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Thesis Digest 

Hinei Ani Nosei Drashah: Jewish Readings in the Poetry of Admiel Kosman 

Noah Fabricant 
Referee, Professor Stanley Nash 

This thesis comprises three critical essays on the poetry of Admiel Kosman. 
Kosman's poetry is deeply engaged with Jewish texts, symbols, history, and ultimate 
questions. Born in Haifa, Israel in 1957, Kosman received an Orthodox education and 
earned a Ph.D. in Talmud at Bar Ilan University, where he also served on the faculty. He 
currently holds the rank of professor at the University of Potsdam and serves as academic 
director of the Abraham Geiger College in Berlin, the first liberal rabbinical seminary in 
Continental Europe since the Holocaust. Kosman's poetry evinces a unique synthesis of 
his deep knowledge of traditional Judaism and his continuing engagement with the 
challenges posed to Judaism by modernity. As a contribution to modem Jewish thought 
and culture, the poetry of Admiel Kosman is of particular interest to liberal Jews. 

The first essay examines Kosman's treatment of the human condition. One of 
Kosman's recurring themes is the limitation of human beings. In contrast with God and 
the natural world, human beings are insignificant in scale and power, and human 
weakness is evidenced by sin and suffering. Kosman uses images of violence and death 
to dramatize human awareness of mortality. But Kosman also shows how the very 
humility of man leads to awareness of the divine and relationship with God. 

The second essay addresses Kosman's use of eroticism to develop a relational 
theology. Kosman's poetry frequently employs metaphors oflove, desire, and sexuality 
to explore the relationship of man and God. Further, erotic love and relationships 
between human beings are seen as a source of religious inspiration and contact with the 
divine. Kosman develops these themes in the concrete context of marriage and the home. 

The final essay examines the role of Jewish texts in Kosman's poetry. There is a 
long tradition in Modem Hebrew poetry of intertextuality with the Bible, providing both 
new interpretations of the biblical text and new insight into contemporary events. 
Kosman extends this method in poems based on numerous genres and periods of Jewish 
texts: Rabbinic, halakhic, philosophical, mystical, and more. Through readings that are 
often critical and deconstructive, Kosman develops the meaning and relevance of these 
texts for modem Jewish life. 
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Introduction 

Admiel Kosman is one of the leading figures in a movement in Israeli poetry 

known as "n,m)N n7'\!J" ("faith poetry" or "religious poetry"). Beginning in the late 

1970s, a group of young poets emerged who were identified as "religious" Jews, in sharp 

contrast with the strong, self-consciously secular tendency in the Israeli poetry of the 

preceding generations. Their poetry was marked by "religious sensibility and an intense 

dialogue with traditional Jewish texts," 1 but their vision was not limited to the Jewish 

piety of earlier religious Modem Hebrew poets, such as Y osef Zvi Rimon and Zelda. 

Rather, they expressed a postmodern religious outlook, destabilizing ideas and texts and 

drawing on a wide range of cultural sources, both within and outside of Judais~.2 In his 

introduction to t77'JI~ J'7'J1VN t77'',!J:t7',!lin t77'J!l(New Poetry: Young Faith Poetry), an 

anthology he co-edited, Kosman signals his unwillingness to identify with the Jewish 

establishment by avoiding the word ",n1" ("religious"), associated in Israel with 

Orthodoxy, in favor of "m'l1'l'?7" ("religiosity"), a foreign word for a concept mostly 

foreign to Israeli society. Kosman understands "m,n'l'?7" as an existential experience of 

life and values, not necessarily related to any formal religious system.3 

This insistent nonconformity, particularly in the realm ofreligion, has been a 

defining characteristic of Admiel Kosman's life and work. Kosman was born in Haifa in 

l. Shachar Pinsker. "And Suddenly We Reached God?" (Journal of Modern Jewish Studies, v. 5, n. 1), 
2006. 

2. Dror Eidar. "Eloah! gadlu ma'ayenot levavi - va'emas beferurei shirah: Elohim bashirah ha'ivrit (A)." 
Haaretz, 21 May 2004. 

3. Admiel Kosman and Miron lzakson, eds. Shirah Chadashah: Shirah Emunit Tz 'irah. Ramat ha'Sharon: 
Apiryon, 1997. 
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Noah Fabricant Introduction 

1957. His father was a Holocaust survivor, and although his family was Orthodox, he 

was exposed to secular art and culture from a young age.4 While he was still in high 

school, he attended the poetry seminar led by Yehudah Amichai, T. Carmi, and Amir 

Gilboa at Beit ha 'Sofer in Jerusalem. Gilboa, in particular, became an advocate for 

Kosman's work, and it was Gilboa who published Kosman's first collection of poems, 

1''l'n n'l')JtJ rmnm ,1nN1 (1980). After serving in the army in a Hesder yeshivah unit, 

Kosman was accepted to the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, where he studied 

graphic art and ceramics. He left Bezalel after one year and entered the yeshivah of 

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz. In none of these settings did Kosman feel that he "fit in" 

completely. He was uncomfortable with the hierarchical and competitive atmosphere and 

the enforcement of a rigid ideal of masculinity. In the yeshivah world, his parallel 

identity as a poet caused him to be viewed as an outsider, an "inn '11))."
5 

Kosman's career in academia began at Bar Ilan University, an Orthodox 

institution, where he earned a Ph.D. in Talmud and served on the faculty. Kosman's 

academic work is unconventional for an Orthodox scholar. He has written on issues of 

gender, sexuality, and family in the Talmud. For several years he published a regular 

column, "w,p 1~1N," in the daily newspaper, Haaretz, in which he offered primarily 

postmodern readings of Rabbinic texts. He has served as a visiting professor at the 

University of California at Berkeley and the Oxford Center for Hebrew and Judaic 

Studies. In 2003, Kosman emigrated to Germany with his wife and family to take up the 

4. My description ofKosman's biography is based on Itamar Yaoz-Kest, "Sichah im ha'Meshorer Admiel 
Kosman," (Pesifas 25), 1994, Neri Livneh, "Manoa Chipus" Haaretz, 3 May 2002, and David C. 
Jacobson, Creator, Are You Listening? Israeli Poets on God and Prayer. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
2007. 

5. Yaoz-Kest, "Sichah im ha'Meshorer Admiel Kosman," p. 7. 
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positions of professor at the Cathedra for Rabbinic Studies at Potsdam University and 

academic director of Abraham Geiger College in Berlin, the first liberal rabbinical 

seminary in Continental Europe since the Holocaust. 

Kosman has published eight books of original poetry: 1'1!117171!/JJJ:J mN71J:J ,1nN1 

(1980), 7'0J'7J.1 (1988), D'-'1 D'V1V1J:JO(l 990), .71-'"JN 17/:J (1995), D"7.7N.7 1JJIJ,7 (1998), 

7"0.1 l!J7n 1!111'~ (2000), D'm.7N.7 D'~01J ,7.1,7N '1'1!1 ')1!11 :,7.1,7N '1'1!1 D'Jl.11N (2003 ), and 117'0 

D'l!J7n D'1'1!J 7fJN1 D'Jl.1 l!J.7 :'.1'VJ1V.7N (2007). Widely regarded as a major figure in 

contemporary Hebrew poetry, he has won the Bernstein Prize for Poetry ( 1991 ), the 

Prime Minister's Prize (1992), and the Brenner Prize (2000). Nonetheless, Kosman does 

not approach poetry as a regular occupation. He explains, ",m11:,n m~'N i17'\/Ji1 n,,~, 

i17'~ ::nn:::,J m:::t~' NJ OJ1Yn. "6 He goes through long periods of time when he is not 

inspired to write poetry. When he does write, it is a quasi-mystical experience: "NJ OJ1Yn 

JJJ 'J 111nn."7 This sense that his poetry originates in a source beyond the self is 

reflected in Kosman's frequent evocation of transcendent and universal spirituality. But 

for all of its universalism, aspects of Kosman's poetry are profoundly Jewish. 

Discussing his first two books, Kosman claims that he did not intend to use the 

Hebrew of the Mishnah and Talmud, but because he was immersed in the yeshivah world, 

his poems naturally took that form. 8 However, in his more recent books, beginning with 

D"7.7N.7 1JJIJl7, Kosman has increasingly addressed Jewish themes and texts directly. His 

6. Ibid., p. 9. 
7. "Admiel Kosman." (Pesifas 61), 2005. p. 44. 
8. Yaoz-Kest, "Sichah im ha'Meshorer Admiel Kosman," p. 8. 
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most recent book, '2'1JJ71J7N 11;,r:;,, even models its structure on the traditional Jewish 

prayer book. Although he is deeply knowledgeable about traditional Judaism, the 

Judaism Kosman espouses is quite different. He refuses to be confined by established 

categories: 

'))'N ,'m?!ln 01N '))'N ."?Nnv" '))'N1 "•pn," '))'N .rim1on m!l,::m 1n:i ,n N? ')N 
,, v, .o,,::, ,v "101N Nm m,nm .",,m," ,mo, riN v,:nn '))'N 1?'!lN ')N1 "'?N7'l''" 
1,,n o,;,::,n ,1n1;,::, .,,m, ,,01:i,)1N 1:i1 Nm ,,1:i~ r,nn, .1:iw ')N or,,Nv o,;,::, 

9.o,1on t>:iv, ·p ')N ,::, v,:nn N? ')N .o,1~n ;,::, ')!l'.:l o,nm!l 

Kosman understands religion to be a deeply personal experience. He writes, "r,N 'l'!ln? 

1nNn riN v1n,."1° Kosman's emphasis on existentialism and human relationship involves 

a reevaluation of nearly all aspects of Judaism. Even those parts of the tradition that 

Kosman considers valuable "tools" for achieving religiosity are given new interpretations 

and meanings. As a result, the vision of Judaism that emerges from Kosman's poetry is 

highly destabilized; it is not a systematic theology, but rather a shifting field of 

possibilities for Jewish meaning. 

As mentioned above, Kosman objects to the category of "religious poetry," and 

he would surely object to the designation, "Jewish poetry." I agree with him that "Jewish 

poetry" is a highly problematic concept. Does "Jewish poetry" include all poetry written 

by Jews? All poetry written in Hebrew? Should Lord Byron's "Hebrew Melodies" be 

considered "Jewish poetry?" The difficulties are endless. Instead of "Jewish poetry," I 

prefer to speak of "Jewish readings." A "Jewish reading" of a poem is an interpretation 

9. Ibid., p. 9. 
I 0. Neri Livneh, "Manoa Chipus." 
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that creates meaning within the complex of meanings that constitutes Judaism. Poems 

that address Jewish texts, history, and ideas lend themselves very well to Jewish readings. 

But any poem can be given a Jewish reading, as long as the reader's intention is to 

engage in dialogue with Judaism. The three essays that comprise this thesis are my 

attempts to create Jewish readings of the poetry of Admiel Kosman. 

The first essay examines Kosman's treatment of the human condition. One of 

Kosman's recurring themes is the limitation of human beings. In contrast with God and 

the natural world, human beings are insignificant in scale and power, and human 

weakness is evidenced by sin and suffering. Kosman uses images of violence and death 

to dramatize human awareness of mortality. But Kosman also shows how the very 

humility of man leads to awareness of the divine and relationship with God. 

The second essay addresses Kosman's use of eroticism to develop a relational 

theology. Kosman's poetry frequently employs metaphors oflove, desire, and sexuality 

to explore the relationship of man and God. Further, erotic love and relationships 

between human beings are seen as a source of religious inspiration and contact with the 

divine. Kosman develops these themes in the concrete context of marriage and the home. 

The final essay examines the role of Jewish texts in Kosman's poetry. There is a 

long tradition in Modem Hebrew poetry of intertextuality with the Bible, providing both 

new interpretations of the biblical text and new insight into contemporary events. 

Kosman extends this method in poems based on numerous genres and periods of Jewish 

texts: Rabbinic, halakhic, philosophical, mystical, and more. Through readings that are 

often critical and deconstructive, Kosman develops the meaning and relevance of these 

texts for modem Jewish life. 
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Underlying these readings is my firm belief that the poetry of Admiel Kosman is 

tremendously valuable for modem liberal Jews. Poetry is undervalued in our community 

as a resource for Jewish thought and inspiration. Where poetry does appear-primarily 

in the prayer book-it tends not to be challenging, and very few modem poets are 

represented. Admiel Kosman deserves broader consideration in the liberal Jewish 

community. His unique synthesis of traditional Jewish knowledge and a universal, 

existential outlook represents a provocative contribution to liberal Judaism. 

6 



Chapter One 

The Human Condition and the Divine 

The poems of Admiel Kosman are populated by a rich diversity of human beings. 

There are Jews and non-Jews, cab drivers and factory workers, lovers and children, and 

most prominent and persistent, again and again we encounter the first-person voice of the 

poet/speaker. But despite the proliferation of potential characters, Kosman's poems 

contain very little narrative. Instead, they are mostly meditations, speeches that examine 

and evaluate the very nature of human life. They strive to express human desire and 

human anxiety over the place of man in the universe. Kosman's poems are deeply 

personal, conveying the urgency of the drive he feels to examine the nature of his own 

life. But for the reader--especially the Jewish reader-Kosman' s explorations coalesce 

into a beautiful and nuanced statement on the human condition. 

That condition, as Kosman sees it, is to be finite and limited. Human beings are 

small and weak, especially when compared with the cosmos and the functioning of a 

transcendent God. The poet's reaction to this condition is varied. In some poems the 

human being laments his powerlessness; in others, he gives thanks to God for the more 

conceivable and manageable scale of human life. Throughout, Kosman projects a sense 

of humility. To be human is to constantly confront the boundaries and limitations of 

mortal life. 

But Kosman goes further. In order to dramatize the limitations of humanity, he 

returns repeatedly to the image of the human being as fragile and broken. Kosman's 

speakers are not just weak, but in pain. Their bodies are injured or deformed. Many of 

7 
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the poems employ a rhetoric of violence to suggest how tenuous, how temporary is the 

existence of human beings in the world. The brokenness of humanity also extends 

beyond the physical to the moral realm, where human beings are sinners and easily 

tempted. 

Finally, Kosman highlights the finitude of man by confronting the ultimate 

boundary faced by human beings, death. Death is one of the most consistent themes 

throughout Kosman's body of work. Death is not portrayed as a source of fear, nor does 

the poet express anger at the reality of death. Rather, death is embraced as a necessary 

aspect of human life. It is even welcomed and celebrated. But death also functions in the 

poems to highlight man's helplessness. In the poem "m1N n::ip n~p n}JV ')!)~," the speaker 

lies in bed awake as the wind bewails the violent death of a young man. 1 Death is 

disquieting, belonging not quite to the realm of human beings, but to the eternal realm of 

the natural world and the divine. 

Kosman's insistent focus on man's mortality, the insignificance and fragility of 

human life does not create a bleak or dismal tone, as one might expect. Rather, his 

casual, often whimsical, engagement with these themes places man in an almost heroic 

role: faced with innumerable disabilities, he must make his way in the world. By 

describing the smallness of human beings, Kosman emphasizes the extent to which 

human life is contingent on our relationship to greater forces. Often, Kosman uses the 

natural world to symbolize that higher power, but ultimately-and in many poems, 

explicitly-the power that contrasts with man's finitude is God. Kosman's view of 

1. 7'0J '7).1, p. 25. 
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Noah Fabricant Chapter One 

mortality is a key part of his greater project of asserting man's personal and intimate 

relationship with God. 

In this chapter I will explore Kosman's expression of the human condition 

through readings of a number of representative poems. I will also attempt to show how 

this view of humanity supports Kosman's general theology and worldview. 

In Kosman's formulation, the meagerness of man is an intentional aspect of God's 

Creation. Man is never intended to be perfect in form or power. Humanity is a humble 

creation, destined to be limited, even shabby. Man does not become imperfect through 

an original sin, but is created that way. Kosman dramatizes this modest creation in the 

rii~"'!~f~ .c1~ iltpP,; r,~7~~ ri~~t?~~ .c1~ iltP,; 
o~ i~ iltpP,;1 o'n7; ,i'!r:t ,,,.~;~ ,~,?; .,~ ~~ 

,C:1~ ~~~~ ,~~-~t~ ir:q ii~~ o~~ ,i:~~7 ,r:q ii~~ c~t 
~~~:ir, i~~ c~J~:11 ~rit? i~ w,~ ,~JJ c~to~to,~o 

I - : : ·- •• .. : . / : • I • : - : 

,~~~n ,~3~J~ ,~n~, ,il,~O i~~ ,~3-Ml~ ~l1 ,:i,~ 
- T:\: ••,•: T" - -•• T T"" 

,c~p~~ ,1'1.'1.7 il!iJ c1~7 i~ p~;P,; r,7~7~~~ il!P 
,r,~~iJ~ j~,? i~ iltP,;1 .il,:r,?: ~~~ ,C:j?t;,~~ 
c~n~ ~~~ ~r,sr,~t? c~,11 c~:i~~ ~t? il~i,3 

I -: - ._. I " - : . •: I • - . •• : 'I I T : 

,j~~--,~~ ~r C~t;,~n7 c~p7r:J~ ,rs~ ,C:~7i? ,~:p~ 
,il17iil7 il~~ r~-,~~~ i~ iltP.;1 ,r~ ,c:~ ,i~~ 

,il1W~ ~~ Mil17¥~ ,~~"'!, ,j~11.rir~~~;:t 
,jii~n il;~rn ,r,~~~~~ .~~-~, i'!P il77~-to~n i~ iltP,;1 

riii~ ~~~~ ~~~ ,r,i~ii~ rii~pr~ ~l;I~~ ,:tb~ ,c~r:i~ r,t::ii:,r:J~ ~i:,~1:,~~ c~~:i, 
~~::i~ ~~ii ,il:t,~,r,-r,i,-:::i-:::n i~~ ,r,iii~-:::, ,C~iil ,Cl1iS :i~, .c~::i:11·~~ 

" : • •• - T : : -: : • : " •• " : • T : 

Ci~~ :c~~~7~iJ ~;7 ~7i?; ,C1iJ 
iltP,; ,p·:i~ ~~~ 
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2 .C1N 
T T 

This poem relates to Genesis 1 :26, which introduces the creation of man, "God 

said, 'Let us make man in our image."' The use of the first person plural here inspired a 

Rabbinic tradition that God consulted with the host of angels before creating man. 3 As 

the title suggests, this poem imagines the content of that consultation. God lays out the 

physical and other characteristics man is to possess and the materials and process by 

which he is to be created. In a few cases, God gives justifications for specific aspects of 

the plan. 

From the list of materials, it is clear that man is to be a modest creation. The 

first item mentioned, a "discarded patch," is doubly humble, since a patch in itself is a 

poor item, and this one has the additional negative distinction of being "discarded." The 

"discarded patch" is emphasized in the first line, coming in between the repeated, "Let us 

make man." It also gains prominence by defying the reader's expectations. The 

man-made patch is an anachronism before the creation of humanity, a logical conflict 

used throughout the poem to direct the reader to the symbolic significance of the 

materials the poet has chosen. The rest of the materials mentioned for man's creation are 

similarly humble. "Scraps of cloth," "rags," "bunched up bits of cotton," "suitcase 

ribs"-they are not only of little value, but are specifically old and used. Especially in 

the biblical context, where the finest materials are used to fashion the most important 

things-e.g. the Tabernacle, the Temple-the materials used to create man suggest that 

he is of little importance. 

2 ;n::J' 'JN t7D, p. 71. 
3
· B. Sanhedrin 38b, Bereshit Rabbah 8:7, and others. 
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This image is reinforced by the description of various aspects of man that God 

gives in the poem. The first part mentioned is a mustache, an insignificant characteristic 

that trivializes man. The same is true for the depiction of man's hairstyle. The poem is 

more earnest when it describes a "human belly" as "large, of strong pains, so he'll twist, 

so he won't dream." The poet hints at a painful and mundane human existence. Man is 

given "personality," but no real possibility is seen for it to develop, since man's 

understanding and memory are to be "dim." The only exception to these negative and 

neutral descriptions are the "pipes," which are compared to "sounding trumpets," a 

"hallel of blood vessels," "hallel'' being a song of praise to God. Though this is a 

positive characteristic, it suggests that man offers praise to God simply by virtue of 

living, not through any personal effort or achievement. 

Finally, the process of creation described in the poem expresses man's lowly 

state. Man is sent into the world with a slap in the face, "so he won't stand gaping." 

Man's destiny from Creation is to face violence and disillusionment. This slap is also 

reminiscent of the Rabbinic legend that while still in the womb, every soul is taught the 

entirety of the Torah, but before birth a slap from an angel causes the soul to forget all 

that it has learned.4 This allusion suggests yet another way in which the vindictive angels 

relegate man to an inferior status. The conclusion of the poem, "Let us call to all the 

angels: on the sixth/ day in the morning let us make / man," through the image of angels 

as laborers and reference to scheduling, emphasizes further the mundane aspect of man's 

creation. 

4
· B. Niddah 30b. 
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In the final line of the poem, "adam," stands alone as if fully conceived, but the 

word has been totally transformed from its meaning in the opening words of the poem, 

taken from the biblical text. Humanity is no longer the pinnacle of creation, the exalted 

conclusion of the creation story. Rather, man is a poor, makeshift creation, destined for 

pain and strife in the world. The power of this image is increased by the sharp contrast it 

makes with the biblical context. Following "Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness," Genesis continues, "and he shall rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of 

the sky and the beasts and over all the earth and everything that crawls upon the earth." 

In the precise place where the Bible gives a clear statement of man's dominance and 

prominence in creation, Kosman substitutes a deflated account of man's origin. 

One aspect of the human reaction to the limited conditions of human existence is 

expressed in the poem "1mm." 

c,;~;~i? .;,7~; c,;~;~i? rn:,iN ;,~~tit?' ,i~~ 
· 77f r,;',;ifi1 l'1i"t?i?7 ~7 l'il:,t\~ ,i1rj?~,? , ,-N7t 

rir:,ti~ ,l'ij! ',it~ I ,.N7t t:l" ;~;~i? ~JJ:,iN i1~~ tit ,j~~ 

•77t?' Tl]ij iiN;:t1 ,C~QiJ ,~ 71:liJ ',f t:l"~"~tf7 ,r,;~~tf7 ,l'1i"t?i?7~7 

t:l"~"~7t :,6 ,t:l"~7~ :,6 ,;,7~; C";~;~i? ,l'1"1.IJ~ i11~:l ~JJ:,iN i1~P,tlf ,j~~ 

~JJ:,iN i1t~t\ ?77 r,~~~ i1~ ·i"~ i1Q 77 ~: i1Q ',7~~ t:l"~ii N°',1 
5 
.j~~ ,7; ',l] 777iJ;~ ,l'ij! ',1),? ,t:l"~iS¥~ 

Here, a human being speaks to God, thanking God for making humans small. The 

first stanza establishes the contrast; humans are "k'tantanim," as opposed to the large 

galaxies. The speaker thanks God for making humans merely a "span" underneath His 

"galaxies, suns, and milky ways, water, and great light." In this line Kosman integrates 

5 D'i77N7 1JJ/Jt7, p. 44. 
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Noah Fabricant Chapter One 

the views of the cosmos given by modern science and traditional Judaism. To the Milky 

Way, the scientific name for our galaxy, Kosman adds ways of water and light, elements 

suggested by the cosmology of traditional Jewish texts. This combination implies that 

the poem's message has relevance not only for the religious worldview, but for the 

modern person who attempts to integrate religious and scientific understandings. 

The reason for the human being's gratitude becomes clear in the second stanza. 

As a result of their small size, human beings, "are not seen, do not understand / and do 

not see at all what you do or do not have." Each of the three "advantages" listed is 

actually a limit to the power or significance of man. Humans are not important enough to 

attract the attention of God, and they are not capable of understanding or seeing God's 

functioning (and not incidentally, of determining which view of the cosmos-scientific 

or religious-is correct). The self-effacement of the speaker is heightened when he refers 

to humans as "o,::n!)~!)," a colloquial diminutive for small things, derived from the 

Yiddish, "Y?Y~!)." The speaker asks God, "What do you care?" implying that human 

beings indeed do not matter very much. 

If the contrast set up in the poem minimizes the significance of human beings, 

why does the speaker have such a positive reaction to it? Why does the speaker literally 

thank God for making human beings so small and limiting their power so severely? 

Perhaps, the human being is awed at the power and responsibility of God; since humans 

are insignificant in size and power, the human being is exempt from the unbearable 

burden of ensuring that the world functions with goodness and fairness. Another reason 

for the positive outlook of the speaker is suggested by the tone of the poem. The human 

speaker addresses God casually, referring to "your great big galaxies," asking "What do 

13 
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you care?" and promising "We'll thank you for it." Precisely because he lacks the 

grandeur of a sun or galaxy, the speaker is able to approach God personally and with 

individual character. And of course, human beings cannot be altogether insignificant, 

since the speaker assumes that God hears his prayer. As we shall see, Kosman presents 

the smallness of human beings-mortality and limitation-as a key element of their 

ability to enter into intimate relationship with God. 

Of course, the human response to mortality is not limited to gratitude. Kosman 

also represents the hardship, the frustration experienced by human beings at their 

powerlessness in relation to the universe and especially to God. In "VN7 7V ')01n7 m,~ 

mvn," the speaker questions God about the process of divine judgment. As justification 

for his inquiry, he explains: 

. i~'1N C~ii1~ ii~~ iir'\N 
.-J •:-J • T-

,i~il1 r1 m:t;~ 
, ,~7~ ii~iS jNi il.P. ~~r:t;~ 

. iEliO ,mi~ ii MN 
•• ••• T -

,~1,~ ,:n; ~1? ~~r:t;~ 
.ii~iP.ii-i~ ~,~ ,11 

T •• : T ' :- -

,O~ii:t :i~~~ ii~~ i'11 
6.ii~l~i:t-Ji~7i? ,~ 

We see a similar contrast to the one set up in ",mm," except that instead of being small 

in relationship to the cosmos, here the human being is minimized in relation to the 

greatness of God. The theme is developed; man is not only small in size, but limited in 

other ways. Man is a "passing bud," a metaphor for something fragile and ephemeral. 

6 >J>IJJ71J7N 717'0, p. 117. 
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Humankind is a "bleating flock of sheep," creatures without understanding, with only a 

rude ability to express themselves. Finally, man is "driven straw, wild," laid over seeds 

an image of man as having no intrinsic value, of being a poor material put to the most 

mundane of purposes. It also carries a hint of suffering through its allusion to the 

complaint of Job, "Will You harass a driven leaf? Will You pursue dried-up straw?" 

(13:25). 

This poem also develops the relationship between the human being and God from 

that in ",mm." Again the speaker addresses God in casual language; Kosman's 

punctuation even suggests indignation ("!?n7~1 '1'7}Jn nrN ';,})" or "??'l'N? ?!'.l' )1'l'N7 ,m"). 

The conversational tone and speaker's presumptions about God's nature and activities 

suggest an intimacy with God. But the conclusion of the poem introduces another aspect 

of the relationship. Man is wind-blown straw, and it is none but God who brings the 

wind. It is not only man's humble nature, but the active affliction of man by God that 

contribute to the difficulty of human life. The poet accuses God, who "sails above," an 

image of carefree and easy existence, of callousness and injustice towards human beings. 

"m'lln 'l'N7 ?'ll 'ltnn';, tn'!'.l" is complemented by the poem that follows it, ",,:i:in 

'll7i1," which shifts from a communal expression of the human condition to the experience 

of the individual. In its opening line, "';,:,n 'Wi1 ,,:i:in ,'ll7i1 ,':l:li1" it alludes to the ",:i:in" 

prayer recited by the worship leader on the High Holidays, which expresses humility and 

asks God not to hold the community responsible for the failings of the leader. It also 

references the Rabbinic prohibition on "'ll7? )})';,," the mocking of a person who is already 

disadvantaged. The contrast between the all-powerful God and the humble speaker is 
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stated explicitly: "iv'.m n:, \ ':!N1 .pm n:, ,nnN1." What is the implication of the smallness, 

the poorness of human beings? The speaker declares, "!'.n:,, NJ TTl:l 'l''N ,,n." "'.;,1:,, N'.J" 

does not refer to any particular goal; it is a general expression of limitation. The 

fundamental condition of human life is to be limited. But note, this condition is 

experienced "11l:!," man's powerlessness and mortality are experienced as an aspect of 

man's relationship with God. 

This group of poems shows the development of the theme of the humility and 

limitation of humanity in the poetry of Admiel Kosman. He portrays human beings as 

poor and weak, a condition implicit in humanity from creation. In relation to God and 

the universe, human beings experience insignificance and the realization of 

powerlessness. But though they are powerless, human beings are able to communicate 

and relate to God both their awe and their frustration. In fact, the experience of the 

limitations of human life becomes the basis on which human beings enter into 

relationship with God. 

In the poems above, Kosman depicts man as humble by nature, created with little 

power and on an insignificant scale when compared with the cosmos. But Kosman goes 

further in asserting the indignity and limitation of human existence. In addition to the 

inherent limitations of humanity, actual human beings fail to live up to full human 

potential. They are deficient in various ways: physically, mentally, morally. Kosman 

highlights the failings and defects of human beings in order to further deflate the exalted, 

idealist perspective on human life. Violence becomes a powerful metaphor for human 
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limitation and incompleteness. Like the inherent weaknesses of all humanity, individual 

failings bring human beings into relationship with God. 

"o,1:11n 7:::, mn" takes the familiar form of an address to God: 

.c~,,~~ N", .i1~~ c~,tu N°~t!' c~,~,;, ,~ m;, 
" ! •,• T • •,• • T : - T '' ' 

.c;, i1~i1 .ri,~,oNi1 ,ri,~,,t!'~i1 ,c~N~ni1 m;, 
•• " ' -: T : ' - • T -; •• ' 

.nt,~~ 17 c~~r:tt.? c;::i .ci:-i,N nj? 
.r,,~,T 1' ;~ 

c~~u~tt~ c~~,ott1 c~~~~i?t11 c~"?~o~tt1 c~~~~~tt ,; 
,c~~~ ~~~~~ c~~~it? !~~i?l'.'.}; N", ,c7,:u7r ,c7,:u7r !i11'-~r 
.i11~l't.? ,N r~Q ri~Q ,i1~~~7 ,N ,i1~~~i? ,r~ ,i1-r~~ ,r ~ 

!~,~7~~ ,jN;~ ci:-i,N nj? T~ 
c~'7~07Q ,nti~~ 17 c~~r:tt.? c;::i 

~~~ c~,T~~ ~~~ c~,T~~ .Ci1 mi1 !ri,~,oN ,t!' c~~,T~N 
•• : ••• : - •• : ••• ! - •• •• • -: "I ' 'T ! -

c~,~:u~;, c~,~,;, ,~ !Ci1 m;, .r,,~,T ~~~~ c~~N,~ 
' ' : - ' T : - T •• •• • •• : • -: 

c'7.f ~,~ C,i.~~~7 ,~~~~ c~ ~,;r N°~r ci:-i~~~~~7~ ~,~ 
.cri~i1t~ ii1~i1,~ cw;,,~,, c~iin, 

T T -: \ • •• - • : •• - - : • ' ••-: -

.c~'7~~~ c~"?~ ,~; .c;::i ;,;~ 
. ~~,?~ C~'77~t.? .r,,~~~li 1,r,~ c~'7~~t.? 

!17 c~~r:tt.? ,Cij ;,;~ 
!~,~7~~ , 17 c~ ~r:tt.? Cij 

r,,~,oN 't!' c~~,T~N c~i~OiO ,~~ 
I -; •,• • •T : - • - : 

c;::i :Uf P.ft.? ~~7~ri c~t c~"?)7~t.? 
.~~ c~~~~Q~ ,~p ,~ c~;~~; 

.c~~~P.~t.? ,c~;f ~t.? 

~,N c~N~ !i1Nili c~ii,N ,;, 
- •• • T ••• : • / • •,•; 

c~,~~w;,, c~~~~:m, c~,~os;, ;,,~~;, 
• ; - ; • ; ; • : - T :- -
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The poem opens with a preface. Before addressing all of the damaged human 

beings-the things that "didn't turn out well"-the speaker places before God sins, 

failures, and disasters in the abstract-things that "don't turn out well." The poem does 

not make the explicit assertion that God is the origin of these, but God is expected to take 

charge of them. The speaker literally lays these negative elements at God's "doorstep." 

God bears the ultimate responsibility. The closing line of the first stanza, "mm ,n," 

shows the speaker's anger at these aspects of existence and his attempt to distance 

himself from them. It also introduces the irreverence or profanity with which the subject 

addresses himself to God, consistent with the profane people and experiences that are the 

poem's subject. The literal meaning of the expletive, "sons of whores," is also functional 

here, since it highlights the negative association attached to such people, who belong to a 

category of unfortunate humans addressed later in the poem. 

The presentation of the damaged human beings takes the form of a list, one of 

Kosman's most-used poetic devices. The procession of negative identifications makes it 

seem as though these defects are pervasive, evoking a vast multitude of inferior human 

beings. Examining the list more closely, though all of its members bear a negative 

stigma, Kosman groups together very distinct categories of people. The "wrinkled" may 

be otherwise normal human beings who have suffered the passage of time, while 

"perverts" may be physically healthy and those with birth defects upright and pious. The 

conflation of these different categories suggests that the subject here is not a particular 

kind of human defect, but the limitations of humankind in general. 

7 0'177N7 1JJ/JJ7, p. 28. 
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Still, Kosman does seem to emphasize damage to the body. He cites those who 

are bent "n1,yr.:, 1N 1'JO r,:,r.:, ,n~,~, 1N ,nY'DP '.Jiv::i ,n,,::iiv '.Jiv::i." The suggestion of violence 

evokes a visceral reaction, intended to disturb the reader. There are also overtones of a 

religious critique, since according to Jewish law, people with physical disabilities are 

often excluded from divine service. More generally, Kosman uses the easily conceivable 

physical space of the body to represent more abstract limitations and boundaries of the 

human condition. It is a metaphor he finds compelling, and as we shall see, he returns to 

it often. 

One type of human deficiency appears here that we have not previously seen. 

Kosman cites the "bastards sons of bastards sons of/ adulterers and sons of whores." As 

I commented on the opening stanzas, these are people who may have nothing wrong with 

them, physically, morally, or otherwise. Their negative identification comes from the 

circumstances of their birth. In featuring this category so prominently, Kosman is 

commenting on a sensitive aspect of traditional Jewish law. According to halakhah, a 

mamzer (bastard) suffers many disabilities, including disqualification from marrying a 

Jew who is not a mamzer. Though widely recognized as unfair and even cruel, the 

halakhic system goes only so far in alleviating the plight of the mamzer. Kosman 

comments with bitter irony that these people "will not ever be able to join with a whole 

heart/ those who are zealous for God's word or to be cleansed of their defilement." The 

critique of halakhah is assimilated into Kosman' s presentation of the human condition, 

indicating how deeply embedded Kosman's poetry is in its Jewish context. 

In the final stanza, the speaker tries to attract God's attention with increased 

urgency. The confrontational tone is softened-he uses the name "God," rather than 
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"Idiot"-to make this a more personal and genuine appeal. The list of various 

undesirable types of people "come to" the speaker, and though there are plenty of 

indications of physical places and movement in the poem, the intent here seems to be 

more to "come to mind," that the speaker is troubled by the injuries, defects, failings, etc. 

suffered by people in the world. The speaker struggles with the human condition, the 

debasement of which is seen to be even greater than the limits imposed by man's 

mortality and relative insignificance in the universe. The speaker blames God, the 

powerful creator, for all of the seemingly "broken" creations in the world. But as we saw 

earlier, this same struggle places the human being in contact with God. The basis for 

communication with God is an understanding of the difficulties and defects of human 

life. 

Elsewhere, Kosman's speaker appears to celebrate these challenges. In a poem 

addressed to his wife, he calls for rejoicing "over our brokenness, over the missing part," 

to celebrate with music man's "darkening sight" and "pupil going blind."8 Man is 

"crucified and hung" by his questioning intellect. The violent image once again 

dramatizes the distress man feels at his limitations. As the poem continues, the speaker 

widens the scope, mentioning in general terms the disabilities that afflict mankind: 

"folly," "evil," "futility," etc. In the end it becomes increasingly clear that the speaker's 

joyful acceptance of these aspects of humanity is ironic. In the exaggerated conclusion, 

his poem is an "axe" he entrusts to his wife to "go out and crush everything." The poem 

is rooted in anger at God, who the speaker imagines to be content with the imperfect state 

of human life. Thus, even though this poem is not addressed to God, God is intended to 

8 "n,,n 11N? i'l1)10," 7"CJJ l!/7n l!/17>~, p. 18. 
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overhear, and the question of humanity's defects once again serves to bring man into 

relationship with God. 

Before leaving the discussion of man's vulnerability and imperfection, it is 

important to take note of the important metaphorical role violence plays in Kosman's 

whole body of poems. Violence is a persistent theme in Israeli poetry, but usually it 

represents the real physical threat posed by war or terrorism. The violence that appears 

in Kosman's poems is different. We have seen several examples where injury to the 

body symbolizes the fragility of human life and even the non-physical defects to which 

human beings are subject. The opening poem of Kosman' s first book, "'1!J'Ni1 llm\!J:> 

N1i1i1," begins, 

~~~~i1 ,1~ lnie' N~i1i1 e'~Ni1 ~iiiZ'e'~ 
• : - : T / - ' T -•,•: •,• '•' ! 

,t:l'l J1l'.}ie' ~~i'~tl ie'N'i1 
i1i~,J r,m~,m ~i, i1J1~i1 

T ': : -: ' ' T ! T 

9.i17~~r;,tt niiio~ i1~:p 17 ,~~t?tt7 

The violent image of the dead man, sprawled by the road and gushing blood, stands in 

sharp contrast to the conversational tone of the stanza. The speaker's reaction to the 

violence is clinical; he sees it as an "opportunity" to make a philosophical point about 

prayer. The disconnect between the scene and the speaker's reaction alerts the reader 

that this is not a description of a "real" occurrence. Rather, it is a construct, and the 

violent death of the man serves as a symbol of the fragility of human life and man's 

precarious existence. Kosman often uses violent images to create these opportunities to 

comment on the place of man in the world. Because the violence is not meant to 

9
· 7'l!li7 i7l!IJ/I.J 171N71!.J '7f1N, p. 7. 
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represent real-world dangers, it is often greatly exaggerated. To a lover, he writes, "n, 

mp>J ':lN ,l'))l>J ,i1)'N ,17171i1"
10 This extreme violence represents the pain and 

vulnerability caused by love. In another poem, the speaker asks the world to impale him 

on a skewer and "take a bite of [him]."11 This absurd violence casts the suffering man as 

the passive object of the functioning of the world. Physical violence, the violation of the 

body, symbolizes the weakness and powerlessness of man in relation to his environment. 

The logical extension of this theme is death, and so we tum now to Kosman's treatment 

of mortality. 

Death and the awareness of death are fundamental aspects of the human 

condition. Death is the ultimate limitation, distinguishing between human life from the 

eternal. The awareness of mortality is a source of existential fear, the fear of 

nonexistence. One role of religion is to alleviate this fear, often by advancing the belief 

in the continuation of personal existence after death. This is not the religious position 

taken in the poetry of Admiel Kosman. Death is a constant theme in Kosman' s 

poetry-often personified-intruding on all aspects of human life. But Kosman is not 

interested in the question of life after death. Kosman' s poetry confronts death, embraces 

the awareness of mortality and the finitude of the human being. Kosman's speakers 

confront death with humor, confidence, and a casualness meant to reframe death-not a 

cosmic event, but a personal, intimate experience. 

10. "mpr., ')N ,Tl ii'," 7'0J '1J:l, p. 75. 
,1. "□'Niu o,r.,, ?l!J mn,'.;,o'.:1 o,y:mr., ny:::iiN," ,::vvJ7V7N 711'0, p. 116. 
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Two consecutive poems from Kosman's 1988 book, Bigdei Nasich, function 

together to portray Kosman's approach to death as an aspect of the human condition. 

The first is, "mr.m N:l m 1''l':::>Y." 

.r,i~il :N~ ilT i°t'~l' 
•.•T - T •,• T : -

1r~ ,,~1~~ 1r~ .c~;~ ,~~P,J:'i ',~ 
ilJ;i~ ,l' r;,~9 ~',~~ 1r~ I ,,:i;s 

.p~~ 

.r,i~il :N~ ilT i't'~l' 
','T - T '•' T : -

nr,s~ ,~;z, c~',Ni ,~z,e, 
-..-: - •-: "T 

. r;7~-iiT~,? Y~l' ~ C"'l7i?1 

CJ~N ,~~ :N~ ilT i°t'~l' 
T:T ''T T '•' T:-

r~;,, ilti? ,il~-,:i;J-t•6 ~~~ 
n',;e, ,r,~m~ il~n ;~~ il~~~3il mr,~~ 
-•• ••••,•-: y- : T •:- ••:•: 

~',~~ ,c~i'.'1~17'~ c~7! c~~~~ 17;P7 
12·1J7i~'t'~!~~ l'J;i~~ 

Already in the first stanza, Kosman distinguishes his view of death from the 

cultural norm. To an unnamed addressee, the poem observes, "You do not blanch, you're 

not / afraid, you' re not even surprised. You / understand." In these brief lines, Kosman 

suggests a range of responses to the awareness of death. The expected response is fear. 

Surprise is a middle position, neither positive nor negative in itself, but reflecting the 

powerlessness human beings experience in their inability to control the timing of death. 

But the addressee's response is at the opposite end of the spectrum. He "understands." 

Though the nature of this understanding is not described, it seems to imply confidence in 

12· 7'0J '7Xl, p. 35. 
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the face of death. In its religious connotation, this understanding is enlightenment which 

allows the addressee to face death without fear, to accept his own mortality. 

The poem deflates death, describing it as "a little heavy" and "somewhat 

uncomfortable." This less-than-terrible characterization attempts to bring down the 

concept of death from the ultimate, existential terms in which it is usually considered to 

the level of the tangible and personal. As is his general tendency, Kosman is less 

concerned with death as a philosophical concept than with the relationship of death to the 

experience of the individual. Here, the individual approaches death with seeming 

"apathy." This exaggerated calm at the conclusion of the poem emphasizes the extent to 

which the expected fear has been overcome. It is left to other poems, however, to explore 

the source and meaning of this calm. 

As he does here, Kosman often approaches death by means of personification. In 

the second stanza, death takes on human form. It is "hairy and violent," hairiness being 

associated with wildness ( e.g. Esau, Nebuchadnezzar) and even evil (in traditions 

concerning demons). It "stands at the door," symbolizing the constant presence of the 

possibility of death. The fact that it carries an axe in "the area of its loins" represents the 

associations of violence and sexuality given meaning by human mortality. In the final 

stanza, death is personified as a kind of animal, wild and governed by instinct. In this set 

of symbols, death is not a neutral idea. Death is negative, as it is commonly understood. 

And so, the addressee's indifference to death must be explained not by a reevaluation of 

the nature of death, but by a reevaluation of life. 

Again, that process is not carried out fully in this poem. But the beginning of 

Kosman's view can be seen in the structure of the poem. The poem is spoken to an 
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unnamed, second-person addressee. It is this addressee who confronts death and 

possesses the understanding to do so without fear. The reader naturally identifies with 

the addressee, which suggests that the poem's message is personal and individual. 

Kosman wishes to reduce the problem of death to the experience of the individual, to 

focus on the real experience of death as a limitation inherent in the human condition. 

Kosman elaborates on the actual nature of the human response to death in the 

poem that follows this one, "7W mu \J})1\!.J mm,." 

.,~~~~ o~ ~~?~1 ~!.0~ p~,, c~~~i~iJ ~11~ 7,ri~ i~.ll o~o ~p,e, ri1.~;:i 
7,r,~~ ,~ ;,~,J ~~~ i11JJ; ;,;~1 ,~ i1~~~~ ,~rr,;:i ~~ Pllf ~~~ 

,~ i~t;l~ ~~~ ~17~t?' 

,~ i~N1 r7.~; ,;7 Cf?'~ w;ir c~,~iJ ~ti,J,:l7V Ji~ .~J'.'\~70 Ji~ 

N~~iJ ,i'!l;iJ ,:1~f ip c~,~o~ ~"')-~"11 Ji~J~7~ ~!.~'1 ,c~~i? c~,;7 
.c;:i; ibP,! t6 N~i1 ~~ ,C~'1r:i c~~,e'7i? 

. 77 ~, , ~~r ~~~7~ , ~l'.'l~r:i~~ 1.;i-~.;i ~'1.l:it r:i ~~ 
13.~J~~~~ c~~t~~ i~7 ~~~;::i ll'1_,~ ~~~ 

In the first stanza, the speaker displays a similar disposition towards death as was 

described in the previous poem. The speaker is not afraid of death and "does not flee" 

from it. Rather, he leans against the wall in a relaxed posture. But while the addressee of 

the last poem showed indifference toward death, the speaker here welcomes death, 

extending "exceeding affection." Death is also more active here. Rather than passively 

13. 7'CJJ '1Xl, p. 36. 
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standing in the doorway, death gallops in dramatically on a horse and pursues the 

speaker. While in the previous poem, the addressee and death merely observe each other, 

here there is a confrontation. This allows Kosman to display the speaker's approach to 

his own mortality. 

That approach, as seen in the second stanza, recalls Kosman's presentation of the 

human condition as a state of limitation and brokenness. The speaker addresses death 

with his disgrace, and the stanza break in the middle of a sentence makes "my disgrace" a 

stark, stinging admission. The speaker goes on to tell death about his "bitter affronts," 

"difficult things," and matters of "trouble" and "suffering." This account of human pains 

is meant to defend against death; the speaker anticipates that death's "hard heart, full of/ 

sharp pitchforks, even it will not be able to stand them." Here death is personified not 

only as taking a human form, but as possessing human emotions. The triumph of 

emotion over death is part ofKosman's reduction of death to the scale of human 

experience. Here, human experience is so awful, so painful, that the abstract prospect of 

death holds no terror by comparison. 

The final stanza of the poem is set off by Kosman as a separate section. The 

discourse shifts; the speaker addresses death directly. Apparently, the speaker's strategy 

in the second stanza has succeeded; death's heart has been overcome by the speaker's 

troubles, and death has tried to comfort the speaker. The speaker addresses the Angel of 

Death with affection as "my little angel," and encourages death to leave off his 

comforting. This models a remarkably different relationship of the human being to death. 

The human being and death stand in a loving, sympathetic relationship. Death might 

even be seen as a relief for man from the troubles of life. But the speaker does not wish 
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for death. Rather, he exhibits a stoic understanding of mortality-"! know well to where 

our steps are set." The "I know well," like "you understand" in the previous poem, is not 

fully explained, but suggests an existential confidence. A possible source of that 

confidence may be hinted at in the rare phrase, "1)'Y.l~!l O'Y.lV1Y.l 1N?" ("to where our steps 

are set"), which recalls the last words of Psalm 85, "1,Y.l~!l 171'? ov,1 ,l?i1' 1')!l? ;:n~" 

("Righteousness will go before him and set his steps to a path.") Psalm 85 presents a 

vision of divine salvation Perhaps the calm resolve of the speaker stems from ultimate 

confidence in God. 

This is not to say that the speaker counts on God to rescue him from death. This 

would not be in keeping with the poet's focus on mortality and the human condition. 

Rather, the speaker's existential confidence may be an acknowledgement of the integrity 

of man's place in God's creation. Just as man has a specific place in creation, so does 

death. Seen this way, death does not rule over or terrorize humanity. Death and 

humanity function on the same level at God's direction. It is even possible for death to 

pity humanity for the painful nature of human existence. 

While this softer, sympathetic understanding of death appears in several Kosman 

poems, it never fully overcome's death's common associations with fear and violence. 

This tension is the theme of the poem, "mmn pmY.l pmY.l ,:,." 

n1,~tt pili~ pin~ ,~ 
nio;, ~N, ~N,~ 
VT--:-: 

nio;, 'SO Nl' CN 
•,• T - • • T T • 

f~? 'Z:,iN 1~i?1 

n1,~tt pili~ pin~ ,~ 
n1,~tt ,7~ J;li11 
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.n1,~iJ 'J:,i~ i'~~9 
y~;n r~~ ;~~ p1 

.n1,~iJ 'J:,i~ i'!.OiJ 
.n1.~ .np~~ ,~p~ ~;~ 

r~r;if~iJ '~~ ~P 

.n,~;, ,r,;~ i1~i1 ij~ 
•,• T - • •• - ! 

.n,~;, ,r,;~ ;,~n;, 
•,• T - • •• -: -

.ni~i1 ~Ti:l ~i~ ~l~ 
•,•T- •,•:- TT 

'4y~;,1 .n?-~7~. ni? 

The poem sets up a push-pull dialectic with death. Death is "sweet" and 

seductive; the poem uses sexual and romantic imagery to describe the mutual 

attraction--<leath "leans toward" and "kisses" the speaker. But death's heart is a 

"divider" between the speaker and death's mouth. Although death's kiss is attractive, 

death represents something that cannot be fully embraced. In the third stanza, the 

speaker seems to send death away, but in the very next line requests that death strengthen 

him. The speaker invites, "Come and bind death's ring I on my shocked heart." Here, 

also, while the speaker is drawn to "death's ring," a part of the speaker rebels, the 

"shocked" heart. The speaker in this poem does not display the calm or confidence when 

confronting death that we saw earlier, but neither is this speaker afraid. Death is still a 

constant part of the human condition, but it is a force that must be met paradoxically with 

both acceptance and resistance. 

This poem integrates death into Kosman's depiction of the human condition 

through the association with violence. As we have seen, Kosman uses violence as a 

14
· o,,;;w;, 7JJ/Jn, p. 94. 
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metaphor for the fragility and finitude of human existence. Death is an ultimate symbol 

of that finitude, which Kosman represents in this poem by connecting death with 

violence. The first stanza concludes with an image of crucifixion. In the final stanza, the 

speaker calls on death to break him, beat him, and make him ill. The poem builds up to 

its final lines, which contain its most violent image: "Please iron bar of death / Take a 

skull and crush it." The evocation of this violent death emphasizes the connection of 

man's finitude to the vulnerability of the human body. Here, while the speaker shows 

resistance, he eventually embraces that finitude as an inescapable aspect of human 

existence. 

"mmn pmY.) pmY.) ,:," is one of Kosman' s only poems that adheres to strict pattern 

of rhyme and meter. The rhyme is mostly accomplished through the repetition of the 

word "mm" at the end of the first three lines of each stanza, a repetition which 

dramatizes the oppressive inevitability of death. The repetition also places the 

concluding words of each stanza, which rhyme with each other, in sharp contrast. 

Particularly in the case of "~~n)," Kosman creates a tension between the relatively light 

associations with rhyme evoked by the sound of the word and the terrible image implicit 

in the word's meaning. This tension is an extension of the seduction-repulsion dialectic 

with death itself. Even more than the rhyme, the strict meter of the poem creates a 

singsong effect that is often in tension with the content of the poem. The only exception 

to the meter is the first line of the third stanza, in which the spondee, "N~ N~," effectively 

disrupts the momentum of the poem, dramatizing a real attempt to resist the attraction 

and inevitability of death, represented by the metrical regularity. 
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In this poem, the speaker's confrontation with death leaves him more fully aware 

of his human weakness. As we have seen in all these poems, death stands as the ultimate 

extension of man's vulnerability and limitation. But death is more than that. Death is a 

fact of the human condition, one that need not provoke fear. Death is a possible source of 

comfort for the troubles of human life. Death is a paradoxical force, simultaneously 

attracting and repelling humanity. By entering into relationship with death, Kosman's 

speakers gain access to a broader range of human experience. Kosman's portrait of death 

is intimate; death is a personal and fundamental aspect of what it means to be human. 

As we have seen, in the poetry of Admiel Kosman, the human condition is 

characterized by weakness and limitation. Human beings are physically vulnerable, 

insignificant in scale, liable to sin, and ultimately, mortal. But out of this humble state, 

humans are able to enter into relationship with God. Awareness of finitude facilitates 

awareness of the divine. Although this human condition is universal, the 

acknowledgement of human contingency and the effort to engage with the divine in 

human life is the province of religion. Though Kosman speaks to the human condition, 

he is particularly interested in the existential state of the Jew in the modem world. It is 

the Jew who embodies most fully Kosman's vision of weakness leading to relationship 

with God. 

The distinction between the approaches to life of religious and secular people is 

drawn particularly sharply in the poem, "0,,1~." 
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• • T : ••• : - ' ; T •• 
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Chapter One 

The poem relates to Purim, the Jewish observance based on the biblical book of 

Esther. In traditional Judaism, Purim is an occasion for raucous celebration, 

accompanied by drinking and costumes. This poem captures that spirit, but Kosman 

suggests that something darker underlies the celebration. Though the Jewish community 

emerges victorious at the end of Esther, its victory is achieved only through massive 

bloodshed-the slaughter of its foes. Despite the farcical humor of the book, it is a story 

of an attempted genocide. With this background in mind, the poem views the joyousness 

of Purim as perverse, even inhuman. This is symbolized by the "black cloaks of death," 

which are layered over all the costumes. 

The poem emphasizes the separation between religious and secular world views. 

The speaker uses the metaphor of physical isolation, claiming that the religious people 

have "closed themselves up" in a "high stronghold." The secular person is described as a 

"stranger," living in his own separate stronghold, and unable to understand the black 

humor of the religious community. In the religious stronghold, "We've closed the 

newspapers, the television, the voices / have been silenced, our dark cave has been ruled / 

15
· D't77N7 1JJ/Jt7, p. 64. 
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for some centuries now by silence." There are no outside influences to mitigate the 

devotion of the religious community to their "text," the religious tradition. There is also 

a reference to the secular people in their stronghold being "very scared." It is not clear 

whether this refers to the kind of existential fear we have encountered previously, or 

rather, to fear of the religious people themselves. Perhaps employing the military 

connotations of "7~:iY.l" ("stronghold"), Kosman means to suggest that like the Jews in 

Esther who wreaked violence on their enemies, the religious Jews in the poem frighten 

their secular observers. 

What exactly sets the religious people apart is approached in several ways in the 

poem. The first line claims it is an "alternative joke." This uniquely religious humor, 

emphasized throughout the poem, is based on the fact that the religious people have 

"freed themselves" from meager reason. The abandonment of reason by religious people 

is often cited as a fault by their secular opponents, and although the religious speaker 

embraces it here, there is evidence that the poet is not sympathetic. The unique religious 

humor expresses itself first in the exchange of clothing by men and women. The 

amusement they find in this seems meant to satire the rigidity of gender roles in 

traditional Jewish society. 

In addition to their unique humor, the religious Jews are also characterized by 

their adherence to a "text." This "alternative, existential" text exhibits the same black 

humor, but its darkness is stated more explicitly: 

We listen to the wondrous text 
that broadcasts death, in waves, to the stronghold: 
One hears loneliness and shouting one hears, terror, 
One hears clearly terror! 
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The stronghold of the religious people is filled with death and terror. The "text" here 

could refer to the dark conclusion of Esther, but it can also refer to the general outlook of 

religion. As we have seen, engagement with human mortality can be a means of entering 

into relationship with God. But in this case, the religious people seem to have gone too 

far. While in many Kosman poems, acceptance of the human condition leads to freedom 

from fear, here terror is a fundamental aspect of life. 

Indeed, Kosman shows how the unique, isolating humor of these religious Jews 

ultimately devolves into madness. The religious men grow a "mane" of hair not only on 

their cheeks, but on their heads, necks, and foreheads. In the final stanza, rabbis, cantors, 

and the learned make animal noises as they participate in "o,11!l-)f"l-?\!J-n';,)';nn." The 

celebration of Purim is compared to a "n';,1';,,n," a wild celebration---customary 

particularly in the Hasidic community-that celebrates the anniversary of the death of a 

great Jewish figure. This cements the association of the animal celebration with 

Ultra-Orthodox Judaism, extending to the closing image of the celebrating Jews "roaring 

and growling." 

In "o,11!l," Kosman shows the extent to which religious life can become entangled 

in the darkness of the human condition. This is the extreme case, in which the awareness 

of death and the limitations of humanity leads to an abandonment of the power human 

beings do have, specifically the power of reason. Kosman criticizes these Jews, who shut 

themselves off from the influences of the outside world. He prefers a vision of Judaism 

that engages the reality of death and weakness, but is also committed to the values of life 

and progress. This vision is expressed most fully in a later poem, "o,,m,n 7'\!J." 
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The poem begins with an image of balance: "We have handholds welded to life./ 

And we have handholds welded to death." Unlike the Jews in the previous poem, the 

Jews here engage with both the positive and negative aspects of human existence. These 

Jews also strike a balance between their separate identify and their commonality with the 

rest of humanity. From the beginning, it is clear that the Jews are separate-their four 

handles are "private." But they are also "welded to the general ark - of human kind -

held/ by affinity-nails." Whatever unique perspective the Jews may cultivate, they 

cannot separate themselves from the human experience and the general welfare. 

The central image of the poem is of the Jews as laborers. By means of long poles, 

they bear several heavy loads. The nature of that load is obscured by the double meaning 

of the word, "1nN." It can mean "ark," as in "n,1:m 1nN" (the "Ark of the Covenant"), 

and it can also mean "coffin." Thus, the Jews here are reminiscent of the Israelites in the 

Bible, bearing the Ark and Tabernacle during the wilderness sojourn, but they are also 

pictured as pallbearers. This duality is extended by the fact that they bear both "1nNn 

□"nn 7\!J 7nm" ("the large ark/coffin of life") and "nmn 7\!J 7nm 1nNn" ("the large 

ark/coffin of death"). The Jews are referred to as a "N\!J'1P N1:m," a burial society, but 

their outlook is not dark. They sing "praises of the Highest," and they carry both coffins 

in an ascent of the "downslope to dissolution." In addition to dealing with life and death, 

the Jews bear the "mighty coffin of history." Although this burden is closely connected 

with sadness, the Jews bear it with pride. These existential burdens are related to the 

limitations on humanity we saw in Kosman's earlier descriptions of the human condition. 
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Certainly there is an awareness of death and mortality, but there is also an 

acknowledgement of sadness and weakness. But the Jews are steadfast in their efforts. 

The finitude of the human condition is expressed much more clearly in the 

questions people ask the Jews as they pass by with their load. Some of the questions 

seem like the likely questions to be asked of pallbearers: "Whose child is this? Who is the 

woman?" But the questions quickly branch off into various aspects of human existence. 

"Where did we come from? And who are we?" The questions are particularly focused on 

human mortality. The people ask, "Who by fire and who by water?" a line taken directly 

from the "cipn mm1" prayer in the Yorn Kippur liturgy. One of the dramatic climaxes of 

the High Holidays, the prayer claims that on Y om Kippur God seals the decision of who 

shall live and who shall die by what means in the coming year. In the prayer, ",m 'VN:t ,n 

o,n:i" is not a question, but identifies two groups of people. Its appearance as a question 

in the poem suggests that at least in the opinion of people they encounter, the Jews 

possess some divine knowledge. At the end of the questions, Kosman returns to the 

scenario of questions asked to passing pallbearers: "??U71)'lJ ,p1),ni1 ,Nm\ ,m ,□Ni1." The 

image of the violent death of a child poignantly captures the vulnerability of man and the 

inscrutability of God, who allows such a tragedy to occur. The evocation of a car 

accident shifts the discourse from the abstract and symbolic to the realm of everyday life. 

But while the Jews may have some access to divine wisdom, that access has not 

come without a cost. Kosman describes the Jews as a "decayed stone wall." The Jews 

protest, "We are the people ofloss!" Kosman connects this condition to time when 

"almost out of blindness - / stupor, we cast one/ staring eye, horrified." What that eye 
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witnessed is not specified, but as a result, the hands of "thousands of those who came out 

of the Shoah" take up the carrying poles, now described as the "four bars of silence." 

Jewish wisdom and the Jewish connection to life and death, is seen as a result of the 

experience of the Holocaust. If Jews have a better understanding of mortality and the 

human condition, this insight was gained at a horrible cost. 

This melancholy tone carries on through the end of the poem. 

Tears on our cheeks. 
And words strangled in the throat. 
And we raise up, above, 
the only response, 
sad, to life, 
hidden these thousands of years, 

like a corpse 
stinking 
in the coffin. 

The conclusion leaves many questions unanswered. What is this response to life that is 

compared to a corpse? This might seem like an embrace of death, but how can this be 

reconciled with the songs of praise and pride the Jews displayed earlier in the poem? Is it 

possible to recover a positive attitude toward life in the wake of the Holocaust? In my 

reading, the bleakness of the end of this poem does not entirely efface the balance of its 

beginning. The human condition, the violence and pain that are frequently associated 

with mortality, can lead the Jews to despair. But they also have a "handhold welded to 

life." The experience of suffering is a resource, a source of wisdom and connection to 

life and to God. 

In all of these poems, Kosman is concerned with the human "response to life." 

What does it mean to be human? What does it mean to be mortal? How do we approach 
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human limitations? Human beings are limited in nearly every respect: size, strength, 

wisdom, goodness, and length of life. But out of that smallness, Kosman sees the 

possibility for relationship with the divine. When he emphasizes the insignificance of 

man on the cosmic scale or the destructive power of violence, the reader experiences his 

own limitations and mortality. Kosman shows that this integrated awareness of the 

human condition bears with it a receptivity to a higher understanding. Kosman 

specifically associates Judaism with this attempt to encounter God by embracing the 

reality of the human condition. Resisting the temptation to despair, Judaism seeks an 

existential confidence with which to confront the challenge of human life in God's world. 

41 



Chapter Two 

Eroticism and Relational Theology 

One of the most characteristic and certainly the most remarked-upon aspect of 

Admiel Kosman's poetry is its eroticism. Kosman's poems show unabashed interest in 

male and female bodies and meditate on diverse aspects of human sexuality. These 

sexual elements are made even more provocative by their frequent juxtaposition with 

religious language and symbols. Kosman liberally mixes crude and irreverent images 

with the language of traditional Judaism with which he is deeply familiar. However, it is 

not Kosman's primary purpose to shock or outrage the reader. His depiction of sexuality 

is deeply earnest, true to his understanding of human experience. And to the extent that 

eroticism and divinity are frequently encountered together in Kosman's poetry, he 

believes the combination to reflect the reality of the relationship between God and man. 

In fact, the poems involving sexuality are only part of a larger project, in which 

Kosman uses erotic love between people as a metaphor for the relationship between man 

and God. Again and again, Kosman seeks to show how the intimacy between lovers 

reflects an essential aspect of the relationship to the divine. The religious language and 

imagery that surround lovers in Kosman's poems serve as a bridge, translating familiar 

religious concepts into Kosman's terms of an erotic relationship with God. Thus, not 

only is the relationship between man and God reimagined as a relationship between 

lovers, but the relationship between lovers reveals certain aspects of divinity. Lovers in 

Kosman' s poetry are consistently depicted as achieving a measure of transcendence. 
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As we shall see, while sexuality is an important aspect of Kosman's erotic 

theology, emotional intimacy is equally important. For Kosman, the husband and wife 

are the paradigmatic lovers, the model for man's relationship with God. An outgrowth of 

the intimacy of husband and wife is the home, which serves as a microcosm for all of 

Creation. The love between husband and wife in the home gives both partners the 

experience and perspective of intimacy with which to approach God. The lessons of 

erotic love on the scale of the home reveal truths about the possibility of developing an 

intimate relationship with God. Kosman's poetry makes a serious and sincere attempt to 

dramatize those truths. 

Frequently in Kosman's poems, God and the lover are both present, and the 

speaker's relationship with one reflects on and mediates his relationship with the other. 

This is the strategy Kosman employs in the brief poem, "1nN Yll." 

.c~~~i~i1 N~l ,n,~i1 ,'t'~'e'i1 Cl' 
"T TT: -••y- -.••••- • 

rinN i1~~'e')~ ri:t,~ ~riiN c~,~~r~ 
-- T •:• ••y • •:-

The three sentences of the poem form a progression, from "day and night" to 

"sun, moon, and stars" to "the soft air." The first two of these terms follow the order of 

the biblical account of creation. Day and night, the order of the universe, came into 

being, followed by the natural world. The third term, "the soft air that turns the 

l. D't77N71JJ/Jl7, p. 13. 
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universe," refers to God. In the cosmology of Aristotle, the universe consists of a series 

of concentric spheres, and God is the "Prime Mover," the ultimate cause of the motion of 

the spheres. This concept was adapted into Judaism by Maimonides. Placing God as the 

third term subverts the order of the series, since in the order of creation, God appears at 

the beginning. God appears here at the end of creation, in the place ordinarily occupied 

by humanity. One could say that the speaker occupies a God-like role, calling the 

universe into relationship, beginning with the order of creation and concluding with God 

itself. 

But what is the relationship to God and the universe that the speaker claims? The 

precise nature of that relationship depends on what it means to be "mentioned in one 

breath." The most basic claim is one of similarity. The speaker feels himself to be part 

of nature and of the created order. The speaker is also similar to God, in that just as God 

is the ultimate cause of motion in the universe, the speaker is also a cause, acting as a 

purposeful agent. The speaker is not identical with God or nature, but by participating in 

their level of being, the human speaker achieves a measure of their transcendence. 

It must be noted that this poem is not just the private reflection of the speaker. It 

is addressed to the speaker's wife, who, though only mentioned once, stands in the 

background of the entire poem. The invocation of the wife suggests an intimate 

relationship, and the intimacy of the marriage bond reflects intimacy onto the speaker's 

relationship with nature and God. The language of the poem is intimate; the repeated 

mention of "breath" is close to the body, and the linguistic relationship between "breath" 

and "soul" hints at an even deeper relationship. The description of God as a "soft air" 

does not accord with the theologies of Aristotle or Maimonides, but it does create another 
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point of connection between God and the speaker's human breath and life. This intimacy 

is not merely an intermingling. The model is the relationship between the speaker and 

the lover, the wife. The poem takes place at a particular moment, "n)l:,," a moment 

achieved in the presence of the wife. Perhaps the intimate relationship with the wife is a 

necessary precondition for the speaker to achieve his intimacy with God. The speaker 

can only achieve intimacy with God because he is able to report that intimacy to his wife. 

What we see, then, in "1nN )Jll," is an example where the relationship between the 

speaker and God is not precisely like the relationship between lovers. However, it does 

share many of the attributes of human intimacy, and it is conditioned and mediated by the 

human lover, who is an actual presence in the poem. 

In "i1))1:l~" we have an example of the opposite situation. The poem is about the 

speaker's relationship with a lover. But that relationship is described in terms borrowed 

from religion, and God is a presence in the poem, mediating the relationship between the 

human lovers. 

2. ,:1'VJ7V7N 717'0, p. 23. 
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The poem describes a kiss, a physical expression of human intimacy. But this is 

not an ordinary kiss. The root "to be fixed," ~"::tp, the verb used in the traditional 

blessing for affixing a mezuzah, suggests a bond that is both permanent and frequently 

occurring. The physical intimacy is taken to an absurd extreme. The dramatic intimacy 

of these kisses is emphasized throughout the poem. The speaker attaches to the lover's 

lips "without moving," "as a declaration," and finally with "grasping." The exaggerated 

physical intimacy dramatizes the emotional intimacy between the lovers. 

But intimacy here is not understood as a function purely of the interpersonal 

relationship. Rather, it is mediated and determined by the relationship of the lovers to 

God. From the first line, the speaker attaches to the lover's mouth like a mezuzah to a 

doorframe, but the speaker also kisses the lover as one kisses a mezuzah. The poem 

glosses this, "Upon going out. Upon coming in," referring to the customary frequency of 

such kissing of the mezuzah. But we must consider what else is implied when a Jew 

kisses a mezuzah. It is a sign ofreverence for the words of Torah the mezuzah contains. 

It is also an acknowledgement of God's presence in the space marked by the mezuzah. 

Kissing a lover "like a mezuzah" suggests that the lover is the proper object of reverence, 

perhaps even a vessel for God's Teaching-a theme we will see Kosman take up directly 

in later poems. Here and throughout this poem, an aspect of the intimacy between the 

lovers is the intimacy with God that human relationships create. 

Despite the religious imagery that fills the poem, God appears most directly in the 

closing lines, "Who has sanctified me through you." God is the subject here, and the 

phrase is an adaptation of the traditional blessing formula, "1,m~n::i 1:i,1.rrp 7\!JN." In the 

poem, instead of sanctifying a group, God sanctifies the individual speaker, and this is 
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achieved not through commandments, but through the lover. In the traditional blessing, 

this phrase introduces a commandment, "m,~n." In place of a commandment, the speaker 

claims to have been sanctified "unconditionally." Individual effort replaces communal 

effort and intimate human relationships replace ritual and commandments as the means to 

achieve holiness. 

The speaker of this poem also wishes to serve as a model, to advocate the 

achievement of holiness through human intimacy. He swears to the lover that they shall 

be a "light to the nations." In its biblical usage in Isaiah, this refers to the religious 

example Israel provides for the other peoples of the world. Here, the speaker hopes that 

other couples will become "enlightened" and follow the lovers' example. The metaphor 

of light is extended in that the kiss takes place "between the blind and the seeing." The 

"seeing" here are those who understand the religious experience of the speaker, but this 

also refers to God's paradigmatic miracle, bringing sight to the blind. Finding God 

through intimate human relationship is not only a sign that one is enlightened, but it is 

also a quasi-mystical experience, a miracle through which one comes into contact with 

God. This different path to holiness is what is "declared" by the kiss. It is also what 

separates these two lovers from all others. The final line alludes to a blessing in the 

Shabbat minchah service, which praises God for separating Israel from "those who 

stray." The couple gives thanks that they do not stray-either through infidelity to their 

relationship or to their special mode of relationship to the divine. 

"iw1:i~" presents a definitive statement of Kosman's understanding of the 

relationship between intimacy and the divine. In an intimate human relationship, God is 

present as a third party, and human intimacy brings both people into a state of holiness 
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and relationship with God. The title of this poem, "Oath," supports the idea that this 

theology is a conviction of the poet, not mere speculation. And in fact, it coordinates 

well with what we saw in "1nN }1)7." There too, intimacy with God was mediated 

through the participation of a lover, the wife. The picture that begins to take shape is that 

just as all human intimacy involves an aspect of the divine, relationship with God 

necessarily involves some aspects of human intimacy. In the preceding two poems, God 

and the human lover both appear, and it possible to describe the relationship the speaker 

has with each and the mutual influence of those relationships. In poems in which only 

God or only the lover appear in addition to the speaker, the dynamics of human and 

divine intimacy can be much more difficult to isolate. 

In "rn,mivr.m 1:11r.m r,';nmo □'}Imp o,pm!:i niv,on," Kosman imitates the 

reconstructions of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which often retain many lacunae and 

discontinuities. Nevertheless, the repetitiveness of the subject matter allows us to form a 

clear basic picture of the events described. 

~'? iJ:1i~ i~~ i1!i:1 p~p7;:t ,:i·:,~ i'1~ ,i~f?~ i1~;:t ',7:;,~ ,~~, [ ... ] :N 

c ... 1 c~~',ei c~~~ c~l'ZiNtt' c ... 1 c~',:,:i 
• •• : • T • T : - '•' ' " -

,:i·:,~ i'11 [ ... ] i~70~ 1?iJ [ ... ] ~::i~~;:i in 1';1 [ ... ] 0~~~ ~',::n =~ 
c~~~ 7~~ c ... 1 ,r;,o~ cip9~ c ... 1 ~'? i1;9~ 17.~ ,~~ c ... 1 p~p7;:i 

i'11 c ... 1 ,~ 70~ c ... 1 ~::i~;,:i c~~~ 
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There is good reason to view this poem as dramatizing the relationship between 

man and God. First, the "desert scrolls" reconstructed in this way are primarily biblical 

and mythological, and we would expect God to be a prominent character. Other details 

in the text contribute to the biblical style. The speaker "wanders" ("1-:i1 y:i") in the same 

language used to describe the wandering of Cain in Gen. 4:12 and 4:14. The speaker 

wanders for 40 days in the wilderness, a trial reminiscent of the use of 40 as a typological 

number in the Bible. In the story of Noah, it rains for 40 days and 40 nights, and Moses 

is at the top of Mount Sinai for the same span. The Israelites also share the motif of 

wandering in the desert, though their 40 is years, not days. Since God is the one who 

sustains Noah in the ark, Moses on Sinai, and the Israelites in the wilderness, there is an 

inclination to view the unnamed savior in the poem as God. This impression is 

strengthened by the seeming miracle of one biscuit sustaining the speaker for 40 days. 

This is reminiscent of God's providing manna for the Israelites in the wilderness and 

sustaining Elijah with miraculous cakes-before his own journey of 40 days in the 

wilderness (I Kings. 19:5-8). 

As strong as this identification seems, it is also possible to read the unnamed 

savior as a human lover. She is addressed in the second person feminine, which is 

unusual for God in the Bible and traditional texts. A human baker is suggested by the 

description of the saving food as a "biscuit." Perhaps most telling is the speaker's focus 

on his benefactor's hand. We read, "that your hand stowed for me," "a hand's scent," 

and "that same softness." In poems about human intimacy, Kosman often fixates on parts 

3. '.:J'VJ7V7N 717'0, p. 22. 
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of the lover's body, as we will see. The references to the body and baking (1. 6) strongly 

suggest human action. It could be argued that the woman referred to by the speaker is as 

likely a mother figure as a lover, but in the context of Kosman's body of work, the image 

of a lover is dominant. 

Through this intentional conflation of God and the lover, Kosman emphasizes the 

kinship of the two kinds of relationships. His relationship with God possesses many of 

the characteristics normally associated with a love relationship: God is caring, personal, 

protective. Conversely, the relationship with the lover displays elements of mystery, 

miracle, and sustenance. The poem emphasizes the helplessness of the speaker. Only 

through the intervention of the other is he saved from "wandering astray" (1. 8). Only 

through these overlapping relationships-the erotic approach to God, the divine approach 

to the lover-is the speaker's life sustained. 

The same blurring of the boundary between God and the lover is at the center of 

"i1~'~ ~'l' 1''l'." The poem takes the speaker on a magic carpet ride with the other, whose 

identity is left unclear. 

,il7;~iJ 7l;i~ 0~~7 tUp~f.? ~;~ 
,il7;~~ 7;r, ~tt ,~l';:t ~~~ 7J;i~ 0~~7 TUp~f.? ~;~ 

.rii,iNil1 c~;~:¥;il ~~7~ ~~~ 7J;i~ 0~~7 TUp~f.? ~;~ 
.riiiioil ~-? c~;~~t? 7~~~f c~~;t:liJ ~~~ 7"1~7 ~-,_;~ ~;~ 

,il7;~iJ 7J;i~ 0~~7 tUp~f.? ~;~ 
.,;7~iJ ~~ r,~~~~ 7J;i~ 0~~7 TUp~f.? ~;~ 

.rii~o:.:iil ~~~-::: ~1' rio::iil ~ri~ c~ilo~il ~1'~ 
•••: ••T: _I••••,•:- ''Tl 'T:•- -•• 
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.ni,R~i:1 ,; Ji~ ,;,f c~~-? ,,~~: 17f c~~~?Oi:1 
.i1~?~1 it9~ ,i'l'.:17i:! 11;1~ c,~7 t"'iP.~~ ~~~ 

4.niiici1 ,; c~~,~~ 1.;~,?f c~~;t~;:i ~~~ 1"1~7 ~,_;~ ~~~ 

Again, aspects of this poem suggest that it is addressed to a lover. The other is 

addressed in the feminine. The setting-a private carpet ride through a dark sky over a 

sea of lights-is intimate and romantic. The image of the angels spotlighting points of 

interest is reminiscent of a date. Once again the poet singles out a body part, this time his 

companion's back, for special notice. 

But unlike in "o,pm~ n\!Jmn," where characteristics of God and the lover are 

fairly evenly combined in the character of the savior, "n?'? ?\!J 7'\!J" is primarily about the 

speaker's relationship to God. It is God's back, pointed with countless stars, in which all 

secrets are buried. It is God who can properly be said to possess angels. It is God who 

ultimately possesses the perspective that the speaker of the poem wishes to share. 

It is the speaker's desire for a particular relationship, emphasized by the repeated 

word, "\!Jp:in," that makes this poem such a valuable source for Kosman's erotic 

theology. He wishes to be with God "personally" on the carpet (I. 6), a direct 

relationship, without the intermediation of people or texts. This same idea is expressed 

by the image of the carpet flying "above the mosques, synagogues, and church steeples" 

(I. 7). The speaker's direct, intimate relationship with God obviates the need for 

organized religion. The erotic relationship with God is exclusive, "you and me alone" (I. 

8). This does not mean that God cannot enter into intimate relationships with multiple 

people; rather, each of these relationships is unique. The speaker of the poem is 

4. 1"0.:J 1!17n 1!1'7'£1, p. 11. 
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suspended between two fields of lights-the "thousands of sparkles and lights" on the 

ground and the field of stars above. The speaker's intimate relationship with God allows 

him to dwell among the stars, where he wishes to stay, "from here on" (1. 12). The poem 

suggests that ultimately, the speaker's intimacy with God may allow him to discover 

some of the divine secrets. 

In exploring the relationship between erotic intimacy and the divine, Kosman 

does not stop at romantic imagery, a personal relationship with a female divinity, or the 

religious overtones of human love. In some of his most striking and provocative poems, 

Kosman applies his understanding of the divine dimension of human intimacy to 

unsparing descriptions of human sexuality. In the title poem of his sixth collection, 

"1"03 ~,n ~,,,!)," Kosman draws on a wide vocabulary of Jewish piety in his attention to 

his lover's breasts. 
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The central idea of this poem is that the speaker stands in the same relation to the 

lover in which one expects a pious Jew to stand in relation to the Torah, God's revelation 

understood broadly. The Torah-including its interpretation and elaboration in Rabbinic 

literature-is the traditional subject of Jewish commentary. In this poem the lover 

replaces the Torah, and Kosman goes further. He draws on his deep familiarity with the 

forms of Jewish devotional literature to reimagine the entire Jewish religion devoted to 

the lover. He writes not only a commentary, but a "chibur," "midrash," "yalkut," 

"beiur," and "kuntres." The invocation and repetition of these different text types 

implies the broad range of Jewish concerns that the speaker replaces with consideration 

of the lover. The diversity of Jewish traditions subverted here is implied not only by the 

kinds of texts mentioned, but also by the interpretive methodologies. The speaker 

announces that he will proceed according to "remez," "peshat," "drash," and "sod," the 

four levels of depth in interpretation of the biblical text, represented by the acronym, 

''pardes." To approach a text-here, the lover--on all four levels, as the speaker claims 

to do, implies a comprehensive understanding.6 It is also the activity par excellence of 

Rabbinic Judaism. Two lines later, the speaker broadens his commentary to include 

5. 7"o:i l!lm l!/17'~, p. 12. 
6. Note also that Kosman inverts the order of"peshat" and "remez." This creates a rhythmic assonance 
between "derech" and "remez," but I think it should also be seen as hinting at the priority the author's 
approach gives to "remez," the interpretation of a text based on allusion and implication 
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"netzach," "hod," and "yesod." These are three of the sefirot, understood by the tradition 

of Jewish mysticism to be aspects of God. By claiming to embrace the interpretive 

methodologies of both Classical Rabbinic Judaism and Jewish mysticism, two widely 

divergent streams of Jewish thought, the speaker signals his desire for a comprehensive 

Jewish appreciation of the lover. 

Placing the lover in the place of Torah is theologically radical. It implies that the 

lover is a revelation from God, or that God communicates with the speaker through the 

lover. The lover is the source of wisdom and truth. The lover is the source of law and 

ethics. In fact, just as the whole legal system of Orthodox Judaism, the halakhah, is 

ultimately derived from the Torah, the speaker implies here that his own "path," his 

whole way of life is determined in some way by his relationship with the lover. 

It is not the person of the lover in the abstract that the speaker imbues with such 

tremendous significance. It is specifically the sexual relationship. The poem focuses on 

the lover's breasts. We have seen in previous poems how Kosman uses a body part (the 

hand, the back) as a synechdoche for the lover, but here the sexual intention is made 

explicit at the end of the first stanza, which speaks of them, "soft and gentle," wrapped 

(literally "bound," like a book) between the speaker's lips. The first stanza also describes 

the speaker gathering sources from everything "ha 'ba la 'yad," an expression equivalent 

to the English idiom, "at hand" (available). But the image of the hand here, especially 

the prominence the phrase is given when it is repeated in the concluding words of the 

poem, evokes a caress. This elevation of the sexual relationship is transgressive, perhaps 

even blasphemous. The poem itself is aware of the status of its interpretation as a 
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''perush noaz." This boldness is evidenced in all of Kosman's poetic attempt to advance 

his erotic theology. 

Kosman highlights the boldness of his position here by contrasting it with the 

vocabularly of Orthodox Judaism. In describing the approaches he will take to the lover, 

he does not include any reference to liberal Judaism or modem critical methods of Jewish 

text study. He does not even reference many genres of Jewish text-poetry or 

philosophy, for example-that are not associated with Orthodoxy. The texts and 

approaches he does reference come from the Jewish legal and mystical traditions, which 

offer two advantages. First, they are interpretive traditions, derived ultimately from the 

Torah, and as we have seen, Kosman wishes to portray the sexuality of the lover as 

possessing that kind of central significance. Second, though, Orthodoxy is a conservative 

religious tradition, and it offers a stark contrast with the sexual liberalism of Kosman's 

approach. In order to heighten this contrast, Kosman invokes a particularly pious version 

of Orthodoxy. This is signaled by the title and first line, in which he acknowledges his 

efforts are "b 'siyata dishmaya" ("with the help of Heaven"), an Aramaic phrase 

abbreviated ","tn." It is a pious custom among Orthodox Jews to place this abbreviation 

at the top of invitations, correspondence, and other documents. More commonly, the 

Hebrew abbreviation for "b 'ezrat HaShem" ("with God's help"), "n":i," is used. The use 

of the Aramaic is a sign of extra piety on the part of Jews who wish to avoid the use of 

the letter "n" in the Hebrew acronym-a part of God's name-for profane purposes.7 

Kosman also signals extreme piety through the speaker's continuous self-effacement. 

The speaker repeatedly protests his humility, using words like "ani," "dal," "katan," 
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"tzair," and "kat." This stance of humility on the part of the author is a convention in 

traditional and Orthodox religious texts. In the context of this pietistic rhetoric, 

Kosman's erotic theology is revolutionary. Kosman enjoys this tension, and the 

playfulness of the poem is embodied by his impious rhyming of "1"0:::i" with "11," an 

immodest word for "breast." 

In the third stanza, the center of the poem, Kosman departs from his main theme. 

A "commentary of leaves, and bright light between branches" does not reference 

traditional Jewish literature. Here, though, Kosman suggests that his erotic theology is 

not meant to remain abstract speculation. He and the lover now walk by way of the 

"pardes," the hermeneutic system transformed into a literal orchard. And they come to 

the city, the locus of modem life. What's more, they travel "with all the mothers," a 

reference to the matriarchs, the women whose lives are interpreted by and lived in 

accordance with the traditional pietistic literature. This is also a reference to other 

contemporary women. The implication is that while the speaker bases his religion on his 

sexual relationship with his lover, there are other "mothers," other women, each of whom 

is potentially a source of sexual revelation. 

"1"0:::i 'l'1n 'l.'n'!:!" represents a significant development in Kosman's erotic 

interpretation of Judaism. As we saw in earlier poems, the experience of God is mediated 

by the lover. The continuation of that reliance on the lover is dramatized by the fact that 

this poem is addressed to her. Here as before, religious experience seems only to be 

possible in the presence of the lover. In this poem, though, the source ofreligious 

inspiration is specifically the sexual relationship. Sexuality is the speaker's Torah, 
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communication with God and the source of religious meaning. Judaism offers resources 

for interpreting and understanding the divinity of the sexual relationship. 

In later poems, Kosman is even more graphic and provocative in his assertions of 

the divine aspect of sexuality. In "p)1' ')N l?\!.I n!'.ln ?)J\!.I n1mn nN," the radical association 

of Torah and sexuality is boldly announced, appearing in the title and first line. 
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This poem displays many of the elements we have seen previously. The speaker 

presents himself in a lowly, subordinate position to the lover. He is an infant, an extreme 

degree of helplessness and dependence. The lover is the exclusive source of 

revelation-"vJ'N l?'V \ 1n1mr.J pi." Again, Kosman draws on the vocabulary of 

traditional Judaism to create dramatic contrast with his transgressive approach, but also to 

appropriate the vocabulary, to reinterpret it according to his understanding of revelation. 

Thus, receiving Torah "n11tm:i" might not mean according to the meticulous textual 

traditions of early medieval Masoretes, but rather, with a degree of precision and stability 

not ordinarily associated with non-verbal forms of revelation. Similar transformations 

could be proposed for "101>:J," ":in:, np,," "1~," "n:,,n," etc. 

But the religious experience described here is not identical with the one in the 

previous poem. In ","o:i 'lJ,n 'l.'17'!:i," the lover herself, or the sexual relationship with the 

8. ,:1'1JJ71J7N 711'0, p. 21. 
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lover, is the Torah, the subject of religious devotion. In this poem, the lover is "inm 

i1:::>'7im," a teacher and guide who transmits Torah to the speaker. She is also a mother 

figure, providing the suckling infant with the nourishment of Torah. The speaker's 

contact with all aspects of Torah-"t>!:l~n n,1n," "nnN n,1n," "o,p1n~~ n,1nn," 

etc.-depends on the mediation of the lover. This difference is a significant one, and it is 

characteristic of the fact that Kosman is not the author of a systematic theological 

treatise. These are poems, and while they are rich in Jewish ideas and meaning, their 

mode of expression is subtle and diffuse. Kosman's erotic theology is expressed in 

different ways in different poems, which taken together form an impression of a 

theological position. 

Interestingly, the prefatory note to this poem seems to preempt a theologically 

radical interpretation of its content. The note itself reflects the structure of the book, 

Siddur Alternativi ("An Alternative Siddur"), which is modeled in part on the siddur, the 

Jewish prayer book. The note appears in Rashi script, the font in which notes and 

instructions to the worshiper are often printed in the siddur. But in fact, the note implies 

the exact opposite of what it says. It contributes to the context of traditional Jewish piety 

against which the contents of the poem seem most radical.9 Its very presence and 

emphatic exclamation point "protest too much." In a traditional Jewish context, a poem 

like this could only be read as an allegory. The rich history of these allegorical 

interpretations stretches back to the reception of the biblical Song of Songs. The fact that 

this poem's preface insists it be read as an allegory naturally leads the reader to consider 

the implications of a literal interpretation of the poem. 

9. The same is true ofKosman's use of"□,pJN" as a pious substitution for "o,nJN." 
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The mention of allegory in the prefatory note also directs the reader to the final 

stanzas of the poem, which deal directly with allegory and which constitute a beautifully 

concise statement of the divine aspect of the sexual relationship. "And all the matters of 

your skin and flesh I Lo, they are a mashal to me, II of how one must live. I In the thin 

light of the nimshal, I That lies at the heart of experience." Though Kosman asserts in 

many poems that religious knowledge and inspiration derive from sexuality, this 

statement proposes a mechanism for that interaction. It is not the poem that is an allegory 

(mashal), but the sexual relationship itself. The nimshal, the reality to which aspects of 

the mashal correspond, is "how one must live." The conduct of life is a central religious 

concern, lying, as the poem contends, "in the heart of experience." But the word 

translated "experience" ("m,m") also refers to technical debates in the Talmud over 

matters oflaw. Appearing at the beginning, middle, and end of this poem, the word 

embodies how the rhetoric of halakhah and "real" life are inextricably bound in 

traditional Judaism. Kosman's use of this word suggests an intimate link between 

"matters of skin and flesh" and the "thin light" of the world of experience. The sexual 

relationship, rather than any revealed text, is the means by which an individual learns the 

truths of religion. 

In the poems we have seen, Kosman expresses the theological significance of 

intimate human relationships in the abstract. The lovers are anonymous; their 

relationships lack context. But Kosman also explores the theological significance of a 

very specific relationship, marriage. The anonymous lover is identified in many poems 

as the speaker's wife. In these marriage poems, the lovers do not exist in a vacuum. 
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Instead, they appear in a home, a typical house, and Kosman pays detailed attention to 

the depiction of domestic space. Whether bedroom, dining room, or kitchen, the poems 

are filled with the implements of everyday life. But what occurs within the context of the 

married couple and the home goes far beyond the ordinary. The couple's relationship, as 

we have seen, leads to an experience of God, and the home stands as a microcosm of all 

Creation. 

In Higanu ! 'Elohim, the title poem serves as a kind of preface, but the body of the 

book begins with "'l'N ?'l' WP 11n)l," a mysterious poem that sets the devotional and 

meditative tone for the entire book. 

.e,N ,e, .n,~:,,o N,o: .n'~ii 
•• ••• T ! •,• T : ' ' - -

,e'N ,e, c,~,n t:l'O~O tU'.~ii 
•• •,• • T-: • • • 

.e,~ ,r P;P. ,,~~ ,:,,~,ij ,~ 
,c,;;7 C';;P, ~M';)iJ ~:,'7.~~~ 

.e,~ .n;;:;t'? ,iii~i? l'1'""!; ,C'~!~; ,C'.~1 

,r,7_~; ~:,'7.~~ ii"V,?J:li'.l T~ i'1 
.e'~ ,r ,i'!l?:P n; ,'i?; ,i;7 r;~ ,p;P, ,; 
.e'~ ,r ii1~3'~'? ,'l:'t~ ,~:~t~ 1; ,r:i~ 
,,n~~1 jie'N""!~ c7~~ ,o:p ,lir:t1'~i:t ,~ 

,No c,e, Ji: ,n, ~ ~:.nlii 
J : 'T!'/ --:/ :-• 

10-e'~ ,r ,r!~ ,i~i? ,u~~ 

The poem begins with "the house," the definite article suggesting a known, 

specific place. The house, the home, is more than the setting of the poem. It is the 

context within which the images must be understood. The "chariots of fire" and the "new 

horses" threaten destruction because they are placed within the house. And despite the 

dramatic images of the poem, the house is identifiably ordinary, a place of normal human 

10. D'i77N? 2JJ/Ji7, p. 9. 
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activity. This is conveyed by the numerous domestic items referenced by the poem: 

"rug," "pillow," "sheet," "plate." These concrete home goods anchor the poem to the 

worldly life of the married couple. The divine drama that plays out in their home is not a 

violent break from the ordinary, but a hidden aspect of their ordinary lives. The home 

becomes a microcosm of Creation; the divine encounter exists alongside and is 

contextualized by quotidian details. 

The identification of the home as a microcosm of Creation is strengthened by the 

poem's comparison of the married couple to Adam and Eve. Just as Adam and Eve are 

the archetypal humans, symbols of all humanity, the house in this poem is an Eden, a 

self-contained space representing the whole world. The identification with Adam and 

Eve also contributes to the characterization of the couple. They are innocent and 

tentative. Their encounter with God is natural and full of wonder. As in other poems we 

have seen, this poem is addressed by the speaker to his wife. The poem itself is intimate, 

between husband and wife. The divine dimension of the ordinary life of the house can 

only be apprehended by virtue of the relationship between husband and wife. Here the 

relationship is not one of sexual intimacy, but the intimacy of marriage. 

The actual encounter with God here is symbolized by fire and cloud, common 

biblical symbols for God. The "\!.IN ?\!.I m::i:n>J" recall the "\!.IN ::i:n" of II Ki. 6: 17, a show 

of God's power. The scene is threatening; the "bar of fire" on the rug could be an image 

of the house's destruction. But like the burning bush, this is not a consuming fire. It is a 

sign of God's presence. The introduction of clouds in 1. 4 points to the Israelites in their 

Exodus from Egypt, guided and guarded by God's presence in the form of a pillar of fire 

and a pillar of cloud. But even the cloud here is a cloud "of fire." The encounter with 
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God is dangerous. The canopy of the fire that opens the second stanza evokes the spread 

of a house fire, consuming the ceiling. Finally, though, the encounter with the divine is 

brought under control in the context of the relationship. Together, the husband and wife 

are able to kindle a "small, gentle pillar of fire." They literally "domesticate" God. In 

the context of the marital home, God becomes approachable and reliable. The home 

itself is sanctified as the site and context of revelation. 

These same motifs form the basis of "mm:m ')\!./ 1m:i," though the form of the 

revelation described is quite different. 

11. n:::mN n,~ CJ'JJ::nN, p. 22. 

'l'.'l,?~ii~ ,c,·ri;, 'l'.'l,?~ii~ ,p~Q 'l'.'l,?~ii~ 
iilj'"'!~iJ1 ,0~7~ 'l'.'l,?~it~ ,ii"11.i? 

,.n,n'iii ~~ ,C'l'~lit ~'t, iln:i't 
•• T •,• ' T : - •,• •• T ••• ••• 

,.n'1tiJ i~ ,.n'P~P.i:t ,.n,;~7~;:i iif'P~iJ1 
,it~,'7fi:t .n~'t:iJ i~ ,C't;,'t;,7 ~f 

,il~:in.n~~ 
T : - : • •,• 

,.n, ~~~!iJ ~~ 
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/ 'ii,~~ii ,,~:i 
' •,•; T T 

,~'.~9 Ji:tQ 
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:,~; ,~f 
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,,;7~ 
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As in the previous poem, Kosman thematizes domestic space by filling the poem 

with references to common household objects. The strategy is intensified here, as the 

lover is compared to a litany of objects, whose sole purpose seems to be the evocation of 

a kitchen, a household, a shared home. When the poem looks outside of the house, it is 

only to the "1~n," an exterior space defined by its relationship to the home, and even that 

courtyard is separated from the action of the poem by a pane of glass. The poem takes 

place within a domestic space that is entirely contained. In fact, this space is not even an 

entire house, but only the kitchen, whose associations with domestic tasks and family life 

Kosman relies on for an implied characterization of married life. But once again, 

although the poem occurs within a limited space, its subject is much larger. Flowers, the 

sunset, and eventually even God's Presence are experienced from the perspective of the 

kitchen. The confined, everyday space becomes the context for the full experience of the 

world and the divine. 

Of course, another necessary condition for that experience is the presence of the 

lover. Here, the lover is not identified as the speaker's wife, but the domestic setting 

strongly suggests a marriage. As we have seen, the speaker experiences the divine 

through his relationship to the lover. The entire poem is a contemplation of the lover, 

comparing her to various vibrant aspects of the world and even to the wing of the 

Shechina. Kosman emphasizes in the final image that this revelation can only be 

achieved in relationship. The final two lines, separated from the rest of the poem, picture 

two cups, his and hers, in which the divine light appears. It is only in this couplehood, 

situated in its domestic context, that this revelation is possible. 
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From the first word of the poem, Kosman signals that its theology is radical. 

"1';,N:," ("as if') is used as a hedge in Rabbinic texts, an indication that the following 

statement conflicts with normative Rabbinic doctrine and thus must not be taken literally. 

Here, "1';,N:," refers not to the immediately following metaphor, "My lover is a fork," but 

to the entire progression of images in the poem. The progression compares the lover to 

objects of increasing significance. It begins with the mundane, kitchen implements. 

Next comes the natural world-plants, colors, smells. The lover is compared to the 

cosmic sunset. Finally, Kosman signals the end of the progression by explicitly naming 

the "highest being" (1. 6), shards of which bang against the glass and the ceiling. The 

comparisons slow in pace as the lines get shorter, as there is not much greater left to use 

for comparison. But finally, in a line separated by spaces from the rest of the poem, the 

sequence climaxes with the lover being compared to the greatest possible term, the 

Shechinah. Kosman creates a continuum of existence, in which pots and pans, nature, 

and ultimately God are united in the person of the lover. Knowledge of the lover, 

relationship with the lover, therefore, serves the speaker as a revelatory experience and 

relationship with Creation. This notion is certainly beyond the bounds of Rabbinic 

theology, but it is doubtful that the "1';,N:," here is meant to dissuade us from a radical 

interpretation. Rather, it is a self-conscious indication of the transgressive theology of 

the poem. Kosman gives the reader an interpretive outlet to defuse the blasphemy, but as 

we have seen elsewhere, the poet is comfortable outside the boundaries of traditional 

Jewish theology. 
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Perhaps the most elaborate expression of the idea that revelation occurs through 

the mediation of a lover in the context of a contained domestic space is in the poem, "?)I 
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Although a much more complex poem, the basic idea is the same as in "1\JP 1m}I 

VN )V" and "n,m:m ')V 1m3." Again, Kosman locates the poem in a domestic space, 

which will be the site of a cosmic and divine drama far beyond its imagined limits. In 

this case, the space is a bedroom, and the peeling plaster, blankets, and lampshade 

replace kitchen utensils as the characteristic mundane details. The contrast between the 

seeming ordinariness of these surroundings and their actual significance is brilliantly 

captured by Kosman's locution, "o,11n ,,,n," the "rooms of all rooms," which also 

suggests innermost and most private of rooms. The grammatical construction alludes to 

"o,v1p v1p," the "holy of holies," the ultimate example of a physical space that takes on 

theological significance. But the bedroom is still a mere "room," unprepossessing, whose 

significance is only unlocked by the interaction of the couple that inhabits it. Towards 

the beginning of the poem, Kosman raises the possibility that the revelation might occur 

outside of the room, in the sky viewed through the bedroom window (1. 14-16). 

Immediately, though, that possibility is discarded, as the portentous flock of goats 

descends from the ceiling of the room itself. There is no need to look outside. All 

mysteries and experiences are contained within the room itself. 

Like domestic spaces we have already seen, this "room of all rooms" becomes a 

microcosm for all creation. Here, though, the metaphorical extent of the room is 

described quite directly. The transformation of the room begins with a single blade of 

grass (1. 33), but then "hillocks sprout from the floor" and "all the water stores are 

12. ,:1'tJJ7tJ;,N 717'0, p. 103. 
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opened" (1. 3 5 ). The room becomes a landscape-not a replica of any particular location, 

but a pastiche of natural features that express God's power and relationship to the created 

world. "Gaping valleys ofln-the-beginning-fear open up among the dresser drawers" (1. 

36). The climax of these natural images is the "the divine sea." The poem turns when it 

begins to describe the sea; the lines and stanzas shorten, and the relationship between the 

couple and God is addressed more directly. This primordial sea symbolizes Creation, 

God's power, and the grandeur of the natural world. All of this is contained within the 

mundane domestic space of the bedroom and its adjoining bathroom, from whose faucet 

the murmur of the sea's waves has emanated for decades (1. 62-65). 

In this poem, too, the encounter with God is only made possible by the 

relationship between the speaker and his wife. However, unlike in previous poems we 

have seen, " ... 1v,Nn n ?)l" is not addressed to the wife, nor is the wife the subject of the 

poem. Instead, the speaker of the poem speaks on behalf of the wife, in the first person 

plural. In this experience of revelation, the perspective of the husband and wife cannot 

be separated, as Kosman highlights by his repeated invocation of "our hearts," "our big 

toes," etc. In this case it is significant that the speaker is paired with his wife, as opposed 

to a more ambiguous lover. Kosman emphasizes the length and unique character of the 

marital relationship as essential to the couple's spiritual experience. "Surely it would be 

impossible to hide it, that is, the sea / from here, from this point of view of married life" 

(1. 76-77). According to Kosman, married life entails a unique point of view, a point of 

view that provides access to "secrets," as well as the presence of God within ordinary 

space. Achieving this point of view comes at a cost. The hearts of the couple are 

"broken" and "pierced," and the poem describes twenty years spent in the "room of all 
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rooms" as a freezer in which the couple's hearts are placed. But even if it is painful, the 

cultivation of this relationship and perspective is necessary. "So now we follow, we two, 

together, tensely,/ the skipping of the internal goats on the hills" (1. 84-85). The 

repetition of "we follow, we two, together" emphasizes that only in the context of the 

relationship is the experience of God possible. 

And what is the "seed of the secret," the "deep mystery" spoken of in the opening 

stanza? The theological experience of the couple is deeper than any we have seen in 

previous poems. It is an experience of perspective; the couple witnesses a divine 

landscape hidden within the confines of their ordinary domestic space. This awareness is 

accompanied by awe; it is also an ecstatic experience, as the speaker exclaims, "Yes, yes, 

yes - this is the sea!" In addition to the naturalistic images, the couple experiences a 

direct revelation; they hear God murmuring. Not only does the couple hear God, but they 

are aware that God is unable to sleep, due to "the sorrow of the world." The couple 

achieves a kind of moral identification with God, as they too are pained by the world's 

suffering. At the end of the poem, though, the divine secrets of marital life are not 

revealed. The frothy waves of God's sea lick at the toes of the couple, but they go no 

farther. The couple has only been the smallest bit immersed in God. The experience 

leaves their toes-like their hearts-cold. This ambivalent ending suggests that awe and 

exaltation are not the only possible responses to the experience of God. Just as the 

longtime marriage portrayed here is a complex relationship, the encounter with God 

facilitated by that relationship is complex. 
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The theological ideas advanced in the poems of Admiel Kosman do not add up to 

a fully elaborated theological system. But certain themes occur again and again, and 

insofar as their poetic expression is moving, they must be considered a serious statement 

about the relationship between God and humanity. In Kosman's poetry, human beings 

become aware of God's presence in the beauty and power of nature. God's presence 

suffuses everyday life, but it is hidden and must be discovered through religious 

attention. Man's relationship with God can be intimate; Kosman applies the metaphor of 

a lover. Man can be devoted to God in body as well as mind and soul. 

Above all, the most salient aspect of Kosman' s theology is that experience of God 

is achieved through relationship with another human being. In this he is clearly 

influenced by the relational theology of Martin Buber. In Buber's terms, when human 

beings enter into an I-Thou relationship, they also enter into relationship with the eternal 

Thou, God. Kosman replaces the abstract other with a real person, a lover. And rather 

than an I-Thou relationship based on contemplation or abstract appreciation, Kosman 

explores the theological ramifications of the sexual relationship. For Kosman, sexual 

intimacy with another human being fosters receptivity to a relationship with God. In fact, 

the erotic relationship can be so central as to eclipse all other sources of religious 

inspiration. Kosman's interest in the real world implications of this idea is evident in his 

application of his erotic theology to the marriage relationship. He goes to great lengths to 

show how married life-in all of its everyday regularity-becomes the context for a 

profound experience of God. The house, the mundane domestic space with its 

representative objects, becomes the site of spectacular revelations. All of this is achieved 

only through the intimate relationship of two human beings. Kosman's eroticism is 
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self-consciously transgressive; his explicit engagement with human sexuality is mostly 

taboo in religious discourse. But Kosman's poetry seeks to elevate and exalt human 

relationships. Only through engaging in profound, intimate relationships with one 

another can human beings access the possibility of a relationship with God. 

74 



Chapter Three 

Jewish Intertextuality 

The language of Hebrew poetry throughout its history stands in dialogue with the 

language of the Hebrew Bible. The piyyut tradition in Palestine made liberal use of 

biblical Hebrew, creating and adapting many new forms and grammatical structures. The 

Golden Age of Hebrew poetry in Spain was characterized by the return to pure biblical 

style. Competition with Arabic culture led the Spanish poets to assert the superiority and 

even theological significance of the Hebrew of the Bible, and advances in the scientific 

study of the Hebrew language allowed them to employ that language with greater and 

greater authenticity. Similar forces of classicism and nationalism led the Hebrew poets 

of the Haskalah to value "melitzah," a style that directly reflected the elevated 

vocabulary and structure of the Bible. It was only in the writing of Chaim Nachman 

Bialik that the Biblical style of Modem Hebrew was tempered by other strains of the 

Hebrew language. Bialik's nusach incorporated vocabulary and structures from Rabbinic 

Hebrew, creating a more flexible, versatile Hebrew, capable of addressing the range of 

modem issues faced by Hebrew poets in the 20th century and beyond. Since Bialik, 

schools of Hebrew poetry have defined themselves by their embrace of or distancing 

from the Hebrew of the Bible. Some poets have tried to reject Biblical Hebrew 

altogether, seeking to capture the colloquial, secular Hebrew of the Israeli street. But 

given the central, generative role the Bible plays in the history of the Hebrew language, it 

is doubtful that this effort can ever be entirely successful. 
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The Bible has exercised influence over Hebrew poetry not only in its style, but 

also in its content. In all periods, poets have made the stories and motifs of the Bible the 

subject of poetic exploration. Even when the Bible is not the explicit subject of a poem, 

often the poet uses the reader's knowledge of the Bible to give the poem meaning. For 

example, the Golden Age poets pioneered ",~,::i,'lm 1mon" (the "patchwork style"), in 

which quotations from the Bible are taken out of context and arranged to address the 

subject of the poet's choosing. The humorous or surprising effect is created by the 

tension between the subject of the poem and the meaning of the biblical passages in 

context. In Modem Hebrew poetry as well, the Bible is a common subject for religious 

and secular poets alike. Sometimes the poems function as midrash, commenting on and 

expanding the biblical narratives. For example, Modem Hebrew poets have portrayed 

the binding oflsaac, many of their depictions influenced by the Jewish people's 

experience of violence in the 20th century. Other poems use elements of the Bible to 

interpret and illuminate the modem world. An excellent example is the well-known 

poem by Dan Pagis, "omnn 1np::i 1n£iY:::t ::im::>:" 

i1!i:t r:ti,~~~ jN; 
i1~M 'JN 

T - • -: 

'J~ ,~;, Cl' . : ·~ -~ . 
t,;13;, 'J~ t,N ,Nir-1 CN 

T - • : ._, : • • 

01~ i-? i:i? 
1'JNV ;, ,,,3r-i . -: •,• . -

The setting of the poem is not ancient Israel, but modem Europe. The characters from 

the Bible are transported, in order to map their relationships and significance onto the 
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inexplicable events of the Holocaust. We might understand Cain to be a perpetrator, 

whose violence is directed against his own family. We might read Cain here as a 

bystander, a "ben adam" whose communication with the victims is forever cut off. 

Whatever our interpretation, Pagis uses our knowledge of the biblical story to add 

meaning to his depiction of modem events. 

The place of the Bible in Modem Hebrew poetry is unique. No other text, no 

other stratum of Hebrew or Jewish literature is explicitly or implicitly addressed with 

even near the same frequency. This may be due to the unique status the Bible plays in 

the State oflsrael. The Bible is considered part of the cultural heritage of all Israeli Jews; 

it is taught in the public schools and frequently invoked in popular culture and public 

discourse. Thus, even secular Israeli poets make use of the Bible, and there is wide 

competency among Modem Hebrew readers to receive meaning that depends on 

knowledge of the Bible. 

Though deeply informed by religious Jewish readings, Admiel Kosman's use of 

the Bible is not so different from that of other Modem Hebrew poets. He has poems that 

retell biblical stories and poems that map biblical scenes onto the modem world. His 

poems frequently make use of biblical images and phrases, and like the poets of the 

Golden Age in Spain, he often reads biblical passages against their context for ironic 

effect. What makes Admiel Kosman so notable is that the intertextuality in his poetry is 

not limited to the Hebrew Bible. As a scholar of Jewish texts, Kosman is deeply familiar 

with the whole literary tradition of Judaism, and many of his poems stand in dialogue 

with texts and genres that are almost entirely absent from Modem Hebrew poetry. 
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And so, Kosman gives us poems that stand in dialogue with the Talmud and 

midrash. His poems make use of mystical literature, philosophical literature, halakhic 

literature, and the literature of the prayer book. Kosman's subjects these sources to the 

same poetic treatment usually reserved for the Bible. His poems offer new 

interpretations and insights into the texts themselves. The poems use the texts to 

comment on and find meaning in the modem world. For Jewish readers, especially 

liberal Jewish readers, this poetic approach to text is extremely valuable. Kosman gives 

us access and develops modem meaning in genres of Jewish literature that are much less 

familiar to us. For Modem Hebrew poetry as a whole, Kosman's incorporation of these 

texts can be compared to Bialik's incorporation of Rabbinic Hebrew into his nusach. 

Kosman has begun to open the vast resources of post-biblical Hebrew and Jewish 

literature to poetic exploration. Though his efforts in this area are still relatively limited, 

they represent tremendous creative potential for both Hebrew poetry and Jewish thought. 

Kosman's poetic dialogue with Jewish texts begins, as one would expect, with the 

Bible. In his first published collection, the speaker of "p,7 1nu ,y~o" contrasts his 

position with that of Jacob, on the night during which he received the vision at Beit El. 

2.7'1!117171!/J/J:J n1N71J:J '7nN, p. 55. 

i'''1. iJ:iiJ ':P¥Q 
-~~i:l1 ':P7~1 

~~, H", c,ilJ~ ,:i 
T T •• • 

.'~N1 ,lJ 'Jii~Ni~, C'J~Ni1 
" - - -; - : ' • T -: T 

,''"!.~'~ ,;7 ni:it1~ ~i?tp-? ,,~1;1 ~,r~i;,0 m 
~l)~~;, i''"!. C'.~~7Q~ 

2.Ci1'~J:l '~N~ Jii~~o, 
••• •• : - •• • : T ••• -
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The poem assumes that the reader is familiar with the biblical story: "Jacob left 

Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran. He came upon a certain place and stopped there for 

the night, for the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of that place ("mpnn '):lN"), he 

put it under his head ("1m~N7n?") and lay down in that place. He had a dream; a ladder 

("o;,o") was set on the ground and its top reached to the sky, and angels of God ("'JN?n 

□'i1?N") were going up and down on it" (Gen. 28: 10-12). Kosman links the poem to the 

biblical text by using several key words from the biblical story. The use of the rare word 

",n~N7n?" makes the reference particularly direct. But what does the poet gain through 

his invocation of the Jacob story? The speaker draws an ironic contrast between Jacob, 

who slept comfortably and soundly on the ground, and himself, whose bed is "rocky and 

painful." Jacob placed a stone as a headrest for him to sleep on; the speaker finds that the 

stones spread out under his body, disturbing his rest. Finally, Jacob's vision of the angels 

ascending and descending the ladder is a preface to a covenantal promise from God. In 

the speaker's vision, the angels are "pinned to the ladders." There is no dynamism in the 

speaker's vision of the future. The violent, even gruesome image of the pinned angels 

with the comforting promise of protection God gives to Jacob. At every point, the 

description of the speaker's condition is heightened by the contrast with the biblical 

story. The very use of this kind of allusion to a biblical story gives the poem a mythic 

character, and the troubles of the speaker take on theological significance. 

Kosman demonstrates a different kind of intertextuality between the poem and the 

Bible in "7!:i'\J1!:l n~N." 

. '~~~7 K""1 , ,1?~0 i1~;:i ,r~ t-(', 
o~~'~ 11,,~J:;'10 11 ',pin~,,,~~',,:,~~ 
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?~;~ 117 r~;:i7 ?n?1.~ c7;v7 ~°3~~ 

M~Ni~ ':N ?i~~ 
J •,• ',' • -: T T 

i~V~ ~n~ii N~i1 
•• - : • • T -: 

N~1°11,i~;iJ ~f M~ ii~~P,~ ~J:i;tJ~~ 
,~v;, ~~,, c~~t:!,tO .,:;N~ .;,~~ 

J '•'','T ••:- '\:' ! TT 

7;,;:i , ,~1r;::t ,;~~ ,~;~ i~ ~ l:'tl; ci~ 
M~~i~Oi1 ,~~ i~Nt:!,tO ,o:i i1)~ ~~iit:!,t 

•,••,• :- T- •:- T: :• :-

.~:i~~v MN 1~~ )°:;)O~ . : .•. .•. - : : . 

~~~ ,ii?fiJ i1~ij if~ N~ 
-~~~~~~, ji~~~ iQi:J 

cvs;, ;,~;, ~,~v;, ,~i,;, )mo 
--- TT '!'T ,,,._'T -:• 

. ~ov~~ ,~on N~n 
• : - : T : •• 

M1.1.iO ,il;l~'-PiJ M~ in~, i17.,?~ ci~7 ci~ 
.~;i); M~ ij?1 pin7. ~;~~ 

•i'l;\~~~ .M"Wii ,~ .ci_~ ~J'.'1~~7. ~;~ 
,~;ii7~ iN i:ii7~ ,Cl~-?~ 

,i'1 r:n,1 , ~~~;~ 7; ~; l:)~i~ ;,~;:i in~;,~~ N~ti 
.MinN )Ji:~ ,~~v ;,~;, 

••••••- !' TT TT 

.CN~~ ;,;~ N~i1 7~ 
,iOV~ MN i1~t:!,t 

: - ••• T • 

~l:'i?~i ,Oi~ .0;1 pti; i1~9 
?Ni~n ~Mo O~N ii~V~ 

T _TJ T_J :•,•: 

,i;fiJ MiN~'7i? ,~tlii'P,! ~;1 
pin7.~ ,~N;~ ~N7i? i''7. 

3.c~~, c~,~P. ~v~Ji1 
• - • T : • • 

This is a midrashic poem, a kind of biblical interpretation that expands the Bible's 

often-sparse narrative. This form is common in Modern Hebrew poetry and his been 

3. 71::J' >JN t7l.J, p. 32. 
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used particularly by Jewish feminism to fill in the stories and perspectives of women in 

the Bible, which rarely appear in the original. Such is the case with this poem, and the 

story in question is that of the wife of Potiphar, who fails to seduce Joseph, her husband's 

Hebrew slave, and later accuses him of impropriety, an accusation that sends him to 

prison (Gen. 39). In addition to presenting the perspective of Potiphar's wife, which is 

totally absent from the Bible, the poem highlights the emotional dynamics of this scene. 

This is another important function of midrashic poetry, since the biblical narrative 

addresses the emotions of characters only infrequently. The first line of this poem 

answers a question the biblical narrative does not ask-"How does Potiphar' s wife feel 

about her deception concerning Joseph?" The answer unfolds slowly in the poem. 

Potiphar's wife describes the lie as "not to my taste." In the third stanza, she adds that it 

was "base, unimaginative, and deceitful." Looking back, she seems to regret her conduct 

with Joseph, an impression that is strengthened by the repetition of her self-judgment. 

The poem also gives us a sense of the curiosity she felt toward Joseph. The first stanza 

concludes with four questions about him, and the second stanza references his "strange 

ways." The strongest emotions that Kosman attributes to Potiphar's wife are occasioned 

by Joseph's rejection of her advances. After the encounter in which she tears off 

Joseph's sleeve, she claims that Joseph "leaves it to the trembling hand/ alone to soak up 

my shame." The image of Potiphar's wife using the sleeve of Joseph to blot her tears of 

embarrassment and frustration is touching. Kosman evokes sympathy for the speaker 

here and at the end of the third stanza, in which she describes Joseph "measuring / my 

anguish with a cold and distant gaze." The emotions Kosman describes invite a 
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reevaluation of Potiphar's wife. While in the biblical narrative she appears cruel and 

vindictive, Kosman' s view is considerably more complex. 

In addition to Potiphar's wife, the poem attempts to fill in Joseph's emotional 

involvement in this story. Like hers, Joseph's hand is described as "shaking." Potiphar's 

wife speculates that some part of Joseph would prefer to "act differently," to succumb to 

her advances. It is only at the last minute that Joseph "changed his mind." These signs 

of conflict in Joseph are absent from the biblical text, which views Joseph as entirely 

innocent in the exchange. Interestingly, Kosman's interpretation is in keeping with one 

found in classical midrash. The Rabbis interpret the phrase, "[Joseph] came into the 

house to do his work" (Gen. 39: 11) to mean that he intended to give in to temptation and 

have relations with Potiphar's wife. It is only after a vision of his father Jacob appears to 

him that his resolve is strengthened and he rejects her.4 Kosman is certainly aware of the 

midrash, but his poetic presentation of the interpretation is more dramatic and more 

human. 

Another advantage of this kind of poetic midrash is that it enriches the symbolism 

of the biblical text. This poem takes Joseph's garment, an element which possesses little 

symbolic meaning in Genesis, and makes it a central metaphor for the relationship 

between Joseph and Potiphar' s wife. They are separated like the tom sleeve and the body 

of the garment, fixed on their respective sides of a seam. As we saw earlier, once the 

sleeve is in Potiphar's wife's possession, it becomes a symbol of her sorrow and 

rejection. The most important role that the garment plays in the biblical story-proof for 

Potiphar of Joseph's advances--does not even appear in the poem. This use would 

4. Genesis Rabbah 87:7 and parallels. 
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detract from the meaning Kosman wishes to ascribe to the garment as the focal point of 

the relationship between Joseph and Potiphar's wife. 

Finally, Kosman makes use in this poem of the midrashic potential of poetic form. 

Most of the poem has a lilting rhythm, and the rhyming repetition of the first person 

singular possessive ending ("m~\J?," "')U?~," "')U'," etc.) gives the poem a mythic, 

almost playful feeling, like the rhymed quatrains of an English ballad. In the final line of 

the poem, the rhythm and rhyme disappear. The spell is broken. The sound of the poem 

dramatically represents the emotional and narrative turning point, as the intrigue of the 

relationship between Joseph and Potiphar's wife gives way to the staid progression of 

events of the biblical narrative. 

One of the most meaningful formal elements of the poem is Kosman's use of 

segolates-"7p'll," "1!:ln," "1p1," "n'.J1," "1l~," "1~~," "01l," "o~~," and "7~'ll." Along 

with several similar-sounding forms ("n11m," "n1nN," etc.), these contribute a great deal 

to the extensive rhyme and assonance in the poem. But they also bring to the fore the 

two segolates that actually appear in the biblical text, "1~~" and "1l~." Highlighting 

these words contributes to Kosman's interpretive goals. In the case of "1~~," the poem 

wishes to problematize the relationship between Joseph and Potiphar' s wife; perhaps he 

was not as helpless or blameless in this situation as the biblical account would seem to 

suggest. As for "1l~," we have already seen how the poem turns Joseph's garment into a 

potent symbol for this relationship. The abundance of segolates also facilitates a 

powerful play on words in the final stanza. Potiphar' s wife describes her screams as 

"cries of brokenness" ("7~'lli1 mN'7P"), which cause many servants to come to her aid. 

83 



Noah Fabricant Jewish Intertextuality 

"1:ivn mN,1p" calls to mind the rhyming "7:i)n mN'7P"-the cock's crows-a symbol of 

awakening and the start of a new day, which further characterizes the transition 

represented by this moment in the story. 

Kosman makes implicit use of a classical midrash in the poem above, but 

sometimes he addresses a specific midrash directly. A clear example is "o,:::>NJY.lJ mmn,"5 

in which God addresses the angels concerning the creation of man. The poem is based on 

an interpretation of Gen. 1 :26, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness." In 

order to explain why God speaks here in the first person plural, Rashi writes, "Since man 

is in the image of the angels and they would be jealous of him, [God] consulted them."6 

Kosman dramatizes this consultation much in the same way he would approach a story in 

the Bible itself. He creates an interpretive elaboration of God's instructions to the angels. 

And while this midrash is relatively well-known, the body of midrashic literature is 

immense, including many ideas and stories that would make fascinating source material 

for poetry. 

Where Kosman really departs from the standard models of Modem Hebrew 

poetry is in his use of Rabbinic texts. The poem "·p!:>7V)n m,~Y.l" is based on a text from 

the Mishnah and stands in dialogue with the rhetorical style of both the Mishnah and 

Gemara. 

5. !J1j' 'JN 17/J, p. 71. See Chapter 1. 

?j'~i;tm MW~ j~ C~ N'0 iiQ -

?i'~7.~m riw~ N'0 it~ ,i~ ,1~
i,-?9 C~iN j'~j?~~f -

Cii'l'1i~~iN i:t, 
I .,. .. • •• : - -

iifi? ,•po C'~~i~f1 

6. Rashi expresses the tradition ofB. Sanhedrin 38b, Genesis Rabbah 8:7, and parallels. 
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The poem begins with a question, "What, then, is mitzvat ha 'nisrafin [the 

procedure for execution by burning]?" as it might be posed by a student of Jewish law. 

The question is seconded, suggesting the context of a group of learners. But this also 

places the poem in direct relationship with Mishnah Sanhedrin 7:2, where the procedure 

is described in detail. The condemned man is immobilized in refuse up to his knees. A 

cloth is wrapped around his neck and held on either side by the two witnesses against 

7. >.:1'VJ7V7N 717'0, p. 76. 
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him. The witnesses pull on the cloth until his mouth opens, at which point one of them 

throws a burning substance down his throat, which bums his insides, causing death. The 

students challenge this answer: Since both witnesses must serve as executioners, don't 

they both need to administer the burning substance together? This leads to the further 

question: What happens if the condemned dies by strangling before the burning is carried 

out? The poem gives the solution provided by the Mishnah; death by strangling does not 

fulfill the requirements of execution by burning. Rather, if the condemned man will not 

open his mouth, they open it by force with tongs, and the burning substance is 

administered. Finally, the students raise the case of a sailor's daughter who sinned and 

was burned to death on the spot, without the elaborate procedure. It is suggested that 

those who carried out that execution might have found some precedent in the Mishnah, 

which records an incident of a priest's daughter who was similarly executed. But that 

possibility is rejected, since the Mishnah also disapproves of that case and concludes that 

the judges there were not sufficiently expert in the law. 

The poetic ingenuity here lies in the way Kosman manipulates the language and 

structure of a Talmudic debate. The idiom of the poem is decidedly Rabbinic, taking 

much of its vocabulary directly from the Mishnah. Kosman also incorporates Aramaic 

and technical terms from the discourse of the Talmud ("1\!J!l) nnn," "l? nn? Nn," etc.) He 

uses these subtleties of language and discourse for poetic effect. As the execution 

procedure is being described, a voice twice interjects, "??n>J? mn?" ("Why? Why??"). 

The third time, after the description of the use of tongs to open the condemned man's 

mouth, the voice asks, "??N>JN ??'N>JN \ ?'N>JN ?:lN" (But why? / Why?? Why??). The 

switch to Aramaic represents that the speaker is fully within the language of discourse of 
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the halakhah. At the same time, the urgency of the question implies objection to the 

tradition as presented. The language thus suggests a conflict within the speaker, who is 

both within and opposed to the Rabbinic discourse. It is reasonable to posit a relationship 

between this conflict and the biography of the poet, an Orthodox-educated Talmudic 

scholar who has left both Israel and Orthodoxy and writes critically about Rabbinic texts. 

The critique of the Rabbinic tradition in this poem is not limited to Kosman's use 

of language. The technical, dispassionate discussion of such a gruesome and violent 

subject is steeped in irony. The Mishnah says, "Furthermore, if he dies at their hands [by 

strangling], they have not fulfilled the commandment of burning." In the poem, Kosman 

renders this line,"- Furthermore - they said, surely,/ ifhe dies at their hands - good. 

Good." The flippant repetition of "good" shows the speaker's lack of empathy with the 

human being potentially involved in such a situation. There is certainly nothing "good," 

or more literally, "pretty," about a death in this manner. But in the pilpul tradition of 

halakhic discourse, the reasoning and the discourse itself take on primary importance, 

and the realia underlying any particular law are secondary. By giving us such an 

exaggerated example, Kosman is making a moral critique of this kind of discourse. For 

the poet, there is something obscene about focusing on technical, rhetorical details when 

discussing something as morally significant as an execution. 

Kosman's critique of this kind of halakhic discourse reaches its peak at the end of 

the poem. The Mishnah says, "Rabbi Eleazar hen Zaddok said: There once was a priest's 

daughter who sinned [sexually]. They surrounded her with bunches of sticks and burned 

her. They said to him: This was because the beit din at that time was not expert [in the 

law." In the poem, when the case of the priest's daughter is raised, the poet follows the 
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Mishnah in saying that the case does not serve as a precedent because those who decided 

it were not "n,m ,n," used as an equivalent for "experts in the law" for the purpose of 

rhyme. But while this is where the discussion ends in the Mishnah, Kosman's poem goes 

further. Another voice adds, "- They were demons. / Jewish demons. / From the dark 

side." The concepts of demons and an evil "other side" are well-attested in Jewish 

mystical literature, but they are completely foreign to the Mishnah. Kosman uses them 

here as a kind of reductio ad absurdum. When the Mishnah does not like the way the law 

was carried out in a particular instance, it declares only on that basis that the judges who 

decided it were not experts in the law. Kosman argues that one might as well say that the 

judges were demons, since there is as much proof of that (i.e., none) as that they were not 

experts. Kosman appropriates the Rabbinic discourse in order to satirize and undermine 

the authority of that discourse. 

A much more complex example, both linguistically and in theme, is Kosman's 

,ri;t; i'MJ7 iJ;1~~ 
,o,~~ t&nt& ~o ,~ t,~ot, 

••: • T •,• • • / T T : 

,ri,N rm,N 
,,~r P"1~"'11 ~~p:µ; 

, ,~~r,~o ilt,:uot, 
T •• : • T : - : 

I ,,Ni; ~"')J?:P f 
,r,lj~~ ,ri,N p~~,~1 . . . 

,~J~:u ~~t,~~~ ,:u 
/ T ,. : : • ••• -

,,J~:u ,o~, ~~t,.n~, 
/ T •• •• • : T • ! 

i1:Ut& ~~n cm,N t,~ u~o ~t,~~~, 
/TT••- T T •••• ;T•: 

.prn:i ~J~~~7 t,~~o N~i1 ~,.~ ,i1~,,, 

.ri;t; ,ri,N i'JIJ7 ~,t:li'.;lf iJ;'~ , iJ;1~~ 
,~N"'I~ ~N~ ,t, 'i&~~ ~o ~~ , : .. : .. •,• . . 

89 



Noah Fabricant Jewish Intertextuality 

,;~i?.~~ ;n;N rr~iN 
, ;i,r r"'!~,17 r~~ii,, 

~o~ in~,~i1~~ tl~,:u ;,o;,, 
• : • : • J " T ._, : 

i.nn~J ;,on~.l, r.ls ;~ ~,~3t:1 
I : - - T -: : ' : T T : T ',' 

.i1~,t'~ ,~.l~:u ~.nt:1 r,:u ~:::)~m, 
T ! ' : T " •• ! T T : ',' '•' : 

, iJ;l9 i~ ,~ 
.Ji,? f,? ii'f lJ7 ~1?.r;,;:;t,? iJ;l9 
,n,?r,? ;n;N p;r:i7 ,r;i9 ~~ 

Nr;i7~~~ Nr;if ~~ ;, t:1:r ~~ r~r ?:•6 i1~7 
I;~ JitniNt:1 JiiOll/ ,t:1 t:1N N~,.,, 

•,• •,• •,• T : •,• •• • : 

,ym~ ~~~iJ n~~7; iN ,JiN~i~ i11:1~1J r~1 
,i1,:::)0 iN ;,~no iN ,nnso iN Jiii1~ N~i1 cN 

T:• T;' --- •,••,•- • • 

,i1~7i:t i1~7i:t i~ i1fi? N~01 
,Jiiiff ~r CV;:t iJiiN ,; ,-N"? i1i~~iJ r~7~I;'l~~ 

,i1~iJ-? i1~~ i'7., n,?r-? iti~~ Ni?7~ 
N.ni~Ol Nf.'lt:1~N ~Ni1 

T ; • : T ! ' T 

,N~0 l11~iJ 7~7~7 Ni?~l7~ 
.N~i1 lil~iJ 7~70 ,r in~,f ,iQi,:p 

,,n~ ;,7~r r~Q r~~i.l1 
,i1;t? ;~ t':r· c;p~7 r~7;,.,, 

,~~"? ;~ r~i;,in1 
,~~"? ii:t, i~ r~i;,in1 r~~QiO~ 

,~~"? ii:U1 ii:t, i~ r~i;,in1 r~~QiO~ 
c~.l~~o ,·~;, Nl~, ,:m ;~ ~n~t:1 ,:u 

I . : . . - .. ••: I - T •,• -

,c~,~;:, ~i?.7~;:, ~?~ ~i,~ ,; 
-r~~~ rl'7~;:, ~?~~ ,,~~;:i ~?~~ 

,Ji,?f,? iJiiN p;,:i7 iJ;l9~ 
N.ni~Ol N.nt:1~N ;i, t'~t:1 ~o ~~ ?N", i1~, 

I T : • : T : • •• •,• • • T T 

,r~~l7 c~~~ 'J 07,~,? i~ li!f:liNr i1~1j 
,c~;~~;:, i~ ;, n;7r;,; i1t~1 
,i1~7;:, i1~7i:t i~ N~0 i1f i?1 

,,n~ ;,7~r r~Q r~~;3r ,~ 
,;,;t? i~ t:1:f Cip~7 r~7ii11 
,c~p,~;:, ,;~ i1~07 r;i;,i.l1 

,Jiij,'1 JiiO~ i~ 7r-1~~ 
,r,Ji 1:t,i iOi~O 

T : - - : ••: • 

90 



Noah Fabricant Jewish Intertextuality 

l'1i~'l'."i0i:t j i:-iiN1 
i,;~ r~~rio~ 

,~iii? ~iii? i,;~ r~i~ 
i~ ,p .t,f~ ~,;:i ,! '~ 

.ri;t,? ipfi:t7 ~,r:,;:i,? iJ;19 

r,~~ r,~o~~ cw~ riN1i' i1WN m;, m;,~ 
IT_ •,••,•-•'T• •• T,l,,,I.,,,,, 

,Cf~ ;:t'"1.0~ N~i' ~'~1 ,i1;~p~ ~IJQ ;,7~,?~ 
,'i?~P~-? ~~~7 N~i11,ri;t ri;t?,~~ 

C'~~~~ iN r,~h~ '~ C'~~~~ 'i?~PS ~~i~~ 
,m'i?.i~ ,p i1~1:17~ ,r~~ r~i;,i)t '!7~ ,~ 

pi~'l'."11 .,7:p ~~~i~ N", ~1~i~~:p~ 
,r,\~ ,~~p ,! 1~1? C,1 l'1,tt ri;t?,~~ Ci:;t'"').0~ N~i' 

,Ni?U! '~~~7 '~~~7 '~~~7 ,C;:t';t i'~~ ,i'P.~t.?~ pp;"?~ 
~~~, ,,i:-iill7; i1, ~N;~t pi~'l:i~ Ni?~)! '~~~7 ~~i~~ 

,C'~H~;:t ,;7 l'1'~i~~;:t~ ~~~, ,,,;,~ ~i!~ iN j~ip~~ 
-~i?7t.? i'"'!I?,? 1; i,:t~ r1ii1 il'1iN i'~t?7~t.? 

.ri;t,? ipfi:t7 ~,r:,;:i,? iJ;19 , iJ;19~ 

l'1,tt,? il'1iN pm7 iJ;19 '~ 
N11;t"'1i711 ·i;! pi~'l:i N~i1 C~ 

.;,;p,~~ =,~ i'l:ii'.'l r~~,~-? 
r~~i'P.1,iiNW-? r~~l)f~ rii~¥P. ';ti,~:~'~~ 

Ci,~1 O,:t C~ ,j'p1 r7~ j;:t'rN, ''1.~ ';t~ ,jij 
C"Ni1 il)ii1 i1T ,n i~, ,N o~~~ 

TT --- '•' ' •,• -:• 

,r~~ il)1,~i ,~~ ,~i~ N~i1 'iii 
• : : • T • •• ••-; 

,i1Ni~i1 iil'1iN r,~n~ , 1,i~' i~'Ni 
T : ' - T - -: " T •• : 

,:6t~ ,i1~9~ i1~~ip;:t i1~,:t;:t iii:-iiN ';:?~ 
.,, ;,1, ~'~i;,1, iN ,i~N r,1,~~~ fnN,i ii' 

T T ' : ' - : ' : •,•; '•' ! T 

.r,;~,? ipfi:t7 ~,r:,;:i,? iJ;19 i~ ,p 
N~i1 C~ ,C~ f111;:t '"').,? i,? i~f~t.?~ ,p~i:;:i i'71:11 

i~'~ '"')J°:fl, ill'~i' '~~ ,~~~-~ iN i1~j?~ N~i1 ,Ni?~)! 

ii:-iiN1 ,i1'7~~ ij,"'!J i1'7!1 ,ym'? ,7:p pi~'l:ii:t i1! 1~"?~ 
,N;~~~;,~;~ i1;v.i:t ~'~,? ~N,t~ j'~;~;:t 

91 



Noah Fabricant Jewish Intertextuality 

- n;~~~ ,11;7ttt,? ,ii;; ,i, l'i?J;'l; ii! ',; 
. .n~o~~ ,~~ t,r ilP1'.'l~i;t-.n~~~~p~ ','7~~ i'"'l 

. .n;r-? ,p;r:i7 ~,r:i;:i-? il;'~ ,il;'~ 1~ i,~ 

.nKi,~ iliilil 1~K , ,~~1' ,ilJil \~ 
•• TT '•' ' T : - '' ' ' 

.~n~~ .nn~i~1 .n~~~ rinK 
- - - I - - - : T - : T-: -

it""!7t~7:P ,~P.;7 ~,.~ c~'?KP7t~:iJ rt,11r ~IJ~ ~~i~~ 
. .n,:i'p~~ pp;7t~ i'"10~ K;,~ r~~1 .il~i'.'.1,? i1t?~ i'"1.~,? 

,~ '-i:t ~~ ',tt ,t,~ ',;ki;t .ntt n.~7t ~',~~ 
~;,? pp;7t~ ,il"1,?~:P 7; ii:,~ 1i71:17t~ 

,i-?7iJ P'"!l?~ ~~~~7 ~~~~7 r;~7 ,i,~~7t~ ,~;,? 
.n',K~ il',11~', cJ c~ il~~.n~~ ',~u~ ,~~ ~J~ ~J~ 

- •• : T; - : - T T : I •; ' : I ' ; I ' ; 

.c~n', .n~J~~il 1T K~il c.n .n',K~~ .c.n 
TT',' ,.:•,- ' T -••;o,• T 

.~',~J - ~-S il~il~ ilT - C~Mil ', ~K 
- : • T T ••• •,• T T '•' T -: 

. .n;r,? ,p;,:i7 ~'?.r:,;:t,? il;'~ i~ ',ll 

- il~'?.1 ',1::i,1 ili?-?"11 il"1~7 i1;V~ ~~ 1il 
?ii~~,~ ,~~ ill;'ll i~ c~ ilt?~ 

- i1~iTl!',i ',K~~~',~ il~JJn', i!Jl'~ ~~~ 
T ;- : - : •• T ' : T ! - -: - T T '•' • 

?Kl1~ r~K ilrll' ii~~ 
•• • T T - •,• -,~~;::i -~J~JJ,~~ .ntt il;V~ ~~~ 

C~ ,iltt7l:1 . ,', p~~t?~ ?ill;'ll ~J3:'1K ii~~: 
ii~~~~ il7~f :P ,Ki?~J: 1.n1K 

~~~~', ~~~~', ',~u~ ,i, 
I .. : .. : I . : . I 

c~ i1t!'l! J ',~ii, 
T T : - - : 

.nii1 ~',',~ ~~', ~~Ki~ 
IT- ''T! •:' TT 

!.n,?r,? ,p;,:i7 il;'~ K',tf 

K~il c~ ?,.n,K rp;,:i7t ',7~~ ,;~~ ,Ki?V K1 
1K;~ i,~,J il!r ? .n; r-? ~'"!~ii; p,J~ r;1 i,r;~7 

M11,? i~,',~ ,cry~;~~ p.n; p1J~J:1iJ1 jK;~ ',~1J ilt, 
r~ ,~71'7 i,·n r~ ,r1~7 c:~t; r~ ,,~~? r~~ r~ 

.n~;,~~~ il~i;l ,7"'1i;l p,J~J:1iJ ,i~,',~ ,K~il, ,C~~ll7 ',~"1t: 
- ',t;i~ j~'i ,ilt;i:;,p,? ,,~7 n;~'i K~il, ,C~~~ 1J j~ i'"'l ,i~K°J 

,.n,?~,? ,p;,:i7 ~'?.r:,;:t,? iJ;1~ i~ ',~ . .n~ij K~il1 

92 



Noah Fabricant Jewish Intertextuality 

i1il',? 1';1 ,',~7~~, 77. K,i11 ,r79,? ,~;i,~7 
,C~!l:,iJ iJiiK r7~i:l~~ ,i17~P, i11:1iK,? 

, iJiiK r:;i~i1'1 ,i11~~~ ,c~~i1i,piJ C~!l:,iJ 
,;n;K r'7~7~~, ,;,1;ri ,~i;i,? ;~~ 

,p~~7, p~~7 ,i17~t;l i~~~ ;~~ 
i1:'iiK ',; ,~~~ ,K~:~ ip 

,C~7~iJ ~i?.7:iJ 

,r~~~ r~7~iJ i1:1iK '-?1 
rl'~ ~J~ ;~ ,~s;,n~, 

I T •• ., : : - : • : 

:;,~,~S K1~C~ - ir,~ ~,;, tKi 
T : TT : • T "•• 00

-: T : 

,~tfR~ r7l?,? ~,~ ,;,,~~P! ,i~ K,i1 c~ 
.ir,~ ~,;, - Ji:l K,i1 CK Cl K":1~1i1 ~~,, 

T '•, ••-: - • - T ; - T • : 

s,Ji,?~,? ipfr:,7 c7~7,1;1~ 

The title of this poem claims it is a commentary on a chapter of the Talmud. In 

fact, it is much more than that; Kosman engages in an extended ironic meditation on 

several Talmudic passages. The absurdity of these meditations raises questions about the 

authority of the Talmud itself and the authenticity of the institution of Jewish law in the 

modem world. The poem begins, as indicated in the title, by quoting a baraita from B. 

Shabbat, "n:i\!.l:i p)n? ,mo," "It is permissible to l 'chanek on Shabbat" (Shabbat 66b ). 

The meaning of"l'chaneR' is not immediately clear. In context, it refers to a medical 

procedure, but as Kosman explains in a footnote, Talmudic commentators differed on the 

exact nature of the medical procedure intended. Rashi believed it involved hanging 

someone by his or her head in order to fix a problem with the vertebrae of the neck. The 

Tosafot understood it as the application of pressure to the veins of the neck for the 

8. ,:1'VJ7V.7N 717'0, p. 66. 
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purpose of healing. But in normal usage, "l 'chane~' means "to strangle," and the irony 

of strangling serving as a medical procedure is central to the poem. 

Kosman provides a number of cases of people whom it is permitted to strangle on 

Shabbat. In each case it is not clear whether the strangling serves as a treatment, a mercy 

killing, or a violent attack. A case that Kosman treats at length is that of the person 

suffering from "Nl17'Y.)~ Nl1~'N," an inflammation or fever discussed several times in the 

Talmud. B. Shabbat 67a describes the procedure for treating this affliction: 

R. Johanan said: For an inflammatory fever ["Nl17'Y.)~ Nl1~'N"] let one take 
an all-iron knife, go whither thorn-hedges are to be found, and tie a white 
twisted thread thereto. On the first day he must slightly notch it, and say, 
"and the angel of the Lord appeared unto him, etc." (Ex. 3:2). On the 
following day he [again] makes a small notch and says, "And Moses said, 
I will tum aside now, and see, etc." (Ex. 3 :3). The next day he makes 
[another] small notch and says, "And when the Lord saw that he turned 
aside to see" (Ex. 3:4) .... And when he has recited his verses he pulls [the 
bush] down and says thus: "O thorn, 0 thorn, not because thou art higher 
than all other trees did the Holy One, blessed be He, cause His Shechinah 
to rest upon thee, but because thou art lower than all other trees did He 
cause His Shechinah to rest upon thee. And even as thou sawest the fire 
[kindled] for Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah and didst flee from before 
them, so look upon the fire [i.e., fever.] of So-and-so and flee from him." 

The meanings of the iron knife, the white thread, and the notches are obscure. But the 

relationship of Nl17'Y.)~ Nl1~'N to the burning bush of Ex. 3 and the three young men of 

Dan. 3 is clear. In Ex. 3, the burning bush is not consumed by God's fire. In Dan. 3, 

when the three young men are cast into the fiery furnace by Nebuchadnezzar, they are 

unharmed. Here, the sufferer hopes that God will miraculously protect him from the fire 

that bums within him. Kosman poetic treatment of this procedure is somewhat different: 

And he takes an all-iron knife, 
And he goes to a place where there is a bush, 
And he cuts it a little, 
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And he goes on and cuts it a little more, 
And he goes on and cuts it a little more and more, 
Until everything oozes out, and everything emerges from inside, 
All those kinds of bitter greens, 
And kinds of sorrow, and kinds of plagues. 

And it is permissible to strangle him on Shabbat 

Kosman's treatment of the Talmudic ritual removes the biblical references. In the poem, 

the only indication that the bush is meant to represent the burning bush of Ex. 3 is the use 

of the relatively rare word, "mu." Instead, Kosman focuses on the violent cutting of the 

plant. The cutting is a kind of bloodletting, allowing all of the evil and negativity to 

"ooze" out. The "Nn,,n~ Nn'l''N" takes on larger significance than a medical condition 

affecting an individual. It represents all of the evils afflicting humanity; as Kosman 

relates in the previous stanza, it is the "emissary of the Angel of Death." The poem asks 

implicitly whether the Talmud and the Rabbinic discourse provide sufficient means to 

address this kind of affliction. The answer is equivocal: "strangling," the cure that may 

also kill. 

Despite the fact that the poem is framed as the commentary of an "ancient 

Ashkenazic sage," at several points Kosman transgresses the boundaries of the text. In a 

characteristically postmodern tum, he allows characters from the Talmud to step out of 

their context and into the modem world . 

... And a baby 
Comes out after them from Tractate Shabbat page samech vav side bet, 
And cries and cries, from between those two, l 'fufei l 'fufei l 'fufei yanuka, 
And the meaning of l 'fufei yanuka is that a baby whose ribs have come out 

and shifted 
From their places or whose limbs have scattered and flown from the car in 
all directions 
Afterwards his parents wrap him in a gathered sheet. 
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And it is permissible, of course permissible to strangle him on Shabbat. 

The source for this part of the poem is another baraita from Shabbat 66b, which 

states that another of the medical procedures that may be performed on Shabbat is "'!l)!l? 

Nf.11:l'." The nature of this treatment is generally understood as the wrapping of an infant 

in cloth (swaddling) in order to prevent or correct the dislocation of his or her developing 

organs. Kosman imagines a more terrible modem meaning, a baby ejected from a car in 

an accident, whose severed limbs are gathered and bound in a sheet. As he does with 

"strangling," Kosman translates the medical procedure in the Talmud into a ritual action 

that provides no healing. The procedure of the Talmud is rhetorical and mystical but 

lacks any connection to the real-life needs of the people Kosman describes. Kosman also 

takes this opportunity to highlight the sexism of the Talmud. While the Talmud allows a 

baby boy to be swaddled on Shabbat, it is only as an afterthought that a later 

commentator (Kosman identifies him as Rashba, Rabbi Solomon ben Adret of 13th c. 

Spain) extends this permission to baby girls. Kosman emphasizes this point by repeating 

it in the penultimate line of the poem, and it is consistent with his academic interest in 

gender issues in the Talmud. And here, once again, "strangling" on Shabbat is used as a 

refrain, a leniency whose meaning and efficacy are in considerable doubt. 

Towards the end of the poem, the address changes from explication to an 

apostrophe to God. 

0 He who answered Sarah and Rebecca and Rachel and Leah -
In what then shall his mother go forth now? 
And He who answered Hananiah and Mishael and Azariah -
In what shall his father go forth now? 
And He who answered our Fathers - How 
Will He answer us now? He's had enough. Look, if 
This infant, as if a question wrapped around 
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Him, in parchment, l 'fufei l 'fufei, 
And everything is done there 
Appropriately, according to the rules of religion, 
Is it not permissible to strangle him on Shabbat! 

The question, "In what then shall his mother go forth now?" is a reference to the name of 

the chapter of Tractate Shabbat also referenced in the title. In the Talmud, the question 

concerns what it is permissible to wear on Shabbat, without transgressing the prohibition 

on carrying. Here, the question is generic, symbolizing all of the dilemmas posed by 

modem life. The poem addresses God as the one who answered the prayers of the 

Matriarchs, since the prayers of the Matriarchs were primarily for offspring, and the care 

of children is central to the poem. It addresses God as the one who answered Hananiah, 

Mishael, and Azariah because, as we have seen, the Talmud associates their miraculous 

survival in the fiery furnace to recovery from Nl11'0~ Nl1\!.l'N, the burning ailment. The 

poem asks the question, "How will He answer us now?" In the cases of those mentioned, 

God answered prayers through miracles. After miracles ceased, Jews were left to 

determine proper conduct through the interpretation of revelatory texts. If this is so, the 

poem argues, then as long as appropriate halakhic procedures are followed, the 

conclusion can be relied upon-in this case, that the infant can be "strangled" on 

Shabbat. 

But this conclusion casts into question the stability of the entire system. 

"Strangling" on Shabbat is a procedure with multiple and contradictory meanings, and it 

is not at all clear that its permissibility is a positive conclusion. Thus, the hermeneutic 

system really does not provide reliable divine guidance in answer to modem questions. 

This seems to be the underlying theme of the poem. The Talmudic/halakhic discourse 
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produces results that are ineffective, absurd, or grotesque. The repeated images of 

strangling and of injured babies symbolize the violence done to humanity by strict 

allegiance to the textual tradition. Another voice, a moral voice, is required to assure that 

the results of the legal tradition are in accord with the dignity due to humanity. 

Kosman's use of Talmud texts in this poem is rich and provocative. As in his 

academic work, he exposes some of the assumptions that function underneath the surface 

of the legal discourse. He also models a non-Orthodox approach to halakhic texts. He is 

engaged and interested in the ideas of the Talmud for what they say about the human 

condition and the human relationship with God. He embraces the ambiguity of the 

tradition, but he also offers critique where the tradition diverges from his values. 

As in many of his poems that make extensive use of Jewish texts as source 

material, Kosman provides footnotes to this poem that identify some of the sources and 

explain obscure terms that are essential to understanding the poem. (Here he explains the 

phrase "Np1J' ,~n~'.:,," which would be unintelligible to the average speaker of Modem 

Hebrew.) Interestingly, there are numerous references to Jewish texts and ideas that 

Kosman does not include in his footnotes and are thus inaccessible to a large majority of 

readers. Kosman gives the reader some access to his world of ideas, but not complete 

access. His obvious expertise in these sources serves as validation of his perspectives on 

the tradition. His critiques of tradition draw authenticity from Kosman's rare command 

of Jewish texts. 

In his use of Jewish texts as source material for his poetry, Kosman also looks 

beyond the Talmud to later genres of Jewish literature. In ")n?1'l'7 □''l'in □'~')JO i1'l'17'l' 

1n))i1," Kosman builds a poem on the structure and idiom ofhalakhic literature. 
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,i:,N~~ Ni, r1P. P"1.C?O r,~ ,;,m 
,N,~~ r,~ ,N7R r,~ ,i1"1P.Wi:t r,~ 

,;,;;f r,~ ,t:'1?0 r,~ ,t:'7.1:1 r,~ , "~~~ r,~ 
,i1l~~ij n1-,.r~~ ,i'~i:t Ci"'t? ilt?'~E? ,~o~~~ 

t!'~~ i~i C~t!' '~ 
T - T T • 

· 1~~ N~~ N', P1P. 

I,:~ ,i1~~ i1"1P,~i:t r,~ ,i1,:t'~7;:t1 ,i11:l'l'."i7;:t ,~0~~~ 
.,~~ ,ii?,?'? ,N~~O ,,~~O~l 'iJ1 '~"1P,l 'l'."i~~ P'l~ ,j~7;;:i P'l~ 

,o,;~~ 3''7.!i:t r,~ ,im~~ij r,~ ,~fp~-p,;:i r,~ 

- l:)~l1:I j~ ,',~!~,? iO N~ N~ ?i~il' i1J;i~ '~ ',l) 
,171~~; ',~;:i !O';=?O ;,~;tp~~ - i~i~ i,:t~ i~,? 

,r;,7~~ ;~t?,"' r,;i,~~;:i ,;i,~ - N"1~~ r,~ ,N7R r,~ 

,:,~i,~~-t!'~~-',~)ij r,~ / i"')_i~ r,~ / i"')_io r,~ 
.l)i c~~, ,i'1"1"".1.P r,~ 

9.i:,N~~ Ni, P1P. i"')_i~ c7.~ ','7f~ 

The intertextuality in this poem is different from that in the previous poems; this 

poem is not based on any specific passage in the Shulchan Aruch. Rather, Kosman uses 

the meaning inherent in the genre and characteristic language of the Shulchan Aruch as 

the context for the poem. Like the Shulchan Aruch, the poem is divided into brief, 

discrete sections, and it seems to describe legal categories. It incorporates the vocabulary 

of halakhic literature: "i,1," "N~'," "N'Jp," "N7Y.ln," "71UN." Kosman relies on the reader's 

9. 7"02 l!lm 1!117'~, p. 55. 
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familiarity with the conventions of this genre and ability to recognize when the poet 

subverts them. While halakhic literature uses an impersonal third person, the poem is a 

second person address, speaking to the reader directly in a way halakhic literature cannot. 

Alongside phrases like "7710 ,,,,, and "11m ,,,," which could appear in a traditional texts, 

Kosman imagines "ym,:m r1" and "il?::m r1," phrases that carry implicit tension. In the 

case of "yny:m r1," the tension is between the expected subject oflaw-facts and 

actions-and the expansive emotional valences of"longing." In the case of "il?::lil r1," 

the tension arises from the phrase itself, since "il?::l" is a recent slang word, obviously out 

of context in a Shulchan Aruch-style legal text. 

The best example of Kosman juxtaposing his source material with a modem 

idiom is in his use of the verb, "r,N~?." In traditional legal usage, "r,N~?" means to 

discharge a duty. Thus, the opening line of the poem, "r,N~' N? ,,,y p70>J r1>J ,nm" 

means "Look, you still have not fulfilled (riN~' N?) the comb jurisprudence." Putting 

aside for a moment the strangeness of that statement, its use of "r,N~?" is consistent with 

what is expected in a legal text. This contrasts with the closing lines of the stanza, ",::, 

l>J>J N~' N? r1Y \ \!J>J>J 1:11 01\!J" ("Because nothing much / has come out of you yet.") 

Here, "r,N~?" is used in the colloquial expression, "l>J>J N~'," which means to be 

productive or successful. Why is the addressee of the poem unable to meet the 

requirements of the various types oflaws listed in the first stanza? It is because he has 

not made anything of himself, a link the poet suggests through the repetition of the verb. 

"r,N~?" appears again in the final line of the poem in yet a different construction. "??::>>J 

!lN~' N? r1Y 111::i 01N," "From the lonely man category you still have not emerged." 
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Here, "nN~?" has its standard meaning, "to exit," but since what is being exited is a 

"??:>," a category, it is reminiscent of the phrase, "??:>n VJ N~1\" meaning 

"extraordinary." With that phrase in mind, the line could even be read, "Lonely man, you 

are still not extraordinary." The line is equivocal, depending on whether"??:>" and 

"nN~?" are read with their traditional halakhic meanings or their modem connotations. 

This is not just word play. Kosman demonstrates for us that our understanding of 

ourselves and the world is based on our ability to read meaning in context. The outlook 

of the poem is negative; the addressee is unable to fulfill the requirements of this unique 

halakhic discourse, and as a result, remains an isolated individual. But there is also an 

element of hope. In each of these key lines utilizing "nN~?," it is paired with "1'1)1," "not 

yet." The poem imagines the possibility that these difficulties-and the integration of the 

traditional and modem discourses-may be accomplished in the future. 

All of this is apprehensible without dissecting most of the phrases of the poem, 

which are quite obscure. What are "N?p 1'1," "Ninn 1'1," "\!J1n 1'1," "\!Jpn 1'1," etc.? One 

need not posit a meaning for each of these in order to grasp the poem's main themes. 

Kosman' s phrases represent a melding of the traditional halakhic discourse with modem 

language and concerns. In the second stanza, for example, Kosman's evocation of the 

blind man, the albino, and the dwarf-all operative categories in halakhic discourse-is 

symbolic of the poet's concern for diversity and an enlightened reappraisal of the Jewish 

traditions concerning different types of people. 

The integration of the halakhic discourse and modem values is not easily 

accomplished. The difficulty is expressed at the beginning of the third stanza: "Who are 
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you fooling? Go, Go, Mr. Belial, you insolent." Belial (,}l,,:i) is a name for an evil 

demon, but it literally means "useless" ("'})' ,,:i"). A part of the speaker feels that it is 

futile and insolent to attempt the kind of integration that the poem tries to enact. And as 

the poem concludes, the integration has not been achieved. The addressee remains a 

"man alone," perhaps unable to participate fully in either the traditional or the modern 

discourse. This is the condition that Kosman's poetry attempts to alleviate. In this poem, 

as in the others we have seen, Kosman reads traditional texts in the full light of his 

modern perspective. He does not wish to abandon the traditional texts, but rather to 

achieve a poetic synthesis, in which the meaning of the traditional text is preserved and 

transformed. 

Some ofKosman's most elusive poems arise out of his interaction with the texts 

and ideas of Jewish mysticism. In "1,v p:i," Kosman uses a selection from Sefer 

Yetzirah, a mystical discourse on cosmology and cosmogony from the Rabbinic period, to 

reflect on the relationships between Adam, Eve, and God in the Garden of Eden. 

Kosman uses the mystical doctrine of God's unity in distinct emanations ("sefirot") to 

explore his familiar themes of the distinctness and unity of lovers and the ability of lovers 

to achieve unity with God. Kosman's most complex dialogue with Jewish mysticism, 

however, is found in the poem, ",n,, :lf.'}l' np,v) 110." 

iiJ , 1,r::,"1 lii?'t;i ~ iio iW'.'1 
.ri,~7~ iio~ '~~~ ,7;~ 77~ 7"~l~~ ,'~7r:'i 

,l'"'~N r,;~7;i,~ ,p,::,7;::i ,;,7~~7 ,'i:,;,;,~ ,ct;7t; c~~~ 
,Mil':llN Ni1 iiO' 1,N cw~ i~N1, ,,;, N~i1, 

T : ••• •• : '•' T ' • : '' : 

- 77~ lii~'7~l Mii''P1 
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[See 40 Love Poems, p. 56] 

Jewish Intertextuality 

11r i1~"~ij ri,.,~~~ 
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This poem takes the form of a mystical commentary on Gen. 35, in which Jacob 

and his family leave Haran to return to Canaan. Although Kosman mentions in a 

footnote that ideas for the poem originate in an obscure book by a 16th-l 7thninaem lluf eht 

taht esnes evisavrep eht msicitsym htiw serahs ti .secruos esrevid morf saedi dna 

slobmys lacitsym htiw desufni si meop eht ,rehtaR .yltcerid txet lacitsym yna sserdda ton 

seod meop eht ,citsym nailatl yrutnec-11u '.:l '.:l ,'.:,~g~ 90~~:l 9 .!:ill~ 1~9~ O'.:l ~ ~:1 ~\:>9 , "-the 

secret, mystical interpretation of the biblical text, in the four-part Rabbinic hermeneutic 

represented by the acronym, "U17!l." Twice the poem punctuates an assertion with the 

IO. t7::Jt7N '7'1V D'Jl::J7N, p. 56. 
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statement, "o,::,,::m, yn,:::," ("as is known to those who understand"). The special role of 

"those who understand" is characteristic of the mystical tradition, whose secrets were 

traditionally handed down from teacher to student and protected from general 

dissemination. Kosman's adoption of mysticism's rhetoric of secrecy and mystery allows 

him to treat the relationship between the lovers-Jacob and Rachel-as possessing a 

significance beyond normal human comprehension. As we have seen, this is consistent 

with his reverent attitude toward love relationships throughout his poetry. 

Kosman's borrowing from mysticism is not limited to esotericism. He also 

incorporates several examples of letter mysticism, the idea that the letters of the Hebrew 

alphabet and their combinations possess cosmic power. The poem begins, 

Here is the secret of Rachel's kiss, so 
know, your M'NaTZPaCH was born with me through the secret of Malchut. 
Indeed, their root, my love, is above, distant, in the worlds of A VIA, 
and it descends from there slowly to the Yesod of five fingers, 
slim and gentle of yours -

Kosman's provides footnotes that partially explain his use of obscure terms. "l"!l~m" 

("M'NaTZPaCH") is a word formed by combining all of the letters in the Hebrew 

alphabet that have a special form when they appear at the end of the word. Kosman does 

not elaborate on the significance Jewish mystics attributed to these letters. "y",:::tN" 

("AVIA") is an acronym for "m,,~N," "nN'7:::t," "n7'~'," "n"VY," four levels of existence, 

each emanating from the previous level, a cosmology described in the Zohar. In addition 

to these, the stanza refers to two mystical sefirot, emanations that represent attributes of 

God, "Malchut" and "Yesod." The sefirot have been interpreted in numerous ways, but it 

is relevant to note that "Malchut" (also known as "Shechinah") is often associated with 
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the feminine aspect of God, while "Yesod" is often associated with the phallus and God's 

masculinity. The mystical significance of letters is emphasized by Kosman' s use of the 

letter "Nn" in place of the normal word for "five." It seems unlikely that this stanza is 

meant to express a coherent doctrine. Rather, it sets the tone of mystical speculation, and 

it establishes the relationship between the lovers and the relationship of both to God. The 

lovers are bound by the mystical "l"~~m" which descends from the realm of the sefirot 

down to the sensuous hand of Rachel. The double meaning of "1,0," as a sefirah and as 

merely the "base" of the fingers represents how the world of the lovers is infused with 

cosmic meaning. 

The secret of Jacob's kiss of Rachel is revealed in the second stanza: "The source 

of the kiss is the heavenly mouth." The poem finds this interpretation hidden in Gen. 

35:6: "Jacob came to Beit Eil." According to this interpretation, "Beit Eil" does not 

merely refer to God's presence in the place, but to God's directly involvement in what 

takes place there. Jacob and Rachel are not independent entities, but rather parts of a 

divine system, and the relationship between them mirrors and perpetuates relationships 

between aspects of God and the cosmos. 

From here, the poem introduces the mystical idea of a divine light that infuses 

creation. Rachel is able to see this light "with [her] closed eyes," a light that "affects so 

very much good on/ the whole universe." This divine light stands in opposition to the 

legalistic norms of the mainstream Jewish tradition. Its purpose is "o,vp, \ opm nN pnn'.7 

1)')'1 ?\!J," "to sweeten the strength/ and harshness of our rulings." This suggests a source 

of mitigating truth that is not captured by the halakhic tradition. The existence of such a 
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truth that is directly accessible to lovers is theme that appears in many of Kosman's 

poems. 

The poem repeatedly expresses the cosmic significance of the connection between 

Jacob and Rachel. They represent sefirot whose unity is essential to the existence of God 

and the creation of the universe. The poem is also full of "secrets," obscure phrases and 

passages that are difficult to assimilate to a rational reading. At the end of the poem, 

however, the discourse changes dramatically. The language is direct and 

comprehensible: 

Behold, I, I in my complete 
love, I, in my love 
of you, I, 
Jacob-Israel, 

come down to you, 
and my wing touches your 
wing, Rachel, 

and everything, everything, 
is by way of tikkun -

The same tikkun 
hinted at above. 

The image of Jacob and Rachel with wings might stem from their connection with the 

Shechinah, which is often described as having wings. In Jacob's total love of Rachel, not 

only does Jacob become representative of the whole nation as "Jacob-Israel," both Jacob 

and Rachel participate in divinity. All of this is "by way of tikkun." Unlike most of the 

obscure mysticism of the poem, "tikkun" is a fairly well-known doctrine. In Lurianic 

kabbalah, following the creation of the world, the vessels that contained the divine light 

shattered, scattering the light throughout the created world. "Tikkun" refers to the 
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process of uncovering and gathering the light, which will return the cosmos to a state of 

wholeness. By ending the poem with the reference to tikkun, Kosman clearly expresses 

the cosmic significance of the relationship between Jacob and Rachel. Their kiss-their 

intimate relationship-is part of the mystical relationship between aspects of God, 

between God and creation, and the ongoing process of perfecting the world. As he does 

in so many poem, Kosman elevates the romantic relationship to a transcendent 

experience of divinity. 

Through his deep engagement with such a broad spectrum of Jewish texts, 

Kosman opens up a rich avenue for the development of Modem Hebrew poetry. He 

demonstrates the possibility of a dialogue with numerous Jewish texts similar to the long 

and fruitful dialogue Hebrew poetry has had with the Hebrew Bible. In particular, 

Kosman shows that the Mishnah, Talmud, and other halakhic texts associated with 

Orthodox Judaism can be used as sources for non-Orthodox Jewish poetry. In addition, 

Kosman models a number of ways that poems can make use of a source text. As in "nvN 

7!l'\J1!l," poems can offer interpretation and elaboration of the text. Often characters and 

texts are transposed into the modem world, the juxtaposition serving as a commentary on 

both the text and the modem setting. In poems such as "1'!l7V)i1 nm,n" and "n::>on;, vn,!l 

... n3V," Kosman adopts the discourse of Rabbinic texts, and he manipulates that discourse 

for poetic effect and to make a statement about his source texts. The poet can also find 

meaning in the genre of a text, as Kosman does with "1n~n 1n=11\!h o,v,n □'!l'~O nv1:iv," 

which does not actually reference in significant part any specific source text from the 

Shulchan Aruch. Finally, the poet may draw vocabulary and images from a wide body of 
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Jewish literature, as Kosman does with his poems that are infused with Jewish mysticism. 

While they do not refer to any particular text, these poems are clearly intertextual, 

commenting on and utilizing a universe of concepts unique to a particular strand of 

Jewish thought and literature. 

The use of Jewish texts in the poetry of Admiel Kosman adds to the richness of 

Modem Hebrew poetry, but it has perhaps even greater potential to contribute to modem 

Jewish thought. Kosman does not merely use Jewish texts to create poetry; his poems are 

a sophisticated conversation with the source texts. He interprets texts, translates their 

ideas into the modem context, and engages in ethical criticism. This is particularly 

valuable in the case of Rabbinic texts. In modem Judaism, engagement with Rabbinic 

texts-particularly the Talmud and halakhic texts-is nearly the exclusive province of 

the Orthodox. Kosman's poems represent engagement with these texts outside the 

ideological framework of Orthodoxy. For non-Orthodox Jews, Kosman's poems are an 

authentic and complex means of engagement with this indispensable part of Jewish 

intellectual and literary history. Kosman's expertise in Rabbinic texts and Rabbinic 

discourse, combined with his modem sensibility and poetic talent, allow him to find 

meaning and create meaning in Jewish texts that have attracted little serious interest 

among non-Orthodox Jews. In this way, Kosman is not only a masterful poet, but an 

insightful teacher of Judaism. 
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