchernikovsky 

AT EIN DOR 

(working tn,nslet1on: Devtd Edleson) 

.. .in the dencness of night, wtthout bow or speer 
On a swift steed King Seul ceme to E1n Dor 

And in one of the houses, e denc light appeared 
·Here she 11ves· the youth told him rn e Whisper. 

·vou ere the mistress of ghostsr -·ves, my Lord, here I em: 
·pt ease conjure o ~host, the shadow of the Seer show to mer 

Dencness . . Fire of terror .. In the comer, e cauldron 
And the names of e11 the shades, end the potion botls. 

Ltke a snake wrtggl1ng betwee the grasses of Bashen 
The trans of smoke crawl end rtse up. 

And in the circle of wttches, tn sulfur ennolnted 
There will stand the king, his heart without rest. 

And the creations of mtst, the storming forms.~ 
The tracks of perspiration pourtng down his cheeks. 

But his splrtt hed weakened within him, ond his soul languished 
How his heart melted within him end death was prophectedl 

His life pc,st before him in D vtsion, , .. rr ... 
·calm me, cc,lm mer His lips uttered · 

Der1cness ... ftre of terror ... the snence of the grave 
The circle of witches end the smoke of the cauldron ... 

. . 
And the king remembere the ht11 end his secrets 
Sprtng of his ltfe,.before his sky had darkened 

And astounding picture his eyes envisioned 
An expensive posture lond oppeered, wtth cottle gn,ztng. 

And the blue of heoven·s heights, elso the scents of sweet grass 
(wefted) there beneath the shade of the terebinth, strong like oaks. 

180 



There tn calm the young shepherd wm rest 
And before wfll dance the cattle f n a line 

Both calm end pleasantness, both spendour end beeuty. 
HOw enjoyeble were the rtngtng of the bells of the herd. 

I, the happy one, also healthy, also strong. 
Would that I could be as serene es I was then. 

Then a terrtble melancholy crushed upon hts breast 
And (it was es tf) a rush of blood gushed toward his throat. 

Then suddenly - e large powerful voice resounded 
In the midst of the der1cness, the ttghtntng fleshed. 

·1 em the Seer to the king, your annotnter 
From among the herd I placed you 1n a palace 

From the cave of rot, for whet did you distur:t, me \ 
And why did you raise me to the land of the livtngr 

-·why dtd you take me from the flock? 
And why did you make me a ruler over your people on a day such es 
that? 

I used up all my strength In the storms of battle 
And my happiness In my home has already been made desolate. 

The Phtttstine people surround me,horrors of the underworld -
The evil sp1r1t has crushed me unto death. 

Man of Godl What wt t t God answer me? 
For he has abandoned me - Whet shall I do? Answer mel 

Why, Alas, did you onnotnt me es king over your people, 
Why dtd you take me from the flock?. 

I 

-·Because of your rebelltousness, your haughty pride, God has become 
wrathful toward youl 
Tomorrow you wfll be wtth me, both you and your kin: 

On the watch of momtng, without bow or spear 
On a ltgbt steed Ktng Saul returned to the camp 
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Hts face had become palled, also 1n h1s heart there was no fear 
And in his eyes there glittered- terrible ~espair. 

Oct 1693. 
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Seul Tchemlchowsky (wor1ctng trensletton: Devtd Edleson) 

ON THE RUINS OF BEil SHEAN 

So the Philistines ceme .. .end found Saul ... and cut off his heed ... end thev hung his corpse on 
the ..-ell of Beit Sheen. ISem 3 t : 8-10 · 

As the rays of twnf ght 
Fede upon Mount Hennon 

As the song of the singing nfghtfngele is finished 
And es the gush of weter ts stlenced; 

The ume or snence wtn rest the garden, 
A zephyr wtngs among the leaves -

Among the ruins of Beit Sheen·s desolotions 
The shedes/shodows wm stretch out ell r:1round. 

The silence o e grave ts upon everything, 
The bet flut rs ftself tn silence ... 

The shode/shedow of o ktng tn voiceless steps 
Wanders there, omong the rocks end stones. 

And slowly he oscends the mound 
In the silence of e night tsoloted from view 

Clr:1d in the weapons of his shedow wer 
And in the sheath of hts speer only nothingness. 

And already the morning (tslr) ster hes descended 
Like e sepphtre of the Seit See·s shore 

In gold, there spor1cles the glocler-
And he hos not yet found his speer. 

And now too the reeches of the comers of the eost ere in light, 
The clouds end shedows/shedes will be fleeing -

So the shode/shedow of those who dwell in the pit eweken from the 
greve 

And the (ghostly] f eotures or the faces ere mode pale. 

So the hond wm flutter/wove, ond the tooth will grind, 
From his eyes the terror cen be seen: 

·1 wm be evengedr ... In beauty end loveliness 
The ht11s end field eppeer ... 
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Night ofter night hither ond yon 
The shode/shodow of King Soul will wonder 

Among the ruins of Beit Sheens deso1otions 
While his eyes ore seorchfng for the speer. 

For a time will come when the sign orrives 
And those who sleep fn the grove wtll awoken, 

And so he wm find tnot sword, 
His eyes spreodtng the f1re of etemol vengeonce. 

·Ho, my soldiersr - ·Here om W - ·Everyone 
to the ovengfng sword, to p1under11: 

And God wm thunder with His voice 
And so con out to his soviour: ·stopi-

Heeven ond eerth end the underworld! 
Thus seyeth God who olso ovenges: 

I hove f orgtven 011 those who spill blood! 
I hove forgiven, for in steodf est love I will be ovenged! 

Odesse, '898 
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Saul Tchemtchowsky (trans: E. Stlberschleg• ) 

SAUl,'S LOVE SONG 

'Aad .tbae ran a man of Dcnjamill'-mat was Saul 
(I Samuel. 4:u, and Rasbi's mm,.,,..,r,ry) 

1 

71a, W_,,.: Brina III IO me .alnca of cby prdca. 
(m we m come co tee cbcc. 0 fair orac: 
1d Ill amdl day dUSlal of henna. 
cby plamings drop spice. md thy savoun 
arc Edem cbac make ua dnmkcn: 
We have pchcft:d cby myttb and haYC slcaacd 
thy good ,pikawd in the bed of spic:a; 
we have plucked &om amODS thy~ 
&om amoaa li1ia and rou: 
Wbae aloa grew, we have played: 
We ba'ft bcaa muchicvoua ~ a gardco­

hw,ini 
Oil me hair of our ~ are the glittering drops 
we have sprinkJcJ each on the ocher: 
W c arc weary, our l-g, an: weary: 

71st Btlo~ Pay IUlll ye. my dean. to cbc coof pbc:e: 
For. lo, tbe beat is great. 

me IUD is a c::oosa•miag Same; 
mere. cunaim CIOftr tbe wan.. 
a bra&bing coolaca tl.'StOCa the soul. 
ud b,y WIG will shade us: 
Rile JC, my dean, Jct Ill go: 

71,t W01W1t: We have atcD thy boncymmb wich thy baacy, 
WC arc wed wi&b IWU and IWC:CC aka. 
thou baa pmnhcd sponge aka wicb apples: 
We laaw drunk of spiced. wine 
.. daejuice of thy pomegnmaa: 
Ldaeeccbcdrmcstboubaa1CW11, 
n:tmfne me beauty of thy O"ia"'CIIII~ 

1E1stg Stlberschlog,Saul Tschemjchowsky: Poet pf Reyolt. (Ithaca, 
NY:Comell Untverstty Press, 1968), p. 156. 
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SAUL
1
I LOV& SORO 

1"M BtlowJ: Wlaat sball I mow JC, Iba& ye ban DOC ICCD1 
Ye baYC 1C1CO my hna:lcc of Sbcba'• gold 
.,_ my falhct broup &om Sidoo: 
Libaaapc:ati&iaslaapcd. 
iD dae bm of'. Tip«: 
hs bad is • die IDOi& 6ae gold. 
io aoobd cbigba hcm likc dAp: 
la eya of a "°PPCl'Y red 
arc a8amc widl coals of'-. 
li=cinmciraeainp: 
Enpftd it ii by a cn6mm 
widabiaolaapphins; 
J- -" • _r Rold polilbed ... mu•wpmo,r -
ovataicl widl smangd IIGDCI: 

All o£ cbcm tbiDc-ic la wbolly a delight. 
mis my~ dais my chain. 
my fiicods. my dear caa: 
Hae arc my cirdcu of gold 
and all the riDp o£ my .._, . 
and my eaninp. ye laaw cnmincd · 
What else clo I haw. Iba& I haft DOC abown yd 
Omamc:ots. and large rings. and bracdcts. 
with all abapca o£ pcilcs. · 
books and bcada wida all die ~ pcsidanta: 

'IM WOIIIOI: 'I1ly pcam llC ba1di6al 'II drop 
gleaming lib dew, lmglil aa tan: 

TM Btlo11t,: Haw ye eem •1 idola lib auei 
Herc ii aac cl jaciDdl. al jaciadl made; 
c:arftd lli CIIYJt awlalc. 
Crom pioca ot.W aad apra. 
&om aadelwood,. &om dae cnmk of' die pcu.crce. 
Altancud~Amnc: 

TM WOMtll: How bcaua6al mine idola. liauaful beloved; 
bow CiOlmly llC mme idola&IDOIII dae idola. 
and diit dliDc Aacu1e above al dae c:affCll images: 
Wiaoildmloakma&omamaadelibabuachol 

Wia. 
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IAVl.'I LOVI SC?NC 

owdaW wlda nor, and ebony md ~ tom ol 
predoas lllaDa1 

She iull ol polief, d m,ry 
IDd bc:r qes • sapplaira; 
md rllc Wn olbc:r lacad ale bcai= goLl. 
dae Dippla «W beam UC ruby: 

n 
'I1tt Woaat: What is day bclovecl more man mocber beloved. 

daac IO JDUda thou cbc low biml 
· n, &lo.J: My Wovecl ia call and powerful. 

cbc moeat ODC.olbjs aibc: 

Hia e,a t:.:'!'uxa· 
daac gird wicl- furtnpch 
1igbliDg die dark for him 1i.kc jackals: 
Hialacartiamadccobcfcadcaa. 
a tip/1 Ian a cbc mouubio, 
bisCoraraaiabcalaliroo: 
Ence ii my beloved, 
dc:ir meads whom I have loved. 
like the sycamore in cbc lowland, 
1i.kc die =r ol Lcb.moo: 
His awdca UC hi1Js of dulk 
buecl Oil wild pbim ol cbc dcscn; 
lib a leopard be appearab, 
c:raDmc .. pamhcrs: 

71w WWII: To• clemop11 aagd ofcbc Locd oCbom, 
we lane c:ompand him whom chy aoul lovech: 

n, &lowJ: My Wcmd liadaa 1K11: • 

&1n..a &liiuj,parei: . 
BchoLi. &be hdmcc olbim I bavc cbosco­
wicb danc riDp circled. ol the rings oC copper: 
AD ol diem dae work ol a cnfamaa, 
.__ wid- hamrnm. 
oae da:le upoa cbc ICICGGd placed 
--- ol clac fear iD battle: 
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uu1.·1 1.0VI IONC. 

His sword chinwh tor blood. 
his bow pm= wrW. 
the sering la DOC litobD 811d bada DOC b(uapd; 

His sptar ii lib ... ol'lipniins, 
Of cbc ch&mdcr olmror. 
behold. it it ill cbc bad: of our foe. 
gleaming IDOR chaa U tlOr'Dlt 
shimng man: tbm die tmpac: 
His spear ia made o': aim ·wooct. 
its edge ia of forsccl irm; 
chc~o£Dcadakeepcdawlldaa¥aillpoin&. 
in ia sheath lodgcdl ta:r0r: 
My beloved hath a buicklcr caned by Chaldcana. 
assuredly be doc.I- cmbnoe it. e¥CD make k 6rm. 
like as a bride leaning upon her beloved: 
The joina very wmfully are joined; 
on his legs arc gliaaing paves: 

m 
n, BtlowJ: My beloved ham a came1 ill bis OWD Dll; 

a thousand piec:a oi ailvu co &be camel driven be 
gave. 

in the wildcmea oi PanA cousim rared him: 
Hia 1wn arc a bJoado.s,ey ydlow 
like cbc wad oi cbc ~ 
noc co be diadnguilbccl among 8IAds ol cbc cleat: 
His legs are like • liDc oaaaeccbed. 
thin and auc of 1Ca1Ure, 

like suing. aa-¥ • a barp: 
His hoova are lighc aDd awUi. 
neither doch be 6inc oc pow wary: 
He~ and to1acbc:sh ooc chc und: 
He paucih. and paacdl away 
like a ahadow ac DOOG: 

Hoof-pmus ill me clesell arc DOC CO be mown, 
in vain shall cbc enemy m,. 
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uu,'s LOVB SONG 

. ahaU be wbo would ambush him look c:arcfully: 
1\c beck of'him ia like a bill 
and bia lwmp like Mount Taboc, 
a hip llilJ ta OD •me pbim: 
His cya uc onyx aODcS 

iD a CIOWll of' aDQCDt kings; 
biacyaucao&uadoc. 
lookiaa IO the very end of the desert; 
Gnc:c and dipiiy ia in his upriglu D«.lt 
dw lie liW wich nobili.cy ~ pride; 
ca ic lwagedl a llilver crescent 

wba-ec(lae boaaccb in the chrongi.ag canvan: 

IV 

TM Btlond: To cbe ~ughs l went down in thc 
e¥Cllbig. 

fO chc well with my piu:ber OD my lhouldtt: 
nae ( aw cbe mother o( him my aou1 hadi chosen. 
&lie sister oC my bdovcJ I ~w: 
ffia mocber wept and her tac WU OD bcr cbcck, 
sad and pale w» his lisccr: 
I asked DOC, that coday chcy were diw; 
I ta a Clllb upoa my moudi, I wu dumb: 
PbU"Cinee wau up OD cbc mouncaia. 
Edom nabcd co chcir prey, 
aadaat kiap and aibes of cousins: 
And cbe people were called togcchcr by chcir 

families: 
My Wowd_ too. wmc forth among tbc &m1y wich 
~: 

ADd die people were smittai down, wounded chc:y 
fell. 

oa cbe high pbc::es of the ndJ.s they bowed down: 
no.c dw acSped rcturncd, 
and my beloved was noc then: . 
By ap OD my bed I wept and dc:pc not., 
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• 
The Ktng 

And he went to Reme. He met there 

A tfend of propehts descendtng from the Htgh Plece. 

Before them, one wes cerrytng three k1ds. 

And one wes cerrytng three loeves of breed. 

And one wes cerrytng e skin of wine end e herp. 

ANd they wm gtve htm two kids. end two breeds, 

And the sktn of wine end the herp. - He took. 

, And the sptrtt of God rested upon e prophet, 

And one of them enswered end setd ·shelom, 

More blessed ts God then mighty men, The Messleh of God 

Most exelted of his brothers. Twice blessed 

Wtth the blesstng of greet suff ertngs end thetr heppy rewerd, 

And with the heppy rewerd of the lord of hfs k1n, the mester of hts 

suffertng. 

The one who ts gtrded tn mystertes of the ruler decrees 

Wtth his word, 11fe enci deeth, 

And steeped wtth greet pesston, the pesston of e vtstonery 

His eyes uncovered to geze et the shedow of the llvtng God. 

You heve be~n even further exelled, end your heert shell be purtf1ed, 

Until such ttme es tt wm ebsord from the sublime light; 

But If you hove not cleensed yourself, your soul wm eche 

From the touch of the wings of the Endless One, es they fleet 

Through etem1t1es pour1ng tnto etem1t1es 

To know whet ts the secret of complete/f1ne1 freedom .. • 
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And they will come to Romo end up to the High Plece. 

And there, o prophet of the 11Ytng God - And he Is the greetest 

Of hts brothers, the prophets - e wondrous old men. 

And he wm cleeve the ktd - and they will roast tt. 

And he wm bless the breet - ond they will eet 1t, 

And from the meet he tasted - end they wm be seted. 

And when they ere soted, one wtll pluck the lyre. 

And they ell will raise their votces end sing. 

And 1n their s1ngtng o sptrlt suddenly rests upon them -

ANd eech men wm grasp the hand of hts neighbor, the right hend 

In the left hend, end the left tn the right hend 

And they wlll lift their legs, ell or them wm breek out 

In e dence. 

And w1th erms Jocked, the prophets whtrled there, 

they turned to right, they turned to the left, they becked and 

edvenced 

Then leeptng eheed, now sweytng, now cheering, 

AS In setge of e well, ltke the besieged retreating. 

Thetr Joy grows stronger from moment to moment 

And their becks strotn ror the heights, ror the hetght. 

And so the king removed hts crown of gold 

And he cast off the flower of hts beouty which wes on him. 

And hts crown fell to the earth, tn the grevel 
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There 1t bounced wtth e r1ng, end egetn tt rolled end reng . 

And the d1v1d1ng well elso fell 

Wh1ch wes between him end ell hts people. 

A berrier which men relses up toe men. 

And he was like ell lsreel, 11ke one of h1s people. 

And the1r arms tntertw1ned, the prophets spun, 

To the nght end to the left, they yelled end whtrled, 

THey ere d1vtded 1nto groups end return united 

Into e greetly movtng c1rcle, 1eeptng, denctng 

From moment to moment their enthusiasm grows 

And thetr hearts yeern for the hetghts, ror the height.. 

And he will put es1de the harp of hts song,hnts cypress-wood harp, 

And he cest off the Instruments of h1s song to the shrubs 

And the tnstruments of song fe111n the shrutrbetween the branches. 

There the stnngs were cut: each stnng end her 1ement 

And the dtvtdtng wen elso fell 

Whtch wes between h1m end ell the people. 

A mehttzeh whtch the creetor of the world re1sed up. 

And he wes 11ke ell the people of the earth. 

And wtth the1r hends locked, the prophets went med, 

To the r ight end to the left, they flew, the soered. 

Each men embreced hts brother, c1eeved end clung. 

Body to body, they were Jotned, they ktssed. 

From moment to moment thetr closeness grew 

200 



Their essence would end in the heights, in the height. 

\ 

ANd he removed h1s sword, the sword ~h1s pride, 

ANd he cast off the 1nstrum1~fVweap~s to the cliff, 

And the Instrument of violence fell on Uae rock, 

The rock/cliff wos struck, ond tt rang with tts voice. 

And the dividing wall olso fen 

Between him and ell life on the foce of the eorth. 

The mehttzeh of feor which ts between the 1tv1ng end mon, 

And he wos like o1111f e upon the earth. 

And bodies Joined, the prophets spun 

Stroln1ng toword heoven, but not on1vlng. 

Stralntng In a fury, from the left, from the right. , 

Already one con·t distinguish between body ond body. 

And moment by moment their opostosy grew -

And their souls yearned fopr the heights, for the height. 

And he took off his clothes, the clothes of his stotus, 

And he cost the clothes of his rule to the eorth 

And the cloak of his beouty fen on the rood 

There it loy glowing with its embroidery ond Its white, 

And Olso fell the dtYldtng mehttzoh, 

Between him end between the creotton In the fullness of the world, 

Which the powers from Creation rotsed up 

And he wos like ell thet wes created by the word of the Almighty. 

.. 
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1925 

AM w1tl'l one t>My w1th meny feces, the prophets were un1te<J 

From tl'le right, from the left, In astounding dances 

They exerted themselves between the trees end the stones of the 

el tar 

Rolling themselves on lewns end scented gresses, 

From moment to moment their cleevtng grew 

And their souls rose to the heights, to the hetght. 

And the sptrtt of the Lord rested on his Annolnted 

And elso he prophecled emong the cemp. 

And he wes es one with the universe end ell thet fills tt , 

One small spark In the Enless One of Being 

Loving end cleevtng to ell creation. 

And he fell neked ell thet dey. 

And ell ntght, neked . . . neked ... naked. 
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' 

Seul T chemt chowsky 

_, 

(wonctng trenslatton: Davtd Edleson) 

ON THE MOUNTAINS OF GILBOA 

And Seul end his three ,ons end tlis erms-beere, end 111 hf s people died together that dll•f 
[I Somuel 31 :16) 

One by one, the might fell with the blast 
Of the Shofor, the mighty upon the mountains of Gilboo. 
Vou have tired, my ktng, leave the shield. 
My strength ts sun tn my lotns, I wilt def end you. 
The uncircumctse outnumber us today. 
Blow: Be strong and have courege, you totltng heros. 

They w111 shoot wtth arrows, but they wm not near here! 
Vou have t1red, my ktng, leon on mel 
It 1s not Ume to rest! There ts no spare Ume, 0 you who blows the 
shofar. 
They are stm polishing their spears, the enemy ts still In tumult. 
The uncircumcised outnumber us today. • 
Blow, and those who sit upon the weapons wm be celled to arms. 

The heat of my anger 1 s spent. 
Say what is in your mouth? -That Jonathan has fallen. 
-I still have two sons here fn the battlefield, 
May a blessing fell upon the head of one who brings two as a sacrifice. 
The uncircumcised outnumber us today. · 
Blow, and the wtthdrewing troops wtll retuml 

Do no leave this place on whtch we are standing. Donl move. 
What will you say, M~ssenger? Is Mallchlshu'a also dead ?t 
-We st111 have a war, and battles are sun coming. 
As the one fell, there will fall two more. 
The unctrcumstced outnumber us today. 
Shame upon the saboteurs and lazy ones in the rear1 

Fall upon your sword, don't f a111nto their hands. 
Whet wm you say, Messenger? That Abtnadv has died! 
-He Dtedl It ts enough that the crownstone should stand. 
Noblemen are prepared to pay their three-fold sacrifice. 
The uncircumcised outnumber us today. 
Shall the flock of lsree1 be slaughtered like ewes? 
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Sound the great bJest, blow end blow 
And the Hebreww she11 hear. 81oodl BJood on Gtlboe! 
Blow south, north, eost# and west 
Moy the eorth shoke end the ground tremb 1 e 
The uncircumcised outnumber us today. 
Go up! Toke the ploce of the fellen end fei1ed. 
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Soul Tchernichowsky (Wor1cing trans: Oovtd Edleson) 

A BAND OF STALWART MEN 

Step by step, men by mon 
A bend of sto1wert men from the servents of Kish's son -
They cerry two by two on a pole 
In Egyption cloth, the three bodies. 

Three bodies tn tow, eoch corpse tn as shroud 
And the fourth ts odomed -1t 1s the lest. 
THe corpse is distinguishoble by Its gorment­
Eoch 11mb adorned with strength - o noble men. 
It olmost seems os tf he were greeter end more powerful now 
Thon he wes in battle - on guord - omong the people, 
Strength, joyful eyes, end his deys were good. 
Before he wes onno1nted by the prophet's ot1, 
Before they clothed him tn violet ond ff ne 11nen. 
And his neme hed become known from Den to Uts. 
They bend their shoulder in honor of the corpse. 
They veer to the edge of the arid wtlderness. 
On Hon's poths, tn the woke of wolves 
Cisterns wes pathmor1cs, - thirsty, hungry -
In from of them rocks end wheat fields 
Up until the mountetn. But tn the veney were the stgnel nres or the 
Phf11sttnes -
To dry Gil eod ... here is Gt 1 eadl 
All through lost night, they were joined os in shockles, 
No leg faltered, no hend octed treacherously. 
And in the distance e temensk ... e temortsk or en oek? 

Step by step, men by men 
A bend of stalwart men from the servants of K1sh's son 
A velley ... e rtver ... o mountain ridge ore cUff. 
Behold, there across, the crown of e terebinth. 
There they wm bury him - their heroes, their king! 
They will be no mer1cer, no stone wm be erected. 
A terebinth, there ts elwey someone to chop ft, someone to sew the 
mighty ook. 
And so his memory wtt1 be eresed for ever. 
No one will know where, he w111 not find thet grove 
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The Ph11tsttne will not desecrete 1l when he passes over. 
No f ore1gner will recognize 1t, not even one of my people, 
Even that servant from Bethlehem. 

But there is someone who w111 remember him end te111t to the 
generettons. 
The song of Gilboa, wttchtreft et En-dor, 
The only king to prophecy emong the people, 
A covenent that wes cut w1th e sword end poyed tn blood. 
The one, who tn the beauty of e noble, modest heart, 
Def eeted w1th e speer his own heert end the heart of his sons. 
Can the 11on abandon his rocky letr? -
And he fell like e Hon: he end el his men. 

Tel Aviv 1936 
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Appendix B 

SAUL POEMS OF ISRAELI POETS 

Alterman, Bat Miriam, PeM 
Gilboa, Amlchat, Zach, Wleseltter 

[Hebrew Texts and 
Trans lat tons) 
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NATAN ALTERMAN (working trens: Devld Ed1eson) 

BEHOLD THE DAY Of BATTLE HAS flllSHED, AID n·s .,,HT. 
Behold the doy of bottle hos finished, end i ts night 
Ful1 of the crtes of f11ght. 
When the king fen on hfs sword 
And Gilboe wes robed tn defeat. 
And In the Lend, ttn the r1se of dewn, 
The messenger's hooves never tel1 snent, 
And his swift steed's nostr11s In blood 
Bring the news thot the bottle ts decided. 

Behold the dey of bottle hes finished, end its night. 
And the kf ng fell on his sword. 

When the light of dey fleshed ~on the hills, 
The messenger ceme to his mother's doorstep 
And f e11tng silent et her feet 
Hts blood covered her feet. 
And the dust become Hke bottlefie1d. 
And she spoke to him: Rise, my son -
His eyes dertened with leers. 

And he told her of the day of bett1e end i ts night 
How the Icing f e11 on hfs sword. 

So she sold to hfm the youth: Blood 
mey cover the feat of mothers. 
But the people wm orise seven ttmes 
If upon its own Lond tt 1s routed. 
Judgement deolt wt th the king, 
But his successor will erise forever, 
For on hfs own Lend he leened 
Upon the sword upon which he dted. 

Thus she spoke and her·votce trembled. 
And so ft wos. For Devtd listened. 
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Yoheved Bet Miriam 

S~UL 

Asses, esses with no peth, 
Ltlce the sedness of e golden thread. 
The clothes of the ktng ere scottenng 
As 1f erestng distant celling voices. 

Confusion corresses the shoulder -
·stretch, stretch now emong the people! 

(wortlng trens. David Edleson) 

He wm not come, the greet grendson nor the grendson 
To shere your shameful glory.-

' And she e1011e from the whispering gresses 
The witch, from the night conjures up 
The stemping of e horse end the quiet of dewn 
The likeness of o hand of e prophet, scerred ond ennotnting. 

Gloomy, zealous end sure, 
ls it you, that will pacify h1m to atone? 
Saul my Kt ng who is marching 
Between mission end edomtng fote. 

A poet, noisily huddliriji 1n the wind, 
A poet, noisily asking for mercy In pangs of anguish: 
It ts herd for me, herd, that on my appointed dey 
The yearnings of my soul, he (the day) will not know how to contain . 

Behold her (sours longings), sprinkling from beyond, 
Behold her, In br1111ence before he ceme. 
Never to be fulftlled or loved. 
Forever blessed end afflicted. 

Forever like e growing tune 
And withller the rythm of the song. 
She is carried, carried only on the path 
To,him, to my crowning deeth. 

L1ft my trembling soul, 
L1ft it for she knows not how to die. 
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Behold her, poured tnto a sky blue vessel 
Decorated wtth ltght and suff ertng. 

I 



• 

. 
• ..... ... I ,·, ' 

-~ ~~• ~m•' ~ 
.n, C'WJt "•-~ ~ ~ 
~ ~ ',f "'" 'f/11 ""'1 -'°~ -en _,,. 

~m-c.,._..."1~ 
JfflA,,~JO~ 
~ 1119a ,.. ,.,.:o '"1111 -~P"'~~-

~ .,u n1iC "I d,P1'~'lll ~ P'l 
4 

1'1' l'tll"Qf-,,,~ -qf 
~ ~ n::, ., .. , - '11"?11 

...p,v ,s ~ ... ), t>• a, 

-1s-,, "' ~ .. , ,.-w,r; ~ 
..-.:, :,$. "if1" ~ ,_ 

,ti~-~~ ... •"-"""'1 
~~, ar ~ 

:w ~--:.', "JO -.;oo...,. ~ 
::,:rl\l :"lffi "f ,, 11W 

- 1 ,,.,, rm ,.~ -~ "'f> "1:1'1 
-.,,, -IIJ,, ff ~~ a, 

IJSJ 

l. ~~ "'IN0•ffiJf ~ 
4-2\l) :Si~~ 

nu\nf no',"'""' q:: 
• .,.,;i ~ ~ 

~mT\f':d'p',f~~ 

~-"1'0'? ~"' 
- tJ',r:h ar "'1 ~ ~ ~ 

.f'~ ~ --1 '? "" 

-,',. ~· :ww "' Cl'~ ~:J 
...s'i', ~ rui,. 

,~~\I,.,, ~ c,;, 
-~~~~.., 

216 



• 
Alexender Penn (Working Trens. Dev1d Edleson) 

SAUL 
in the stvle of foU: ,ong 

The women of the Yi11age would announce with" wink: 
,oner then en oak, greet tn beauty .. : 
The youth went out to search for she-asses 
And found kingship end the crown. 

The son of Kish wes perplexed: ,he three peck mules 
Pleese gtve to my right hand - end I wm control them. 
But to be king and to commend the people 
Not me!" ... And he shrugged his shoulders. 

The naive one pleaded for his life: ·usten to God, -
Annoint one who hes desire end w1sdom1...· 
But had Samuel decided his fate 
For he was from the shoulders up . . . • 

And the good-hearted one was afflicted end he pressed the soldters -
Farmers from among his brothers - to the Philistines. 
And upon him were the two eyes of Samuel the despot 
that tormented, sought revenge, end hated . .. 

And the hand of his troubled spirit was heavy upon Saul 
And he was more pittful that any creature 1n the kingdom. 
And Devtd, the beautiful, of ISeursJ frectured soul 
made e mockery for (trying} to evade the trap. 

Only when this men, Son of Kish, was calm did h1s mercy rise within him, es 
he remembered from his youth - the honest light of righteousness. 
And tn spite of it - he was end remained from his shoulders up ... 
Even when the wicked cleft him. 

Aif when the moon sew that he fell on his sword -
She refused to beer the sight of his conquered greatness 
And he was eulogtz~d - tt wes not the ·Glory of lsrae1·1saul) that choose 
him-
That eulogist with treacherous eyes ... 

For only one eulogy wea from the heart - it was 
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The lement of Ritzpeh Bet Aye: 
Without sound or teers - love, how you longed! -
With their ch11dren, thet Devid murdered .. 

216 



1 "-f t "-f . 
~Net •• .,,.,,., -~..,..,.,..,~·­

~nv'flip"t~w 
-~ft$~ 

,,,,,. .. ~ ,,,,;, 111 rm 'Illa"" .. 
"11~'7':Sf•Tllt 

... . .2ff~'YQ 
~'ilfl19"1bac'1ff"'IF'"99,. -~~-

-~~ 
·'lt;l~,T1'iJTO:P1'l'IJ 

,m'11111f""f 
~~ '-''f~Jt-. -., Pf'I h'if 

219 



Amir Gilboa 

SAUL,SAUL 

Seull Saull 
I don't know whether it was shame 
of fear of e cut-off heed --

(trans:· W. Barged, unpub1tshed9 )J 

But es I passed by the well of Belt She'an 
I turned my heed away. 

Then, when your boy refused to hand you the sword as you had commanded 
I stood mute, cut-off from speech 
end my blood flowed from [my) heart. 
I really don't know to say whet I tn hfs place 
had I been your boy. 

And you ere the k1ng. 
And you are Hts Majesty the King wtth your command. 

And I really don't know to say what I In hts place. 

Saul Saul comel 
At Bett She'an, the Children of Israel Hve. 

•warren Barged, ·poems of Seul: A Semtottc Approach,· paper presented to 
the World Congress or Jew1sh Studt es, Jerusalem, 1988. (Photocopy.), p. 4. 
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Natnn Zech (tntns. W. Barged, unpublishe~) 

A PRECISE DESCRIPTION OF THE MUSIC THAT SAUL HEARD IN 
f HE BIBLE 

Saul hears music. 
Saul heers. 
Whet sort of mus1c does Saul heer? 
Saul hears mustc that g1ves htm a cure. 
Saul hears music. 
Music Saul hears. 
And the people around him ere not there, es If 
they·ve diseppeered, the entire netton·s become mute. 
For Saul hears music. 
Is this the music 
that Saul should be heonng 
et e t1me like th1s? 
Yes, this is the music that Soul 
should be hearing et e t ime like this 
for there is no other now 
end perhaps there wi 11 be none 
until Gi1boe. 

•Barged, 'Poems of Seut,· p.22. 
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Heir Weiseltier (trans: W. Barged in lsree1i PoetryS) 

Saul Re-enthroned 

fruh oil poun chrough your a&rl', 
do you feel che subtle differena, Saul? 
What's one oil from another, the look on the ,pecuton' faces 
is not much like spring anymore, the rime that's elapsed 
bctweffl enchronemcnu 
like a blackout forcing a pause in che music 
h_as 1alt-ed hcaru, 
haa seasoned derision, 
has aullied innocena. 
The .. Who needs it! " is already being said 
(in whlspcn at 6nt) 
The "Each man to his tcml" bubbles up, 
waiting wearies 
che mind, 
heans Rower but fleetingly 
such ii the nature of things, things 
novel yet unhoped for 
already coune through your veins, you're given 
a new sword, soon to play a role, 
a gift 
from the military which betokens in 
confidence anew on this solemn ocasion, Saul. 

swarren Barged and Stanley F. Chyet, 1scoe1t poetry: A contemoorery 
Anthology (Bloomfngton: lndtena Untverstty Press, 1986), p. 
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Vehude Amichet (trens: unknown published source.) 

KING SAUL AND I 
f 

'11aq 1ave him a &np,, l,ut he took the whole hand. 
1\q pw • the wWt hand, I dlcfn even tab tM 1tttJe flnter. 
WNlemyt.lt 
Was wetpt.Wtlnl kl Int (ecllnp 
He rehuned die ttaJtna ol oan. 

Mypuhel,alswaelllce 
Drl,11 front • tap, 
His pukcbcets 
Pounded llb lrmunen on• MW bulldlns-

Hc WIS my .. &rothcr, 
I sot his used dothcs. 

J 

His had, Idec a compan, wdl always brtn1 t.11111 
To the surr north o( his ruture. 

His hurt h Id, lib an alarm cJoclc, 
For the hour ol his relp. . 
When cv~• asleep, he wdl a-, out 

Untd all tht quarrfts an hoarse. 
Nobody wdl stop lllrn I 

Onty the asses hare their yellow tttth · 
At tht encl 

J. ,<,.. 
Dad ,:'i'.-e' tumed drM whcck 
When' went out Klfflllnl (or Illa 

Which 1, now, have (ound. 
"4t I c1on, bow how to handle than. 
ThcykklcfflL 

I WIS ::t::( wkh the;;#, 
1 rcn w1tl. heavy ~L" 

But be breathed ehc winds of fus hlstor1cl. 
He WII anointed with the royal od 
A. wkla WRlder .. S,Ult. 

He t.anlecl wfdt ollve trees, 

Fo,dn1 tMm to 1cneeL 
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.,. 

~ - .......... the Ultla .. (oraad :::gr_..,_ ....... , 
Only nrzrned, COUllllal• 
$eWllll ••• e"'9t ••• n111e ••• 1111 ••• 1111....., ,,_ hrs lhMlen clowawanl, lljolced. Not•----· . HeWwa. 

4 

I ~trnd, 
My Wk my ldn1dom. 

Mysleeplsjult, 
Mydrtllllllmynrdkt. 

. flMma IIIJ clothes Oft I chair 
For IOIDOrrGW. 

He-.llfl•"'&dom 
la a frame of p,ldcn wrada 
On the slt• wall. 

My arms are sholt, lilce sufas too short 
To tic a paral. 

His arms are like the chllns In a harbor 
~ carp co he curled acrGII time. 

Ht ... dad ...... 
l1111atlnd-. 
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