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DIGEST 

Micah Joseph Lebensohn (1828-1852), Modern Hebrew 

literature 0 s first lyrical poet, expresses in his verse the 

highest aspirations of the human spirit and the agony of 

death in one's youth. In this respect, much of his poetry 

reflects the turmoil of his own spirit. At the age of 

seventeen, Lebensohn was severely stricken with tuberculosis. 

Cycles of deterioration and remission marked the next 

seven years until his death at the age of twenty-four. 

The first part of the thesis consists of a 

translation of the Hebrew poetry of Micah Lebensohn ("Mikhal"). 

All of the poetry in his collection Shirei Bat Tsiyon and 

most of the poems in his Kinor ~at Tsiyon are translated 

in this thesis. The translation includes all poems of 

IVIikhal which relate to the theme of death and dying. Many 

literary and linguistic Biblical allusions and references 

are cited in the accompanying notes. 

The second part of the thesis consists of a critical 

essay concerning the motif of death and dying in Mikhal's 

poetry. The relationship between Mikhal's terminal sickness, 

his view of life and death,and his poetic expression of the 

motif are examined through study of his poetry and current 

literature concerning the psychology of death and dying. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The first part of this thesis consists of a 

translation of the Hebrew poetry of Micah Joseph Lebensohn 

(1828-1852). Lebensohn, known as "Mikhal," died at the age 

of twenty-four. His works are collected in two volumes, 

ShirmBat Tsiuon and Kinor Ba~ Tsiyon. All of the poetry 

in the former and most of the poems in the latter are 

translated in this thesis. The translation includes all of 

Mikhal's poetry which relates to the theme of death and 

dying. Lebensohn's translations of other writers are not 

included. 

In this translation, the Hebrew style and text is 

followed as closely as possible without impinging on 

English usage. If the pattern of rhyme were adhered to, 

considerable paraphrase would be necessary in translation. 

The Hebrew style is maintained, therefore, through the meter 

of the poetry. The English version is guided by rhythm 

rather than rhyme to allow greater faithfulness to the 

Hebrew text. We have chosen in some cases not to follow 

the punctuation of the Hebrew text in order to more accurately 

reflect the sense of the verse. It should be noted that no 
' 

English translation of complete poems of Mikhal has yet 

been published. 

A 1924 edition of Micah Jose£h Lebensohn--His Fbems, 

1 
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Translations and Letters edited by Jacob Fichman and 

published in Berlin was used as the main Hebrew text. 

Footnotes in the translation mostly consist of Biblical 

references to which the Hebrew text alludes. Mikhal used 

Biblical Hebrew as the vocabulary with which to mold his 

poetry. Although the purpose of this thesis is not to 

provide.a complete index of Biblicalliterary and linguistic 

allusions, we have noted many of the references encountered 

during the course of the translation. Other footnotes serve 

as explanatory notes to the translation. Hebrew words that 
') 

contain a double meaning may also be explained. Occasionally, fg:rv"' 

a printing error will be noted as well. 

The second part of the thesis consists of a critical 

essay concerning the motif of death and dying in Micah 

Lebensohn's poetry. The relationship between Mikhal's 

terminal sickness, his view of life and death,and his 

poetic expression of the motif are examined through study 

of his poetry and current literature dealing with the 

psychology of death and dying. Footnotes to the essay 

allude to poems of Micah Lebensohn translated in this thesis 

unless otherwise specified. 
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Gen. 
Exod. 
Lev. 
,Num. 
Deut. 
Josh. 
Judg. 
I Sam. 
II Sam. 
I Kings 
II Kings 
I sa. 
Jer. 
Ezek. 
Hos. 
Joel 
Amos 
Obad. 
Jonah 
lYii c. 

ABBREVIATIONS--

Books of the Bible 

Genesis 
Exodus 
Leviticus 
Numbers 
Deuteronomy 
Joshua 
Judges 
I ·samuel 
II Samuel 
I Kings 
II Kings 
Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
Ezekiel 
Hosea 
Joel 
Amos 
Obadiah 
Jonah . 
IVlicah 

Nah. 
Hab. 
Zeph. 
Hag. 
Zech. 
IVlal. 
Ps. 
Prov. 
Job 
Cant. 
Ruth 
Lam. 
Eccles. 
Esther 
Dan. 
Ezra 
Neh. 
I Chron. 
II Chron. 

Nahum 
Habakkuk 
Zephaniah 

· Haggai 
Zechariah 
Malachi 
Psalms 
Proverbs 
Job 
Cantillations 
Ruth 
Lamentations 
Ecclesiastes 
Esther 
Daniel 
Ezra 
Nehemiah 
I Chronicles 
II Chronicles 

H r 
Transliterations follow the more exact style of 

the American National Standard Romanization of Hebrew. 
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"When a man is young, he recites words of song" 

(Yalkut Kohelet) 

1 In Jerusalem's vineyards, the City of Zion, 

The city where all that is splendorous meets; 

Where earthly delights, and the hallowed in heaven, 

And cedars have crowned the Lord's heavenly host; 

.5 In the burgeoning city, on land so expansive, 

The olive trees blossom, figs ripen and fluorish; 

From rich fertile vines drips the honeycomb's nectar, 

And milk and sweet honey flow from the heights; 

9 The swirling winds spread their delight through the hills, 

The cycle of springtime forever returning; 

The waters of Jordan foam at their banks, 

Each month marks a holiday, daily a feast day; 

1J The sweet sound of song in Jerusalem dwells, 

Verses exult among blossoms of myrtle; 

Blossoms and poems there mingle together, 

Her flowers arid cedars chant hymns to the Lord; 

2. Ps. 122:J 
10. Hab. J:6 

4. Job J1:J6 _5. Lam. 1:1 7. Prov. 16:24 
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17 Perfect in beauty, this land of the psalm, 

Each rock and each boulder--are annals of time; 

This radiant gem in the crown of creation 

Gives grace to mankind, and makes lofty its spirit--

21 In Jerusalem's vineyards, the City of Zion, 

Happy and carefree, a lad goes his way; 

Like a date-palm in stature, his eyes bright and clear, 

In the vigor of youth, like a blossoming bud. 

25 Ruddy and fresh, his face shines with light, 

His cheeks white like snow, his lips like the rose; 

The locks of his hair deepest black as the raven, 

His eyes like the doves upon springs in a garden. 

29 Righteous humility always within him, 

The glow of youth's innocence shines from his face; 

The strength of his spirit is etched on his brow, 

The wind even serves to adorn the lad 0 s frame. 

33 As Lebanon°s snow rests unmarred by man°s tread, 

His radiant youthfulness not yet has dimmed; 

Devoting his heart and his soul to rejoicing, 

For not yet his ears have heard mournful laments. 

24, Job 20:11, 33:25; Ps. 89:46; Isa. 54:4 27. Cant. 5:2, 2:1 
28. Cant. 1:15, 4:1 29. Ps. 45:5 34. Ps. 86:11 
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37 Pampered in scarlet, in high royal chambers, 

Beholding the grandeur and pomp of the kingdom; 

While still in the crib, the crown was his plaything, 

His thoughts were as calm as a still, quiet pool. 

41 Not yet feeling Agony sting like the viper, 

Not yet knowing Jeaiousy, iron-fanged passion; 

Unseen is the loathesome despair of Privation, 

Nor seen is the mortified face of Distress. 

45 The daughter of heaven is beautiful Hope, 

Like a garden was planted the wreath on her head, 

Gladness rejoices, clapping her hands--

They walk at his side and befriend the young lad. 

49 His life at its peak like the radiant dawn, 

He sees not the dusk, when clouds mask the light; 

Life to him, therefore, appears like a tree--

Each day he sets sight at producing new fruit. 

53 Death--he considers a pleasant repose, 

The grave--he regards as a still, tranquil bed; 

His world is an Eden, no pit of death's darkness--

Not yet do the screams of destruction arouse him. 

50. Lam. 2:1 49. Ps. 92:12 37. Lam. 4:5 41. Prov. 23:32 
i 54. Cant. 1 :16 

____________ l _______________ _ 
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57 The ultimate "Why?!" he not yet expresses, 

He always has girded his loins with a faith; 

Faith--she radiates light from her brow 

But her face remains covered and veiled 

61 The goodness of earth now swirls toward 

While evil on earth has been cloaked by 

in 

her 

her 

If you ask who this is--it is Solomon, yea, 

The offspring of David, Jerusalem's king! 

65 Ribbons of fog cover Lebanonus mountains, 

And sunlight appears as a cap on the peaks; 

a fog. 

light 

veil. 

These hilltops disdain other mountains as dwarfs 

And wrap, like a girdle, the circle of heavens. 

69 The blackness of night covers Lebanon's mountains, 

With silence enthroned on the seat of the earth--

For there the lad runs like a ·deer, like a ram, 

To witness the awe that his soul had been yearning, 

64. Eccles. 1:1 70. Exod. 17:16; The Hebrew o~ is 
taken here as a form of l\o~, "throne." 71. Cant. 2:9 
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73 The eve passed away and the stars fled the night, 

The cloud banks collected the gleam of the moon; 

The dawn scatters light on the thin morning mist 

Upon beautiful meadows of saplings and reeds. 

77 The shadows of night slip away in the dawn, 

The glistening mountains are gilded in sunlight; 

The light rays kiss treetops of powerful cedars, 

The songbirds awake in the trees from their slumber. 

81 Solomonus eyes streamed with tears, he was silent, 

The locks of his hair flying free in the breeze; 

The depth of his heart and his being was stirred; 

How roused was his spirit! How moved was his soul! 

85 His eyes now beheld the magnificent splendor, 

It silenced his tongue, his words became muted; 

The strings of his harp could no longer drip honey, 

His thoughts were distracted by wonder and awe. 

89 How lofty and grand were these moments of awe! 

When the spirit so moved can broaden man's heart; 

His eyes poured out tears of excitement and joy, 

This lad, so adored, then scorned at the grave, 

74. Cant. 7:3, Ps. 68:5 75. Isa. 30~22, Gen. 41:2, 18 
77. Cant. 5:6 82. Cant. 7:6, Isa. 30:20 87. Prov. 16:24 
90. Gen. 41:8 
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93 Benevolent feelings were then born within him, 

Perceiving not evil or how man can sin; 

His arms then were yearning to nestle the world, 

To him, all creation is brother and friend. 

97 Thus did a man find his God and Creator, 

Immortal ideas were planted within him; 

In these very moments, how high he ascends, 

Giving birth to this feeling of beautiful justice. 

101 The sun in the heavens emerges, illumines, 

Dispersing its light rays on earth from the east; 

Its radiance glistens on snow covered fields, 

While beautiful psalms are resounding above. 

105 Solomonas passions have also been stirred, 

By the vision of God the Almighty he witnessed; 

He can not contain himself, thundering, bursting-

He strikes at the strings of his harp and it rings. 

109 0 Solomon 9 s harp--it so gracefully plays--

In the loveliest songs it is David his father; 

Its music caresses the lowest of depths, 

Its tune reaches up to the heavenly hosts. 

95. Cant. 8:5 1 0 2 . Pro v . 5 : 16 1 04. Is a . 14 : 7 
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113 Playing for royal and festive rejoicing, 

At times of distress, when he thinks of destruction; 

In troublesome lands when he comes as a stranger 

He rules with it ravenous beasts, haughty men. 

117 He exulted from Judah, in lands to the west 

To the sunrise red sky in the eastern horizon. 

Lion cubs lurking would calm to his music, 

His voice would be soothing and quiet their wrath. 

121 At the banks of the Salt Sea the morning sun wakens 

12.5 

To hearken his psalmody--heavenly strains; 

When wrongdoers angrily seethe· in their wrath, 

They draw in like water his comfort and mirth . 

Endowing his harp to his son, a young man 

For his trustworthy way, his uprightness of spirit; 

His son now expresses his spirit upon it 

And sings with it songs numbered five and a thousand. 

129 0 youthful desire in the spring of man's life! 

Behold, in Godus garden, the child does seek you; 

In you, all the angels of peace look about, 

And freshness of spirit joins innocent joy. 

113. Hab, 3:14 11.5. Hos. 13:.5 117. Ps. 7.5:7 
49:12 123. Hos. 10:9 126. Prov. 1.5:4, 11:3 

118. Gen. 
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133 This spirit has moved him to gladness and song, 

Earth and the heavens both chant in accord! 

All creatures will triumph and sing with his song 

From heavenly angels to reptiles and insects. 

137 His faithfulness opened his ears to the sounds 

To hear the Lord's deeds that the firmament sings; 

To hearken His feats that the heavens would shout, 

To heed His great wonders that earth would cry out. 

141 Autumn has passed, and the winter has faded, 

14_5 

Downpours and rainstorms meandering northward; 

The breath of the spring fills the lungs of all creatures, 

They look upon springtime, and happy are they. 

"Give us your blessing," all of' them called--

As fruit endows saplings, and leaves adorn branches; 

As green herbs have swiftly enveloped the meadow, 

It graces the birds and the fowl with their songs. 

149 Lebanon, Carmel--its child of delight, 

It graces with fragrance of spice trees and grapevines; 

To Gilad and Bashan its countenance shines 

And gives them sweet honey, ambrosia, and oil. 

137. Ps. 40:7 147. II Kings 19:26, Isa. 27:37, 66:14, 
Ps, 37:2 149. Jer. 31:19 1_50, Cant. 1:14, 4:13 
1_52. Cant. 4:13, 4:16, 7:14 
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153 On mountains of spikenard, incense and myrhh 

Solomon .stands there with all of the songbirds; 

Springtime enticed him on wings like the dove 

From the height of the town to this pastoral temple. 

157 His heart would not rest, his soul was still stirring, 

His feelings erupted like powerful torrents; 

He quietly sighed from the depths of his heart, 

For the embers of love burned his eyes like a fire; 

161 The world and its fullness rejoiced all around him, 

A spirit of joy flowed within him like water; 

For him delights Carmel and meadows of Sharon, 

For him exults heaven, as earth spins and dances. 

165 The shepherdess Shulamith--perfect and pure, 

Fair as the moon, aglow like the morn, 

Fairest of maidens, as lovely as sunlight, 

Her lips hold enchantment, her words flow like honey. 

169 The princely young man beheld Shulamith there 

, Amid Lebanon's hills grazing sheep for her brother; I I' 
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She swiftly aroused in him turbulent passion, 

Her arrows were aimed at the young manus pure heart. 

15J. Cant. J:6, 4:6, 4:14 156. Ps. 74:15 163. Gen. 41:2, 18 
165. Cant. 6:9,10,5:2 166. Ibid. 6:10 167. Ibid. 1:8 
168. Ibid. 4:11 
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173 His subjects and even the throne he forgot, 

The staff of the shepherd replacing his scepter; 

His spirit compelled him to tend to the shepherdess, 

Wandering with her through mountains and valleys. 

177 Her eyes were his crown and her beauty his kingdom, 

To him, more exalted than David's high tower; 

As Shulamith noticed him standing above her-

Her heart fell in love with this excellent youth. 

181 Love is the coral we glean in this life! 

It lies within man, who is fashioned from clay, 

It dances within him, spirit and soul; 

It gives man the bounty from heaven on earth. 

185 "Forever"--this word was first uttered by Love; 

All lovers, all men--can never believe 

Their beloved will die, that her youth will decay, 

That she no more will rise from the withering grave. 

175. Hebrew root :1:91 has double meaning of "befriend" and 
"pasture" or "tend." 178. Cant. 4:4 180. Cant. 5:10 
181. I Chron, 6:58 182. Job JJ:6 187. Cant. 6:11 

. ------~---------------
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189 Love casts the children of God to the earth 

To love and desire the daughters of mortals; 

Love brings together the humble and haughty, 

For a king and a shepherdess, love is decreed. 

193 Love in one's youth, how precious and pleasant! 

May every lad suck at the breast of her solace, 

May youths all delight and rejoice in her comfort--

For youth is a flower, and Love is its honey. 

197 How pleasant the lot of an amorous youth! 

However much higher the heavenly hosts, 

They envy his portion, they jealously eye him-

For they are alone, they are lonely on high. 

201 She carries the passionate youth in her wings, 

20_5 

Ascending the heavens, then sweeps down to earth; 

He glimpses her image wherever he looks, 

And sustains her sweet voice.yvhich is heard in the heights. 

The gurgling of brooks and the rushing of waters, 

The whistling wind rustles through towering oaks; 

The doves are heard cooing from niches and nests--

All voices of Love! 1rhrough them does love speak. 

189.-190. Gen. 6:2 194. Isa. 66:11 197. Ps. 16:6 
198. The Hebrew t:J~ is taken to mean "however much," "in spite 
of." See "Kohelet," line 107. 200. Job JO:J 204. Jer. 
31 :1Lf.; Hebrew i10I is both place name "Ramah" and noun 
"heights" or "high place." 207. Isa. 60:8 
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209 In the vigor of passion he ponders no sadness; 

When man falls in love, he knows nothing but joy--

How sorrow has ended, how death has been swallowed 

For him and his loved one, a fluorishing pair! 

213 The day has grown cool and the shadows have lengthened, 

The sun sets on clouds in glory and splendor; 

Like flutes is the cooing of birds on the wing 

Chanting their melodies, joyfully singing. 

217 The sunlight then kisses the face of the sea, 

The glow of the flames are gilding the mountains; 

The longings of lovers embrace all creation, 

The spirit of love, how it sweeps through the world. 

221 Near treetops of cedars and wild mountain roses, 

A shelter of vine branches stands there alone; 

:1!~¥LI n~~~~tV tJ:V tJ~ ;,~;~~ A love seat of splendorous date palm within it, 

1 :1.t-1T·,,I?T::l,· 11 .. 1)~~. ~, rtwT·~., nn_.r-1_· .,.T, I · · d t h d th d t ts perfume lS carrle o pare e sou ern eser s. 
,;,~~~., n1~~v ~~ t>~.V1lJ ,~ :1~~9 

· :11.;)~~ c~1w7~ c~~?~~ CiJ c~ 
225 There Solomon was with Shulamith fair, 

•\ 

Her head in his left hand, his right arm embraced her; 

Stillness and silence delight all around them, 

They also were quiet, their voices were hushed. 

213. Cant. 2:17, see also "Prayer," line 1 and "Holiday of 
Spring," line 1. 216. Job 39:13 223. Cant. 1:12 

~·~ 2 24. Cant. 4: 16 2 2 5. Cant. 2 : 9 , 1 7 , 8 : 14 
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229 Both of them speechless, how silent their lips, 

Their hearts spoke of Love--as mighty as death; 

When the heart begins stirring, the spirit is moved, 

This language of lovers is uttered in silence. 

223 For just a few moments they thus stood together, 

The heart of the lad burned with passionate love; 

The king began quivering, filled with an awe--

Like a slave who is standing and facing his mistress. 

237 Shulamith, too, cast her eyes to the ground, 

Too humble and meek to look at her lover; 

The love in her heart set it kindling afire, 

The blush of excitement appeared on her cheeks. 

241 Solomon welled up with powerful tempest, 

His heart set to break, his soul began trembling; 

Drew near her to quiet the flame in his heart--

But the storm in his soul like the ocean resounded. 

245 In the arms of a king, she lowered her eyes, 

\ She knew not his countenance, power or glory; 

Embraced by a king, but ever so modest, 

For Love she had yearned, never seeking the crown. 

231. Gen. 41:8 242. Jonah 1:4 
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249 The sun now descends toward the edge of the sky, 

But Shulamith 0 s radiant face veils the sun; 

Her beauty reflecting the sun on her cheeks, 

That rays of its light now shine forth from her face. 

253 Solomon looked at this vision of beauty, 

His lips on her cheek--embarrassed is she; 

He kisses her lips with the kiss of his mouth, 

"If only my brother wast thou," she was thinking. 

257 Who art thou, o kiss, ringing out from the lips, 

In the loverws heart shooting your arrows like lightning?· 

A mouth that caresses the lips and the cheeks-

You capture the heart of a man through his lips! 

261 Nighttime approaches with fears of the darkness 

On mountains of Carmel, surrounded with roses; 

All clamor has ceased, the tumult has ended, 

All trees of the garden have quieted~ calmed. 

265 Light from the stars is sown in their pathways, 

The precious moon arcs in the firmament sky; 
. j 

The forest is silent, no birds on the wing, 

Only the nightingale calls in the silence. 

250. Cant. 1:7 
262. Ibid. 7:3 

255. Ibid. 1:2 
265. Ps. 97:11 

256. Ibid. 8;1 
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269 At the inns of the village, in patches of vineyards, 

The grapevine has flowered, its blossom has opened; 

When southern winds blow, the perfume is sprinkled 

The fragrance of aloes and mandrake is scattered. 

273 Under the apple tree, choicest of fruits, 

In shadows of evening no clamor ascends; 

As Solomon, Shulamith peacefully rest--

As moonlight diffuses through mist in the heavens . 

277 His heart becomes tranquil, his soul is secure, 

His spirit had yearned for the sweetness of love; 

"Eternal delight and rejoicing, your portion!" 

For Faith poured these words into Solomon's heart. 

281 Hope, like a shadow, beside his right hand, 

Hearing her speech like sweet sounds of the harp 

His spirit drew hone·y from words on her lips~ 

"I give you a portion of wealth for your love." 

285 0 innocent joy! He knew nothing more, 

He wanted no more than Shulamith, therefore; 

In innocent bosom his soul became tranquil, 

For God had erased all his knowledge of pain. 

269. Cant. ·;5:13, 
272. Ibid. 7:14, 
283. Ibid. 4:11 
288. Job 39:17 

6;2 270. Ibid. 7:13 271. Ibid. 4:16 
4:14 273. Ibid. 8:5 278. Ibid. 5:6 

284. Prov. 8:18 287. Cant. 5:2, 6:9 
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289 She longed for the ailment of love to afflict him, 

Her eyes burned with sparks of the fire in her heart 

She clung to his neck with the strength of her love, 

Her love was not sated, her spirit still stormed, 

293 0 apple tree, spread out you~ shadow like night! 

0 stars, cease your shining a moment, I pray! 

Be garbed in the darkness as mo9nlight shines forth; 

Please do not rouse, I pray, all my love. 

297 The whole world is resting, the earth becomes calm, 

The blackness of clouds wraps the sky like a robe; 

When suddenly chords of the harp strings sound forth, 

In the quiet of night, among thickets of trees. 

301 Solomon's harp can delight the despondent 

And towering trees even bow to its voice; 

"How pleasant and fair art thou loved one, enchanting," 

For David's son Solomon, Song--of Songs. 

290, Cant. 8:6 
3 0 3 . Cant • 7 : 7 

292. Prov. 7:18 296. Cant. 2:7, 3:5, 8:4 

I 

·' 



,I 

KOHELETH 

. i 

I 



, .tJ'7:m ''1::1'1 .,f'j,N ppm 
(n~np 1!1\P~') 

o_:r1~ ~tli:;l l~O~iJ l1i'.l\~---
; n1101::;, p1~~ c'i9~i'.l c'n~ • 
,o:.~'~ 'i~n~ 'rJJvt ''J~~)t l'~ 

,n,,~·~~ .n1'rg>~ fP,tl '~~~ 1'~:. -..,.• 

l11~0r-1 7::;, i1j:I~ i11 7~'ij 11tl~ 
- ~·,~~~ ;w~~ 1wi ~or o~ 7~ 

l1":}\iV, 1W~1 7~ l~~,.~ '~~~ 
. o''W ~, Y~f?'~ n~ 71 ~w ~~:. 

,~,~n' ~7w::;, ~'7tl7l3 13lf?'~ 
; n~~3lT,~~~.o ~';11~~ ;n~~ 7)t 
,~,i.?/~P ~'~~ 71~trl:;l 0'~~~:;> 
. l1j~7~ f'~~ 1~ ~'~3lQ3l l'~~ 

2.3 

"When he became old, he spoke words of vanity." 

(Yalkut Kohelet) 

1 In the palace well inlaid with Parvaite gold 

With cedars begilded and capitals gleaming; 

Pillars of marble, delights to the eye, 

Among jewels most precious and choicest of treasure, 

5 Inthis glorious palace, the grandest abode, 

On the ivory-gold throne, so expertly crafted--

Cloaked in bright scarlet, a crown on his head, 

Sated with years he sits, gray-haired and weak. 

9 The locks of his hair all have whitened like snow, 

Sadness is etched on his forehead and cheeks; 

His face becomes withered like spirits in Sheol, 

The shadow of death peers out from his eyelids. 

1.3 His eyes now discern from a face which is etched 

With hardship, destruction, distress and each strait; 

Were it not for the lightning that flashed in his eyes 

He would seem like a night stalking corpse from the grave. 

1, II Chron • .3:6 11 o Lam. 1:20 
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17 Ravaged he sits there, bereft of good counsel 

Like mourners left sitting amidst all the graves, 

His spirit now quietly murmurs like Death--

How mighty is anguish that speaks without words! 

21 0 who is this man, so bent, old, and bowed 

Unable to flee from the burden of life, 

Walking about like a frail, weakened shadow? 

Koheleth is he--in Jerusalem king! 

25 Is this the same youth that was crowned with perfection, 

Handsome and pleasant as light of the noonday? 

Is this the same hair that was black as the raven? 

Are these the same eyes once like doves on the water? 

29 Had not he been granted a seven-fold portion, 

Booty, luxurious wealth beyond number; 

His cup overflowed with the blessings of heaven, 

His lot was a thousand most beautiful women. 

33 Why vexed is his soul, why wounded his heart? 

Has his spirit been saddened by plenteous days 

Until the desire of his life is for death? 

Does his heart remain restless from enemies' ravage? 

24. Ec.cles. 1:1 29. Eccles. 11:2 32. Eccles. 2:8 
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37 Does blood guilt for men he has slain still pursue him, 

Do downtrodden, trampled ones cry out against him? 

Does cruel regret now consume him like moths 

For crushing his people who cried out beneath him? 

41 Could he then possess or have any more knowledge 

To rule like a god as kings wi·ll do now? 

'rheir righteous humility reaches contrition, 

Their life high above is the same as below. 

4_5 Plenteous days have not caused his gray hairs, 

For his days have not reached the full lifetime of man! 

Others as old still maintain all their vigor, 

For still they are fresh, and they radiate splendor. 

49 He dreads not his foe, for fear is a stranger, 

The nations around him all clam0r his peace; 

As kingdoms defeated all lie at his feet, 

From the ends of the earth his presence they seek. 

53 The kingship of heaven he long had acknowledged, 

He reigned even then with compassion and justice, 

His parables quoted from person to person: 

On these things alone was the royal throne founded. 

39. Job 13:28 4). Ps. 90:3 4_5. Hos. 7~9 _50. The Hebrew 
11.),7117 translates as "Solomon" and "his peace." 
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~7 On all those oppressed, on the powerless, weak 

His hand did not close, and his door never locked; 

He never conspired when blood flowed like water 

But rather turned many from treacherous wrongs. 

61 All of the nation adored him and loved him, 

Each man in his peaceful abode dwelt securely; 

Sated and happy, they lived in the land, 

Each man was at rest by the vines of his field. 

6~ Since the days in which Israel had settled their land 

No one delighted in times such as these; 

In all of their days never knowing such peace, 

But fear and alarm, apprehension and dread. 

69 Either enemy foreigners trampled their land, 

Or a man spilled the blood of his brother, his neighbor; 

The feet of the daughter of Zion dripped blood, 

Her lips had been reddened with blood of her children. 

73 Tranquility shone like the moon in his day, 

The land was not wearied with battle or war; 

His nation in gladness rejoiced in his borders, 

Times such as these were a Garden of Eden. 

6 8 • I sa • 44 : 8 
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77 Alas! On his people his light has arisen-

But tumult and darkness gnaw deep in his heart. 

Abhoring the world, disgusted with life, 

All creation seems evil here under the sun . 

81 At first he ascended the heights of the world, 

His soul not desiring to take him so high; 

His heart had deceived him, misled like a child-

When God had appeared, he asked Him for Wisdom. 

85 The Wisdom he sought was the Wisdom of earth, 

Lacking in faith, her hand becomes weak; 

She leads one astray, and causes all breaches, 

All is negated because of her weakness. 

89 Wisdom--from then had become his cup's portion, 

For Wisdom of heart more than man is exalted; 

He seeks after Wisdom, his eyes then behold her-

And youthful rejoicing from then turns to wailing. 

93 0 cursed be Wisdom, more mighty than death, 

How goodly your coming, your radiant presence! 

But when you approach us, how dreadful you are, 

As Hope flees before you and with it flees Faith. 

81. Isa. 14:14 
89. Ps. 16:5 

83. Isa. 44:20 87, Job 12:7, 19 



' I 

lj 

I! 
i: 

II 
11 
ij 

11 

1.

] i 

I' I: 
I 

!I. 
I I' 

.I : 

I 

I 

! I 

II 
I 

[ l1 

-jlJ~ t:l~ ~;,~ tl~ ;,~~~~j ;,~~T:l 

tliMt-1~ ~1~tz.fi] ~::l~Ll~ 11~7~ 
- 1!:1~ ~~ ;~~~ ~~~ 1?7. tltJ1~7~ 

·lilJW 1~ li"Y~ 1'1·,~ ntl"P t;1~ 1~ 

,tl~n 11)7~ o1~ ;~ T:ltil1~ T;l~ 

tl"~!!J ;,?.~ tl~ 11~ 1~ "W'l~l;l~ 
tl"~j~lV "'M~ ,.,.ji~ :-lj~~ 

. . tl"~r.l li~~ ~;;~ w1.~, ~.,;~~ ~~ 
. ' T , •• 

'"t)"!~tl :J~~ ;,~~~~1. ;,'~}':) tl~ 
. .,,,~) tl!l. o~ m~1~ 11iQ ~f tl~ 
1 'T I '•' - I 

?"t:l"'7tl ~~!J tl~ "~T;lT:l :1i m~~ 
.~J.i,::l~ pptp ,~ :"l':J~ li~~ 1~ 

: :1::l::> 1':1 ~~tv tl1P, .,~~t:J 1~. ?l! 
;1~1~ ·~~ ':l!JJ hl"1~ p~ 'J~ ~3l 

t:1::ll11~ ~'1.1" 'J~ ~f T;\~10 .,~ 
T T •1:~~ ~!~~~ ~!~~ 1~~7~ 

'1'T.R.iK ~3l ':1~~;, ~~ll?~~iJ :1! tl~ 
'"iJ~ 1~ tl1'~ ;,~;2 1ilV~~ ":;l ~~ 
'11~ ~3l ~::l7:. "::tl tl"~"P "~ 1~ 

. "0~ ~~ ~~."l 1T:l~ 11~~ "!7.?~ 

... 
!: 

28 

97 If Hope and if Faith would both languish and die--

They would transform the Sheol below to an Eden, 

A man could then walk without fear in their aura--

But your light, 0 Wisdom, reveals but the pit. 

101 Man--you drove out from the Garden of Eden, 

In these times as well still you try to expel 

From their peaceful abodes and a life so serene 

The Enlightened who seek words of absolute truth • 

105 Hope, also Faith do you drive from the heart, 

All visions and dreams, no matter how great; 

And what do you give, when all is cast out? 

Just bitterest truth and the cruelest of doubts. 

109 Therefore the sages of old thus perceived you: 

A sword in your hand, iron shield in your heart; 

You devastate every heart which has known you, 

Like the iron upon you, your heart becomes iron. 

113 The owl which is perched on your head--0 Minerva, 

Means not that the darkness will turn into light, 

But that tearful laments now will walk at your side, 

And with you goes bitterest anguish and wailing. 

115 o Ez ek. 2:1 0 
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117 A terrible image you set on your heart, 

For each one who looks at her face becomes stone; 

Your fury will kill those who glance at your heart, 

And you turn into stone every man who discerns you. 

121 When Solomon's thoughts were directed toward Wisdom, 

Then quickly his pleasures would vanish like shadows; 

Her fiery sword had expelled him from Eden, 

The world was completely transformed in his sight. 

125 All the delight and the sweetness of earth 

He enjoyed, for his soul had been longing for them--

But his eyes would perceive them as ruin and tempest, 

With Wisdom, like Satan, beside his right hand. 

129 Whenever he yearned to behold his beloved, 

Wisdom would utter from deep in hi~ heart: 

"These beautiful eyes wrapped in light like a garment 

Are fashioned together from sinew and skin; 

133 Likewise her cheeks, like coral of crimson--

Are formed by the veins where impure blood is flowing; 

The smile that appears on her splendorous lips--

Are muscles of flesh that are moving together." 

117. Minerva is described as carrying Medusa's image on her 
heart. 122. Ps. 109:23 123. Gen. 3:24 127. Lam. 3:47 
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137 Going out to the pleasureful meadows and pastures 

And streams as they.gurgle and run through the valleys, 

Near olive trees greening which fluorish in splendor, 

His eyes now beholding the choicest of fruits--

141 Alas! He could not set his heart on the beauty, 

His soul could not cheer, no delight in his heart; 

"What are they?" he cried, "these children of spring, 

Is not beauty--decay, but a flowering death?" 

14) Night came directing the heavenly host, 

Coming to see that they stride in their courses, 

Marching before this array is the moon, 

Leading them slowly to pleasant repose--

149 Solomon found no enjoyment in these, 

1)3 

His heart groaned and shouted in bitterest sadness: 

"Their light is their death for they burn like a candle-

Who else could be flickering in them but Death?"· 

The most beautiful, therefore,will wither, decay, 

The fullness of earth overthrown by the strangers; 

Wisdom h~s hurled out her sword at them, piercing-

Their beauty departs, and they turn into corpses. 

138. Isa. 30:2) 14). Isa. 13:L~ 
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157 In vain do you wander and bitterly cry: 

"lVIy heart is deceived, a fool I become! 

In the midst of my youth, in the prime of my life 

For wisdom I asked, not my heart to mislead me. 

161 Return, o my youth, to my spirit lamenting, 

A time I believed all I did would succeed; 

Not yet had my soul taken flight to find greatness, 

When minor concerns gave me quiet and rest." 

165 In vain he called Faith, but she surely betrayed him, 

Wisdom so cruel has seduced him away 

With Doubt, who was born unto Wisdom and Sheol, 

This heart becomes wilderness, waste, desolation. 

169 0 Doubt--more cruel than beasts of the forest, 

Your mouth, like the grave always open to all! 

Your tongue like the viper, as sharp as a razor, 

You shatter man's heart like the bow-driven arrow. 

173 You wither affection and love like a flower, 

The moment your spirit blows past them like wind; 

Faith and the truth both fade as ~he grass, 

From your hot scorching wind, the breath of your nostrils. 

157, Jer. 31:14 
, 173, Job 14:2 

158. Isa. 44:20 
175. Prov. 22:21 

159. Isa. 38:10 
176. Ps. 11:6 
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177 Like armor of iron you rest on man's heart-

Protect him from vanity, treacherous faith; 

But Love you allow not in spirit or heart, 

And Faith in the truth also stands to the side. 

181 Solomon suddenly faces this Doubt--

And ceased to believe in compassion and friendship; 

Doubt wanders freely so deep in his heart, 

That his tongue frames the question, "Who knows? 

0 who knows?" 

185 Thought from Doubt's bow--a murderous arrow! 

If Love or if Hope has appeared for an instant, 

And Faith has assured him of life everlasting--

Deep in his heart he must murmur, "Who knows?" 

189 Shulamith died in the midst of her youth, 

He stood at her side when her soul had expired; 

When her body went limp at the triumph of death, 

Her lips were still smiling as if she were pleased . 

193 Her cheeks were as pale as the white of the moon, 

The hope for a life after death, everlasting, 

Shone from her eyes as they f~ickered and dimmed-

Just as the sun in the evening sky darkened--

184. Ps. 50:19 189. Isa. 38:10 191. Jer. 23:9 
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197 Solomon's soul at her bedside despaired, 

Grieving like tombstones which stand at the grave, 

His hair stood on end, his soul began quaking, 

Were mighty seas shattered--his eye would be dry. 

201 She whispered to Solomon while she lay dying: 

"Mourn not my beloved, give rest to your sadness; 

Though here lies my body that fades like a flower--

lVIy soul ascends pathways of life everlasting." 

205 When Solomon listened to Shulamith's words, 

A wail from his heart then emerged from his lips; 

He bitterly cried out, "Alas! 0 who knows 

If the spirit of man will ascend to the heavens? 

209 Who knows of the spirit implanted in beasts? 

Does it stay here below on the earth to find rest? 

Who knows if but one death awaits man and beast, 

That both of them, ha!, are kindred in spirit •. 

213 Nathan, his friend, also died in his arms, 

The prophet then taught him the right path of life: 

"Behold you--a wise and a powerful king, 

I rejoice that the crown I bestowed on your head. 

" 

197~ Ps. 57=7 
3:19-21 

203. Isa. 28:1, 40:7,8 209.-212. Eccles. 
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217 Preserve this, my teaching, from God it goes forth, 

It will show you the light, for its pathways are brightness; 

The spirit was planted so man would do good, 

Then returns from within us to God in the heavens." 

221 Solomon queried, "Alas! 0 who knows 

If the soul is not blood or the marrow of bones, 

If the well of the spirit does not flow through veins, 

Then what do I profit by blamelessly walking? 

225 If one drop of blood was withdrawn from a tyrant, 

Would he become humble and also be righte'ous 

And cease to do evil, be wanton, despised--

Could a vein in his heart change the face of the haughty?" 

229 He shouted and quaked from the pain of his doubt: 

"Alas! 0 who is oppressed more than I? 

Has the sweetness of faith given pleasure or rest? 

I curse it and damn it while life is within me! 

233 Behold all my people, the faithfu~ do trust 

That the soul is not marrow and spirit not blood, 

That blood which is lost or increases c~n never 

Turn righteous men villains or sinners to saints·." 

217. Ezek. 5=3 218. The Hebrew "tJ'1il:l:" has connotations 
'· of "blessing" or "happiness" and "brightness." 224. Gen. 
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237 His heart was bewildered, he raced to the graveyard, 

Where bowels of Sheol consumed many men; 

Among bones of the dead and the corpses of men, 

His foot touched the skull--of Ethan the Psalmist. 

241 How dreadful is this, a terrible sight! 

From sockets of eyes peers a deathly dark ghost, 

Are these eyes of Ethan who looked to the heavens? 

Alas! How his head is a frightening image! 

245 Solomon's frame starts to tremble in horror: 

"This skull," he cried out, "was a man like a God? 

For wisdom and singing had joined here together, 

His melodies echoed in heaven above. 

249 He thoughtfully searched to gain wisdom and knowledge, 

0 how could this skull in which psalms sweetly dwelled, 

Become an abode for the maggot and worm?! 

God 0 s temple--its sweetness the worm, death's companion!" 

240, Ps. 89:1 242. Job 10:22 
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253 "Who knows," he lamented in powerful wailing, 

257 

"Is man not preeminent over the beasts?! 

If man is to rot into food for the worm, 

Perhaps life within us is constant decay!" 

Righteousness, crying alone, he observes, 

Her children despoiled, herself overthrown; 

Her neck is pursued; she must gnaw the dry ground, 

Her bread is the ashes, her tears in her water. 

261 Tears of oppression he cries without solace, 

For no one can save him from hands that suppress; 

He sees that the righteous are downtrodden, crushed, 

That those who walk justly, walk bowed and in darkness. 

265 (If even the heart of the king rules in justice, 

If even the rulerus eye sees only right--

Can his eye, but human, behold every breach, 

For hidden from sight cries the eye of the righteous! ) 

254. Eccles. ):19 255. Lam. 4:10; The Hebrew " .n,7r o," 
is taken here to mean "crawling worm" from i1r.l, • See on,:! X 

1~o .n",P nx:nn !17'1nil u7oil J\?i'H7-pl~ Sivan Press, o"7\?71,., 
1972 under "o,'" 257. Isa'. 49:21, Job JO:J 259. Job Jd:J 
260. Ps. 102:10 263. Prov. 22:9 
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269 His heart is embittered, his spirit now clamors, 

He cries in despair: "Alas, 0 who knows 

If high in the heavens, God's eye is observing, 

And tears of the righteous He puts in His bottle?" 

273 The wicked of earth he sees prosper and flourish, 

They crush all the trampled, but they are not beaten; 

They say of the downtrodden, "Raze them, yea raze them!" 

Their tongues become haughty with arrogant speech. 

277 They wash off their feet with the innocentsu blood, 

Rent open the earth with a rod made of iron; 

Like ravage and ruin they shatter the righteous, 

Who raise up their voices in vain to the heights. 

281 Solomon 1 s heart is of flesh and he listens, 

He bitterly cries: "Alas! 0 who knows? 

~i:P¥~ ~m~ 1::17 't\1~ :-t~~ Are knowledge and reckoning found there in Sheol? 

;:-1':)~9 1~'7.lt PQf?' )J~i %13!. Will anyone heed the forsaken one's cry?" 
,~ilO~. 111~~ .,~.,.~ 'fV. ttl~': p 
! :-Jj:-J~J ~1::17 ':;) tJ'IjT~~ :-J":)PT 

TT I ' · T ' 'T I 

285 His insights of heart become troubled and dark, 

The spirit of Doubt begins storming around them; 

Saplings will wither, leaves will now fade, 

As the frost from the north has so hastily come! 

273, Eccles. 3l16 274. Ps. 35:15 275, Ps. 137:7 
278. Ps. 2~9 279. Ps. 91:6 280, Jer. 31:14 283. Eccles. 
J117 284, Job 30:25 287. Ezek. 17:9 288, Job 37:9 
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289 With faint heart he cries: "Oh the anguish of murder, 

293 

Unceasing is time, unending is chance! 

What happened before, will happen again, 

The bent and the crooked can never be straight. 

For what always was, always will be; 

Therefore, my heart must attempt to rejoice, 

My soul will show pleasure the few days to come, 

By eating and drinking perhaps I can rest." 

297 He planted some gardens, vineyards and orchards, 

Collecting a chorus of singers and treasure; 

He built lofty temples like glorious heights, 

Luxuries, swimming pools, forests of trees. 

301 Beautiful mistresses, pleasing young maidens, 

A thousand were lead to his concubine there; 

Perhaps all the laughter and sounds of delight, 

Will silence disquieting voices of doubt. 

305 He briefly saw gladness, tranquility, joy-

When suddenly Wisdom came stalking behind them; 

His palace of joy became Sheol, the grave, 

His delight has been saddened, his pleasure is ravaged. 

289, Lam. 1:22 290. Eccles. 9:11 291. Ibid. 1:19 
292. Ibid. 1:15, 6:13 293. Ibid. 1:9 294.-296. Ibid. 
5:18, 8:15 297. Ibid. 2:4,5 298. Ibid. 2:8 299. Ibid. 

·2:4 300. Ibid. 2:5-8 301. Ibid. 2:8 
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309 For critical Wisdom had said to him then: 

"Is laughter not folly, what use is delight? 

More bitter than death is the woman you love, 

In the void of her heart, you go empty, confounded." 

313 Sated in pleasures, but tired and weary, 

He still explores all that is under the sun; 

"Perhaps by increasing my Wisdom and Knowledge 

I may find the answers to yesterday's riddles. 

317 Perhaps I will hear a response to my questions, 

From where does man come, and what is his end? 

Perhaps I will learn why the wicked are tranquil, 

Are knowledge and reckoning found at the grave?" 

321 He inquired and searched all the ways of the earth 

From the hyssop on walls to the towering cedars, 

From the beasts of the forest to reptiles and insects, 

He learned from the sages, and sought out the wise. 

32.5 And those from the East, and the wisdom of Egypt, 

The secrets of idols, the wisdom of liars; 

He hearkened the mysteries known to their priests, 

He hoped to draw light from the depths of the darkness. 

309. Lev. 19:20 
316, Ibid. 8:1 

310. Eccles. 2:2 
317. Ibid . .5:19 

311. Ibid. 7:26 
322. I Kings .5:13, 
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329 He sought out their wisdom and insights in vain, 

They too knew the questions but answers knew not; 

Therefore his spirit still yearns for His favor, 

He searches for words of the truth which are hidden. 

333 "Alas!" he cried out, "I add darkness and night 

By increasing the riddles yet finding no answer; 

In vain do I seek it here under the sun, 

Who will obtain it in deepest of depths? 

337 When Solomon beckoned the nations of earth, 

The kings then would hearken and come to behold him, 

His wisdom surprised them--exceeding all bounds, 

They saw him as wiser than those who preceded. 

341 "0 why have you come?" to them he cried out, 

"The man who adds knowledge increases his pain, 

The wisest of men is most wretched among them-

The greater my wisdom, the more is my anguish. 

345 For what can I teach when my knowledge is nil, 

For shall I instruct what can never be known? 

IVIy pain, my opinion, I can not withhold from you, 

Yearning to hear how fleeting is man! 

342.-344. Eccles. 1:18 348. Ps. 39:5 
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349 Hurry, go quickly lest Wisdom you hear, 

Hurry; 0 blind ones, lest eyes become opened; 

You walk in her light, and find wearisome darkness, 

Your life then despised as I abhor mine." 

353 Thus bitter was Solomon's life on-~is earth, 

And thus in his straits all his bones would cry out: 

"0 better is death than the day of one's birth, 

Innocent folly is dearer than wisdom!" 

357 He knew of no rest till he rest in the grave, 

He twice had called out on the day before death: 

Alas! All is vanity, striving for wind! 

Thus spoke Kohelet--and closes his eyes. 

361 His spirit beheld then a vision of God, 

The God who appeared in the Gibeon night, 

And saw in His bosom--Wisdom exalted--

Her powerful radiance stronger than sunlight. 

365 Wisdom is bound up with light of the truth, 

It is not earthly Wisdom, no sword can defend her; 

Knowledge and Might, Understanding and Counsel--

Her weapons, and through them she breaks every bound. 

355. Eccles. 7;1 359. Eccles. 1:14 362. I Kings 3:5 
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369 Doubt has been hurled beneath Wisdom's feet, 

It lies there in silence, its lips drained of spirit 

At the right hand of God, the spirit of David, 

In Faith's glowing light shining forth like the moon. 

373 The souls of the pious he sees all around them, 

They radiate light by their side like the stars, 

The throne of the Lord! God is among them--

All of them sing to Him verses of David. 

377 Justice, with crown on her head, goes before them, 

Reward in her right hand, eternal delight; 

Extending her help to the lost of the earth, 

And raising the heads of those bowed to the dust. 

381 The future holds hope for life everlasting, 

The Almighty provides for the righteous on high, 

i1::l~W.l ,~~ 01~ m1 mn. The downtrodden's tears on this deathly dark earth 
TT I • ''.' TT 

'f'".JP,l rq~ 7~ ~'iJ i1~~11 ':!;) He cleanses away in the heights of his heaven; 
,i1~W ~'0 :i~W 1lJ~ i1p1~ 7~7~ 
•f"'l.~ '~ :J.ttf; 1~~~ ~' ~'0 ':!;) 

385 He saw that man's soul is more lofty than body, 

The soul will exult over death and destruction, 

The spirit returns to the God who bestowed it, 

Not part of the dust which has settled on earth. 

378.-Ps. 116:12 379, IVlic. 7:2 387. Eccles. 12:7 



I, 
i 

:,\' 
.l 

1~1'1~~~ 1?~iJ '~.'V. tl1~l;IQ~ 
~~~~tr{r., ?~iJ ,11 ~1o :~1R~l 

~~nret:1 ~'P1~~ ~~1-'r., '~o 
·~l1\~ ~'1.~~'1 - I tl"'(_~i:;l ?~ i'IT, 

., 

43 

389 The eyes of King Solomon suddenly opened, 

"All of you hear now the end of the matter! 

Fear God," he cried out," and keep his commandments, 

For this is man's essence!"--his life then expired. 

390.-392. Eccles. 12:13 
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"Great is vengeance that appears between two Names; 

as it is written, '0 Lord, vengeful God' (Ps. 94:1)" 

(Sanhedrin 92b) 

1 At the altar of Dagon,the Philistine lords 

Assemble together to mock ben-Manoah; 

The voice of the arrow and bow now stands mute 

But the voices of vengeance are heard shouting scorn. 

5 With arrogant words they haughtily boast: 

"The Hebrew God sleeps without power to save; 

Dagon prevailed--he alone is our God! 

Having broken his might, his .nation's great hero." 

9 In joy and security all of them taunt: 

"Shame and defeat are far worse than the grave, 

We quickly succumbed to his powerful hand, 

But cries of the fallen and mourning haveceased," 

13 Three thousand people now mass on the rooftop, 

And gather to see him who ravaged their land; 

Bound up and fettered, his arms become weary, 

Yet fearful and trembling they dare not approach him. 

1, Judg. 16:23, Judg. 3:3 4. Isa. 44:25 5. Ps. 75:6 
8, Isa. 41:2 11. Ezek. 16:47 13. Judg. 16:27 
14, Judg. 16:24 15. Nah. 3:10 
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17 The lion is caged with a ring in his nose, 

Kneeling in silence ensnared in the net--

If he lifts up his head or he flashes his eyes, 

His keeper draws back, afraid to approach. 

21 Amid throngs of his foes sounds the roar of his rivals, 

Joyfully shouting their obstinate words--

Samson there stands between towering pillars 

But drained of his power, his arms without strength. 

25 His hair became hoary that very same night, 

29 

His hair, having whitened, profusely has sprouted; 

He draws tight his lips, restraining his soul, 

His cheeks become pale like the face of the moon, 

The worst of man's straits have been cast upon Samson, 

But peace marks his face--more awesome than weakness; 

,o~~~~~ ~~~.~ ,:Jp~,:_ 11~ ~7~tr::t The hero stands thusly, as hushed as the grave 

li31~tl ~~~ ~~ '1~~ ?31 ~~~.t:l Like a dormant volcano before spewing fire. 
o~~~;q> ,~~w~~ ~~~ ii."'' 1u 

·il73t.. pntv~ - "'::1 ,~~ ii::l~ ilt -T' T I • "IT ' 

33 0 daughter of Jacob, lament from the heights, 

Beat on your heart and shear off your hair; 

The lion he slew and rent like a kid, 

This hero you bore--is a plaything for children. 

17. Isa. 37:29 19. Job 16:9 21. Ezek. 1:24 22. Prov. 4:24 
25, Hos. 7:9 27. Isa. 52:15, Job 5:16 33. Isa. 23:2 

.-34. Nah. 2:8 35. Judg. 14:6 
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37 Is this the same hero--a Nazirite born, 

41 

Awesome as fury, and fearsome as death, 

Uprooting the gate of the town on his shoulder, 

And smiting his foes like the thunder and lightning? 

The jaws of a lion he smashed in his hand, 

Then how could a Philistine daughter of idols 

Have shattered his strength and prevailed over Samson, 

And how could her coaxing have caught and ensnared him?! 

45 He looked in her eyes, at her beautiful features--

Was trapped in her lap as she captured his soul; 

Unaware that her heart hid his treacherous murder 

The kiss of her lips had drawn out his heart's secret • 

49 She shaved off his hair, then his eyes were impaled--

"Alas!" bemoans Samson, "The sun casts no light, 

And the stars of the morning no longer illumine, 

For night blankets noonday, and gloom wraps the daylight. 

53 Darkness surrounds me, the blackness of night! 

I never will witness the sweet light of life; 

You wrenched out my eyes, my power and might, 

Have mercy I pray! Strike me dead I implore! 

39. Judg, 16:J 44. Ps. 55~22 4?. Note double meaning of 
root :2-1 -l( : "lay in wait" and "treachery" or "deceit" 
48. Cant, 1:2 49. Judg. 16:21 51. Ps. 65:9 52. Job JO:J 
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57 0 fairest Delilah, more loved than all else, 

In return for my love--thus you requite me? 

Why should I live if my eyes see no light?! 

Kill me, your enemy, have you no mercy?" 

61 Thus he implored her, his eyes rendered blind, 

His hate for the foe burning stronger than death. 

They spared him, their enemy, guarding their captive, 

But not yet were satisfied feasting their eyes. 

65 With murderous vengeance they bored out his eyes 

And set him before. them to sport for the people; 

The soul of the hero enfeebled and blind, 

Now mocked by the nation he once had oppressed. 

69 From the pit of his eyes viewing ruin and terror, 

His heart burned the ravaging blazes of hell; 

The ·sweat of his brow poured down snake-tightened sinews. 

The world had become for him darkness and death. 

73 0 what ill more awesome or worse than his portion! 

Blinded and weak, in the bonds of the foe; 

The man who could bear this will never fear evil, 

Smitten by all of the Lord's cruelest arrows. 

59. Gen. 25:22 63. I Kings 20:42 65. Judg. 16:28, 
16:21 66. Judg. 16:25 67. Neh. 6:9 
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77 Numb to his plight, to his eyes' painful searing, 

Not feeling the enemy's taunts and derision, 

Or weakness of body or strength that was shorn, 

Or the treacherous love which had sorely betrayed him. 

81 What is love to him now, or his vision or power? 

His senses have ceased, all have perished and died! 

For one feeling only now rages within him, 

Just one feeling stirs from his deadening heart. 

85 Vengeance! Revenge blazes hot in his heart, 

In the breath of his nostrils, his spirit of life; 

Therefore he dashed not his skull to the wall 

Nor strangled himself by the neck with his chains. 

89 While his enemies live, how could Samson choose death, 

93 

When his hands have not shattered the skulls of his foe? 

The voice of the enemy's vengeance he heard, 

But his feet have not bathed in the streams of their blood. 

Enfeebled and blind, like a corpse in the grave, 

What can he do? Will his anger be lost? 

If he could command all the thunder and plague 

Perhaps then his foes would be finally ruined. 

79. Ibid. 93· Prov. 20:20 
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97 His sinews grew taut in his turbulent wrath, 

Seething in anger and gnashing his teeth, 

He prayed to his God: "Grant me strength but this once!" 

And grasped in his hands the two pillars beside him: 

101 "Aha! For two eyes I seek vengeance this once!" 

Samson did roar from his heart•s raging clamor--

"My foes and I both will descend to the grave." 

Then swiftly he toppled the pillars by might. 

105 Suddenly screams of the dying and wounded 

Were reaching his ears as the temple collapsed; 

Though he could not witness his enemies perish, 

His ears were attuned to the cries of the dying 

109 He also fell dead among heaps of his foes 

But his soul had been longing a death such as this, 

In his death he had shattered the skulls of his foe--

As he cried for revenge--his sould then expired. 

97. Job 40:17 99. Judg. 16:28 100. Judg. 16;29 
101. Judg. 16:28 103. Judg. 16:30 111. Deut. 32:42; 
I Sam. 28:16 
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"The powerful one did not fall at the hands of the 

mighty hero--the foe was shattered at the hands of a 

woman." (Judith 16) 

1 From the battlefield site to the heights of Mount Tabor 

A womanvs voice thunders as earth quakes below. 

She departs for the battle to face her oppressor 

Advancing in flames, her mouth spewing lightning. 

5 She is called Deborah--judge in Jeshurun, 

Lapidoth's wife, pouring fire in the fray; 

In Canaan she fights for her downtrodden people, 

As vengeance explodes from her mighty right hand. 

In a tiny array, but with God, Lord of Hosts, 

10 In His Name and His might she arrives doing wonders. 

As Sisera enters with nine hundred riders, 

This woman stands firm in her strength, without fear 

Of the terrors of death or the enemy archers. 

With sword in her right hand, she enters the battle--

15 And cuts down her foes like the sickle cuts wheat, 

Like a lioness tearing at blood-spattered throats. 

She repulses the arrows cascading upon her, 

Her enemy falls to her sword like the grain. 

Among thousands of corpses, the victims of carnage, 

J, Isa. 16:4 
connotation of 
11. Judg. 4:13 
17. Ps. 58:8 

6. Judg. 4:4; The name "Lapidoth" has 
"torch" or "fireball" from root 1-~-7. 

12, Ex. 2:4 13. Jer. 4:29 16. Isa. J0:28 
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20 The prophetess stands, like a god she avenges. 

As mighty as death is the love for her homeland, 

This field of death's shadow emboldens her heart, 

As she enters the ruins, her life in the balance, 

And rescues the land. from the ruthless oppressor 

25 To crush, like a worm, him who tramples the earth-

Yea, Deborahus name shall endure like the sun. 

Jael is standing in front of the tent flap 

Broken in spirit, her frame is enfeebled--

Her soul is lamenting her people and land, 

JO Aware that on this day the prophetess battles. 

Her heart therefore trembles, possessed by sheer terror: 

Could Sisera's hand be destroying her people!? 

Her heart was still shaking, her hands became limp-

When suddenly fleeing the fray--came a man: 

35 Exhausted and wounded, his soul barely stirring, 

His blood flowing freely, it spilled to the .ground. 

His eyes were death's darkness, he foamed at the mouth, 

The lips of his untended wounds gaping wide. 

"Have compassion!" he pleaded; "pray save me from death. 

4o For I am--Sisera! Be not afraid--

Perceive not an enemy chieftan before you, 

But one who escaped from the carnage of battle; 

22, Cant. 6:5, Ps. 138:3 23. Judg. 12:3 24. Ps. 71:4; 
Isa. 16:4 26. Ps. 72:17; Judg. 5:31 28. Job 17:1 
29. Job 30:25 
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Alas! For the prophetess seeks out my soul, 

As she clenches her sword in pursuit of my life. 

45 Alas! All my forces have fallen in combat, 

She thirsts for my blood, still she yearns for revenge, 

Please save me from death, from her murderous vengeance! 

Your brow is aglow with your goodness of heart, 

0 provide me a meadow of refuge and peace-~ 

50 To replenish my strength, or to perish securely." 

Why now do Jael's fair cheeks become pale? 

Why does her face become suddenly dim? 

What burns in her eyes like the fires of hell? 

And why does she tremble, her knees start to totter? 

55 Her heart is besieged by a horrible thought, 

" As awesome as Sheol, as shocking as death--

Her flesh becomes taut, her face becomes white, 

This thought makes her lifeblood run cold in her veins . 

She led him inside to the tent chamber quickly. 

60 He collapsed to his knees, with a blanket she covered him. 

"Jael, my soul you redeemed from destruction, 

Yet sweltering thirst, like a fire, burns within me, 

Have pity, my beautiful pure one," cries Sisera, 

"A little cold water will dampen this fire, 

65 0 please give me drink to replenish my soul! 

57. Job LH 15 6o. Judg. 4:18 
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55 
You gave me my life, pray now broaden my days." 

She fed him some milk from a beautiful bowl, 

He swallowed his fill--thus restoring his spirit: 

"Young woman, your goodness is dearer than treasure!" 

70 Sisera whispered, his eye shed a tear, 

"On this foe of your people your eyes tendered mercy, 

( lYiay you too be favored by God the Compassionate." 

Why is she casting her gaze to the ground? 

Why is she turning her face from the guest? 

75 Why can not she glance at his tear-streaming eyes? 

And why do his words cut her heart like a saber? 

He slumbers so deeply, for sweet is his rest--

Slowly does Jael retreat from the chamber. 

"Alas!" she bewails, "I will suffer forever!--

80 Permitting my heart to conceive of this murder, 

The hair on my head stands on edge in my fright, 

It staggers my mind, and distresses my spirit, 

I reel at the thought of the treacherous deed. 

Shall I draw out my sword upon him sleeping safely--

85 A refugee, wearied, who slumbers in peace, 

Unknowing his murderess lies there in waiting? 

How sweet is his slumber! How tranquil and calm. 

67. Judg. 5:25, 4:19 71. Ex. 23:22 
84. Ex. 15:9 85. Isa. J0:1) 

.81 . J 0 b 4: 15 
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Perhaps my compassion appears in his dreams. 

How dreadful to wake and see Jael before him 

90 With murderous weapon, unstable as water 

100 

105 

Now rising against him to cut short his life--

Who saved him but only in order to slay him. 

He uttered the blessing, "Your eyes tendered mercy, 

May you too be favored by God the Compassionate." 

Thus he has blessed me, then laid down to rest, 

Perhaps he is blessing me now in his dreams 

As I--while he slumbers--extinguish his soul, 

And kill him who trusted my compact of peace. 

Escaped from the slaughter, he laid down his arms, 

With tears of thanksgiving still moist on his face. 

Shall I requite Sisera's tears with his blood? 

Can I breach the peace, shedding blood of the battle? 

I can not! I will not turn light into darkness!! 

Still guiltless am I, I will not spill his blood! 

' Yet another voice calls me, a voice I must hearken, 

The voice of a nation, two decades oppressed, 

The voice of my people resounds in my ears 

And fills up my heart with a murderous passion: 

There sleeps the looter who pillaged our land 

110 Thousands of kinsmen he vanquished and murdered, 

90. Gen. 49:4 99. Isa. 33:15 104. Ps. 19:14 
1 06 • I sa. • 1 8 : 2 , 7 1 09 . I sa . 16 : 4 
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Tore sucklings from mothers, ignoring their screams--

Why should his mother not likewise lament? 

Why should this cruel one lie sleeping and live, 

For he ravaged slumber from every eye!! 

115 Will not he awaken, renewing his might 

And again crush my people, with iron-clad heart? 

The blood of my people cries out from the ground: 

"Fill up thy hand, Jael, fill it with vengeance!" 

Are my people and he--equal weight on my scales? 

120 May heartlessness strike me! May terror retreat! 

May Murder ascend from the depths of the pit, 

May compassion and grace be expelled from my heart, 

My pure heart must fill with the wrath of the viper. 

Cover me now with your blood-dripping shroud, 

12.5 And inlay a rock for the flesh of my heart 

That will hear not his pleas or discern his laments. 

Let darkness envelop my eyes, not to witness 

The deed that my hands will commit in this chamber. 

Let venemous snakes on your head scream and hiss, 

130 For soon they will lap up the blood from this carcass! 

Then mallet and tent peg she grasped in her hand, 

Approaching the chamber, she stopped at the threshold, 

Wielding the laborer's hammer in hand. 

Then suddenly trembling, her heart began pounding, 

117. Gen. 4:10 126. Ezek. 2:10; Jer. 16:3 
.5:26 133. Judg. 5:26 134. Dan. 10:11 

131. Judg. 4:21, 
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13.5 Upright she stands there, as stiff as a spike, 

His frightful imploring resounds in her ears-

Sisera pleads from the well of his heart 

From the depths of his slumber, with sleep in his eyes. 

"Woe, the young woman! Alas, how alarming! 

140 She stings like a hornet, she frames the confusion, 

With Barak she thunders and slaughters the foe, 

Imbibing as water the blood of the slain, 

Devouring my forces, alas, with her teeth! 

She still is not sated, directing her vision--

14.5 A~as! It is I whom she. sees from afar, 

And whetting her eyes for me, darts like an eagle, 

She gnashes her teeth, she is ready to swallow, 

Her saber takes flight to cut off my head! 

But an angel of God then descended from heaven--

1.50 Enveloping me in her pinions and wings, 

And saved me from Deborah, ruin and death. 

Grasping my hand in her favor and mercy, 

Securely she led me away to her tent, 

I was parched with a thirst, she fed me some milk 

1.5.5 "Oh, Jael!" (At these words, she came to the doorway, 

Dismayed and confounded like thunderous mountains 

As rivers of sweat broke out from her face) 

140, Ps. _50:19; The Hebrew name "Deborah," i11,.l1ftranslates 
as "bee." 142. Job 39:30 143. Lam. 4:10 14b, Job 16:9 

~'149. Ps. 144:.5 1.54. Judg. 4:19, Isa . .5=13 
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"It lS you! It is Jael! An angel of heaven! 

Why do you cry, mother, what do you see? 

Directing your vision, I pray, over there, 

And seeing your son with his towering angel. 

0 bless this young woman with blessings of God!" 

At the threshold she listens yet still lies in waiting, 

Her heart like a dagger, she mumbles each word. 

165 Her trembling hand clutches the hammer and stake, 

Will she enter the room or decide to retreat? 

Shaking in terror, she stands at the doorway, 

When the love for her homeland suddenly surges 

And bolsters her spirit with fierceness and might--

170 She approaches the chamber winged like an angel • 

Now no one is listening, silence surrounds them, 

A horrible silence surrounding the tent--

Then suddenly screams 6f the victim have thundered, 

But sounds of the anvil have drowned out the blows 

175 (Sounds that would frighten all men and their fellows, 

Melting the heart of each terrified listener). 

A whimper then sounded, the voice of the dying, 

He whispered these words barely heard by the ear: 

"Jael, my angel--an angel of death!" 

159. Judg. 5:28 161. Ezek. J1:J 
174. Prov. 18:6, 19:29; Isa. 41:7 

164. Ps. 90:6 



• 
, ,,~0 11o/~ ;,~~~ i10t1 1~ 11~~ 

,,~~ ~~.~1Tl! ~~.~~ ;:}'~,~-,~~~ 
'~'~7~1)~ j.l~ t:l~P1~:P o~~~v. 

~,1) ~!:)~) t:l~~':J' i1~0~~ 
TT : T ' T T '•' - ' 

~n~10 111~ ~t1 i1ll;l;;:t 0~~~v. p~ 

tt'l:!l~i1 i1i1 t:lrl~) i1~!JW t:l':f:J.~ _,_ -:• 1:T T-

ti1i~37 t:l~~':f,i1:J.~) w~w :J.~:!l)~ 
T I T T T : • •- • t ' 

ti1i37i t:l~37'-i' ttl~i jl)' ,,,~ 
TTT 'T:' - 't't'' 

; w ~~ o~?, 11 :V;)~ ,ry ,~~~ 
~~v~ o~IJof¥~ v~tp~ ~' f171P 
~o~rv. ~~v~ i11\1Jtl t:l~V~/7 
·i1')0 t:lW~ :J.t:>rl w~n :V'-i~~ 

T'•'T T' ••- 0 -•,•: 

til~~~~ 1111),~ ?1p f1~7 lt:l: 1~ 
·i111~i j.1)~37 t:ltV ~i1) i1111~ ~~ 

T T T T •• T T '•' -1 - ' 

,;,~370) i1~~1W i::li ~?::!~ ;,:;, 
T ·r r , T •• ••- , I • 

·i1~0~ ~' f1WQl ;,7~w mn. ?l7 

" 

ttJ~~ fl~l' ?1p 37~o/~ t:l~ t:l1~l')Eil 
:n~~~~ :J.\¥' t:lry~ ~~.tt?~ t:l~ ?~p 

,~7~~ ~' i1.! ?~~ ''¥."; i1~1VT tlfliJ~» 
((,~;,~ i1Qin pj-~n~~,_ ~~n,, ~' 

! . ~'~~ fl~W~~ 111,~ii ~~n iiY 
,~,o~~ t:l~ 111~q~ t:l~ 111:1::n 111?;p 

: w~.,: ,,~~~ 1 ?l!.~ 11~ ~~1~» 

60 

180 The hush of the shadow of death now returns. 

185 

The wife of the Kenite then burst from the chamber, 

Her face had turned white like a corpse in the grave 

Her eyes began rolling inside her like lightning 

The blood had been streaming, it dripped from her hands--

And it marked on her forehead the symbol of murder. 

As bloodstains bespattered her radiant brow, 

She silently stood like a pillar of marble. 

From head to her feet she sporadically trembled 

As if she was stung by the bite of the adder. 

190 Her voice was not heard, though her lips were in motion, 

She constantly darted her eyes to the room 

But quickly averted her glance from the chamber. 

Her heart still resounded with terrible cries. 

And the horrible sight that her eyes had just witnessed. 

195 Unable to speak, distraught and disturbed 

200 

By the murderous deed she performed without pity. 

Suddenly cries of rejoicing are heard 

As her people return from victorious battle: 

"Alas!," laments Jael, "This joy is not mine 

For'I slew not my foe, but one seeking my refuge!" 

While she was yet speaking, her ears began tingling 

As voices of multitudes roared like the sea, 

"Blessed be Jael! ," the people exclaimed, 

189, I sa. 11 :8 1 9 0 1 I Sam I 1 : 1.3 20.3~ Judg. 6:24 
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"Her hands have defeated our foe unto death." 

20.5 Before them in battle-soaked garment stands Deborah, 

And Barak, whose forces stood up to the foe, 

She glorifies God in a powerful song. 

"Blessed be Jael--most blessed of women." 

"Blessed be Jael," the people respond . 

210 The spirit of Jael revived when she heard them: 

"I dwell with this people, their land is my shelter, 

So how can I not share their welfare and peace? 

My people's voice quiets the roar of my heart, 

And has whitened my sin, wiped blood from my hands. 

21.5 The words of the prophetess ring from on high 

As a sign that my action was willed by the Lord." 

20.5. Isa. 63:1 
214. Isa. 1:18; 

208. Judg. 6:24 
Ps. 26:6, 73:13 

213. Ps. 6.5:8 
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" •. not so My servant Moses; trusted was he in all 

My abode. I showed him what is above, what is below, 

what is ahead, what is behind, what was, and what will 

be." (Yalkut Torah) 

1 On the mountain's high summit, on Mount Avarim 

Why does the man stand alone, like a cypress? 

How silent his lips, no voice, no words, 

But the glance of his eyes he casts to each side. 

5 What does he view that his eyelids should flutter? 

What trembling and joy are seen on his face? 

Why does he stretch out his palms to the heavens? 

And why do his limbs become weakened and quiver? 

9 The City of Peace he observes, and the Holy Land, 

Always to her he directed his thoughts 

For her sake he carried the evil of thousands--

He faces her now, as she stands there before him. 

13 The land which is flowing with milk and with honey 

_God's eyes from the heavens are always upon her; 

Each tree and each fruit-blossom sprout there in splendor, 

The spirit of God hovers over her surface. 

1. Num. 27:12 2. Jer. 48:6 1 o. Ps. 87: 7 
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17 Alas! All the days, how they passed and flew 

Until he drew near to approach her borders: 

How many the deeds that his hand had created 

Until he drew near--but could not come upon her. 

21 Till his eightieth year he dwelled in the desert 

Alone as a god on the circle of heaven! 

To God he then moaned amidst wailing of ruins, 

Even there to the Land he directed his visions. 

25 He departed the wasteland revering his God 

This God which he found after searching so deeply; 

Against powerful Pharaoh he then performed wonders 

Plaguing his nation in body and spirit. 

29 From the hands of the ruler of earthly kings 

A nation was pulled and was plucked out by might; 

For a downtrodden people he stood in the breach, 

And delivered the spoils before numerous nations. 

33 He split the sea's waters, the desert absorbed them, 

Struck water from rock, and drew mannah from heaven; 

Captured the Bashan, and conquered Amora--

To the bank of the Jordan he thus brought the nation. 

20. Deut. 32:52 23. Deut. 32:10 2?.Ex. 34:1030. Isa. 18:2,7 
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37 Open the scrolls to the ancient beginnings 

Recounting the annals of history there; 

And see--if you find among men one like him; 

Did a life such as his ever rise among souls? 

41 Unequaled among the inscribers of law, 

A man--so was granted preeminent wisdom, 

A man--filled the earth as he gave to it God, 

A .man--lips are dumb. Silence befits him! 

45 He sustained a vast nation in lands of deep darkness--

That the sun's heated wrath had scorched like a flame, 

The rivers of sand became valleys of fire, 

A sight of destruction to wayfarers' eyes. 

49 No man had set foot there or tread before Moses, 

Where ravenous beasts craved the sojourner's blood, 

Where vipers would snap at the wanderer's heels 

And snakes there would writhe in the light of the moon. 

53 For two-score years a nation he shepherds, 

Behind him stands Egypt thirsting its blood 

With him a people enfeebled and burdened, 

Before him disorder and threatening foes. 

38. Ps. 71:15 44. , 7 is taken to refer to V' ::t 
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57 His life was suspended in doubt before him, 

For the nation he loved had embittered his years, 

And the traitorous band that had plotted to stone him, 

Rejected his virtue, renounced the Lord's mandate. 

61 He then was a man left as lonesome as Noah 

Who floated on wasteland, on tempest-tossed sea, 

When the fullness of ~arth had become a vast grave 

Noah had hoped for land brimming with life--

65 From desolate wilderness, horror of darkness 

Moses had longed for the land of his God, 

From the grave he envisioned a homeland of life--

Expecting to rest there from all his fatigue. 

69 After he smote all the giants beneath him 

His hands overcame the destruction and carnage, 

--For what limits a man to whom God always hearkens?--

After bearing his people to graves in the desert. 

73 Alone he remained from the thousands of myriads, 

Coming out of the desert, his work was accomplished, 

Before him his land now stands firmly established--

Then God's harsh command, "Do not come upon her!" 

57. Deut. 28:66 
70. Lam. 3~47 

62. Hab. 3:15 
76. Deut. 32:52 

65. Job 24:17 
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77 "Mount Nebo ascend!" he was ordered and climbed--

There was his land, his eyes viewed his land, 

The land his soul yearned for as heaven above; 

The fierceness of pain had muted his tongue. 

81 There he stands, and his eyesight has dimmed, 

The sun also fades and descends toward the sea, 

It suddenly sinks like a quick passing arrow, 

The world 0 s light has darkened, what matters the sunlight!? 

85 His heart is still warm, his face shines with light, 

His soul is bound up but his eye sheds a tear, 

The first stream of tears that his eyes have poured out; 

Though his soul has expired, his tears are seen flowing. 

89 The nighttime has passed, and the sun has ascended, 

But darkness is shrouded upon it in heaven; 

He lies in silence, his sun has departed--

But his eyes are still fixed toward the City of Peace. 

--------------------
77. Deut. 32=49 



I 
I 

. : 

i: 
.II ,, 

,·! 

I 

'I 
I 

,, 
ilJiilw, 

'-\17il 1 

. .. -

YEHUDA HALEVI 

i i 

i ' 
: ' 
I ' 

' 
i 
I. 



1, .. 

' 

:I 

I
I. :I 

I, 
II 
1: 
I! 

1'i0lfl' i1~11l i11p1~ ,eN 'i9 

.1'i.l'i.lZ1' ':J:l:J. i1M~11l P'n:J., 
(100 ,w1p now ,,,tv) 

d?~R1.0 1d?W tJ:~W~,~'< tJ 
,~.,w r~ tJ::P!.~w tl~17iJ tl1p~'< 

-l}~.l\:1 tllll tl.l\ ~,~;, :-Ji~:-1~, 
- • • T - •••- T " 

.~,1~~ ,~,~w ~~~~ tlJ?' p1p7~ 

,;,~~~ 1m1 ~~ ,,#tr'~ 1::1 1::1'( 
;~M~i~ '1~~~ ,~rv. 111=1 111Y~1~ 

,;,~9~1;10 ;,b 1113:;> 11~~~ tl~ 

·~nw t:1'< 111=1 1~~ 1i~w 111)~~ 

,111?1~ r·w w~~ ~~;, ,~,~ 11~ 
;tJ:IJ~iJ 111)~~ ;,~~;,~ 11tp~ 

'11jj1) 11S~;;l ,~~9 tl~ tl~!~ 

•tJ:~~v. 11~#~ :liJ~ f!,~ ~~ 

,;,p;o ~~w nv. 1~ fjtttt 
- :1~1 flO~, ~:p 11.ViiJ rv. i-lf 

,;,~~1.v tl1~7 o~~n rv. ~~;:~ tl~ 

1. ·i17~o/ 11.ttr;n~ O"i'J·~~ t.J~, tl~ 
I 

.,. 

"They fell on the ashes of her altar; they wallowed, 

crying, in the midst of her desolation." (Shirei 

Sefat Kodesh, 100) 

1 There stands Jerusalem, threshold of heaven 

The site where the Levites had chanted their psalms, 

Where Yehudah Halevi had also arrived--

Lamenting with longings of passionate verse. 

3 His heart had been shattered, his spirit was broken, 

His tears overflowed as a hot seething cauldron; 

The lament of his harp overwhelming his spirit, 

His elegies plunged to the depths of his soul. 

9 He abandoned his land, the land of his birth, 

And a wife so beloved, a pair of fine daughters; 

He faced only east, as a bird on the wing, 

To the land he revered above worldly possessions. 

13 This land was another Garden of Eden, 

Her spirit sublime, in her midst tree of knowledge--

For man she had sprouted the tree of long life, 

Through the breadth of the land stirred the spirit of God. 

8, Eccles. 7:4 
16. Gen. 3:8 

14. Gen. 2:9 13. Gen. 2:9, 3:22 
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17 Her gates also mark the gateway to heaven 

The Lord is enthroned on the seat of her kingdom; 

Each stone in her surface--an altar to God 

Each boulder--is set for the Mighty Onels prophet. 

21 His soul's inner longings had pined for that sanctum 

To hew him a grave in the mountains of Zion; 

She appeared to Yehudah in visions and dreams, 

His thoughts there took wing as the soaring of eagles. 

25 The howl of the storm and the roar of the tempest, 

In tumult and blackness met easterly winds 

Whirling the ship like the rage of the whirlpool, 

The sunQs flame extinguished in surging of waves; 

29 Amidst thundering frenzy and flashing of darkness, 

On the deck of the ship stands Yehudah securely; 

He stands eye to eye--staring down Death-

Recalling the Holy Land, spirit elated. 

33 Verses of song he intones, they resound, 

As Yehudah now sings from his verses exalted! 

The powerful voice of the breakers then calms 

As he chants to the sea like a prophet of God! 
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37 The storm has abated, the surf has been silenced, 

The voice of the thundering waves becomes muted! 

Gone is the crash of the sea's mighty waters 

The moment the voice of Halevi cries out. 

41 Once more toward the coast the ship plows the deep, 

He swiftly sets foot on the Lord's holy land; 

How moved is his heart, how stirred is his spirit! 

His soul nearly drains to the bosom of earth. 

45 Tears flood his eyes like the sea 0 s rushing waters 

He kisses the earth with the touch of his lips; 

Quickly the tears have poured out and are mixed 

With the dust of this land in a state of destruction. 

49 He hurriedly rushed to the ancient remains 

53 

And found beasts of prey--devastation and pillage! 

For villainous murderers captured each shrine 

Barbarous savages, beasts of the forest, 

In depths of the darkness and quiet of night 

He wept on the grave of Isaiah ben Amoz: 

"As God, this one thundered with power and might, 

How profound the lament on his desolate grave!" 

38, Isa. 17=12, 28:2 41. Jonah 1:13 
51. Job 34:36 53. Prov. 7=9 

46, Eccles. 1:2 
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57 Then the grave he beheld--Jeremiah the prophet: 

The ramparts of Zion had wept with his tears, 

When the tears of his people had streamed from his eyes, 

And the cries of her martyrs burst forth from his lips. 

61 0 for nought on this grave did he bitterly grieve-

The shrub had been scorched on the desolate gravesite, 

The night owl cried out on the grave of the mourner 

The prairie wolf howled at the corpse of its prey. 

65 He viewed Mount Carmel as a crown upon Zion, 

The beholder 0 s delight, as each bud on her blossoms--

Now galestorm and tempest are whirling about her, 

Like the corpse of a giant, with silent bare summit. 

69 Yet still at her feet is the lily in bloom 

And the choicest of roses have scattered their scent--

She still blooms and flowers, then withers and fades 

Although man no longer rejoices upon her. 

73 0 daughters of Zion no more--all so precious! 

(Exiled and banished to lands of the stranger) 

Whose heads were adorned and were crowned with a wreath, 

No more will emerge in their dancirig and song. 

6o. Jer. 51:52 
66, Num. 17:23 

63. Isa. 34:11 
69. Isa. 35:1 

64. Hab. 1~8 
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77 The radiant morn still resplendently shines, 

Although no more harps can arouse it from slumber; 

The Sharon still blossoms in beauty and splendor, 

Although no more prophets can chant verse upon it. 

81 Through the heart of the poet surged passion and 

yearning, 

His feet quickly bounded toward Lebanon's cedars-

That witnessed the youth of the Daughter of Zion, 

That still hear the sigh of Jerusalem's martyrs. 

83 The cedars partook of her joy and her mourning, 

As trees would be hewn in constructing a palace, 

And temples delightful--for harp and the lyre, 

But also in graveyards ·for coffins of lumber. 

89 These towering giants who reach to the heavens 

Always encrusted with snow on their pates, 

Whose shoulders are streaming with cool rushing water, 

These are the ancients, abundant in days" 

93 Their peaks seem to nod and acknowledge the poet, 

As if toward Mount Zion their faces all darken; 

His heart's inner longings burst forth as the harp, 

Like the flowing of honey, psalms pour from his lips" 

84, Jer. 31:32 92. Gen. 33:29 
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97 Reciting "0 Zion! Wilt thou not ask •.. " 

The cedars are silent, no longer they stir, 

Seeming to shout to his dirge "Do not cease!" 

As they hear once again Jeremiah's lament. 

101 As he chants--all the creatures in Lebanon quiet, 

From his lips now emerges the spirit of God; 

With the words "former youth" is his poem completed, 

Yehudah now sinks into heavenly slumber. 

105 In his dream he is brought to the kingdom of death--

Where the mouth of each grave shows a gaping abyss, 

Vomiting spirits from under their headstones, 

The blood of the poet runs cold in his veins. 

109 The martyrs of Zion arise from the grave, 

Conquered and slain in defense of their God; 

Those broken in body with festering wounds, 

Burned at the stake, and drowned in the waters. 

113 Those consumed by starvatio·n, impaled by the sword 

And cast to the lions, flesh eaten by plague, 

Who daily were martyred to hallow God's name--

For the sake of their nation, ha! doomed to the grave! 

97. Line 1 of" '71(~.11 !(?il 71'l" by Yehuda Halevi 
10J. Ibid., last line 
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117 All of them wail from the ends of the earth--

Their faces decaying, infested with maggots, 

Their bones have been crushed, and their eyeballs 

have rotted, 

Their eye sockets covered and crawling with worms. 

121 The Mighty One's prophet arose from the grave, 

There stood Isaiah, like God he admonished, 

His back sorely wounded, his cheeks roughly plucked, 

Girded in sackcloth he shouts, even screams. 

12) Jeremiah appeared, how darkened his face! 

Ashes and dust on the locks of his hair, 

His face had been ravished in mud and the mire--

In his hand, lamentations inscribed on a scroll. 

129 Zechariah there wandered, and also Uriah, 

Their hearts spurtffiblood from the spears still 

implanted; 

Every martyr there drifted, each slain for his faith--

No one unscathed, for each heart was rent open. 

133 Swirling they gather encircling the poet 

And cast empty stares from blank sockets of eyes; 

Draw near him--and softly they beckon Yehudah, 

The bare bony fingers reach out for his flesh . 

123. Isa. )0~6 129. II Kings 14l29, Zech. 1:1, II Sam. 11:13 
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137 While the hands of the dead ones all touch him together, 

The horror-filled dream still tormenting his mind; 

A living hand, suddenly terror and violence, 

A living hand plu.nges a sword through his heart! 

141 The living one 1 s sword pierced the heart of the dreamer, 

His blood surges out like currents of water! 

His soul, too, departs in the torrents of blood: 

"You've become one of us!", all the dead ones cry out. 

145 He laughs with contentment, not fearing death's shadow, 

The Lord's peaceful splendor surrounding his face; 

His vision ends here, his death-bitter dream 

For the eyes of the poet no longer can open. 

149 He barely had slumbered, fatigued and astonished, 

When the murderous Arab, so heartless and cold 

--A brother to leopards, to poisonous vipers!--

With the sword's evil wrath slew Yehudah Halevi. 

151 His sanctified name is preserved within Judah; 

On the fast day in Av, Jeremiah's laments 

Stir the Daughter of Zion, defiled, to bewail--

And her eye sheds a tear for his passionate psalms. 

149. Ezek. 3=15 
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1 The day has grown cool as the dusk shadows lengthen, 

Hushed is the sigh of the songbirds at night, 

The wind whistles through lofty oaks in the forest, 

They bow in obeisance, in sanctified splendor. 

5 The moon, as a silver-draped globe, slowly rises, 

Its shimmering halo adorning the stars, 

Like a prince of the night, it reaches for brilliance, 

Hallowed, it rests on a star-embossed throne. 

9 How wondrous your beauty, o nighttime of spring! 

My heart opens wide, my soul is exalted, 

I view all around me ineffable splendor, 

It robs me of speech--and devours my spirit! 

1J My heart, trembling joyously speaks to the Lord, 

In the quiet of night to the God found within me, 

In sounds of the earth I hear voices of prayer--

From the voice of the stars to sounds of the insects! 

17 I bow with the towering cedars to God, 

The birds, chanting with me, now offer a prayer, 

All of God's creatures in splendid array 

Beseech the Almighty, with me they entreat Him 

1. Cant. 2:17, 4:6; Lebensohn uses the same line to begin 
his poem "Holiday of Spring." Lj-, Ps. 29:2, 96:9; I Chron. 
16:29; Gen. 4J:28 11. Ezek. 28:7, 17; Hebrew reads ·H in 
some texts, h is better reading 20. Isa. 21:12 
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21 Quickly the silence of night becomes tumult, 

The fullness of earth crying out "Halleluyah!" 

"Halleluyah," the depths of the world with me shout, 

The heavens and Sheol are there as I pray! 

25 The Name of the Lord I see in all things, 

In each burst of starlight inscribed on His brow, 

I am awed and astounded at all things created, 

His signs I perceive as eternal inscriptions. 

29 In all of Your works lies your Name, the Almighty--

Like earth, like the moon, the Lord is within them. 

Each man from among all Your countless creations--

Is a mark of Your Name, o Glorious God! 

33 Why was my spirit mislead and subdued?! 

37 

Why have I breathed a soul in the dead? 

Hushed stands the world, no spirit within it, 

But I, 0 my Lord, I will sing of Your Presence! 

I gave them a mouth, but they can not speak, 

The wind only stirs, the storm starts to howl. 

The cedars of God all tremble, not pray, 

The birds only coo and chirp in the forest! 

24. Ps. 139:8 
38o Isa. 9:4 

33. Mic. 1:8; Ps. 42:6 34. Job 31:39 
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41 Can heavens declare, can the firmament speak? 

No soul lies within them, no longing desire! 

The voice of my spirit has spoken within them, 

They are formless and void, with no rational thought! 

45 Behold, the world stands as a bleak, lifeless body--

Within her shifts matter, unfinished and dead, 

The creatures upon her are no more than corpses, 

Not lifting their eyes to the God of all life! 

49 But behold, there lives Man, Man is alive! 

Without him is everything death and destruction; 

His heart perceives God, his eyes have beheld Him--

Man--the world's heart, the eye of creation! 

53 Man lives below, as God in the heavens, 

57 

He alone lifts his brow to the Lord of the world, 

He lifts up his hands upon wings of his prayer, 

Thus Man, but a worm, speaks to God the Eternal! 

His soul seeks discernment of God's mighty power, 

Alone does he stand before God of the cosmos, 

Then slowly the rock shall be rolled from his heart, 

And from there will the tears start to flow through 

his eyes! 

42. Ps. 109, Ps. 42:2 
59o Prov. 18:2 

55. Ps. 139:8 56. Job 25:6 
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61 How pleasing to Man, then, to utter the whisper, 

His soul then laments in deliberate grace, 

Tear after tear will quickly stream out--

And with them a soft-spoken prayer is poured out! 

65 This is the language of Man with his God, 
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69 Therefore does Man put his trust in the Lord 

When the earth is laid waste and the world is despoiled, 

And the host of earth's creatures pass on as the wind--

From the bosom of death he is born into life! 

73 Blessed are you, o prayer of the heart! 

Your wings provide healing for every wound, 

Like the dew that descends from the heaven at dawn 

Man's heart will be sated, his spirit revived! 

61" Isa. 26:16; Job 31:5 
Hos. 5:13 

69o Isa. 24:3 76. Prov. 17:22; 
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1 Toward the edge of the sea the sun now descends 

5 

And evening encroaches on heaven and earth, 

Silence and darkness spread out at its feet, 

Each host in the firmament marches in rank! 

Like islands of gold on the sea of the heaven 

They glitter and shine, encamp, then move onward, 

Swiftly they dart, like the blink of an eye, 

Upon infinite tracks, along pathways unknown! 

9 My heart warms within me, my spirit is drained: 

"Be still," I call out, "Be still as I calm! 

(My heart becomes tempest as flames burn within) 

0 hosts of the firmament, tell me, who are you?" 

13 Who are you, o awesome and shining array, 

No limit or finitude, start or an end, 

Are the luminous bodies and stars also worlds? 

My lips become speechless, my thoughts are confounded! 

17 Are you Divine Will or the Lord 0 s deepest thoughts 

Inscribed in the tablets of heaven above? 

Can the wisest of men--by reading the stars--

Find wisdom exalted and ultimate answers? 

4, Prov. J0:27 8. Prov. 12:28 
17. Job 4:1J, Job 20:2 

11. Ps. ]8:9 
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21 Do you chant songs of love to the greatness of God, 

Are you the Lord's choir, a heavenly chorus? 

Pythagorus, Plato, profoundly had dreamed 

Of hearing your songs by attuning their ears! 

25 Are the souls of the righteous abiding among 

Vast plains of your light or their dazzling scorched deserts? 

Do they cast aside earth with its death and the grave, 

Rejoicing in peace and eternal delight?! 

29 Who are you, o stars? Before you I wait! 

The veil of your secrecy please tear away! 

If I could rejoice in your intimate power, 

If I could fall prey to your shining horizons! 

33 I remember a time as my seventh year passed, 

My feet barely trod on the threshold of life, 

A boy, then, was standing on top of the height, 

And already to you he had lifted his eyes! 

37 My heart was astounded, my soul had been humbled, 

As delicate tears slowly dripped from my eyes; 

That moment--my cheeks seemed caressed by the wind, 

My ears heard the secretive whispers of angels! 

24, Ps. 40:7 27. Isa. 58:11 
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41 At twelve years of age, a young lad I still was, 

The question "Who are you?" to you I put forth, 

lVIy hair stood on end and my lips would be trembling, 

To you would my heart spew its fire as I mused! 

45 Listen now, please, to the voice of a youth, 

Though here on this earth my days may be few, 

lVIy heart, old and weary, does surely expire 

Upon seeing affliction, destruction and ruin! 

49 Answer me, answer, o dwellers on high! 

Your course of eternity stop now, this instant! 

My spirit despises the fullness of earth 

Where man is born destined for toil and death! 

53 Evil resides here and Wickedness dwells, 

Infamous Slander here smoothly seduces--

Hypocrisy spreads her own terrible rage, 

And Falsehood, her brother, stands at her side! 

57 Hate of Religion, most foul and polluted, 

Her hand holds a sword while espousing God's mercy, 

She prays and she kneels as would only a bride 

And in gracious God's name, like a prairie wolf plunders! ... 

43. Hab. 3:16 44. Ps. 39:4 50. Hab. 3:6 53. Ps. 92:16 
54. Ps. 5:10; Prov. 28:23, 2:16, 7:5 57. Zeph. 3:1 
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This world was created in God's heated wrath, 

He cast it away in the fury of anger, 

Seeing its moment, Death sharpened his eyes, 

And seized upon earth in a furious rage! 

65 He clenched it between his sharp talons forever, 

Calamity entered then, gnashing its teeth; 

So he hurried to Man, bringing murderous passion, 

And torturing him all the days of his life! 

69 0 terrible Death, false god of the earth! 

vvhose high priest is Time with guilt offerings quick--

Graves mark each sacrifice doomed on the wasteland, 

And blood from god's offerings fills up creation. 

73 I recall and go mad! 0 ruin and murder! 

77 

For Time here is absent! Just emptiness--nothing! 

For Death here is Time, with power eternal, 

My spirit despises this cursed meager world! 

My soul has been yearning the dwellers on high! 

Open your lips, your lips of eternity! 

Pray teach this youth who approaches you now, 

He hungers your light and your truth to inherit! 

64. Is a. 22 d 7 66, Ps. 37=12 
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81 Does Wickedness hallow itself there among you, 

Do Tears and Oppression wreak havoc and pray? 

Does Hypocrisy cloak itself smugly with Awe, 

Leading the upright in heart to the pit? 

85 Can Truth there be visible, seen eye to eye? 

Or creation's deep secrets, too lofty for man? 

Do you know how existence was wrought from a void, 

And the laws of eternity captured within it!? 

89 Please tell me if death can ascend to the stars?! 

Does the Great Bear expire with all of its children? 

Are old ones and aged among you as well? 

Will the sun ever age, will its eyes become dim? 

93 Is life everlasting yo·ur portion alloted? 

The days and the years--have you ceased their recounting? 

And Man, what lS he, will you tell me in candor, 

What is he to the heaven 1 s eternal existence? 

97 But whom shall I ask? What childish thoughts! 

To you go my longings, in vain do they swirl--

For years without end all the sages on earth 

Have probed you, o stars, have studied and sought you. 

87. Ps. 1J5:15 
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101 Those who decipher the heavenly books, 

In vain, but for nought do they lift up their brow--

You do not give a hearing to man who is vanity, 

Muted and deaf through the course of eternity! 

105 In primitive times, Man's childhood on earth, 

At a time when the stars were the gods of mankind, 

Rulers of all, over life and destruction, 

The smoke of your altars would rise to the heights; 

109 Later, Almighty God's rule was established 

And all would acknowledge that none stands bes.ide Him--

The stars became quiet, their tongues had been silenced, 

As God in His grace placed His hand on their lips! 

112. Ps. 89:9 
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1 The day has grown cool as the dusk shadows lengthen, 

5 

The city's expanses are swallowed in shadow, 

The sun slowly sinks by the banks of the Spree-

As its footprints embroider the edges of clouds! 

Berlin now erupts with tumultuous throngs, 

Who celebrate Easter, the feast day of spring! 

Cloaked in a garment of joy and elation, 

Her streets all abound with the cry of rejoicing! 

9 I sit at home desolate, broken and weak, 

1.3 

Possessing a sickness afflicting my spirit--

The grave stalks my heart in the midst of my days 

And the grief of my soul seethes within like a fire! 

No longer will teardrops stream forth from my eyes, 

For rivers of tears have already flowed out . 

Soon sighs will no longer pour out from within, 

For already my sighs rent open my heart! 

17 Menacing silence and peace of the grave 

Like the calm after storm winds have ravaged the forest, 

Like debris of a ship wrecked by turbulent seas-

Now fill up my heart with an uneasy calm! 

1. Cant. 2:17, 4:6; Lebensohn uses the same line to begin 
his poem "Prayer." 2. Job .38:18 .3. Jer. 17:8 
9. Job 21:5; Ps. 69:21 11. Isa . .38:10 
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21 I live, but my soul is fatigued unto death! 

I live, if the grave ever passes as life ... 

If a youth bears the weight of the darkness of death 

And can still be called living here under the heavens! 

25 I live, I still am, but to heighten the pain 

The love of this life still resides in us all. 

How fearful it is to exult at the grave 

While the soul and the spirit still cling unto life! 

29 Cursed be love of this lifetime forever! 

This, the most grievous of all human straits--

Preventing these hands from destroying myself, 

And painting illusions of dreams and vain hopes! 

33 The shouts of the people resound in the streets, 

The glimmering gaslights appear on the lanes . 
. ~ii1.l tJW' n1o~ n1~?31 i:J:J~ 

T •. T T T T.., Tl Drawn from my house, I seek rest for a moment, 
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37 The lovely young women already rush out, 

Each face is aglow in ecstatic delight! 

My own face has dimmed amid glorious sights, 

Like a cloud which obscures the ethereal stars! 

23. Ps. 55:4 
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41 The beautiful women attired in bright scarlet--

In vain do their eyes seek to search for their lovers. 

Oh gone are the days of my passion, desire, 

When my soul sang its love to beauty and splendor! 

45 In the charm of your eyes, I no longer see heaven, 

My ears can not fathom your sweetness of voice. 

The pleasures of life are a burden to me, 

My heart has been crushed and is lifeless like stone! 

49 The love for my dearest one, Hanna, I tore 

From my heart--for the power of love is like death! 

What is she to my heart? There my ruin awaits me! 

For how can life's radiance dwell in death's shadow? 

53 I walk almong joyous and festival throngs, 

Distressed and afflicted, I hurry my footsteps. 

,'l:\1~~ li'~"l 7!1il!J-:J.~j l'1l$ I run from my grief, I flee from my pain. 

11?~u 7;>"::1 tl~ i1'W1U l1'~ rll$ From the weight of my anguish, the burden of pain! 
,'l:\1~~~ 'l:I~1N 1'7:~-'WP- 1~ 

t1?m ,~~ 111) tl~-n1:J.~! 1'~ 

57 Soon I have passed by the railroad's main station, 

The opera house, and the grand royal palace; 

Shaken and pushed to the edge of Berlin, 

Till I wander alone through the teeming assembly! 

42. Hos. 8=9 56. Prov. 27:3 59. Neh. 5:3 

.,_L_ __________________ ~-------
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61 But in vain do I flee, for my dreadful companion 

Watches my footsteps, and follows behind me--

Who not for an instant will cease in his curse 

Whose terrible hand always clings to my own! 

The terrors of Death have accompanied him--

His face is the pit, his odor the grave ... 

His bones lay exposed like ghosts of the dead--

He tells of my life, all my hopes have been dashed! 

69 In the spring of my days, a hell burns within me, 

Destroying my spirit, my heart's sole possession, 

Wormwood is mixed in ·the cup of my youth • . . 

My Malady--ha!--worse than death is my illness! 

73 Death, a companion, has followed my sickness, 

It steps along lazily, sluggishly trailing, 

Ignoring my cries, never hearing my voice, 

0 cursed be death, and may life, too, be damned! 

63. Job 7:19, Prov. 22:14 67. Job 33:21 
74. Gen. 34:19, Eccles. 10:18 

69. Job 8:12 
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"and wine gladdens life" (Ecclesiastes 10:19) 

1 The days of your life 

Are arrows in flight, 

For your years of existence 

Will speedily end! 

7. I Kings 5:18 
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17 My days are complete 

Already they end, 

0 where is the future 
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The present fades quickly! 

21 Who gladdens my spirits, 

Disperses my pain? 

Who sweetens my life, 

That death is forgotten?! 

25 Wine! Only wine! 

Will chase out the anguish, 

And brighten my life 

That death is consumed! 

19. Deut. 32:35 20. The translation expresses the double 
implication of" nnn," meaning "ruin" (cf. Isa. 47:11, 
Ezek. 7:26) and "n,n," meaning "present." 23. Job 20:12 
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1 The turbulent waters explode in a din 

On the face of the deep is a twig tossed about--

"Alas, poor twig! 

0 twig, so afflicted, 

5 Where do you stray? 

In storm and in tempest 

You wander and roam 

Do you not fear? 

Be still for a moment, 

10 Do not drift away! 

Watch out for yourself 

Lest outcast you be!" 

"I once dwelled in peace 

On a fluorishing sapling, 

15 Plucked in my youth 

And cast out abruptly. 

If wander I must 

From the place of my birth 

Then why should I live? 

20 Let furious waters 

Then carry me off 

Yea, cast me about!" 

4. I sa. 51 : 11 ?. Neh. 4:2 
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1 Slumber engulfs the heaven and earth 

Followed by Death, its companion and brother, 

Tremble and labor, Berlin, over ruin, 

With powerful step, Death's shadow walks with you! 

5 The cholera comes like an unwelcomed guest, 

The hair on its head casts down sickness and plague; 

The breath of its nostrils shoots forth like a sickle, 

As powerful men soon are cast in the grave! 

9 I silently walk through the hospital's dead 

And there among corpses, the sick also call--

All destined to die, as they look toward the grave, 

With parched throats they cry out in bitter distress! 

13 Their appearance is dreadful, like nightmarish demons! 

A sickly blue color now covers their cheeks; 

In silence they feebly do battle with death--

Appendages trembling, their eyes have grown dim! 

17 A delicate youth lies gasping for air, 

The whole of his being cries out with his death; 

His blood has congealed in his veins--he lies still 

As the plague lies in waiting in putrified flesh. 

3 . lVli c • 4 : 1 0 
16. Job 18:13 

4. Prov. 44:12 6. Isa. 28:2 
20. Job 41:15, Job 38:40 

8. Ps. 73:4 



? ~i'.:l'~n ~!:l mj~ 1 c?l1 ~i'r-1 :-li'.:l 
T 0 T - '."'.' T • -

, 111' ~~1'\ '11 ?:::> ~:I!d m ;,~7 
-T ' - T T" ": T T 

~~,~~~ ~i~i~ nwn mo/~ 
1 1n~ ii1Dn mj- c1?11- ni~?:~ '?!!.r.J 

-T -:• - -: :- '!' 

1 JJi~~7 9:;t7 ~t1 ~~~T:1Ll ii)7tJ 

... nv~?~-?~tt ~~~n-?Q;;> ~l~T:I 
- 1}7.J i1.'~~~~ ,c, 1'~ fl\~~~ 

•• I 111f¥tl ~'0l :-l~RT:I::J ~'0 111']~ 

1 ~mm ~:I ilmi'.:l tl11~ ~:I mi'.:l 
T T T - '' T 

- t1N 1~ ~6u, i~R~ 1~~o/~~ 
~c~~11~ ':I~ tJ'~n~ ~7~ ··,3.1 

T ·r • -~ • - - v •• -

I tll]~ '1.~ ~1r "1W ~'ry: ii):' ~~ 

,c'.~o/ ?~ 1~ 1?.lJ c~ c~ ?i~o/? 
- 11~r111~7~ :lWf~ b~ ~~t-1? 

!C'~l']t;,l ::!1'(:) ?ili\lpi \1~~ 19'1o/~ 
111~10 li'W~~ ,f1~~ ~:JiU 

102 

21 What do you fear? And why do you stir? 

For all living beings together crave sleep, 

And the slumber of death is eternal and sweet 

Without nightmarish horrors--so why be afraid? 

25 Is Hope still enticing your heart to security? 

Hope, a vain idol, a sign of Death's darkness? 

No blood in your body, your bones drained of marrow-

Just one hope remains now, and that hope is Death! 

29 0 plagued ones, please die! May you die, pray expire! 

Your bed in the grave will provide you with peace-

I pity those people remaining alive, 

For they will yet live, feeling pain till the grave! 

33 No matter if heaven or earth you attain, 

Returning to chaos, eternal extinction--

~~!~ n1•f:l~lJ i~pv-n1~~~ ~? Rejoice! For your passing is better than life! 

-9:)iY ~~~ Pl! ~1~~ ilJ~ And preferred to this world, to this murderous den! 
~~~VI ~; ?1~tp~ ~P?t11ii¥ ctp ~; 

19~'~ C~r-)IJ ~b ,CtJ f1~ :-lb 1~ 
37 Not in the underground meadow of graves 

When your eyes are bored out and your skin has decayed--

Hell is not found there or even the pit! 

But here on this earth will you surely behold them! 

34. Esther 9:5 38. I Sam. 11:2, Job 19:26 
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1 The time of one's youth is a garden of God, 

Daily a holiday, festivals always, 

The angels of peace dart about in the garden 

While delicate flowers spring up at their feet. 

5 Rejoicing and innocence; fresh happy spirits-

These are the blossoms of thought in a child. 

There in the forest, the birds sweetly sing 

In the quiet of Eden, no din of the city! 

Above arc the heavens, a crystal blue color, 

10 Delightful is earth--how enchanting and radiant! 

Grief has been silenced, lamenting lies muted, 

No mourning will visit, or anguish will tread--

In this garden of God I recall, and I yearn 

For the pleasant delights I had sought in abundance! 

. . . 

8. Jer. 15:8 



THE MOTIF OF DEATH AND DYING 

IN THE POETRY OF MICAH JOSEPH LEBENSOHN 



THE POET 

Micah Joseph Lebensohn (1828-1852), Modern Hebrew 

literature's first lyrical poet, expresses in his verse the 

highest aspirations of the human spirit and the agony of 

death in oneus youth. In this respect, much of his poetry 

reflects the turmoil of his own spirit. At the age of 

seventeen, Lebensohn was severely stricken with tuberculosis. 

Cycles of deterioration and remission marked the next seven 

years until his death at the age of twenty-four. 

Born in Vilna in 1828, Micah Lebensohn ("Mikhal") 

received an education steeped in the values of the Haskalah 

(Enlightenment) movement. Micah 9 s father, Abraham Dov 

Lebensohn (Adam Hakohen), was a well-known leader in the 

budding intellectual enlightenment of the period, and was 

himself an outstanding Hebrew poet. Adam Hakohen provided 

his son with a rich and rigorous linguistic and literary 

education. In addition to his Hebrew education and intensive 

study of Bible, Mikhal was privately tutored in French and 

German literature. He quickly became recognized throughout 

the Vilna literary world when, at nineteen, he translated 

much of Virgil's A§Deid from Schiller 0 s German version. 

The Romantic movement greatly influenced the poetry 

of Micah Lebensohn. The sweet softness and youthful freshness 

·of his lyrical poetry, portraying personal conflicts and 

106 
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emotional turmoil, distinguishes his style from the earlier 

rational and more rhetorical Haskalah literary tradition. 

Much of his poetry concerns the theme of early death and 

death before fulfillment. Lebensohn's poetry expresses not 

only his own frustration and emotional discord, but gives 

voice to the universal vision of unfulfilled dreams and 

unattained hopes. 

Micah Joseph Lebensohn's poetic style brought life, 

motion, and a soul to a fledgling body of Modern Hebrew 

literature. Although Lebensohn did not live to see his own 

dreams fully realized, his vision of an enlightened and 
f'.~., 

fl~~rishing community of Hebrew writers and poets was 

fulfilled by successive generations of Jews who further 

aspired to transform a dead language into a living literature. 

PSYCHOLOGY OF DEATH AND DYING 

Contemporary literature concerning the psychology 

of terminal illness and death allows us to see more clearly 

the connections between Mikhal's poetry and his personal 

anguish. We will briefly consider appropriate themes and 

insights from this psychological literature. 

In On Dying and. Denying, Avery Weisman points out 

that traditional religion of the Middle .Ages provides 

security, faith, and knowledge in the face of death. The 

critical doubt essential to our secular Modern Age, however, 



108 

fosters confusion and uncertainty. 1 Modern man must seek 

his own answer to the ultimate question of the meaning of 

life and death. Weisman's description accurately applies 

to the cultural milieu surrounding Mikhal. As part of the 

budding Jewish Enlightenment, Micah Lebensohn found himself 

at the intellectual crossroads of religion and secularism, and 

faith and critical doubt. He could not accept religious 

tradition uncritically, but rather sought his own answers 

to the mysteries of death and life. 

Weisman comments that man inevitably confronts an 

ultimate paradox of human existence. On the one hand, he 

is a conscious being capable of rational and creative 

thought, and assumes omnipotently that he will endure forever. 

On the other hand, man realizes his insignificance and 

mortality in the face of an infinite, eternal cosmos. 2 

The most powerful fears of a dying person were 

reported by N.H. Cassem. He describes a survey conducted 

among terminally ill cancer patients which revealed that 

the highest ranking fears were: "being left alone to die" 

and "being disfigured."3 Cassem concludes that circumstances 

1
Avery D. Weisman, On Dying and £enying, New York, 

Behavioral Publications, Inc., 1972, p. 2. 
2Ibid. p. 4. 

3N.H. Cassem, "Care of the Dying Person" in Earl A. 
Grollman, ed. Concerning Death: A Practical Guide for the 
Living, Boston Beacon Press, 1974, p. 28. 

i 

j, 
I 
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surrounding one's death are more terrifying than death 

itself. 

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross4 outlines five stages of 

development of the terminally ill. The first stage is 

"Shock and Denial," in which the existential reality of 

death is pushed out of mind. In the second stage, "Anger," 

~ one rages against the injustice of his death and may even 

express envy and bitterness toward those still living. The 

third phase of terminal illness is labeled "Bargaining." 

The dying person now looks for comfort and assurances that 

his life and death are meaningful. Kubler-Ross calls the 

fourth stage "Depression." It is marked by despair, sadness, 

and mourning for one's self and for the loss of loved ones. 

In the last phase, "Acceptance," the individual accepts the 

verdict of death with a "quiet expectation." 

N.H. Cassem3 notes that different stages can coexist 

within a person at the same time. The poetry of Mikhal 

most often expresses feelings described in the middle three 

stages--"Anger," "Bargaining," and "Depression." 

DEATH BEFORE SELF-FULFILMENT 

Lebensohn~s epic poem "Moses on Mount Avarim" 

eloquently represents its author's concern with the theme 

4
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, On Death a~d D~ing, New York, 

Macmillan Company, 1969. 

3cassem, p. 19. 
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of death before fulfillment. The poet depicts the prophet 9 s 

last painful moments as he faces the land of Canaan--the 

final goal of his life's labor. In the shadow of his 

impending death, Moses realizes that he will never set 

foot upon the Land. He mournfully reflects on the burdens 

of leadership and on his struggle to liberate a band of 

slaves from Egyptian bondage and lead a disciplined nation 

into the Promised Land. His life represents mighty 

achievements, but his final goal is unrealized. Ultimately, 

with the setting of the sun, Moses' "soul is bound up, but 

his eye sheds a tear." 6 

DEATH AND THE PASSAGE OF TIME 

In "Kohelet," Mikhal informs the reader that 

awareness of death has aged the king beyond his years: 

Plenteous days have not caused his gray hairs, 
For his days have not reached the full lifetime of man! 
Others as old still maintain all their vigor, 
For still they are fresh, and they radiate splendor.? 

Lebensohn yearns for the days of his youth and for 

all that "youth" represents to him, especially peace of 

mind.
8 

The youthfulness of Solomon is portrayed as 

blissful innocence and the antithesis of death: 

Death--he considers a pleasant repose, 

6
"Moses on Mount Avarim," line 86. 

7"Koheleth," lines 45-48. 
8
Ibid., lines 161-164. 

:: 

I. 
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The grave--he regards as a still tranquil bed; 
His world is an Eden, no pit of death's darkness-
Not yet do the screams of destruction arouse him.9 

Youth is associated with a garden of God10 where, like 

Eden, death does not visit, where "no mourning or anguish 

will visit or tread." 11 lVIikhal notes in his interpretation 

of Solomon that youthful love, representing eternity, is 

blind to the finitude of death= 

In the vigor of passion he ponders no sadness; 
When man falls in love, he knows nothing but joy-
How sorrow has ended, how death has been swallowed 
For him and his loved one, a fluorishing pair!12 

'Forever'--this word was first uttered by Love; 
All lovers, all men--can never believe 
Their beloved will die, that her youth will decay, 

13 That she no more will rise from the withering grave. 

The faith of youth is pictured as drawing one closer to 

God and protecting one from thoughts of death. 14 

In his poem "To the Stars," Mikhal portrays Time 

as the high priest of Death, the false god of earth. Time 

brings the sacrifices to the altar of Death. 15 The effect 

of time on mortal man is apparent to Koheleth, whose hair 

has turned gray and whose eyes have become dim. 16 Time, 

9"Solomon," lines 53-56; see also lines 34-36, 41-44. 
10Ibid., lines 129-130. 
11 "Youth," lines 11-12. 
12

"Solomon," lines 209-212. 
13Ibid., lines 185-188. 
14

"Solomon," lines 57-58, 137-140. 
15 "To the Stars," line 70 16

"Koheleth," lines 25-28 



112 

to Koheleth, is seen as a relentless pursuer who never shows 

mercy to its prey: 

Unceasing in time, unending is chance! 
What happened before will happen again, 

1 The bent and the crooked can never be straight. 7 

ULTIMATE UNDERSTANDING 

The quest for the meaning of life in the face of 

death occurs in both "Koheleth" and "To the Stars." Koheleth 

searches far and wide for ultimate answers. He seeks the 

answers in nature 0 s smallest features and in its grandest 

facets. He inquires of sages, from wisdom of ancient Egypt, 
18 and even sorcerers. But no one could provide him with 

answers in his quest. The theme of "To the Stars" concerns 

the author's desire to learn what is beyond death. He asks 

the stars about the secret of immortality and life after 

death. Although the stars seem eternal themselves, Mikhal 

questions the finity of the cosmos; 

Please tell me if death can ascend to the stars?! 
Does the Great Bear expire with all of its children? 
• . • 19 
Is life everlasting your portion alloted? 

If the stars are eternal, surely they possess the key to 

unlock the secret of creation and immortality. 20 He soon 

1
7Ibid., lines 290-293, see also lines 23-28. 

18
Ibid., lines 313-332. 

1
9"To the Stars," lines 89-90, 93. 

20
Ibid., lines 87-88, 93-96. 
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realizes, however, that man cannot learn the secret of 

creation from the stars; only God Himself possesses the 

answers. He then reviles against the stars: 

You do not give a hearing to man who is vanity, 
Muted and deaf through the course of eternity! . . . 
The stars became quiet, the.ir'tongues had been sile need, 
As God in His grace placed His hand on their lips!21 

FAITH AND REASON 

When Lebensohn asks for ultimate answers, he asks 

for "Wisdom." "Wisdom" to the young poet represents the 

critical thought of the Age of Enlightenment. The members 

of his intellectual circle had cast off the constraints of 

blind religious faith and looked also to the secular world 

for answers. But the answers were not forthcoming. In a 

nascent Jewish Age of Reason, Lebensohn's quest for Wisdom 

had brought enlightenment but also anguish: 

The man who adds knowledge increases his pain, 
The wisest of men is most wretched among t~em-22 The greater my wisdom, the more is my angulsho 

According to Mikhal, Wisdom destroys faith and promotes 

doubt, causing one to realize how little he knows. His 

pain comes from the realization that ultimate answers to 

the dilemma of death can never be found, leaving one with 

doubt and insecurity. Wisdom has undermined traditional 

21Ibid., lines 10.3-104, 111-112, 
22"Koheleth," lines .342-.344. 
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religious faith as a source of secure answers. 23 

The poem "Koheleth" describes King Solomon's search 

for wisdom, All his energy and thought is directed toward 

finding ultimate meaning in life and discovering that which 

is not vanity but immortal. But his pain is great because 

Wisdom has only brought him Doubt. Mikhal describes Doubt 

as a wild beast whose mouth is always open like the grave, 

It crushes man's heart by exposing that which is vanity and 

by destroying his faith. 24 Koheleth equates Wisdom with 

Death. The light of Wisdom, he maintains, "reveals but 

the pit."
2

.5 Wisdom is reviled more than death and destroys 

Hope and Faith: 

Hope, also Faith do you drive from the heart, 
All visions and dreams, no matter how great; 
And what do you give when all is cast out? 

2
6 

Just bitterest truth and the cruelest of doubts. 

The critical reality of Wisdom ravages even Love. 

Whenever Koheleth would yearn for his beloved, Wisdom 

would whisper in his ear that sh~ is nothing more than 

sinew and skin.
2

7 By questioning the immortality of the 

28 soul, Doubt destroys Love and Hope. Wisdom turns joy to 

sadness, spring to winter, and "youthful rejoicing from 

2
3Ibid., lines 333-336. 

2.5Ibid., line 100. 

24rbid., lines 169-180, 

26
rbid., lines 10.5-108; see also lines 93-96. 

2
7Ibid., lines 129-132. 28Ibid., lines 18.5-188 

I 
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then turns to wailing." 29 

Wisdom and Death drive humankind out of the Garden 

of Eden. The insecurity of critical Wisdom becomes the 

antithesis of youthful innocence, of blind faith and Eden.3° 

Lebensohn, through Koheleth, cautions his readers against 

eagerness for enlightenment, which will open the eyes but 

also bring pain.3
1 

Lebensohn's Koheleth, like the Biblical 

figure, decides to seek material pleasures and passions 

hoping that they "will silence disquieting voices of doubt."3 2 

But to no avail, as: 

He briefly saw gladness, tranquility, joy-
When suddenly Wisdom came stalking behind them. 
His palace of joy became Sheol, the grave, 
His delight has been saddened, his pleasure is ravaged.33 

Micah Lebensohn's view of Wisdom was not one-sided. 

He understood both sides of the tension between secular 

reason and traditional faith. The poem "Koheleth" originally 

ended with Solomon's pessimistic expression of secular 

doubt. He concludes, "Alas! All is vanity, striving for 

wind!"3
4 

The poet's correspondence and his notes35 suggest 

2
9Ibid., lines 91-92; see also lines 285-288, 

30ibid., line 101. 31Ibid., lines 349-350. 

3
2
Ibid., line 304. 33Ibid., lines 305-308, 

34Ibid., line 359. 

35Jacob Fichman, Mikhah Yosef Lebenzon--Shirim, 
Tel Aviv, Dvir, 1942, p. 93. Joseph Klausner, Hahistoriy~h 
Shel Hasifrut Ha~vrit Hahadashah, Jerusalem, Hebrew University, 
1930, Volume III, W• 2641., 279 . 
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that he then added eight stanzas to end on a more traditional 

note of faith. After the dying Solomon closes his eyes, 

he sees a vision of God which confirms that life has ultimate 

meaning and in which Wisdom herself reveals traditional 

Wisdom is portrayed as carried in the religious truths. 

bosom of God,.36 
"Doubt has been hurled beneath Wisdom's 

feet,".37 for "wisdom is bound up with light of the truth.".38 

Throughout his poetry, Mikhal expresses the tension 

between the Wisdom of traditional faith which triumphs over 

Death and Doubt, and the Wisdom of critical reason, which 

brings Doubt, Pain, and Death. Neither position alone seems 

to represent the poet's own views. It is rather the tension 

between them that best expresses the yearnings and 

questionings of Micah Lebensohn. 

Just as his views on Wisdom represent polar 

opposites, so do his conceptions of Faith. Traditional 

Faith, if strong and viable, overpowers Doubt and Death. 

The "traditionalist" ending of Kohelet expresses this view: 

All of you hear now the end of the matter! 
'Fear God, he cried out, and keep his commandments, 
This is man°s essence!--his life then expired • .39 

On the other hand, Wisdom and Doubt may shatter 

faith. Although Nathan the prophet advises Solomon that 

faith in God's teachings is the proper path of life, 

Solomon's maintains persistent doubts. He wonders if man's 

. .. 
.36"Koheleth," 

.38Ibid. , line 

line ,364 • 

.365. .39Ibid., lines .390-.392 • 
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disposition to do good or evil comes not from faith but 

from the composition of his blood or his humors. 40 This 

questioning of faith leads him to pursue material pleasures 

and passions. 

Another question troubling Solomon concerns 

immortality of the soul. Some of Lebensohn's verse suggests 

the affirmative view--that man does gain eternal existence. 

Koheleth is reassured in the vision of God as he lay dying~ 

The future holds hope for life everlasting, 41 
I I 0 

The soul will exult over death and destruction~2 The spirit returns to the God who bestowed it. 

On her death bed, Shulamith reassures her beloved Solomon 

that "IVIy soul ascends pathways of life everlasting," 4J 

But even after this ·assurance, Solomon doubts the spirit's 

immortality: "He bitterly cried out, 'Alas! 0 who knows/ 

If the spirit of man will ascend to the heavens?'" 44 He 

continues to ponder if both man and beast have the same 

spirit which dies here on earth with the body. 

Another facet of Solomon's concern with life's 

meaning is expressed in his preoccupation with ultimate 

justice. He wonders if the earth's righteous ones accrue 

Divine reward. This poetic theme may indicate that 

Lebensohn sees himself as a pious man undeserving of his 

early death. His concern for ultimate justice may be part 

40Ibid., lines 222-228. 41Ibid., line 381. 
42Ibid. , lines J86-J87. 4Jibid o 1 lines 20J-204. 
44Ibid., lines 207-208. 
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of his quest to find meaning in his own demise. Again, he 

writes from the perspective of both doubt and traditional 

faith. On the side of doubt, Solomon is skeptical of 

ultimate justice, for 

He bitterly cries, 'Alas! 0 who knows? 
Are knowledge and reckoning found there ~n Sheol? 
Will anyone heed the forsaken one's cry?43 

Further, Righteousness is portrayed as being broken and 

destroyed by Doubt; Solomon wonders if righteousness is 

rewarded in the world to come. 46 He questions why the 

wicked fluorish and the righteous suffer, 

In his death-dream, on the other hand, the Hebrew 

king sees Justioeat God's side raising the righteous of 

earth from the dust and oppression. He concludes that "the 

Almighty provides for the righteous on high." 47 

MAN--TRANSCENDING OR SUCCUMBING TO DEATH 

In the poem "Kohelet!l_," Solomon realizes how small 

and insignificant mortal man is when he discovers that he 

has no knowledge of ultimate answers. He realizes the extent 

of his own ignorance and impotence in the face of death, L~8 

Mikhal presents death as the most potent force in the cosmos, 

more powerful than love, life, or hope. He conveys this 

view of death through similes in which death represents 

4
3Ibid., lines 282-284. 46Ibid., lines 237-272. 

4
7Ibid., line 382. 48Ibid.~ lines 343-348. 
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ultimate power. 49 

Death is seen as total darkness overpowering the 

light of day and light of life. This motif of death's 

darkness finds expression in "Moses on Mount Avarim." 

Moses' eyesight dims as the sun sets, blanketing the world 

with darkness. Mikhal writes, "The world's light has 

darkened, what matters the sunlight!?5° The next morning, 

the sun ascends, but "darkness is shrouded upon it in 
heaven • .,5! 

Despite Lebensohn's verses that recognize the power 

of Death over man, other verses express confidence of man's 

ultimate immortality. The grandeur and eternity of nature 

cause man to see himself as transcending death in the 

apparently ~ternal cosmos. In "Solomon," the young prince 

saw the stars and "His eyes poured out tears of excitement 

and joy,/ This lad, so adorned, then scorned at the grave."52 

In "Prayer," the poet recognizes that man has a soul and 

mind to commune with God.53 Man is the crown of creation 

who trusts in the Lord, and he alone in nature gains 

everlasting life after death, for "from the bosom of death 

he is born unto life!"54 

Micah Lebensohn chose Moses to symbolize and express 

4
9E.g, Ibid., line 311, "Solomon," line 230. 

50"Moses on Mount Avarim," line 84. 

5
1
Ibid., line 90. 52"Solomon," lines 91-92. 

53"Prayer," lines 21-24, 37-40. 54Ibid,, line 72. 

!. 

Jll·--· 



120 

extreme loneliness. The figure of Moses lends itself to 

such a description--alone he lead the people of Israel, 

constantly facing the wrath of their rebellions. And 

alone he died in a forgotten location. What better figure 

for Lebensohn to convey his own feelings of oppressive 

loneliness than Moses? The young poet describes the 

prophet as he reaches Mt. Avarim: "Why does the man stand 

alone, like a cypress?".5.5 In reviewing Moses' life, 

Lebensohn writes: "Alone he remained from the thousands 

of myriads,".5
6
/"He then was a man left as lonesome as Noah.".57 

The reference to Noah heightens the powerful image of the 

solitary man fighting against forces which besiege him. 

Noah was besieged by ravaging flood, Moses by a stiff

necked people and Micah Lebensohn by a deathly disease. 

FEAR OF DISFIGUREMENT 

In his vivid and horrifying descriptions of the 

dead, Mikhal reveals his fear of disfigurement in the grave 

itself. In "Cholera in the City of Berlin," Lebensohn 

describes the sick: "Their appearance is dreadful, like 

nightmarish demons!/A sickly blue color now covers their 

cheeks.".5S The poet parallels a scene in Shakespeare's 

'iHamlet" as he describes Koheleth beholding the skull of 

.5.5"Moses on Mount Avarim," line 2 . .56Ibid., line ?J . 

.57Ibid., line 61 . 

.5S"Cholera in the City of Berlin," lines 1J-14, 

i 
'I 
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Ethan Ezrachi: 

Alas! How his head is a frightening image!59 . . . 
0 how could this skull in which psalms sw~etly dwelled, 
Become an abode for the maggot and worm?!60 

Lebensohn's most powerful description of the dead occurs in 

"Yehuda Halevi." Halevi sees a vision of Jewish martyrs 

rising from the grave. For them, death has meant decay: 

Their faces decaying, infested with maggots, 
Their bones have been crushed and their eyeballs have 

rotted, 61 
Their eye sockets covered and crawling with worms. 

TREACHEROUS MURDER 

Micah Lebensohn's epic poem "Jael and Sisera" 

reveals the poet's unorthodox feelings about murder. 

Deborah is portrayed as an admirable heroine who slaughters 

her people's foe with violence and might. "Yea, Deborah's 

name shall endure like the sun," writes lVlikhal. Yet his 

poem is built around and originally ended62 with Jael's 

feelings of guilt for having murdered an enemy chieftan in 

her tent.· Lebensohn's different approach to the two 

murderesses indicates his special sensitivity. He lauds 

Deborah, ,the military heroine, for battlefield murder, yet 

-----·----------------
59"Koheleth," line 244. 601 "d . bl . ' lines 250-251 . 
61

"Yehuda Halevi," lines 118-120. 
62

Fichman, p. 92; Klausner, p, 264f. 
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indicts Jael for treacherously murdering the enemy captain. 

The difference is clear. Deborah engages in a straightforward 

battle unto death. The risks and outcome are clear--

either life and victory, or death and defeat. Jael, on the 

other hand, murders Sisera with guile and treachery. Sisera 

comoo to her seeking refuge, which she grants. Immediately, 

she is "besieged by a horrible thought," 63 namely, the 

murder of this guest under her protection. But this thought 

stirs her conscience and she trembles and totters in guilt 
and fear: 

I reel at the thought of the treacherous deed, 
Shall I draw out my sword upon him sleeping safely--
A refugee, wearied, who slumbers in peace, 64 
Unknowing his murderess lies there in waiting? 

Jael's guilt foi her treachery becomes so great that she 

calls on Murder itself to overpower her hesitation. 65 

Sisera sees Jael as a saving ange1, 66 but she is ironically 

transformed when Sisera wakes to see her deliver the fatal 

blows and cries, "Jael, my angel--an angel of death!" 67 

Jael's deed is compared to Cain'~ first sin of fratricide: 

"The blood had been streaming, it dripped from her hands--/ 

68 And it marked on her forehead the symbol of murder." 

Originally, Lebensohn ended the poem with Jael 

"Unable to speak, distraught and disturbed/By the murderous 

6
3"Jael and Sisera," line 51. 64Ibid,, lines 83-86. 

6
5Ibid., lines 121, 124-126, 66rbid., lines 149-151. 

67
Ibid., line 179. 68

rbid., lines 184-185. 
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deed she performed without pity." 69 The poet later added 

some verses, at the insistence of his father and a friend,7° 

in order to absolve Jael of some of the guilt. Why did 

Mikhal paint Jael as aghast of the treacherous murder she 

committed? How could he empathize so strongly with Sisera's 

betrayal and death? Perhaps the poet identified with Sisera 

because he too was betrayed and cut down by a treacherous 

killer--his sickness. 

THE ~URMOIL OF TERMINALITY 

Lebensohn expresses bitterness at the injustice of 

being afflicted while still in his youthful prime in his 

"Holiday of Spring": 

In the spring of my days, a hell burns within me, 
Destroying my spirit, my heart's sole possession, 
Wormwood is mixed in the cup of my youth.71 

Mikhal draws the image of personified Death lurking behind 

him and behind all who are soon doomed to die. His own 

sickly condition, which tenaciously clings to him, sapping 

his strength, is viewed as Death's accomplice and Lebensohn's 

accursed companion.72 In "Cholera in the City of Berlin," 

69Ibid., lines 193-196. 

7°Fichman, p. 92f. 

71 "Holiday of Spring," lines 69-71. 

72Ibid., lines 61-63. 
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the figure of Death lurks behind the entire afflicted city.7J 

Throughout "Holiday of Spring," Mikhal expresses 

anger at those still living as he contrasts the city's 

festive atmosphere of gaiety and cheer with the anguish 

of his own affliction: 

Berlin now erupts with tumultuous throngs, 
I sit at home desolate, broken and weak, 4 
Possessing a sickness afflicting my spirit--7 

Lebensohn's bitter view of the living is carried 

over to life itself; Mikhal "despises the fullness of 

earth/Where man is born destined for toil and death!"75 

Hell, to Micah Lebensohn, is not found in the grave, but 

rather is beheld here on earth in the pain and suffering of 

th 1 . . 76 e lVlng. 

Although the young poet uses the motif of spring 

to symbolize life 0 s beauty and radiance;77 he also twists 

its meaning in his melancholy. Spring is transformed from 

a symbol of life to a powerful reminder of inevitable, 

pressing death. Mikhal writes, "Is not beauty--decay, but 

a flowering death."7B When he sees the beauty of life and 

the world, he bitterly thinks: 

The most beautiful, therefore, will wither, decay, 
• 0 0 

7Jibid., line J4, 74Ibid., lines 9-12. 

75"To the Stars," lines 51-52. 

7
6

"Cholera in the City of Berlin," lines J1, J2, J7-41. 

77"Prayer," lines 15,16,73; "Solomon," lines 9-10. 

78"Koheleth," line144. 
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Their beauty depar~s, and they turn into corpses.79 
• 

0 
• 8 0 

Perhaps life within us is constant decay. 

81 IVlikhal views the world as "created in God's heated wrath," 

cast away by the Lord "in the fury of anger." 82 To Micah 

Lebensohn, life means death's pain and affliction. Life, 

to the poet, is haunted by Death. The poem "Wine" expresses 

its author's fury at the anguish of life" 

At every moment 
Standing before us--
The grave and affliction 
Companions of life! 

Both death and this life 
Are brothers in spirit-
Joining together 83 Here under the sun! 

IVIikhal rages against death as well as life. He writes, "0 

cursed be death, and may life, too, be damned!" 84 

At times, Mikhal's poetry reveals an acceptance 

and even a welcoming of death's peace. He writes, " , . , 

the slumber of death is eternal and sweet/Without nightmarish 

horrors--so why be afraid?" 85 For Koheleth, death is a 

welcome repose: "he knew of no rest till he rests in the 

grave." 86 The young poet reassures those who have contracted 

79Ibid., lines 153,156. 80Ibid., line 256. 
81 "To the Stars," line 61. 82Ibid. , line 62. 
8.3"Wine," lines 5-12. 84"Holiday of Spring," line 76. 
85"Cholera in the City of Berlin," lines 21-24. 
86"Koheleth," line .357. 
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cholera in the city of Berlin that "your bed in the grave 

will provide you with peace--." 87 Lebensohn's attitude, 

however, reveals more than just a quiet resignation and 

acceptance of death. It shows that the poet welcomed 

death as a relief for the pain and sickness of life. He 

welcomed death inasmuch as it seemed a more pleasant 

alternative than life. He comments, "Rejoice! For your 

passing is better than life!" 88 The burden of living drove 

him to accept and embrace dying. 

DEATH AND SELF-FULFILLMENT 

Is any fulfillment in death possible? lVIicah Joseph 

Lebensohn writes of three cases in which death is not total 

vanity, or totally meaningless. The first is altruistic 

death, or risking one's life for a higher cause. The 

figures of Deborah ("Jael and Sisera") and Moses ("Moses on 

Mount Avarim") illustrate a willingness to die for the 

Jewish people. Lebensohn writes that Moses' life was 

"suspended in doubt" 89 and Deborah's "life fjiijjlin the 

balance."90 Both risked their lives to preserve, build, 

or defend the Hebrew people. 

The second case in which meaning is preserved in 

B7"Cholera in 

SSib. 1· 1d., 1ne 

the City of Berlin," line JO. 

3.5· 89"Moses on Mount Avarim," line 57. 

9°"Jael and Sisera," line 2J. 
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death involves immortality of the soul. In "Koheleth," 

Lebensohn expresses through his hero that ultimate justice 

prevails, that immortality of the soul will overcome physical 

withering in the grave. 

The third case in which fulfillment in death is 

possible also involves immortality. One who leaves behind 

personal creations of literature is assured of a degree of 

immortality. His works will continue after his death. 

Yehuda Halevi exemplifies a poet of Zion who died an early 

death yet whose poetry lives on forever. Lebensohn writes 

that Halevi is remembered through the poetic liturgy of 

Tisha P!J)Av. 91 

Micah Lebensohn surely was convinced that his own 

poetry would give meaning to his shortened life. A brief 

time before his death, the poet's father asked him where 

his manuscripts were. The younger Lebensohn pointed to the 

place and said, "They will not waste away."9 2 

91"Yehuda Halevi," lines 1.51-1)4. 

i) l:~ ! ,-· -. 

9 2~ol Shire'Adam Umikhal, Vilna, 1895, Vol. II, p. 208. 
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