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The Poetry of Q Hillel 

This thesis is the fruit of an arduous and extended process of reading. translating and 
interpreting the poetry of a remarkable voice of the Palmach generation, 0 . Hillel. The 
full depth of Lawrence Freedman's work can only be perceived through a close reading 
of the original texts, which are often as enigmatic as they are exhilirating. Since relatively 
little has been written about HilJel even in Hebrew, and practically nothing whatsoever 
i.n English, so there was little help for Mr. Freedman outside of the texts themselves. The 
material ordered from the Genazim archive did not arrive. &sentially, Mr. Friedman 
relied on his owu painstaking reading of a goodly number of poems - virtually the entire 
volume - of Hillel's first edition of Eretz ha-Sohornyirn. 

Because of his considerable love and affinity for the spirt and ethos of the Palmach and 
early-Statehood period, Freedman was able to identify quite well with the codes of 
speech and behavior reflected in the poems. While some aspects of Freedman's 
introduction - because it was written somewhat quickJy at the end of the process, are 
lacking in terms of the history of the literature - certain strengths shouJd be 
aclcnowledged. His aforementioned affinity and intuition inform the tone of the 
introduction, and the reader can tell that Freedman became imbued with the spirit of 0. 
Hillel through this process. He has come about as close as poSSlble in explicating such a 
very difficuJt poem as 'The Records Played Chopin," and J commend to the reader his 
remarks on the poem "Sunset on a Negev Afternoon" among many others. For the poem 
"Voioe of the Great Sea" Freedman did some work in commentaries on the psalms. Had 
time allowed I wouJd have wanted him to do some comparative work on Tcherruchovski 
to explore the implementation of that poet's pantheistic kulturkampf in the context of a 
young Eretz Y1Srael generation, but the feat of reading Hmel was trying enough. I want 
to acknowledge the fact that in doing this thesis, Freedman was starting out with onJy 
very limited literary and linguistic experience. He has extended himself, and his bravery 
and level of achievement are noteworthy. 

lt can be said safely that there is no other body of poems available in English dealing 
with the Palmacb and War of Independence experience to match this collection, for all 
its humble appearance. A bare few of Chaim Gouri's poems from that period have been 
translated, and noone has explicated them. 'Those bloody and painful, but also ecstatic, 
days are, oddly, poorly represented in 8nglish translation when one oonsiders the volume 
of English translation which have been coming out of Israel during recent decades. It 



ms that there is a ccnain embarassment in dealing with the heyday of Zionist fervor. 
l is mainly the cynical, the agonizing and the despairing features of Israeli Literature and 

'ety which have been prepared for expon of late. That, unfortunately, is the mood of 
e largest part of Israel's fine literature today. When we return, therefore to such a 
nsitive and refreshingly naive and ebullient writer such as HiUe~ it does ~uch 10 

egenerate one's own enthusiasm for the Zionist adventure . 

. Freedman acquitted himself well with a complex poem such "Bc-Ma'aleh ha-
Aqrabim" (At Scorpion's Ascent), which one translator mistakenly called a "landscape 

m. • It is a magnificent anti-war poem with the notion of God "exploding" in the form 
of the barren desen crater perhaps suggesting God's brutal potential as being the seamy 
underside of God's majesty. Freedman has presented his own reading and reaction 
which is very much on the mark. 

Jn some instances I tried to refrain from too much editorial domination in this process. 
although I was very committed 10 seeing a text emerge which would do justice to the 
imposing originals. Here and there I now see that in the very final typing Freedman 
opted for a word or a phrase which I might have preferred to dissuade him from using, 
such as "Osnat among the Demons• as a translation for "tsafririm." The word demons 
sounds too malevolent. In Hebrew a "morning demon," or ~ in Hebrew, might 
suggest a benevolent or playful or, at worst, only slightly mischievous, fairy. In this 
instance, the follow-up I recommended in some Bialik poems would have clarified the 
matter. Similarly I bad advised some careful reading of cenain secondary sources, but 
there simply was not enough time. The texts themselves were very demanding, and here 
again, as I have said, serious credit is due to Lawrence Freedman for his persistent and 
engaged effons. I do not want to sound too carping in my remarks. It is only because oC 
my enormous respect for 0. Hillel that I have too note that this paper could use yet 
another editing by me. My being oo sabbatical did not help in the communications, and 
our original understanding was to finish earlier. And yet we must not sound too 
apologetic. This is a fine work, and one which we are proud of. This thesis could open 
up a valuable vein of material for further exploration by scholars. I do not think that 0. 
Hillel bas received even a fraction of the attention due him, and this is, in some 
measure, due to bis artless. uncalculating and uncareeristic approach to bis poetry. It is a 
goldmine for the mentality of that glorious era. and Freedman bas made it accessible to 
all. 
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focus OF THE PAPER . 

The State of Israel was founded in 1948 giving cause tor rejoicing all over 

lhe Jewish world. Followmg the war and Holocaust ii was easy for even the most 

casual of Jews to understand the political importance of the new State. Her .. tlt\re 

would be Jews living in a Jewish land protected by Jewish soldiers with guns 

pointing out from the borders and not in at the populace. Here was a people that 

now demanded international diplomatic respect and recognition. Immediately. 

war was fought to preserve these new political rights leaving Israel today a 

sovereign nation among the community of nations. Young men and women. 

fresh from high school and eager with youthful enthusiasm Join the army to 

preserve that s1atus as Jews from all over the world come to visit, to study. and to 

marvel in the wholly Jewish environment. And dance the Hora. 

That, at least. is the hope. Israel today is a land with a mixture of 

identities. There is the Israel as descnoed above: a sun drenched, happy place 

with an aura of selfless devotion to the society as a whole. Then there is the 

Israel of bitter politics and everyday realities that disappoint both citi2.ells and 

visitors. Some people know about Israel's difficulties in war and have a 

sophistialted understanding of the threat the country faces. Some people 

remember only the minlculous triumphs over enemies using more gumption 

than ammunition. All of these images and more are accurate or ~re at one 

time accurate. These images appeel to people's level of cynicism and their 

disposition towards faith. 

Isnel today truly is a mixture of gumption and difficulties. There can be 

no denying the amazing feat of a relatively small governing institution, the pre­

State YJShuv, and its ability to create a state and the infrastructure for it. I, 

myself. have heard many stories of bravery and daring by people who lived 

during that time and who helped in the struggle for a slate. From that point of 
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view the Israel of '48 sounds like a wonderful, fantastic time (in their most literal 

of meanings). I also have seen the Israel of today. Israel suffers from western 

pop culture seeping in replacing local flavor. infighting among tl)e politicians. 

and the inescapable quandary over the rights of Arabs both ilepd out of I~ 

proper. That is part of Israel. too. 

This paper. though. will hearken back to the former period through some 

of the poetry of 0. Hillel from his volume ·c.,.,,~, f1N" published in 1950. The 

excitement of that period. the enthusiasm of the youth (Hillel was 24 then), and 

the thrill of a new state is all there in the poetry. For that reason. the reader 

should have a pleasant time. However. r must add a word of caution: the poetry 

is dated. Even though many of the attitudes are important and still inform 

Israeli society today. they are viewed as a kind of romantic nostalgia. The 

heroism and social values of the time are still found in general Israeli society but 

as poetry. contemporary readers may not find their current questions and 

concerns addressed. 

1n the course of writing this thesis I was asled if the material was useful. 

My friend was asking if my work was utilitarian in nature or merely SEBrching 

out an academic point for its own sake. This paper will contain no ground­

breaking findings for the fate of the Jewish people. but J hope ii will enable those 

people interested in the founding of Israel to capture the spirit of the times 

through the pen of one writer. I hope the rtllder will find a part of the history of 

Israel that is not discussed in the newspapers very often. Hopefully. this work 

will allow someone unfamiliar with Hebrew the chance to undersland the 

importance of the time bid then and the feelings people had. Perleps this paper 

will ~ why people were able to aooomplish more with gumption than with 

ammunition. 
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0. HILLEL IN CONTEXT. 

0 . Hillel's romantic poetry of the land was not without precedent. of 

course. Chaim Nachman Bialik. who arrived in Israel in 1924 was writing a 

romantic poetry that weaved the classic texts and rich Jewish culture of eastern' 

Europe into a new fluid style of Hebrew writing. His contemporvy. Saul 

Tchemikovsky (who didn"t grow up under the oppressive tutel.age of strict rabbis) 

never saw himself as an impoverished Jew. Because of this he was able lo bring 

a sense of the classics and a freeing spirit lo Hebrew literature. A few sentences 

does not do eHher of these writers luslice. However. for our purposes it is 

impor1ant to know that they gave voice to a new. native sound to Hebrew writing 

respectful of the tradition but free to move in new directions. 

A classic example of native Hebrew poetry from Palestine is that of Rachel 

Bluwstein who went to Palestine in 1909 to live on the small agricultural 

cooperative called Kinneret which overlooked the lake of the same name. She 

wrote about the difficulties of working the land but she also wrote of the joy of 

working the land. She also wrote of the simple joy of being in the land. from 

her poem. "Here on f.arth. • she writes about a joy of Deing with the earth of 

Palestine, ',~,ri~ y,K. 

Not nebulous tomorrow but today: solid. warm. mighty 
Today materiali7.ed in the hand; 
Of this single short day to drink deep 
Here in our own land.1 

There is 11. Joy in merely existing in Israel. The work was difficult and the 

cooperative ultimately failed but neither fact dimmed the fervor of her ideology. 

This poem is indicative of 11. ti.me and 11. spirit. It spoke of both the land and the 

1~ f"..- lifint, Y+n How Poe:, !lllrt.elef: Unmnity m Calibnia Press. 1966). p.112 



need to settle it. The 1920's saw poetry spmk with a rugged voice. unafraid of 

work. Writers like A.D. Gordon spoke of working the land as a curative for the 

oppressed. bookish Jews of Europe. The Jewish community. then. struggled along 

with a few voices presaging the eventual state. All the while. a culture was ~ng 
created that saw labor as character building. and cooperative ventures as an ideal 

social model. Motivating all of this was the exquisite thrill of grasping the reality 

that Jews were learning to build a new autonomous culture in their own land. 

Al this point. I would like lo jump forward lo the late 1950's. As the new 

country settled in and gained more of an urban character. the social models 

began to be questioned. Writers began to wonder about the individual as opposed 

lo society as a whole. Conflicts arose as mizrachi immigrants who never learned 

the European ·s labor Zionist ideals or disdain for pious religion asserted their 

own cultures and rebelled against the disrespect they felt coming from the 

Ashkenazi establishment. Further, the socialis1 ideology failed to satisfy the new 

generations. They began to question the selflessness of the 1940's generation. 

Yizhar Smilansky (pen name S. Y'izhar) has one of his chanlcters say, 

Why shouldn't we say openly and clearly at long last: So­
and so is what I want. and so-and-so is what I don't 
want! Really and truly ... Vou11 say: an f!lJ&'f life? No. 
It's not that. But if it's to be a hardship- why does it 
have to be in these ways, which aren't my ways? Why 
shouldn't all my powers be devoted lo what really 
troubles me. to what is hard for me. .. 

Yes. I say work and toil - yes yes of oourse. but what 
about the individual human being? The individual in 
himself. who's a per1 of his work- what about the 
individual?2 

2ovt.Isrwictlldmrljlphp, Y<i. lS(Ottdler, 1973).p. ZS. 
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The ideology surrounding the es1ablishment of the State could not survive 

the realities of the country or the demands of a new generation without being 

questioned and disputed. Writers began to write darker works about the soul 

searching of individual as in A.B. Yehoshua's Thrtt Ozy, tmJl II CnilJl . Natap , 

Alterman wrote a oollection of poems called The a ty of the !l)i,e in 1957 which 

extolled the creation of the State as so miraculous as to be outside of history. 

Seven years later his oollection entitled Swm mer Fe11,1 reflected • the slackening of 

oonscience and behavior of the citizens of the State in these (intervening) years. ·3 

He began to question if Israel's existence was as miraculous as he thought. 

Perhaps it was as much a part of history as any other event. 

Between the noble toil of the zo·s and JO's and the questioning despair of 

the late 50's and 6(J's is a group of writers known as the Generation of the 

Palmach. To understand this title, we should understand the Pal.mach better. 

THE PALMACH 

During World War II. the Hagana (the Y-1Shuv defense force) pledged their 

full support to the British in their efforts against Adolph Hitler and the Axis 

powers. The Yishuv lobbied for the creation of an all Jewish Palestinian unit. 

The British were hesitant to do such a thing. lnstmd. approximately 27, 000 men 

and women from Palestine volunteered for service in the British army. Though 

their service reduced the ranks of the Hagana. the training the Jewish soldiers 

received was thought to be advantageous for the Yishuv in the long run. The 

British lad firm control over the sewrity in Palestine so the Yishuv didn't fear 

for its safety on the homefronl. 

311un6dl!ar·YOlli. "Bllnv PoetryinU. YanF~tht f.ltal,Jisbment "tlieS1ateof 
Inlll." Ima 8oli Awai •ol. 216 (1169). p. 39. 
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That security lasted until May. 1941 when German Field Marshall Erwin 

Rommel reached Egypt. Now the Yishuv had cause for alarm and it inaugurated 

a force of full-time soldiers for the defense of Palestine. This group was called the 

Palmach. an acronym for rno nm':l!J. meaning "striking companies." The ,._ \ 

British now helped to train the new force and the Palmach assisted the British on 

various missions as scouts. When the British were defeated at El Alamein in 

November. 1942 they removed their support for the Pa1mach as they retrmled. 

By this time, the Pa1mach was a working army. well trained with ·a distinctive 

esprit de corps. ·t What they didn't have was much money. 

Due lo policy disagreements in the Yishuv, funding was not forthcoming. 

A creative solution was devised by the kibbutz federation. Hwbbutz HaMeuchad. 

which offered to feed and house the army if the soldiers would contribute two 

weeks of work a month to the various kibbutzim. Soon soldiers were based on 

kibbutzim, training half a month and working half a month. 

The Palmach became a ·youth movement in arms. -5 The soldiers 

themselves were mostly under 20 years old (in 1945 Yigal Allon became the 

commander at the age of 28) and lived in a ·summer camp atmosphere"6 with 

campfires. folk dancing. and singing. Living conditions were basic but the morale 

was high. Living within their socialist ideology. the Palmach had an egalitarian 

feeling to it: officers were not afforded special privileges. 

Within this atmosphere of youth. 0. Hillel served first in the north and 

then in the Negev. His romanticism of friendships made and of the spirit of the 

soldiers would seem to be in keeping with the actual morale of the time. It seems 

f[.Lllltvu, D.B«owm'Ille lmteli ArmJ. OnYc.-k: Harper& Rav, 1975), p.20. 

~E. i..n.t, D. B«owilz, p. 21. 
6t. 1.atwk, D. Barawilz, p. 21. 



reasonable to assume that the feelings he expresses in his poems are closer to 

reportage than propaganda in hindsight 

THE GENERATION OF THE PA LMACH, 

vii 

The writers who exemplify the Generation of the Palmach were an 

optimistic group of people. firm in their belief of creating a better society. They 

grew up with Zionist ideology either from the movements in Israel or Europe. 

Settling Israel and building the land was their struggle to define themselves. 

Pogroms, riots. Nazism, and other anti-Jewish activities, gave these Jews an even 

stronger impetus to build a homeland where they could build their identity 

unmolested. 

As the reader notes in many of Hillel's poems (in particular mrl!:lii n'.:l) 

the poet stresses that more than building the land. the very idea of building the 

land is cause for celebration. This ideology was proven as structures were built 

and roads paved. In effect. the thrill for the generation was both in the doing 

and reflecting upon that doing. They had conquered the failings of the settlers in 

the last two decades and had yet lo question seriously the naivete of their 

ideology. 

They were not removed from social problems, of course. The reality of the 

day always threatened their ideology. 0. Hillel wrote both dewy poems of love 

for a public park as well as the anguish of losing a friend in battle. The very 

name Generation of the Pahnach implies that the military appanttus was a 

constant reality and Hillel does not dismiss the difficulties in war. He is frank in 

confronting death and has his own questions of war in general. Bui aside from 

the tragic deaths in battle. this generation had little about which to feel negative. 

Every new advance and every new year of statehood was cause for celebration. 

The poems of 0 . Hillel along with those of the more renowned Chum Guri and 
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Abbi Kovner helped define for society what ii was they were doing. These 

romantic poems gave voice to how they felt as they struggled expressing shared 

experiences in an artistic manner. They are the impressions of some of the actors 

who lived during a very heady and exciting period of Israeli history. 

FOlMAT 

I have tried to approximate the word placement as 0. Hillel did. 

Hopefully, any flow of words to the eye has been maintained. Footnotes in the 

poem translations was kept to a minimum so as not to disturb the rmder's eye. I 

did insert footnotes when they help to give immediate clarification of a word or 

phrase. 

It is my custom not to write the name of G-d in full. Hillel had no such 

custom in his writing. To place my practice on his writing oould alter the rmders 

perceptions of Hillel's poetry. Therefore, the word is spelled in full. 
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BIOGIA.PBY 

l;,L;,n .l1 is the pen name of Hillel (?mer born in 1926 at Kibbutz Mishmar 

HaEmek where he was also educated. At age 22 he was very active with the 

Palmach serving in the defense of his native northern Israel that suffered the #- ~ 

first attacks in the War of Independence. later he volunteered for elite duty with 

the J.lli1 nPn. a unit influential in the capture of the Negev. After the war. 

Hillel studied landscape design in Paris. He served as an advisor lo the Jerusalem 

municipality for its public parks and also worlr.ed in Tel Aviv as a landscape 

engineer. 

Hillel was one of the few poets to publish in Hebrew during the British 

mandate period. He was particularly well blown for his many children 's books 

"rescuing" Hebrew children's literature from being didactic and educationai.7 

Instead he often wrote the stories from the child's point of view. His poetry of 

the land of Israel eschewed grand symbolism and pointed to an unabashed love 

of the country. 

He died June 30, 1990 after a prolonged illness and was buried at the 

kibbutz of his birth. He was M. 

?emi Tzip.-, "lt:I> -m ~ll'l0l 'fflfll.. BIAoa }lily l. 191JO.-. l. p. 6. 
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I N THE WIND 

You, like the moon, belong lo all of them 
and like her: 

You're mine, mine! 
You 

like a wild doe, 
that in the wind 

prances along the mountain - -
flutes for nostrils, 

bared neck,! 

my child. 
you are apple blossoms! 

l!fft is bare foot. 1lllSbod, ragamatfin 

1n1i1, 0h '1f ~ 
: v1c.i1 

"1f' ,•1r 
~II 

:11·n~:111 
o,,,r 

- -: 'IO' ne1, 
,11'7'?Q W1'"l 
•""'ll"IIOU! 

,' J:11~! 

11J111l '01' ~II 
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IN THE WIND 

This is the first of three poems that speak about a young woman. 0 . Hillel 

has written a vibrant bit of love poetry extolling the object of his affection using 

various aspects of the environment in his search for metapHbrs. He begins by 

comparing the woman to the moon. Llk.e the moon. she can be appreciated by ,. ' 

anyone just for the gazing. However. just as lovers may claim the moon their 

own in a romantic moment, so he claims her. Obviously, he ignores the literal 

idea of -,,w as ownership preferring to think of it as an excluswe connection 

between himself and the woman. 

Now that he is assured as her sole suitor, he continues the poem with 

exciting natural imagery. The land. perhaps the hills. dances like a wild doe (with 

precedent set in Psalm t 1(2) in the wind. In this one sentence are three words 

which set a tone of atendoned free spirit. The doe is wild iJ meaning in her 

natural state. not domesticated. She is not l11"'!l implying dangerous or without 

any control. She dances in the wind. a free flowing medium thlt follows its own 

rules in the rmlm of nature. uncontrollable by people. The word i1~11 is closer to 

flying. soaring. or gliding in the air than a dance. The word confures up a doe 

skipping about as the wind moves her both physically and (to force the Hebrew 
"' pun and allusion of mi) spiritually. The dance she follows is not a structured 

movement but a carefree prance. 

The word nostril is a problem for me as an English ~ because it 

doesn't seem to carry even the slightest bit of grace to it. However. because the 

nostrils are a carrier of air. our most basic need. they become a powerful source 

of life. The nostrils also carry emotion found in music. Hillel associates the doe's 

2 Ver1e 4: moantaim skipped lib rams, hilli lib dleep. 
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snorls with the music of flutes which have Biblical precedent for use at joyous and 

festive ocxasions.3 

for us. flutes create the sweet sounds of a structured. mathematically 

precise musical system which sit well with our structured civilization. But here 
\ 

With this unbridled doe. in a wild. unstructured land. her random snorts are" the 

music. Further. in our urban experience, a flute requires tremendous effort and 

skill in its construction. There. in the wild. the snout of an animal is the 

instrument that took no laboring by human hands but was created by the same 

thing that created the hills upon which the doe prances. 

The phrase "bared neck." can only add to the sense of abandon of 

ungoverned life. The word comes from mi., meaning barefoot, unshod. 

Barefoot may imply poverty but it also implies a carefree attitude: free from the 

' confines of shoes. 

Finally. he allegorizes the woman to apple blossoms - a two part symbol. 

There is the whiteness of apple blossoms which can symboliz.e her innocence and 

the blossoms which in their very name represent a young maturing woman 

coming into her own. Both senses carry a temporary quality. Apple blossoms are 

not long for the tree. Here they help to capture the vibrancy of a young woman 

as she grows. 

The poem is a brief exclamation of love. It is a quick. sk.etch of a young 

woman who. in her carefree attitude, has captured his hmrt. Quick. and exciting. 

this poem serves as a good introduction to the following poems. 

3 t Sam. 16:S, Is. 5:12, h . 311:29, Jer.Cl:36 
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YAEL AT THE EDGE OF T H E STREAM 

All the heights of heaven are yours 
and all the red crocuses blossom your name: 

Yael! 
Who can make you laugh like a lilac - barefooted rejoicing? 
Hey. hey! 

1 am swept away by the light 
by the summer grapes, 
but I am not swept away like I am by your ringing and beautiful name. 

Butterflies the colors of the rainbow can not overpower you, 
and all the heights of heaven flee from your beauty. 
But one will best you. 
by my life Yael, 
it is this: your Joy and dimples reflecting on the mirror of the water. 
So hurry Y;iel. 
Quickly. Yael. 
Set your fool in the water's mirror -

do ii -
and it will become murky. 
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YAEL AT THE EDGE OF THE STREAM 

This poem is a romantic ode to a woman, Yael. who is. in the eyes of the 

narrator. beautiful without comparison. (Of course, as with other objects of 

s 

affection without compare. the narrator compares Yael to a butterfly.) ,. , 

Yael is on the edge of the stream and here the narrator captures a moment 

in time. He takes in the scene of Yael at the stream's edge and realizes thlt this 

woman, because of her beauty. is a level above all other beautiful sights in 

nature. She owns the world. we could say and tiere, she owns the high places of 

heaven. The red crocuses beautiful in color and delicacy call out Yael's name 

instead of their own in deference to her beauty. 

He is terribly moved by many things he sees: he is swept away! The light, 

and the tasty grapes all sweep him away but nothing moves him as much as her 

name. 

:Jl\E! last stanza seems to change in tone drastically. Before, we had a 

highly styl.i7.ed ode to a woman who seemed like an object on a pedestal. The 

movement in the poem was done by the man as he was swept away though he 

still seemed to be at a distance. Now, the poem takes on a more casual tone as the 

man becomes more playful. Smitten. he talks to Yael as though together they are 

on this walk. Here he tells her she is the most beautiful creature, only to tease 

that he remembers one better. He quickly reveals the tease and tells her it is 

herself reflected in the water. Then he enoowages her to sully the water's placid 

face so that she again will be alone in beauty. 

This teasing IJ'IZlde me feel the poem bad a more gentle and approechable 

tone. The rmder is a witness to the playfulness of two lovers as opposed to a bite 

recitation of a man ·s love. 



c,,,~J m~ 
OSNAT AMON G THE DEMONS 

With laughter and chirps 
a flock of insolent demon~ 
broke out of the pens of its night 

huddling together 

6 

and with them a ple.asant and reveling was their loot. 
The flock was startled and ran with the perfume of nectars, 
While they were still cool to the palate and the sense of smell! 
We saw and we laughed, 

The flock is insolent, 
wild, 
and behaving mischievously. 

We will pursue! 
We will chase them! 
We will chase the breezes, you! 
My feel! My eyes! All of me! - Banish sleep! 
The demons run lo kiss her. to kiss Osnat. 
Breezes! 
Breezes, look I have warned you; 
She will tell me absolutely everything after this! 

•~dBmm~ tothelcabbaJah. 
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OSNAT AMONG THE DEMONS 

"Osnat Among the Demons· is the third and last poem of the first section 

of the book c,~ r,~. The focus is on a girl and the poet's expression of love 

to that girl. The admiration is expressed with words rich in natural imagery and 

a tone giving the girl as much a "flighty" personality as the demons seem to .. • 

have. The girl and the demons are also similar to the breezes in their capricious 

flying about. Everyone involved here seems to be running about giving the 

poem a playful and even coquettish attitude. The flock has escaped and is 

running wild. We are not angry with them and it seems that their running wild 

is almost a relief. After all. the only things they have taken are plEBSantness and 

revelry. We "tch and laugh at their enjoyment and then decide. perhaps as 

capriciously, to foin in and we chase the demons. But our attention is divided and 

we erase the breezes. Or is this quick change of our prey meant to meld the two 

into one? The three lines that start with ein1J EBCh extend in length both in 

sound and to the eye and successfully add to the rush of the chasing. It is as if we 

are confused and wish at first simply to get in the chase and then have trouble 

choosing our quarry. 

We are so excited about chasing that we never wish to tire but perhaps we 

do tire and slow down whereupon we see the demons rush to Osnat. We witness 

this and in true playground style. we warn the breezes that Osnat will tell us 

everything that happens. 

·we· chase the demons. ·we· chase the breezes, the demons chase the girl 

and everyone seems desirous of giving the other a kiss. There is almost a 

childish. Dirty feel to the second half of the poem with everyone chasing 

everyone else. 

It is the first part of the poem that I still don't unders1and. Qm lhe!ile 

demons be metaphoricnl? Is there anything about new im.m.igrants to the Israel 



of 1950? Could the demons be new immigrants giddy with freedom? Were they 

trapped in Europe during the war? If they are Just birds, what is the nectar? 

Blossoms? The transition from the flock "behaving mischievously" to, · we will 

pursue!" truly stumps me. I'm lost as to who the ·we• are. Could It be the 

readers? 

This is one of three simple poems dedicated to a girl and her unique spirit. 

I hesitate to read more into it than how it superficially reads but I think any 

reader would be wise to keep in mind the spirit of that era If this poem is not a 

metaphor for the era. then perhaps the time inspired the poem. 
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~JO "!:l.J J~JOJ 
AT THE KFAll SABA CIRCLE 

And it was on the fifth of the month of Adar that the world in a storm 
blossomed upon me 
and I was thrown lo its petals accosted by the happy fragrances 
and I haird all the blossoms of light and the lapping of the water calling me-t,y 
name: 

here, over here. 
There's no doubt that they thought I was a butterfly or maybe they only meant 
for my soul, 

It's not worth arguing, so let ii be. 
And the world was clear like me, IN! far brighter 

11 

because yesterday it got damp in the rain along with all the swallows of freedom 
And this was on the fifth of Adar, at the Kfar Saha circle. 
or maybe in some other year, or some other place (a place that rings differently)-

The orchards that fly by blossomed joke after joke of oranges -
they intend to drive me crazy from laughter. 

But l myself soared to the heavens, to the myriad of sky-blue dances. 

But all the flowers extended a hand - to oome down! 
Apparently I was an important man, ha. ha. 

Up there even a stupid rooster was a king. 
I was God! For I laughed at him a Jot, 
oh, senselessly. I laughed. 

And I also laughed at a donkey that walked steadily on the road 
I asked my soul, "How is it pc,ssible to be steady on such a dizzying day like this?" 
"You need to be an ass for something like that.· my soul smiled back al me from 
inside. 

And when I looked outside, it seemed to me that all of the land was running 
suddenly like a startled cow. 

But actually, I was the one that ran with the two cows to Kfar Haroeh- one was 
Dutch and the second Imnasam. 

But at the Kfar Seba circle, the blossoming of the world setted us and the 
orclm.rds dazzled us with the thunder of their sweet. sweet, sweet smell. 



And a flock of swallows I saw were in a frenzy from the clouds of fragrance -
very boisterous. 

12 

Immediately. I understood that this flock was my feelings. Oh. such \ howildering 
flock. - ~ - ~' 

The two cows that invited me to keep them company mooed to the world a lot. 
They were completely lacking manners. 

How hard. how hard ii was that I could not answer them with a moo. Hal How 
I wanted to moo there to the world. especially there. just a bit JeS1 that tum at 
Kfar Sala 

Because there in one of the pools of water a proud duck flOllted and she was 
mocking the sun that had fallen into the pool. 

She was inclined to think that she had already caught it in her hand! Like her, I 
thought so, too. And this was wonderful. To be foolish and to know it. And to 
know such immense foolishness. It's wonderful. this world in which we Jump 
about. 

I felt. inadvertently, that someone was smiling at me. 
It's possible that I was the one doing it and it's possible that ii was the world and 
it's possible that both of us were mixed up together. 

And I wanted. so much. to lake a bite out of everything. the seeing f!'fe5, the 
melodious light. the flowing fragrances. the sounds, my sou.ll 

Oh. how everything was so possible! So very possible! 

I probably seemed ridiculous in the f!'fe5 of books that were in my briefcase 
but wt:at do books know about the world outside. on the 5th of Adar at the 
Kfar Saba circle!? 
What do they know about the running races between the yellow flowers and the 
red anemone along the perimeter of the wet sports field? 
WlBI do they know about the travels of electricity that bursts its thin outside wires 
because ii hid no patience! 



Oh, how laughable to be books on a day like this. On a day like this it is 
wonderful to be something. 

And it is wonderful to be prey to the rampant blooming. 
to breathe in hundreds of overwhelmed feelings - this sudden sound! All the 
cymhlls of the world! 

Oh, on the 5th of Adar, at the Kfar Saba circle, it's wonderful to be. Like this, to 
be. to be! 

To be! 
.. 

13 
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AT THE KFAi SABA CIRCLE 

This IS a poem running wild with enthusiasm. It is a poem that typified 

the style that ran through much of 0. Hillel's poetry in this volume. It combines 

poetry and prose. contrasts the expected metaphors and similes with brief 

narrative sections and brings the narrator back and forth between observing~~ 

world and being pirl of it. 

The scene is the narrator in his car or truck in the town of Kfar Saba at a 

traffic circle. It is obviously a well known place and :H.lO may have to be 

translated as · rotary · or ·circle· to make ii clear that this is a specific place at 

Kfar Saba. The date, Adar 5. is early spring in Israel. The rains have diminished 

and the flowers are blossoming in force. Since summer in lsrael can be 

characterized by brown and my experience has taught that winter is characterized 

by gray rains. the spring is a welcome relief between the two seasons. Hiking at 

this time is exhilarating as one can see the greenness of nature Jump out of 

normally brown gray arms. Cities take advantage of this time, too. While 

irrigation has made parks forever green. the rains of spring bring on an even 

more intense color as the city parks bike advantage of the watt.her and blossom 

madly. 

As the driver passes by it seems he has his window open and can feel the 

cool breeu. 1n that breeze is the fragrance of the various flowers all around 

him. He sees it as a storm. A stonn is a violent and uncontrollable ad of nature. 

Here the stonn of flowers is equally as uncontrollable but not violent The image 

of being buffeted by flowers is an oxymoron which only helps to explain the joy 

he his in the experience. 

Tbe true romance of this poem begins as he en818't!5 in conversation with 

the flowers which see him as so joyful and perhaps erratic thlt they confuse him 

for a butterfly. But then be makes a quick retreat and acknowledges that it is not 



IS 

his body that the flowers want but his soul which is the true location of his glee 

and excitement. The narrator then dismisses the whole notion and we all come 

back to earth and remember that he is not a butterfly but merely a man thrilled 

with clarity of the air in this season. 
, ) 

He drives on watching orange groves "fly by" and we can imagine his 

head thrown back in laughter, giddy from the beauty. He doesn't stare long. He 

prefers to look to the blue skies but that doesn't last long as the flowers call him 

back treating his attention as most imponant. The speed of the shifting scenes 

mimics the speed of his car driving by. 

I am confused. by the notion of a rooster being king. Perhaps he alludes to 

a stupid animal being elevated by naive flowers or perhaps he alludes to the 

natural strut of a rooster which. when bathed by the blue sq, actually achieves 

the characteristic of a king. Or perhaps laughing at a rooster acting as king is a 

sign that the narrator was of a higher order. 

The third might be possible because a rooster is not the only animal that 

receives his derision. Pity the donkey that earns his sorrow. He is sad that on 

this glorious day of spring when he is feeling so carefree. this donkey must still 
< 

carry its burden. 

There are more animals. He sees the land emerging into spring and 

compsres it to startled cows. I can only imagine two placid cows quietly eating 

when their heads lift up startled and begin to run off. Is this not the ultimate in 

being carefree: to eet and run with no other respollSlDilities. (Still. cows are 

ultimately penned in. ls this an irony understood in 1950 or only 44 yeers and 5 

wars later?) And so, briefly, the narrator runs along. too. I am not sure why the 

nationalities of the cows are cited. ls this an east/west tension metaphor? Is he 

looking at the harmony shlred between the western culture of the maJority of 
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Israelis in 1950 and the adopted culture of the Middle wt? Then again. they may 

testify only to the depth of this herd and its varied gene pool. 

He returns again to his drive as the fragrance and sight of all the blossoms 

interrupt his day dream. What happens next is very interesting. Up to here he 
~ ) 

has carried on a narrative with semi-surreal images. It has been a smooth flow 

from the narrator's point of view. Now he sees a flock of sparrows intoxicated 

from the fragrance in the air and consciously appends metaphoric status to the 

birds. I note this because I was curious as to why he needed to break his flow. 

Did he really have to be so obvious? 

What follows is a description of how his feelings were like the flock; 

tumultuous. erratic but always slaying on some course. Flocks of birds. after all, 

appear to move randomly yet they all fly in formation. moving as a group. We 

see him wishing he could ahmdon his car to dance and moo with the cows, free 

from social responsibility. Still, he knows he cannot. This can only create even 

more anguish as he looks at the world he loves unable to interact with it as he 

wishes. 

That tension is palpable as he sees a duck pleased with attching the sun in 

her water basin. Surely, the duck knows that the atptured sun is illusory but the 

duck doesn't care. She can delight in the moment. love the idell and escape from 

the world of facts and raility. ·robe foolish and know it" is the ultimate 

vacation from responsibility because it is a choice to play. to en.gage in pretending 

like children while being assured that a return to an adult. responsible life is not 

abandoned but suspended. waiting one's return. The spring will end and other 

less perfect seasons will come. for that matter, less perfect days may be Just 
around the comer. The comfort of the expected. of the mundane. will return. 

Why not, then. grab the excitement of what is given? Why not Indulge in silliness 

for a day? 
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This episode reminds me of the story of Chelm where the eldlers try to 

capture the moon in a vat of water. They felt the reflection would be theirs 

forever. That story delights because of its improbability and we lautgh at the 

slapstick of the elders of Chelm. For me, tl-at story has a sad tone: it points to 

wise men who are in fact stupid. It points to simpletons who are emlmrassing to 

watch. At least this duck can enjoy the Joke and be satisfied. At least this duck 

can enjoy the gift of the bright sun without greedily planning its capture. The 

duck reminds us to enjoy our foolishness because it is fun but not to forget that 

the enjoyment of fun lies in its very limited existence. When the nc►velty of fun 

wears off, it is no longer fun. When the duck tires of her captured swi. the idea of 

a captured sun becomes less whimsical and more pathetic. 

The novelty has not worn off for the narrator. He has not tired of the 

day. His books in his briefcase only have scorn for him, though. They, after all 

represent the rest of his buttoned-down life, of his daily business. Hle doesn't wish 

to think about that now and he returns the scorn. What can a book know about a 

fine spring day? Better to let yourself be attacked by the sights and sounds of the 

day and exist for the moment. The books will always be there later. 

The exuberance of this poem is astounding. Hillel has mailal~ to catch 

the rushing by the roadside trees and flowers and the more distant images which 

linger as the car drives by. He has also taken short fieeting experiEmces and 

combined them into a long poem. It seems that his very desire to extend the 

moment he is feeling is accomplished in his long poem. The form i.tself with its 

prose-like quality allows the moment to last. 

This is a poet in love with being where he is. He is singjng an ode to his 

land not for the e:,cceptional beauty. not for its historical or politiad signifiamoe. 

He is singing about an unexceptional rotary in an unexceptional tmm and the 

mundane flowers and animals found there. But the land he drives •On is where 



... 
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he finds himself, happy just to be there in that spot. on that day. The land does 

not scream out memories of wars. The land is simply his to drive upon freely. 

For one minute, he can forget all the history that brought about Israel and enjoy 

the results of all that history: lo relax and absorb a beautiful spring day without 

a care. 
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mi'"!>J n,J 
PROSE HOUSE 

A placard in The land of Israel: 
Housebuilding on this site! 

Contractors: 
Resnick and Rubenstein. 

Placard: 
Apartment matters - Inquire at the site! 

Citizens, please look at the sign! 
Please put aside a moment of your business and your projects: 

Here is a placard in The land of Israel! 
Oh, don't say, · It's nonsense." 
If you haven't probed its deeper meanings. at the very least mark ii in your 
notebooks, 
and when you're looking at it later you'll get some benefit, you or your friends; 

But I researched its deeper meanings! 
J>ay attention to me! 
Look, I see the soul of a paiton 5 in a crude cage! 
I hear the sound of violins crying out from the walls! 

Housebuilding on this site! 
Contractors: 

Resnick and Rubenstein 
Apartment matters - Inquire at the site! 

Ha! What bold and modern lyricism! 
Steel reinforced concrete! 
Yes. the very soul of the plumblines is agog in the blueprints! 
Yes, the soul of the engineer's design is storming in its very calculations! 

O! I will sing a song of disgrace about the salaries of workers! 
They're building a house here! 

In this lot! 
It can only be tlat its profit-mongered heart has broken and is overflowing in a 
rhapsody of song! 
To spit its sou.I from the lowliness of dung hills: 

5 A couq,oa ct lilmgkal poetry. 
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To express itself in an ecstatic oration of thistles! 

Men at work.I 
Hurrah for the virtuoso of stuttering! 
Hurrah for the wizard of stammering in Israel. 

Shame to the profiteers of these lots! 
Slmne lo all those who drip honey from their tongues. 
I hale all this flowery language like the forest's hatred for all the vacationers. 
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And I praise the structure rising and its strong songs. and the acrid sweat and the 
lyricism of those with worn out shoes! 
And the stench of inferior tobacco and the ancient hats and the humpmcxed 
Yiddish. 

The two contractors: Resnick. and Rubenstein 
Men at Worl" 

The sculptors of Corinth6 will not offer it ambrosia. 
Michaelangelo with Raphael will not make it with pallets of halleluyah. 

0. corrupt soul 
Only a concrete mixer wiU pour out its feelings for it: 

Drums of gravel 
And trumpets of sandP 

A ~phony of curses. 
In a mighty caliber with all the hoorays of its throat 
She alone. 
in the fire of infatuation! 
with all the rasping sounds of whooping cough 

nmutl 
Myhouse -

my bigsonl 
Be strong! 

0 citizens, here is a plamrd in the land: 
The jeWel of the people of the lands. lyricism of steel, in the name of anarchy. 

Every generation and its reasoning. 
Every genention and its song! 

6A my in.GrNCJe knowtlfcr its~ ml mate arcbilettural style. 
'c.o.ne 11ml b' ~ a:m,:rae. 



I love the meter game! 
the stubbomes:s of the lmruners, 
I love to hear "Praise mor1ar. • 
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How much smaller it is than what the man calls out, halleluyahl On dung hills.a 

To the victor, a song to Kalman. Moulder9 type A. ._ \ 
His teeth inserted - halleluyah! 
To the chief musician, a song for the tailor. Plasterer. 
A good boy! Halleluyah! 

Ho, citmms, they're building a house here! 
It's soul goes out from the sign, 
It's prosaic underneath every inspection! 
But you. please give me. leave me your business, your decisions. 
Here. please turn your hearts to its heart. 
Brighten the light of your blood through the light of its blood -
or, since you will go to the deeper meanings. of its song! 

That things do not exist Jus1 so. either in prose or in poetry! 
rather these are people. they are writers or poets! 
And the choice is free! 

lls,,..11---tiorll:S 
9trm A IIOlldlr' is me vllo ends nffolcq 



PllOSE HO USE 

This poem is wildly excited and emotional. Unlike. • At the Kfar Saba 

Circle· where he writes about the thrill of being in Israel. Hillel is excited about 

the development of the land of Israel With its building and stone-by-stone 

emergence. 

2, 

; ) 

The poem begins With a chorus that will return several times. He calls to 

attention the average citizens urging them on to notice that the new land. their 

new country is being built. He is a little disappointed that the people do not grasp 

the significance of the building but that doesn't stop him from explaining the 

significance to the reader. 

He finds music in the building. There are poetry and violins lnlpped in 

the walls. They are trapped because only he can hear them. Others merely see 

buildings. But he understands the poetry. He knows that the buildings represent 

the growth of his country. The construction mmns that so many people are 

coming to the new land that apu1ments are needed. This makes every 

apartment a testament to the permanence of Israel. Every apartment adds people 

to an arm which means a bigger economy. growth of an Israeli culture and. of 

course, an increase in population. The land of Israel may be beautiful but without 

Jews to fill it. it can not fulfill its promise as a homeland for Jews. However, 

people's daily business doesn't allow them to dwell on such deeper DU!lllllings of a 

construction site. Hillel tells them that he will do the thinking for them and he 

gives them this poem. 

To get his point across, Hillel uses a formal style of Hebrew. The opening 

stanms are filled With the relatively formal Rl to entrmt people to pay aHention 

to what is going on. He could have written tn the more expected style, CQ,v/J 

~IO'Jn and llli', m,Jn but chose the formal ·p1eese· to add a gentle. almost 



pleading, tone. In the fourth stanza he writes, m,!Zl~ i:,J~. a highly sitylized 

phrase that gives a Biblical quality to his song. 
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This Biblical style is not used for a song to magnificence but a quick lament 

for the workers in the great building enterprise. Hillel's life on a kibbll1tz must 

have made him aware the plight workers often suffered. Here, the sal:aries are a 

"disgrace" even as the workers do great things. This is a central argument 

against capitalism, that the owner exploits the workers, that their hear1s are 

"profit-mongers· as he writes. This brief Si:ldness is overcome. however, as he 

sings curses to unethical developers who exploit the land with sweet words. He 

cannot abide developers who speak well of the land but do not apprecia.te it for its 

deeper meanings. He hates their talk "like the forest's hatred for all tlhe 

vacationers.· Presumably, he refers to vacationers who leave a city to go look at 

some nature, eat a picnic, and then, declaring that they have appreciated nature's 

gifts, leave behind their trash. It is a sad commentary on how people 

superficially view the world. 

So Hillel denounces the evils in the enterprise of building but thlm praises 

the workers and their work. He sees nobility, almost, in the worn condlitions of 

the workers with each drop of swet1t and eoch loss of a bit of shoe leather. He 

even praises the embarrassing details of the Ashkenazi contractors. Tliieir 

behavior reminds him too much of the g'11ll and the effect it had on the Jews 
there. "Humpbacked Yiddish· is a marvolous image. For Israelis, Yiddlish was 

the language of a people living under the rule of others. From that rule they 

learned to cower. Hebrew was a language of pride through which the Jpec>ple 

stood tall 

S1anding lall also means working hard. The next sequence poin11s to the 

founding of a state. There is no greater glory to the poet than ~g raw 

material turned into finished structures. There is no greater glory than watching 



a Jew, once portrayed as hunchback in anti-semitic broadsides, bent over a cement 

mixer struggling to build a home for himself. The archeitcture of the time may 

not have been pretty. It was not done with the light. ornate style of Corinth. 

Greece. he writes. It did not illuminate the Divine presence in this world as 

Michaelangelo and Raphael tried to do. These are the arts of people with spare 

time. of societies that have created basic housing and now are interested in and 

have the luxury for asthetics. Instead. Hillel is enthralled by coarse, raw 

materials. l presume that the symphony of curses are those of the workmen with 

their colorful invectives so often dis1asteful to men of culture. so beautiful to him. 

To the poet, the process of building the land is just as beautiful as seeing the land 

built. 

Nearing the end of the poem. Hillel alludes to Biblical forms of praise. 

Instead of saying the expected 111';, 1i DlD mm';, he attributes the song to 

Kalman (a name, I presume) who is not nivid the king and exalted poet, but a 

worker. exalted for his ability to erect scaffolding. Perlllps he is someone who 

reelly "sinks his teeth" into a job. The fmniliar opening words to the psalms are 

repeated again praising a humble tailor. 

There is an interesting word play with the word 11'l!D. It means tailor in 

Yiddish. In Hebrew it is ~,n. The reverse spelling of the Hebrew word ~.,n is 

n,~ or plasterer. Is he telling us that the humble 11'llZ1 burdened with diaspora 

stereotypes of working inside, pale, hunched over a sewing machine has been 

turned around both in spelling and in outlook? Has the weak tailor turned into 

the .hardworking plasterer. working at various job sites. growing strong as he 

carries begs of plaster on his shoulder? The old idea of working fine stitches is • 

clanged lo worting broad strokes of a pillet. The old Jew in one seat danges lo 

the new Jew moving around a whole building. The old Jew with agile fingers .,..___ 
turns to the the new Jew with strong forearms. 



But why use this form at all? The Psalms are a collection of odes to G-d. 

The Psalmists recognized G-d as the source of all creation or the protector and 

savior of Israel. G-d is the obJecl to which thulksgiving offerings are made. 

And in all cases G-d is the obJect lo which all praise is directed. And now, in 1950, 

who is the protector and savior of Israel? To whom should thanks go? To the 

workers. to the anonymous plasterers and moulders who build Israel 

Hillel concludes the poem returning to his call to the citizenry to appreciate 

the significance of this house being built. He urges the people to remember the 

deeper meanings of the construction. Then he reminds us that the deeper feelings 

felt are not exclusively litererary but reflections of real people who, through their 

work, are writers and poets. 

I found this last part to be an unusual twist. Usually a poem is a medium 

through which the actions of ordinary people can be expressed in such a way that 

they attain a deeper significance and lhat is what I thought he had been doing 

he.re. But then, at the end. he reminds us not to become too engrossed in the 

poetry of work but to view the work of people as real activity. It seems lhat he 

has used poetrY to explain the deeper meanings of house building but then uses 

the workers to explain the need for poetry . 

.,_ -
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J"J~ ',n il!)"" 171"J:>J 1,,, ~ n"n:>n ~ 
ON A DODGE TRUCK ON THE HAIFA-TEL AVIV ROAD 

Love the noisy pick-up trucks on the roads! 
Love your shock of black or blond hair laughing in the wind! 
And your white shirt, open and billowing wildly in the wind 

And your bared chests agape at the wind! 
Love your laughing eyes because of the greatness of the world which swells up 
and swallows you! 

Look how the earth is beautiful and vast! 
And we her children are open and wide! 
And we laugh at the road that charges us and runs away! 

Look at the telegraph poles! 
And here, electricity poles, high tension! 
There is so much poetry and hilarity in their rows! 
This is the springtime of iron trees-

The blood-laughter of civiliz.ation! 

Look! 
A white gont tied to a sprinkler, she's devouring almlfn 
Don't look down Io at her for merely belonging to some moshavnik from 
Eliynshev. 

She's a goat of the world! 

Over there is a terrified rooster, rushing across fhe road, as if her life depended 
upon it! 
What's the rush. queen of gossip? 

Here you are! 
Drink down a chestful of the world's spirit. 
Chatter loudlr, Road with a thunderous, rolling laugh! 
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For this land galloping by along the road is the heart of the world - lwmase it's 
here! 
And your hlppiness is the heart of the land! Beawse it is in you! 

10~ to~ d ~ 1:6. ·Don't stare at me became I am swarthy ,1,ec:ame the san bas 
gazed apm me. 
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Blood does not Dow in your arteries but rather happiness and the Joy of cheering! 

Love the houses small and large that sail by on the ocean of land 
and on the lakes of orchards and vegetable gardens! 
Wave hello to all the unlucky hitchhikers. 

Patience! patience! 

Here's a Sephardi police officer, basket in his hand. walking down the road. 
Implying: 

He'll make it. Because he relies on his legs! 
Look, a young girl. too, with a scarf on her head. She is very serious. I bet she's 
in love! What a catastrophe! 
if the world is an oyster shell, is she not its pearl? 
if the world is a pearl. is she not its sparkle? 

A group of doves scattered. By your brash noise, they were scared away. 
So be it, don't say you·re sorry! It was all part of the plan. 

Now (hey are flying to the sky - to see and to die! 

The world is alive 
The land is alive; 
Indeed. be dazzled at the power of the sights, at the strength of the light. 
Be infatuated with your Dodge. 
We know. we know: you bought it from the army (in good condition!) 
No matter. let it squeak. It won't need to be new again. 

Alive! Alive! 
Behold. the eternal hour: 11 :251 
The r08d is alive, this rakish porter which beers your wild. rebellious Dodge upon 
its agile shoulders! 

So be it! 
Luxurious Buicks and Plymouths and Chryslers with glistening curves: also Oir1 
with this porter: 
Oh, ho dangerous flirting at 90 kilometers an hour. 
And it doesn't blush. 
God forbid; it remains a road. as it always was! 

Oh road! 
Oh wine of the world, 
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Bubbly and effervescent; 
Although it's adorned with thistles and donkeys, and cows that disrupt the traffic, 
Barbed wire fences, and piles of garmge. and a dead dog, and an Ar.ill> family 
from Faradis, and signposts for the Eged stations. 

Here is the miracle of life's greatness: that the blood which feeds its heart, carries 
its own corpuscles - microscopic and miniscule! 

Yet there is no other blood! 

Therefore, love the great little things, 
the marvelous )oumey along the r08ds, and your noisy car. 
and let your shock of hair laugh in the wind! 
And let your white shirt be open. billowing wildly in the wind. 
And let your eyes laugh. because the land is so beautiful! 
And you, its children be open and expansive. 
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ON A DODGE TllUCK ON THE HAIFA-TEL AVIV ROAD 

It is clear that 0. Hillel enjoys getting out in a car and driving; hard down 

an open road. Given a clear day. I can just imagine how happy he is to run an 

extended errand for his kibbutz. His poem "In a Dodge truck on the Haifa - Tel 

Aviv road" races by the scenery and he watches all of it enjoying the speed at 

which it passes by. 

I have a question about his title. Are the prepositions correct? ln English. 

we are in a car and on a road. Here. if we take a literal translation. :he is driving 

on a Dodge truck and in a road. This may be on purpose. Our expression in 

English implies that our immediate surroundings are our environment of 

concern. The interior of a vehicle has always been important to a driver as it 

defines the environment one must experience along a Journey. The 1road becomes 

the carrier of transpor1ation. the utilitarian concrete that allows for q[Uick driving. 

But here. when he says he is on the Dodge and in the road. could he be implying 

his view of travelling in Israel? Perhaps he is on a truck, on a carriE!l, a device 

for easy travel but he is in the road which defines his environment. It is the road 

and all along it that is important to him. He does not see himself tRipped in a 

car but freely moving in the external world. He is in the world and travelling 

along on a car. 

The poem begins with an imperative form of the verb love. lbis poem is 

not a polite request but a demand to the rmder to appreciate all that iis about to be 

explained. He is so overwhelmed with his love for the land that he ,nites in a 

tone that is in part trying to convince those who do not share his lo¥e and in part 

demanding the reader to accept his premise as the reader's own. 

He tells us we must love the noisy trucks along the road. This is q[Uite a 

strange thing to love since we would imagine that the q[Uiet gentlenesls found in 
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the field is the more expected and lnl1ditional object of our attention. But he does 

not illustrate the road with trite scen1:!S. 

Hillel brings a rawness and a certain sensuality as he creates a picture of a 

shirt open. "billowing" in the wind The driver's chest is bare. taking in all the 

wind, letting the wind surround the body. There is a Jove. a physical love 

happening as the driver's body and the environment rub against each other. In 

the end. it is the world that overwhellms the driver in way trat implies trat the 

driver never reilly had a chance to resist - that is how beautiful the world is. 

After he establishes our positi,on on the road and the fact that we will be 

overcome by it. Hillel begins to describe the route he is on, where looking 

forward the road attacks but then looking behind it seems to retreat from the 

driver. As we take this drive, we are• not looking at the usual list of beautiful 

scenery. 11\SUBd our attention is brought to bear on all sorts of mundane things, 

More to the point. we look at all sorts of man-made devices or different 

individuals going through their nornr\al courses of activity. There is no gazing at 

soaring mountains in the distance or driving to a seaside. The things that are of 

natural beauty are left alone. Hillel seems more interested in pointing out the 

beauty of the world that a society creates. 

"Look at the telegraph poles," be cries out. Today. of course, we much 

prefer the more expensive burying o:r cables and wires in order to leave a cleaner 

aestheticism to our airsplce. But, in the early days of the Israel. the less expensive 

option of suspending cables is seen n,ot as an aesthetic failure but a life-giving 

triumph. They stand in a repetitive c,rder. the wires suspended in lazy. shallow 

arcs. I remendler, as a child. I would stare out of our fast moving family car and 

fix my f!'ffiS on the Wires as we sped pest At even a slow speed. the wires 1ake on 

their own life racing down to the gr01md only to be urged up and up till it looked 

like they would fly off the pole. Then they would be thrown t8ck down the arc 



3S 

by the top of the pole for another run. There was a rh}'1hm to this and though 1 

still am unsure of the meaning of "hilarity. ran mn"1J • I unders1and the 

poetry. 

For the · springtime of the trees" I can imagine he may be making a two 

F0f1 illusion. The first may be that the tops of electrical poles often have various 

resisters or other metal parts that secure the lines and ensure the passage of 

electricity. Surely if an electrical pole can be rethought as a tree then these are its 

buds in springtime. Secondly. springtime carries a notion of birth. of new life, 

from the newly green grass to the birthing of livestock. Here, the budding · trees· 

are bringing life in the form of electricity. Gone are the days when food. clothes, 

and shelter were sufficient for life to continue. Now, an ample power supply for 

industry and family homes is a requirement. 

Hillel muses at the poles and then shifts his gaze quite literally and 

abruptly from the sky to the ground He spots a goat head down, eating. I think 

Hillel has very cleverly moved our mind's eye from gazing up to looking down. 

We have our attention skyward at the poles when the command ~tQ'JJ1 s1artles us. 

Our attention is unforused for a moment. Then he brings our attention 

progressively downward by placing the picture of the goat slowly in our 

imaginations. flrst we imagine the gall, then we see her tied to a sprinkler 

which places us firmly on the ground. and then we learn the goat is eating whi.ch 

conjures the slope from the shoulder down the galt'S lad to the au1h. It is a 

smooth transition from the neck cnming view of the poles to the feel of the earth 

underneath a goal 

This transition allows us to f orus on close views of things the truck ~ 

no longer staring at the sky. The sty and the wind are giant things tl-at make us 

appreciative of the world because they humble us. Here. we loot at the ground. at 

the things around us. If they don't humble us. they cer1ainly envelop us with a 
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sense of belonging to the land and the people who live there. Knowing that one 

is where one belongs is satisfying. 

The rooster is mocked and teased but not with contempt. It seems more 

good natured. The rooster may act pathetically but it acts exactly as it should to 

fit in with the world Hillel is thrilled to be where he is because he seems to feel 

that wherever he is, that is the best place to be. Any particular piece of rood "is 

the heart of the world - because it's here! · There is no longing for a mythic 

place, no dreaming of hopes unfulfillled. Hillel loves being where he is and is 

desperately trying to appreciate everir moment. Being happy is the ~, J? 
meaning heart of the world (for a literal and romantic trope to the idiom) or 

center of the world He wants Jews ilrt Israel to realiz.e and appreciate that there is 

no more longing for some other plai:e. This is ii! Wherever one walks, that is 

the center of Israel. y~,. The drm.m of a Jewish state has been realiz.ed and still 

he wants people to remember that the center of that new state is where the people 

are. It is not a particu1ar place of historical note or religious import. It is 

wherever the mundane happens. Using the J? metaphor Hillel brings us back to 

the heart saying that we are not filled with blood but happmess. The center of 

the land is each person who has happiness flowing m the body. 

Hillel then describes some things that he sees: big houses. small houses, big 

orchards, and smaller gardens. A po,lice officer makes the rounds determinedly. 

master of his beat. A young girl is !.wept up m her love for a boy. To her this is 

a completely serious matter that requires much attention. But to us, to the reader, 

her emotions remind us of our emotions when we were her age. There is 

something comforting about watchmg younger people get m a tumult over love. 

It is llllllW'ing that the cycles of the ,world contmue. a good omen for the 

continuation of a people. Just as the !;pring brings promise of re-birth. young 

love tells us that there is a new geneiation learning life's lessons and struggling 



to grow. That is why the narrator sympathizes with a chuck.le but does not 

dismiss the girl as immature. In fact, she is very important. She is the very 

thing that brings some Joy in the world Where everything else is mundane, a 

girl in Jove seems to refresh and delight those who watch her. She is the spark.le 

of a pearl. 

Hillel is trying to urge us to nrogruz.e what is in the world. to accept the 

situation as what is intended. and to be happy with it There are so many people 

who are always looking for somethilllg different, always looking around the next 

comer to see what may lie ahead niere is a tendency to believe that the grass is 

greener somewhere else. Hillel is telling us that the grass is green below our feet. 

There is no need to feel that better is somewhere else. As he drives along the 

road. his truck startles a flock of dovus. There may be an automatic urge to feel 

hldly. to feel guilty about disturbing tthe doves. After all, he writes about doves 

specifically. not generic birds. How e:wful to upset the symbol of ~ - Yet he 

does not fret over it and asks us not to ask forgiveness. The Dodge is not an 

intrusion upon the landscape but an E,qual part of it. The rEBSOn he is so in love 

with his landscape is because he sees :himself as a very equal part of the 

environment, not as an intruder. Dodge trucks rumbling are as much of his sense 

of order as doves cooing. The Dodge is on the road and all is right with the 

world There is a sense of mor1ality !thrown in. I confess I don't think I 

understand his reeson for this. Perh11ps he is trying to say that stirring a flock of 

doves is not going to upset the entire natural order of things. In fact, doves live. 

1ly in the air seeing things about whic::h people am only dream and then die like 

all other living things. Perhaps he is trying to remind us that surprising some 

birds dam not mam the end of nahme's ways. Dov_es will continue to fly and die 

whether or not Dodge trucks rumble l,y. 
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Indeed, the Dodge is as much a part of the driver's world as are the birds. 

The poem gives voice to friends of the driver who tease him about his purchase 

but also remind him not to get over t!Xcited. about keeping the truck in perfect 

condition. It, too, is part of the order of the world and while once new is no 

longer. That is not a depressing lhou1ght. II is a recognition of how Joyful all 

these can be, even objects, as they pass through their lifespans. Here, the voice 

changes back to lhe narrator who anthropomorphises cars and the open road 

truly giving them as much life as the earlier doves. 

The road becomes a porter not passively being trampled by trucks but 

carrying traffic on shoulders; fancier cars with their chrome "flirt" with the 

porter, impishly gliding about (we prnsume his truct is a more serious vehicle 

above silly flirtation). Still his metaphor snaps back to reality and the road is a 

road once again. His attention turns to the side of the road filled with animals, 

thistles, detritus from villages and evi?r present road signs. These are references, 

perhaps, to the s1ale of the country. There is the ever present security problem 

with barbed wire (Arab? Jewish? Bniti.sh leftovers?), garbage ( The Arabs or the 

Jews? And does that matter?) the Ambs who now are Israelis, and the signs 

representing the building of the lsraelli inframucture. 

Why focus on little things? Why does Hillel look up at electric poles, down 

al goats and around to see people behaving in their ordinary ways? He answers 

by returning to our J? metaphor. "]he blood which feeds its heart, carries its 

own corpuscles.• I think he is trying to show a relationship between the heart 

.and blood. Blood is an organ that can1 only function properly if the heart pumps 

it around. The heart depends on healllhy blood to survive. &ch needs the other. 

Within the blood are the microscopic c!Ol'pUScles upon which the entire process 

depends because they are the true balr·ers of oxygen. This system which supports 

the entire body depends on microsooplic cells. Hillel uses an obvious apposition to 



show how the great miracle of life C"Tlil dzJl Ol depends on things so small. 

Similarly. the greatness of his land is not in grand buildings or major 

philosophical arguments but in the little details of everyday normalcy. He 

rejoices in the mundane because he knows that the sum of all the mundane gives 

life to his land and makes it great. He knows that this is the only normalcy there 

can be and he thinks that is great. He should not wish. and indeed does not wish. 

for a different reality. He celebrates what he has because he appreciates the 

significance of it all. 

He finishes the poem with a modified refrain of of the opening stanza. lf 

we did not understand his imperative voice in the beginning of the poem, 

perhaps now, after all his descriptions. we will understand why we should love 

the land and why we should laugh with our hair in the wind. After his 

description how is it that we cannot but accept his orders to love the surroundings. 

He ends with a happy exasperation and the reader hopefully understands his 

exhor1ations. 
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C'J10'0 ',1p 
VOICE OF THE GI. EAT SEA 

Standing am I, amazed at the sea 
And my very body throbs from the mass of the water, 
the sea. the pigan S&l! 
Ar. powerful as a rebellion! Like a multitude of men, eager for bread and war, 
thundering its cresting waves of power as if they were conjured Titans! 
And its noise, blue and hot, gigantic and tempestuous. like a tempestuous 
nightmare! 
An ocean of majestic forces abounding in strength! 

Staring am I, amazed at the sea This primal power kills in me 
all musing and lucid thinking 

until it becomes a cascade of ashes like a fire spreading among thorns 
without knowing any restraint. 

0, this sea in its storming, like the thinking of a man in its frenzy; behold the 
two of them are beautiful as fire, 

and as awesomely majestic as it. 

There is nothing like fire to resemble a sea of water. 
And there is nothing like the sea to resemble a fire. 
Except for the heart of man which is both water and fire. 

0 , sound of the seal 
Sound of the great waters of the S&l! 
Sea of gods! 
From horizon to horizon, the sea is one like I am one. 
But from horizon to horizon it has a thousand faces! 
And like a chorus in the world it is stronger than its oonductorsl 
Whose single voiced melody is like the song of the stone and like the song of 
drums of ancient tribes. 

0, muddy-blue dissonance, salty looking. like a deviation 
from out of the suite of dreams. 

And it's poured into the deaf ears of the seashores 
and into every fearsome cliff that is above them. 

u 

And it lats against them with the song of erosion eternal 
like a pride of lions seeking out its prey! 

For indeed only ~ shore's deaf ears 



awaken to greet its music 
like pianos and violins which waken to the sound of song. 

Ho. Sea of Heroes 
Standing am I. overwhelmed by the power latent in its calm. 

and by the strength of titanic composure 
which hovers over it in its storming - · like the hovering over it of seagulls. surf's 
foam and albatrosses. 

How far do the sounds of the sea reach? 
But the depths of its beauty are deeper than they! 
How far do the sounds of the sea reach? 
But the sounds of its soul go farther than them! 
Is there to be found a depth greater than the profundity of the external beauty of 
eternal creations? 

For there is nothing like the sea. 
And like the stars. 
And like the fire. 
And like the love in a man's heart. 



VOICE OF THE GiEAT S E A 

The next time I go to the seashore, I should bring this poem. 0. Hillel has 

brought his feelings for the sm lo an enthusiastic poem where he tries to animate 

the sea's power. its impact on him. and its beauty. ~ ~ 

To begin the poem we must look at the title first. The phrase. O.,.J, 0'10, is 

found 28 times in the Bible. The phrase can have the simple meaning of an 

abundance of water like that which springs forth from the rock Moses struck in 

Numbers 20: 11. It could also be a simile to describe a rushing movement as in 

Isaiah 17:13.11 It can also have a connotation of a living entity which is his 

intention here. 0':li O'O has connotations of living entity, a god. 

Psalm 29, known as an ode to Baal, a storm god in the Canaanite 

pantheon, is a good example to show how 0'1Ji 0.,0 can be construed as a god. 

Though it is now an hymn to G-d12 this psalm has been shown to be an evolution 

from an earlier Canaanite hymn dediatted to the storm-god. Baal,13 Changing 

the word Adonai to Baal in every occurrence finds the psalm to have the lesser 

gods of the pantheon paying tribute to Baal as he storms his way across the 

levant and onto the Mediterranean. The descriptions of Baal's power become far 

reaching as the hymn progresses. The beginning of verse 3 describes Baal as 

ruling over the ordinary waters. By the end of the verse Beal rules over the 

0':11 0'10. 

O'Ji 0'0 Im the characteristic of being an entity in unto itself. Often, 

waters are a force tht.t competing gods must subdue in order to show their 

superiority. Psalm 93 Im the 0'.Ji 0'0 rising up in a roar as if to clm1lenge the 

true Divine being but G-d/Baal proves stronger. Similarly. G-d!B81ll in Psalm 29 

ll Naliam ~ 11:e masshe watersl 

121Jat is the hraetiae.1mrhgod Y-. 
I 3Vari1Jas 11111 • Mi11:W1 Duood, llllm.l(Gerdlll Oly. NY: Doli,leday. 19'6) p. 175-lMI. 



is the ultimate victor over the ciJi cir.i. The theme of G-d defeating the waters 

can be found in Isaiah 51: 9-10. Here. the defeat of the sea for the Israelites 

escaping Egypt is com?U"ed to G-d's defeat of Rahal, the sea monster and 

competing entity of lore. 

Ultimately, this discussion gives us a new meaning of the psalm and a new 

connotation of ci.Ji cir.i for Hillel. When he writes of being awed by "the sea, 

the pagan sea· he gives voice to a pre-Israelite notion that is more endemic to the 

shoreline itself than it is to the Jewish people who now control that shore. By 

reaching back he has managed to argue an exceptionally strong connection to the 

land of Israel and overlook any current political and socio-religious realities. 

Now we can r&ld the poem as more than mere anthropomorphism of the 

sea: it is giving anthropomorphic characterizations to a god! The sea that is 

"powerful as a rebellion· now hints of the memories of a god challenging Adonai 

(or Baal). • Abounding in strength" hints of more than large waves. Much of the 

rest of the poem must be r&ld with this dual understanding. For example, the 

second stanza is powerful in its awareness of the latent power of a placid sea. The 

sea can drown, the sea can cause mocking dehydration and the sea can, 

une,cpectedly, raise a storm of tremendous destruction. But if we keep in mind the 

pagan echo of the sea as an animate power the force of the stanza grows. I can 

not suggest the whole poem be read as a pagan psalm but bringing this subtle 

understanding as one reads can incrEme the poem's strength. 

Besides this pagan wondering. there is a persistent drumming of 

descriptions of the sea. Each stanm adds more descriptions of the same thing, 

overwhelming the reader with a bmage of information perhaps similar to the 

barrage of things one sees or feels at the shore. To me this only shows how 
-

difficult it is for the poet to capture the essence of the sea that he feels. Hillel tries 

over and over giving new ideas. By the end he tms painted a complete portmt 



but only after driving the point again and again. One of my favorites is, · There 

is nothing like fire to resemble a sea of water./ And there is nothing like the sea 

to resemble a fire./ Except for the heart of man which is both water and fire.· 

Unable to find the direct words, he makes a series of comparisons hoping the 

reader will be able to bring a sense of understanding. For me, he has given a 

sense of something absolutely fluid and uncontrollable. He has made a picture of 

movement completely unpredictable. His final comparison to 8 the heart of man· 

only confirms this. Do we not all understand how our hear1 leaps about making 

changes drastically on its way to a decision? 

The theme of the sera as an entity and as an ever changing powerful mass 

continues in the fourth stanza The · sea is one like I am one· uses the word 

,:nl~ for ·1. • This seems to refer to the first of the Ten Commandments. The 

line itself may refer to the Shema which demands allegiance to the idea of a 

single and unique ~d. The sea. as a mass, is one unified body. After all, every 

seraport can be reached from every other seraport. But each stretch of beach. every 

different region has a unique appearance to it also. There is a contrmt between 

knowing that the ocem is bnsiailly the same everywhere and knowing that the 

ocem presents itself in various guises. Those guises add power to the sm. Every 

vantage point of the sera instills new, fresh awe. The poet will never tire of it and 

never bore with it. Though it is all one contiguous body, the sea will always 

captivate him .. The sum of the ocmn's parts are greater than the whole. 

Before Hillel concludes his poem, he indulges us with another description 

of the sm. This time he tries to portny the sounm of the sea pouring on to the 

shore or beating against cliffs c· the song of erosion· continues the music). I am 

not sure why the shore has to be dad unless the phrase is understood as having a 

shore that also amnot spent. lt is true that the beach or cliffs do not speak. They 

make no noise on the own initiative: only when the water runs against them 



does the shore make its well known soothing sound or the cliffs their famous 

crashes. 

Hillel then begins to end the poem returning to the opening style of 

writing and the original sense of awe and wonder. He tries to measure the sea 

("How far do the sounds of the sea reach?") but that effort is eclipsed by his own 

imagination and wonder. In the end. he can only ponder an unanswerable 

question, "Is there lo be found a depth greater than the profundity of the 

external beauty of eternal creations?" As the reader lets his mind struggle with 

the inability to answer that question, the reader receives the answer in an 

impression if not exactly in words. All the reader can do is be amaz.ed at · eternal 

creations· like the sea. s1ars. fire and love. None of these can be truly understood. 

This failure to comprehend reminds us of our place in the cosmos and how our 

conscious intellects are ineffective when we try lo understand things massive in 

power. 
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:i:i tJ ,Olli ~ ?7,'l 
PRAISE, HEAVENS OF STAlS 

Ho. Heavens of stars. 

These stars out at night, 
that shine from the depths of the heights. from the pure. dark abyss. 
These stars at whose ankles Eternity fawns with smiles of a false flatterer 

but its hand does not quite reach them. 
Whom the ancient ones of my forefathers worshipped. the beautiful primitives, 
who were calmed in their drunkenness. 
Ho. strong boned ones, Ho, men forged of mighty muscle. 
Flocks of people of tangled braids,14 
and they worshipped them. the starry heavens! 
To them. my ancestors spoke - thundered. with the roar of a voice. no not a 
voice, but a lowing of oxen and beBsts of the forest. 

Here they are. the very stars! 

Those very stars which cra2.ed the minds of every generation's bards! 
and the hearts of all the young men and their blossoming young girlfriends of 

villages. 
Here they are, scattered in the night's skies! 

Carried off so far, thousands of light years beyond beyond the billowing cloud of 
my poetics 

which I screamt5 to their honor from out of the volumes of my thick dictionaries. 

But I stand opposite them, pure. with an open soul. 
And I bow down and mil face to the ground before their poetical power. 

Ho. heavens of stars! 
Eternity is too short to satisfy its hungry eyes gazing at you. 

they are the heart of the soul 
And thus at this very hour, it appears Um.t all the boundaries which define 

e&Bla!Sarebroken 
and they become one continuum of existence 

14 A fall lad d hair. 
151111 trimnpknt llnlDl d an eagle. 



And all human boundaries are foolishness, 16 

and what does it matter whether I am a villager from Marg'lot Ephraim 
or a young seaman in the fjords of Norway. 

Ho, facing the city of the heavenly bodies. this o?ll city, I transcend all my 
boundaries 
and nothing remains except for me - me - me. -
One cricket in the chain of existence. 

16Lse,--dtlievind. KoWet l:lt. 
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PRAISE, HEAVENS OF S TAR S 

0 . Hillel was not a religious man as defined by Orthodox Jews but it is 

clear that he understood the role a divine being has for a culture and. based on 

this poem. probably understood the need for a spiritual connection to a power 

great enough to create the universe. A Creator, one who orders the universe, is a 

powerful concept that inspires awe in those who comtemplate it. Accepting a 

Creator also gives comfort as the individual can see himself or herself as pu1 of 

the Divine plan and not as an accident on f.arth. 

In this poem, Hillel stares up at the sky and begins to appreciate their 

grandeur. As one strains one's neck to stare, they appear to be at the very top of 

an abyss that goes on forever. This image, · ctepths of the heights" is a clever way 

of expressing the notion of infinite space. As Hillel looks he comes to understand 

that his ancestors looked up at the very same s1ars with a similar awe. What is 

important to reralil.e is that by · forefathers" here he is not referring to his Jewish 
family of Europe or any other diaspora or even Abrahun, Isaac, or Jacob. In the 

spirit of Tchernikovsty and the perhaps of the so-called ·Qmaanite" literary 

movement, he is heartening back to the period of the Hebrew conquerors of the 

land of Canaan. He is mating a connection between himself as one born in the 

land with the earliest of Hebrew inhabitants of the land. 

He recalls their worshipping the heavens. Their rough and strong bodies 

spalk to their connection to the Jand through their difficult labor. He can see 

them standing where he is standing worshipping the very s1ars he sees from the 

very same vantage poinl He also knows that these stars must have inspired 

more than religious worship. He finds solidarity with all the native inhabitants 

of his land who must also have been moved to write poetry about them He also 

knows that the qcJes of love and romance must have begun well before him as 

every generation SDI its young people woo ench other under the stars. 



Hillel knows that he is unable to capture the majesty of the stars even as 

he attempts to do so. His fuzzy • cloud of ... poetics" cannot really capture the 

sharpness of the stars but he has to try. He is too moved not to try. In the end. 
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he is overcome by the mass of stars yet feels that connection which can only come .. l 

when one sees one's own existence as having an equal value to the existence of 

larger things. His purpose is no less important than anything else in the 

universe. And though he is small he is still plr1 of the "chain of existence". That 

chain is made even stronger as he looks back upon it and sees it unbroken back to 

the early Hebrews. 
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:llli1 'm nlJ"pcll 
SUNSET ON A NEGEV AFT'EllNOON 

The fanfare which you sang. to the heart of the world­
you sang to this land! 

Since the whole world is its own heart, 
only give your blood to it and it will beat; 

Sing a fanfare to the land of the Negev. 
for it is so wide, a heart as wide as the sea 

Sing to the virgin wilderness, subfugate its silence with your song! 
Subjugate the roars of the virgin lioness, for she is mighty - there are none able 
to mate with her. 
It is like the thought of a barbarian people not cultivated with science. 

~d! 
Look, your breadth is the breadth of the land! 
The dark brown soil of the land. the myriads of quiet! 
You will not cross it by foot, for you will fall in the dis1ance; 
Without a battle you will fall vanquished by the dis1ance, 
You '11 die the most horrible of deaths. 
You are only wasting away your time in the expanses.17 
Pale from a sudden fear, you will look at the corpses of camels and donkeys, 

is it not a sign for you? 

- In the heavens, the massive vultures rejoice.-

The land of the Negev 
IMd of dark, brown soil, 
The fear-joy of caravans travelling to their destination, the laugh of the 

terrifying calm. 
Giants of dust! Treting over sand dunesf Untamea wadis! 

Lotuses without horizon-

you will not cross it by foot. 

0, the vastnessflB 
The grmtness that human and animal bnrin amnot encompass and live. 

1'71be pllrue is not a .-m, I made it m«e d a statement than a literal translatim d at,',n 
qblwamml 
18 Aho ID"CW'Da!. 
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Only hearts can open a window of comprehension. · 
in order that their hearts' blood am penetrate the secret of the world. and the 
secret of immortality. 
And reaching the secret of immor1ality they will be destroyed. 

0 , the greatness! Heart of the world 
The feminine, divine desolation. with dark urges. 
Here the sun alone revolves placating her 

and the face of the sun cries bloodily and cries shamefaced. 
You ought to be afraid. lioness-land; 
When the seed of man falls into you to profane you. to domesticate you, 

He will not know mercy. 
Because your vastness is his shame, for you have taunted the pride of his 
knowledge, 
For you knew your strength and you did not relent! 

0, you unconquered one, fear the light of man! 
He will not cross you by foot, because by foot. he will fall 

He will cross you by iron! Slmp and flaming! 
He will subdue your flesh with the lashes of his roads, with his railroad tracks, 
With his whips of water, his armour of vegetation, his multitudes! 
Watch out. rebellious one! 
Your anger is darkness, and his vengeance is light! 

And darkness will not escape the light! 
His spirit is greater than your substance; 
Because subs1ance has its limits within it. but as for the spirit - it has no limits. 

And the spirit of man is unyielding. 

Sing a fanfare to the land of the Negev. fanfare of mourning and of night. 
Sing tears to the dark brown soil; and to all the vultures, predators of the heights. 
0, the vultures who reJoice amid mourning. " 
who rise into the upper black )Ourney to the retrmting armies of sunset. 

to the sunset on the afternoon of wildemtss. 

Be warned, 1and of the Negev, 
Bemuse your night oomes, 
Be enveloped in its heavy creations. 
Be enveloped in the ow1ains of shouting s1ars. 
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Be enveloped in the black, shouting curtains of the night-
For in the morning, light will swallow you. 
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SUNSET ON A NEGEV AFTERNOON 

This is a poem in two piI1s that expresses both a tremendous love for the 

natural landscape of the Negev and excitement at the development of that land. 

It is similar to other poems by 0 . Hillel in its ecstatic style and rushing voice: 

there is nothing subtle here. On the other hand. it differs in that it neither thrills 

to the man-made environment nor delights in the natural order of pristine 

wilderness. In fact, neither humanity's development nor the land are presented 

particularly favorably. Both are vicious in what they do to each other. 

The poem begins with an admiration of the Negev. Presumably we are 

there in the Negev viewing it knowing that it, too, is the "heart of the world." 

We have seen this phrase before having the meaning ·center" implying that 

wherever one stands in Israel, that is the center of that person's world. Here the 

idea that the right place to be is exactly where one stands is turned mck to a 

literal meaning. The Negev truly can be a "heart": it truly can beat with vitality. 

The function of a heart, though. is to move blood. Without blood. the heart has 

no reason to exist. If only we can donate our blood (shades of Winston Churchill's 

call for the "blood. sweat, and ums" of self-sacrifice) the Mlrt will leap to work. 

lf only we can • prime the pump" with our work, the Negev will return the favor 

and produce for its inlmbitants. 

The Negev is vast and silent oompared to the sounds of human life. That 

silence can be overpowering as one oomes to unders1and the enormity of space 

that swallows up the sounds. To enter into the Negev is a heavy undertaking. 

Hillel uses the metaphor of a virgin lioness for untouched land. which I imagine 

is beasuse of a lioness's color, batuty. and lethargic manners between at1ncks on 

prey. One should never think a lioness's soft coal and msua1 demamor imply a 

gentle animal. 
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There is that final line to the stanza that oonfuses me. Here with 

descriptions of the wilderness and a metaphor to a lion, why does he bring in a 

?!ZiT.)? Is he trying to sununame his previous melaphor With a simile? Maybe he 

is pointing to the brutish potential of the land. If only a barbarian with the 

reputation of wild strength and vigor had a keen mind, he would be unstopf6ble. 

Could the Negev be the brutish power in need of the keen mind of science? I 

remain troubled by this line because he inserts it quickly and then leaves it as if it 

doesn't matter much. He moves to the next stanza and the image of the 

barbarian people is quickly forgotten. 

The barbarian is replaced by an awe that can only draw out an appeal to 

the Divine. There are moments when a person is overwhelmed by a sight in 

nature, when one's smallness is keenly felt and the great mass of the planet is 

better understood. This realization brings on a wondering: what made this? 

Hillel appeals to G-d for a moment trying to understand. 

At first I thought this unlikely. Hillel's other poems do not bring G-d into 

the scene. His excitement for his land is usually focused on the godless realm of 

·nature• or the works of the populace. He does not often include an appreciation 

of G-d. ("Scorpion's Ascent· , a poem similar in its Negev location and wonder at 

the vastness of the Negev is an exception and does have a personal appreciation 

of G-d and G-d's creative wonder.) I thought perhaps his exclamation of ·o,~· 
was a reflex, however subconscious. like the English exclamation. "Lord. will you 

look at that". Hillel continues. though. directing his next remarks in the singular. 

I think here he reelly is expressing his awe to G-d. However he doesn't dwell on 

it and returns to talk to all of us in a plural ·you', 

The land is a terrible land. filled with danger. Does the voice chmge here? 

Is it now G-d who warns us that we cannot cross the land? Is it the knowing 

llllmltor speaking to us as we loot out over the Negev with drauns in our eyes? 



I favor the latter idea but the former appeals to me as a sub-theme; a secondary 

inner voice that we hear. Perhaps this brief section can be heard that way 

without compromising the rest of the poem's voice. 

The narrator then. tells us that the wide expanse is lying in wait for us. 

The narrator tells us that failure in the Negev is not imminent but ·in the 

distance". to happen later on in time without warning. The heat and lack of 

water are surely ref erred to here as promoting the • most horrible of deaths." If 

that warning isn't enough there is contempt for merely thinking about the idea. 

The person standing there in the desert starts to have doubts as he or she looks at 

dead camels and donkeys. The sign is clear: if a camel can't make it, how can 

you? 

The vultures flying above anticipate an impending death and rejoice. 

Normally we would expect the idiom to be the cliche of "vultures circling" but 

Hillel has given us an interesting word play instead. The Hebrew root for 

circling isl 1n. Here. Hillel has substituted the root lln meaning ·rejoice·. The 

reader may be fooled and may nm both meanings simultaneously. 

Hillel switches tone again starting in the fourth stanza (. .. 1lli1 ~ ). If 

before there was an u..nalmhed awe of the landscape followed by a hostile 

warning, now there seems to be more of a respect for both the terrific landscape 

and the threat of dee.th in its midst. Quavans have made it across the desert but 

Hillel uses an oxymoron to desaibe the slow progress they mate. Every hour in 

the desert is both an hour closer to the safety of a village but an hour farther 

away from the~ place of water. It is exciting to move forward and terrifying 

to leave safety behind If one's water were to run out, it would be a matter of 

days. possibly hours, before dementia oouJd set in and alone in the vast quiet one 

might laugh in panic. Knowing all this must make the prospect of a Journey that 

much more frightening but that much more thrilling when accomplished. 
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The voice of the poem changes also to include some sympathy for the land 

The Negev is alone in the sense that none like to stay in her. The Negev is great, 

it is the heart of the world. but it still has these urges - the Hebrew o,~., 
connotes sexual urges. It wan ts company. The sun is company with its daily 

~thing of the land in sun and heat. I am not sure why the sun • cries bloodily 

and cries shamefaced." Is it because of the death that can result from its rays? Is 

it because the sun is upset that the Negev has to be alone? 

These lines seem to be a turning point in the whole poem. From here on. 

the Negev is slowly reduced in power by threats of the approach of people. The 

warnings start gently and build as the descriptions tum more and more violent. 

·When the seed of man falls into you to profane you· is the beginning of the 

warnings. This phrase consciously uses the idea of a seed as both the seeds of 

agriculture and the euphemism for semen. That the seed will profane the Negev 

tells me the introduction of people will not be a happy event for the land The 

effect of the most preliminary development (roads, power lines) scars the beauty 

of the landscape. 

Hillel feels the tension between the joy of gazing upon the pristine 

wilderness and the joy of seeing humanity reclaim land once thought of as 

inhospitable. Hillel, as a new settler, saw his actions as redemption of land once 

thought of as non-ariable. Hillel, as a poet. knows the regrettable altering of the 

pristine landscape that building inevitably brings. 

Either way, the poem points to Hillel's exceptional appreciation of the 

natural environment Where others see was1eland. he sees a terrifying beauty. 

Where others will view the introduction of water pipes as softening the land to be 

more holpitlble. be calls them ·wtups·. Roads are lashes, green vegetation (food 

really) is armour holding back perceived hostile thnBts. There is no hope in the 

end. Hillel calls the advance of people ·ug1tt· and the wildness of the Negev 

- .~ (~-------------------- =-......I-
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"darkness". Light always dispels darkness. Even a single match can illumine a 

large space to find one's way satisfactorily. There is another reason why the 

Negev has no hope of remaining pure. The land creates obstacles through limited 

physical problems: substance. The approaching Israeli has only to find a way 

around those barriers. He or she will do that because the Israeli has the desire. 

the "spirit" which has no limitations. A proper rest is all the Israeli needs in 

order lo begin work anew in the Negev. The Negev offers only the same 

obstacles day after day. In time. these will fall. 

Hillel begins the end of the poem with a final salute to the Negev that will 

soon disappear. It is a sad fanfare with mourning and ttms. It is a farewell to 

the vultures who represent both the beauty and the violence the Negev contained. 

The final stanza starts with the oft said 7', '1U and then settles into a rhythm 

urging the land to take advantage of the comfort soon to come in the 

approaching night. It will be the Negev's last night in peace before the 

morning's light of humanity swallows the darkness. 

,.. 
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LAND SONG 

The people who work the land, 
they alone know tranquility and confidence, 
and they alone know true brotherhood. 

which transcends the bonding of ordinary human society. 

The land fat, wide, fertile or bmen, 
the land, productive and perverse, abundant and meager, 

the great land, through the eternal breath of her seasons-
fall and winter, spring and summer - always, 

it is she who governs the spirits of her plowers, 
this is the root of all ritual. 

The very hand of fate which harbours the secret of drought the abundance and 
produce 

every year, forever; 
is the hand that sows in the hear1 of every man of the earth 

.,,the mighty. ancient pine seeds 
of confidence in bounty and fruitfulness. 

When the farmer smells his ploughed land, 
he smells the aroma of faith, 
and the smell of his heavy blood. 

And when he holds a handful of dust, 
he holds in his J8lm the heavy, lighthearted confidence, 

and if the fnce of a man of the land is wrinkled and furrowed. 
this is only the reflection of his ploughed field! 
And if in his hair. some grey is flecked. 
this is only a reflection of the clouds 0011.ting above 

carrying his fate year after year. 

And if in his eyes the deep and wise fire flickers, 
this is only a reflection of knowledge of the seasons_~d their ~ges 

from seed to sprouting, from growing to fertility and fruitfulness 
and on until tervest and death. 

This is the cycle of the foundations of the world. 



So too. when a man of the earth lies with his wife 
to impregnate her'° give birth. 

he does not lie with his wife alone, 

Just as not only with her lmsband does she lie, when she sleeps with him, 
because they lie wi1h -=h other for the cycle of the foundations of the world 

Yes, like this do the bees gather the honey for their offspring. 
and in their gathering they carry fertility from flower to flower, 
and so in this Wll'f the flowers blossom to their own fertility 
and all the~ coo love at their le.uty, 
and at hmring their deliberate song a young girl suddenly grows qiuiet 

loots al the rising sun 
tmtil a boy favors her with his harp. 

And just as the man of the earth is not astamed of his lust for love and being 
fruitful 
so he does not fmr dmth u.nconaaled. 
Death brings on demy and decomposition which is the salt of the Em1h. 
And from the salt of the mrth. its new desires to be fruitful and gi.ve birth will 
ferment 

Therefore. when the man of the earth walks securely in his fields, 
he will not case when he is art down lo death. 
and his ~ will noC oommemorale their mourning with dirge; and 
lamentation 
but rather in silesw will t11ef bring his body to its eternal rest, 
for the smell of eternity rises from the silence. 

And I praise the profound wise men who established their covenant with the 
earth 
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LAND SONG 

It is clear that 0 . Hillel has a connection to the land of Israel far deeper 

than a political statement. and more satisfying than a secure border. He sees his 

land filled with a spirituality waiting to be understood by those who join him in 

working the land. Only then when a person is involved thusly in the land. does 

the whole realm of nature and ifs deeper meaning become apparent. 

The first stanza of "land Song· sets forth his argument. Only the people 

who work the land will ever know how much it affects the soul This argument is 

not open for debate. He has discovered a truth which he will try to explain in the 

poem not through persuasion but by expr~g his appreciation of the effects of 

the land To him. understanding is obvious bearuse he works the land. If and 

only if we join him, will we understand. Until tha.t time, he makes it clear that 

we can only listen to his impressions. 

What is most striking, I think. is that this "true brotherhood" is not made 

of the ~ted love of watching things grow or the satisfaction of seeing 

personally crafted items. It is not felt by hlppy farmers on the way to mark.et. 

lnslffld. the brotherhood is shlred by men and women who lay themselves bare 

to the whim of nature. Nature does not always conspire to make the land a 

glorious giver of all food. Sometimes it is perverse and denies humanity food by 

sending a drought or even blight Though farmers try to cheat nature by 

irrigation or greenhouses or smudge pots. they cannot escape the cyclic:al motion 

of the SE850ns and the impect they mllke. farmers will always mve slow hllrvest 

sa1SOns and rich harvest SEBSOns cnnting deep debt and deep profit on a regular 

basis. There will always be easier wmther and rougher wmther. There is no 

escaping this. Therefore. farmers are always reacting to nature. never predicting. 

never controlling. This. in tum. must mate the farmers aware that there is a 

more powerful force than them. 
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Farmers must quickly learn humility before this greater power. In a way, 

then, farmers create their own rituals to perform. There is replirtng in winter. 

sowing in spring. reaping in summer. It shouldn't be a surprise that Judaism's 

festivals originate in agricultural festivals. Here Hillel has reclaimed the original 

intent of the festival to explain his own spiritual experience. 

Hillel uses a word play to help explain this. The root n'::ie can mean 

plough or plowers. It is also the root for 1n~ meaning worship or ritual. The 

land accomplishes two things. The first is that the land dictates the fate and work 

of the plowers. The second is that the land is the cause for all ritual. He has set 

up a syllogism equating the farmer's plowing as a ritual. 

Hillel has told us that there is a ritual and a succumbing to nature. to a 

greater power. All that is lacking is a sense of faith to create a religious 

experience. That faith is given to us in the next stanza. Even though the 

vagaries of nature can wreak devastation through a drought or flood at any time. 

the farmer knows that things normally proceed at an expected pece. It is an act 

of faith that weather patterns will proceed in a predictable pattern. It is an act of 

faith to plant crops believing that they will bring food. It is this faith that keeps 

the farmer farming year after year. However. it is not faith alone that brings 

success. The · smell of his ploughed land" is made up of the farmer's faith and 

his hard work. The farmer does not toss out seeds and let some power provide 

the pr{)duce. The farmer works and worries. Here in the next stanza ("handful 

of dust") the farmer worries and has a deep, light hearted confidence. There is a 

tension created bJr the dichotomy of believing that nature will proceed apace and 

worrying that one's ritual of planting and farming has been properly executed. 

Neither am occur without the other but only in one area does the farmer hlve 

any abilitr to contribute. After the fanning is done. all he am do is wony. And 



so the farmer's lair gets grey, his face wrinkles testifying to his worry; and his 

eyes flicker, secure in the knowledge or the faith that seeds will sprout. 

Hillel moves a bit, changing focus slightly. Up to this point, he has been 

concerned with his faith in the land and his worry for his actions. This tension 

has created an inward spirituality, coloring his connection to the land. Now. he 

moves to connect this spirituality to the larger world He equates working the 

land to marital intercourse. That behavior is not merely enjoyable for husband 

and wife berause it brings them a child but it is vitally impor1ant to society in 

general. Sex, of course, creates the next generation who will work and enjoy the 

land 

The phrase · toundations of the world. gave me some trouble. I originally 

used it to mean the foundations of the world rely upon human reproduction. If 

this is true then it means that flora and fauna exist only for humans alone to 

appreciate. I'm not sure he is that self-centered regarding the purpose of the 

natural world. I think Hillel means that human procreation is important as the 

human contribution to the foundations of the world f.ach species has a 

respoilSloility to continue in order to maintain the entire world ecology. As a 

farmer, one who is particularly sensitive to the cycles of life, he can appreciate 

this. For example, he shows an awareness to the role species play in continuing 

the ecology with his example of the bees and their offspring. Here. the bees 

spread fertility in the course of providing for offspring and the interdependence 

is clear. 

All this love and fertility that is in the air (and in the mse of the bees. 

fertility is literally in the air) sets the flowers blossoming which in turn excites the 

birds to sing. All this activity makes a young girl quiet She is sWl amid bustling 

fertility and bawty. She mn then use the romance in the air to send her own 

signals as she waits for a boy to play his violin. 
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The violin seems to be a vehicle to transmit the boy's emotional feelings. 

(One of the most famous uses of violin in this sense is in Naomi Shemer's song. 

Jnl ?iZ1 C'?iUi,, where she writes 1U':J ')~ 7"1'£1 ',:,', ~,':>ii 0 Behold, I am a 

harp for all your songs.·) The intention is that the harp is able to fulfill the 

promise of the song held latent by individuals. 

Hillel has now mentioned various relationships with the land. He has 

talked about working the land, having the fear of and faith in the land, about 

growing old in the land and about the similar spiritual and pragmatic role 

procreation plays in the life of human beings and in the realm of nature. Now 

he discusses death and how a ·man of the earth" comes to face it. It seems tmt 

dee.th is not feared but accepted with almost a knowing satisfaction. After 

working the land so long. there is a matter-of-fact acceptance that now the 

farmer's body can return to the soil submitting its flesh to the forces of decay 

which allows the nex1 generation to continue to give birth and grow. 

The penultimate stanz.a has a wonderful quality of melancholy. The 

farmer is unafraid of death secure in his faith of what is in store for him after 

this life. It seems that Hillel has described the serenity felt by believers in an 

afterlife or even the effect of Christian ideas of heaven. There is no fear, only 

faith tmt wmt is in store is, if not better, then cenainly assured. This is a belief 

of only the most faithful. Still. there is a touch of sadness. 

Hillel writes of "dirges and lamentation.· By using this idiom. Hillel has 

made the render aware of the standard. expected response to a death. However, 

he then rejects the idea that the neighbors will have such response. The effect 

softens the view of the neighbors. They are not cold and unfeeling when they do 

not mourn with "dirges and lamentation." Rather. they run through the various 

responses to death including this traditional (religious) response ultimately 

choosing a different way more appropriate to how they feel about death. 
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The last line is a salute, I believe, to all those who have lived to understand 

the connection between the Eill1h and themselves. Again. the imagery carries a 

traditional religious tone. It begi.ns "l~ nJW the opening words to 4:2 of Kohelet. 

There, Kohelet says, · Then I accounted those who died long since more fortunate 

than those who are still living. •19 Kohelet is bemoaning the oppression found on 

earth. Better, he feels, are those never born because they will ne1ver have to see 

or experience such oppression. Hillel rebuts that arguement by praising the ones 

who have lived. Only by living could they ever have known the Joy the land 

gives. 

Hillel also uses the phrase or,,1J muzt which brings to mind the 

covenant struck between ~d and Israel and the circumcision cercmtony. Here the 

covenant is one between people and the earth. This covenant alllows men and 

women to understand the the rituals of ploughing and the inner meanings of 

procreation. Just as religious Jews would argue that one needs tc, be in the system 

of Judaism in order to fully appreciate it, so too does one need t<> establish a 

covenant with the land in order to truly appreciate what it teaclues. This final 

note, then. is a reflection of the very first stanm. The poem nelrer urges 

agreement with its argument but tries to present the argument l:IS undeba1able. 

This also seems to mirror the ways of religious Jews who often try no other 

persuasion than describing wtat is clear to them. The listener i:s left alone to 

decide whether to accept or reject the notion. But Hillel in the ,md. will offer no 

further persuasion than his siding with those who share his failth in his praise of 

the farmers and spirituality found in the land. 
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1!:llW n~ ~JlJ C'~''::f-'m 
THE RECORDS PLAYED CHOPIN 

. . . and in the city park on the beach at Netanya twilight played. 
there I Jay down and chewed grass. 

a silent Shlbbat night211 
whispered fragrances of the soiree. 

And young girls budded and flowered. 
in blue, in red, in multi-colored whimsy 

in eyes of love, and in light­
the records played Chopin. 

Many blbies played there, 
kids sucked candy on a stick, 

sucked candy on a stick. 

A little child of the city, stirred up the wrath of a sprinkler - and fled. 
his mother was very angry but his father laughed. 

Balloon sellers swelled up a song. 
a seaman from the Navy and his girlfriend petted a puppy. 

How he wagged his tail playfully! 
The records played Chopin. 

A grey-haired man passed smoking a pipe. 
Wherever he strolled. he talked to his mustache 
He even raises up columns of purple. 

A white grey-haired man, 
a white grey-haired man. 

A young woman, 
a doe of the evening.21 passed by the hmvens of tunes. 

her amber braids whipped about, 
the profile of her face kissed my eyes, 
I kissed the profile of her face. . 

The beautiful. young woman she is the cradle. the birth-place of my soul. 

2osmee 
21 Also evam1 a1ar. 
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And her braids - amber, 
she is in my soul unW the cradle of the grave. 

Below, in the sand. the hlthing women pampered their bodies. 
yes, a body is given to a women because she will take care of it. 

and the men with their suntanned muscles treated them to falafel and sabras. 
Two old women sat on a bench and knitted socks for a grandchild, 

they didn't speak a word. 
didn 't speak a word. 

Slowly the people stroll, 
how wonderfully slowly. 
how wonderfully slowly. 

It was an evening in Elul 
and the records played Chopin. 

0 , the month of Elul, love's blue! 
0, an evening of chestnut wings! 
Look. the Q1ll, a coral eye, 
look, the ~ . round and full! 

You are the choice part of the good light, 
from the fire of your kisses, the heavens turn red. 
from the blood of your lips. the sm turns dark. 

Sea! 
0, you are the deep, 

whose trEBSUres are greater than the sea. 
your pearls' preciousness is more precious than pearls. 

Depths dark with legend. horil.Ons hiding magic 
the golden armadas &cmk in depths upon depths. 
And you kissed the gold of the heavens. 

Sea of kisses. 
Sea of kisses. 

The records played Chopin 
and I lay down and chewed grass. 
From below, the sea watched. 
Large and wile. the sea watched. 
The sprouts in the garden watched. even the grass watched, too. 
The gold braided young girls watched 
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Ha. the liVing sugar flowers! 

This evening, 
the evening watched; 
0, so many views, views of the world. 
You are birds of the soul, you are youthfulness of joy, 
you are the spirit of the eyes. sounds of life evolving.72 
Give voice, waves, the beloved of the beach! 
Answer the pmis of puppies! Chirp with the song of birds as they preplled 

themselves to doze. 

Talk a conversation of old men and their clowning. 
Sing a mother's song, her heart humming. 
Set the dew of the sprinkler on the benches in the pllk, 

sing the humming of bees to the light! 
You are wonderful to me, sounds of the world. 
you are wonderful to me, sound of silence 

humble sounds. 
You too are wonderful to me, insolent noise! 

This is the way of the nectar in the lily 
and the way of a dream on the hmrt of a lover 
and a way that is on the edge of the lips. 
Happiness, happiness, 
long live the merry pickpocket - to stau shadows of the hmrt! 

Happiness, happiness, 
long live the clown of bells! 
From the sound of your bell, an evening gown rustles. 

It was an evening in Elul 

The records played Chopin. 
played Chopin. 
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THE R ECOJtDS PLAYED CHOPIN 

0 . Hillel is intent on capturing the view of wherever he is. fast moving in 

a car or here. lying still in a park. he tries to capture the events around him. 

Why? It seems that his earlier theme of o',um J ', is continued whether he 

mentions it or not. What I find completely thrilling is his contentment in being 

wherever he finds himself. He fully appreciates the fact that the real story of the 

young country is not in organized celebrations or in events that make news 

hmdlines. The real story. the place to truly understand the wonder of the young 

state. is in the mundane. While the rest of the world marvels at Israel's abilities 

to win a war or her latest diplomatic advances. Hillel knows that the proof of a 

successful country lies in the ability of its people to live out lives of normalcy. A 

country running lo war is not proof of such normalcy but a people able to stroll 

in park is. Hillel chronicles the average events in a park as proof, perhaps. that 

his country has arrived. 

The time of the poem is late Elul as Shabmt afternoon recedes. A day in 

late summer in Netanya is a beautiful thing. The oppressive heet of the summer 

is gone but still fresh in the memories. One who is out for a stroll is aware of the 

refreshing coolness. People are usually dressed smartly. particularly the young 

people hoping to flirt. Somewhere there is a record player playing Chopin which 

adds a softness to the scene. A knowledge of the Chopin catalogue is not 

important here. The idea of music playing in the bd.ground is obviously more 

important than the actual tune. I imagine every reader will add his or her own 

idea of how Chopin sounds. Myself. I hear piano impromptu and walu.es. In his 

1'1J7 version of the poem. many changes were made including the removal of 

any reference to Oq>in. Even the title was changed to',~',~ YW. It seems that 

Hillel did not like a soundtrack for his poem. I confess that while I enjoyed the 

idea of a SOW\dtntd., the name of a European composer did attract attention to 

-
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itself in a poem filled with anonymous people. However, our version does have 

Chopin so we continue with that influence. 

The waltz is reinforced a bit through the use of repetitive lines. These 

echoes create a dreamy atmosphere, one where we can imagine the narrator 

lying on the grass. s1aring at different people. The echoes add a rhyihm to the 

stanza reminiscent of a waltz. The accent in the lines when spoken twice set up 

the F9ttem. 

With the mood set and the music playing, Hillel tells us what he sees. 

Babies find candy, probably on the ground. Another small boy is unfamiliar 

with a sprinkler as he lives in the.city. Fooling with it starts water to flow. The 

scene is quite comical. A t2lloon seller adds festivity to the scene both through 

the t211oons and his mere presence. A sailor has some time off and plays with a 

happy puppy who shows appreciation through a heavily wagging tail. And while 

all this happens, the soundtrack continues. 

An old man walks by talking to himself. Hillel plays with a preposition 

making the man talk to his mustache as opposed to speaking through his 

mustache. And the smoke itself rises up in spirals of purple evoking a royal 

image. Here, the play is on the expectation that the pipe will give off spirals of 

smoke. (That idiom is reminiscent of Joel 3:3. This verse was more likely well 

known to Hillel's rmders as a line in the Pesach mgadah: O'r,\~~ 'l:lt\ll 

1~~ ni~'P1 a7ttl 01 y~~l c~,J Before the great and terrible day of the Lord 

comes. I will &-et protents in the sky and on earth: Blood and fire and pllhrrs of 

smoke.) 

The man on the beach turns his attention to a young woman who walks 

by. She is called l"lP rl,,it in contrast to the well known 1"Wil n';,.,N. The latter 

is the morning star, bounding into the dawn like a doe. Here that friskiness is 

given to an evening doe. this woman who boun~ into the eve with as much 

II 
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enthusiasm as the morning doe. He looks at her energy and vigor. Her blonde 

hair flies about. I chose the phrase, "whipped about" hoping it catches both 

meanings of the root ~?: either foomy, without a tight structure as well as 

angry. "Whipped" is ambiguous letting the reader add the connotation. 

This wildness, her hair blowing, makes her so beautiful that her profile 

seems to Jump out when he looks at her. He feels as if her race has approached 

him with a kiss. He stares more purposefully kissing her profile in return. 
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I am confused by the passage wherein the young woman remains with 

him all his life. Is it the vision of such a woman? Does looking at beautiful 

women on the bmch give him a sense of rebirth. seeing another is like seeing the 

first? I'm not sure. 

His attention now turns to the sky. He watches the moon rise. It has a 

blue cas1 (soft, too, experience tells me) which he romantically links to lovers. The 

sun as it sets can be looked at by the naked eye and takes on a deep red hue. He 

calls it a coral "eye· and it is his favorite i:art of the daylight. The sunset dazzles 

the sky and the sea no longer reflects sunlight, turning dark. 

More than just color. though. this stanza has a tremendous sensuality to it. 

I used a capital L to denote the general sense of romance in the air. With the 

rhythmic parallel sentence structure, the stanza brings a warm romance that 

grows deeper and deeper as the sun sets. In the end. two words are used that 

carry both feelings of violence and feelings of passion. 

Trite is the phrase. "his ardor burned.· or "her full blood-red lips.· While 

avoiding those phrases Hillel does use this idal of turning otherwise violent 

words into symbols of JeSSion. It is a paper of a different scope that would 

investigate why passion and violence am be intertwined. That may have 

something to do with animal instinctS and the libido. Here it is sufficient to note 
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that the stanza employs these ideas to give the last lines a very strong and 

moving presence. 

The sun falls, the drama of the sunset moves him. the sea takes on a 

darkening luster and our narrator contemplates that sea. ~g this 

contemplation, Hillel takes us deeper and deeper into the ,Aa. This movement is 

accomplished in steps with the words and supported by the placement of the lines 

on the page. First, he declares the SER. Then he calls in • the deep· directing us to 

marvel at how vast and deep is it. Indenting his line, we can only imagine what 

is held in those depths and how they are even more intriguing than the vastness 

of the sea itself. Then with another indent, we focus on one particular trEBSure. 

Within that line he tries to tell us that the "pearl's preciousness· is even greater 
l 

than the pearl itself. (An attempt has been made to keep the alliteration as Hillel 

intended it.) Perhaps he is trying to say that the value of a pearl is from its luster 

more than it is from the pearl; that a thing is more valuable for the impact it 

makes than for its actual value. Which is more valuable a van Gogh hanging in 

one's own living room or a van Gogh hanging in a museum? 

The rest of the stanza is a little harder. We are back to the surface of the 

sea staring out imagining what is beyond I can only imagine that we are 

remembering many legends of storms at sea (the suddenness and violence of 

legendary storms: is that what he means by ?J:,7). Ships filled with trEBSUre, 

with gold - navies of gold- as if to say the sea was covered b.y boats 

overflowing with loose ingots. Legends remejnt,er the baubles often better than 

the sailors. :ls1Ti1 ,~ is a nice phrase that em~ the amount of gold sailing . 
.... 

As the gold sank deeper into the depths. the sea itself kissed the • gold of heights. 

(the sun?). The sea itself is full of kisses. 

This reverie is broken as he becomes aware of the Chopin playing in the 

blckground Hillel brings us out of the reverie by returning to the second line of 
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the opening stan2.a, ~ irolJ'?1 iro:xu. He is very calm and casual as he lies 

on grass. He watches the world go by. The 561 watches the world go by as well 

as the plants. The girls who we watched earlier in the poem watch the goings on, 

too. 

Everyone, it seems, is interested in watching everything. Here is a night in 

the town square with so many things to look at, with so many views. With each 

turn of his head Hillel can conjure up a new view. There is tremendous action as 

his lines begin with exclamations: Give voice! Answer! Talk! Singi Set! 

Hillel concludes in a satisfied manner that this peaceful scene is as it should 

be. He uses lines like ·a dream on the heart of a lover· and things "on the edge 

of the lips· to mean things heavily felt but intangible. They bring teppiness but 

they are still intangible. They are also irresistible. A ·merry pickpocket· takes 

anything that would diminish the brightness in one's heart A pickpocket 

surreptitiously takes things, the loss of which. discovered later, leads one to 

wonder how the theft tmppened Similarly, sadness is stolen. Contented 

hlppiness finds its way to a person's feelin.gs with one never quite sure how it got 

there. The poem concludes with a gentle fade out as the strains of Chopin play 

on. 

The beauty of this poem for me lies in its romantic vision of an Israel now 

found only in fiction. This is the Israeli of. the perfect society. Young and old. 

gathering together in the common to celebrate living. The scene is not sullied by 

politics or war or poor housing. Nothing disturbs the peace. There is only the 

contented thrill of living in the Jewish s1ate. In this way the poem reflects the 

others of the section in its romantic ctmrm. It captures a way of life. It differs 

because it focuses so heavily on people. The others seem to center around nature. 
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r~J mo 
A PLATOON IN THE LAND 

Here now, let me sing about ten friends, 
about an undefeated platoon of youths! 

So high are the mountains of the night, 
and so powerful are the stars. 
The wind does not waft about, neither does a song of crickets, 

In the wadi. secretly. the platoon of youths marches -
armed. Hand on rifle butt. 

Ten youths, 
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As they are. so is the homeland: rigid, awkward in manners, simple in its goings, 
beloved. 
there are wise men and wise guys, and those who can't stand straight, knobby! 
But the heart of all of them laughJ 

Bealuse they live! 

They are not heroes of battle, 
no clothes of royalty, no glory 
just as is. in the coarse chenille. in the nailed boot, 

and the erect, Palmachi sock! 
My ten friends:13 marching, a platoon, 

a platoon in the land! 

A journey of loved ones, plain and simple, in this land. 
in this wadi! 
in this mountain thorny with jagged rocks. 

Ten youths, none of their ammunition is similar, 
and none of the girls who charm their souls are similar. 
Every man had his own style of Joke. 
every man les his forte in farm work or with books, with melodies or with 

debllting 
ten youths but their tarts are one-

and it is cast from the earth! 



Therefore. they will not scorn her for her mud on boots and clothes· 
' no scorn and no praise. 

For she is with them until the end. 
for she is their mother until the end 
she's simple, and no need to ask interpreters, 

they are all uniform like the night! 

We have heard in flowery language: the darkness of the night is enormous and 
also symbolic! 
But greater than tra.t is the danger of trouble in the night. 
But in this journey, these, my ten friends are a light too great to shine! 
They have no vanity about uniforms. 
Their essence is not in blood or cheers. 
but their essence is in a jest, whispered in dark patter. 
and with naive. sly smiles. 

The mountains of the night are high 
and the stars are very strong. 
A wind does not waft about, neither does a song of crickets. 
in the wadi, secretly, the platoon of youths wanders -

armed -

The trek. of lovers! 

Wake up. wake up. my ten buddies! 
Tell your jokes in lmd, my buddies! 
Sing your songs in weapons' fire! 
So, in the rough chenille, 
in the stiff boot, 

in the erect Palmachi sock.I 
Awake. undefeated platoon! 
-----------------
Not the Macedonian legions. 
not the cn1sades. 
not an army of great Goliaths with bomting 

in armor. in chain mailf 
But no! . . 
For they are sons of a watchful nation. abandoning the flock m their pens. 
this is the army of ~vidl 



And he so handsome!24 
for him alone the women answered as they danced: 
He has slain his tens of thousands!Zi 
King ~vid is the sweet singer of Israel.~ 

2-t1Samae116:lTBrwd eyed. in T,mt\, JPS 1988. ·er goodly eyes,·~~ to JPS 1955. 
2.51 Samuel 18:7. 
26-z Samllel 23:1 '1he sweet~ d hrael· rscxadil@ to JPS 1955. 
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A PLATOON IN THE LAND 

The romance of the P-almach continues as Hillel describes a night's patrol 

in " A Platoon in the Land. · a description of a platoon's night maneuvers. My 

immediate response to this poem is to question whether it is right to continue such 

romanticism when the nature of the hlttle is so terrifying and the outcome of 

defeat surely disastrous. One wouldn't think so but Hillel obviously feels that 

even amid the realities of war, there was room (at least in hindsight) to 

remember the heroic. romantic aspect of service. This romance is heavily played 

here in the glory evoking opening and closing lines to the poem. 

The opening ,,u;~ i1JJ1 begins with a lofty announcement setting a self. 

important, formal tone. This formal tone of declaring the intentions of a poem is 

common in the Bible, as in Psalm 59: 17, 7n1 ,,w~ "l~l and perhaps most 

famously in Exodus 15:1 after redemption at the Reed Sea. i1tUO ,,u;, t~. 

With the tone set. Hillel takes us on Jetrol with a platoon of young men.27 

The scene is a still night with the darkness towering over the platoon. The 

darkness and the lack of oomf orting chirps of crickets gives the scene an 

oppressive character, as if it is falling in on you. The platoon marches in a wadi. 

trying to s1a.y quiet. rifles at the ready. As they march along. looting about. there 

is time for us to look at them as Hillel begins to describe both the soldiers and 

how they represent the country. 

This is not a smooth military formation, Hillel writes. lnstead it is a 

hodgepodge of personalities thrown together for a oommon cause. He mils them 

"rigid. and ·awkward in manners· and ·simple.· They seem to reflect the 

country: young, awkward. What brings them together is that oommon cause of 

creating a safe environment where they am live. Here I toot some license with 

2"ne wmlnn~tntlle mititary _.patomtholglltbemcnfmnal wmdwoaldbe~ 



the text. Literally. 'n '.:> means ·u lives· and refers to · the hmrt of all of them.~ 

But this seems to obscure the intention of the line which I think is trying to share 

the thrill of their survival in spite of the sorry shape they are in. TO say, • it . 
lives· doesn't seems to make the phrase personal enough. 

This idm of a rough hewn, ragtag group continues as we look at their 

u.nif orms. There is nothing inspiring here; no shiny medals, no sharp creases on 

the trousers. Instead the.re is rough material, shoes ~ely held t,ogether and a 

stiff, and I must imagine, uncomfor1able sock. Despite this their military 

expedition is not diminished. The word ilro to describe the platoon may be more 

than military terminology. A platoon should evoke idtm of aw-ell trained group 

of professional soldiers. Their description makes them out to be more of a local 

militia or, worse still, a group of school boys. Perhaps he is saying that this ~local 

militia· can, when called upon. behave like a SEaSOned team. Tiie word nro 

instead of the more formal ;r,>'mo emphasil.es the youth and im~rience of the 

group, this group of school boys. 

The group marches on and Hillel reflects on their non-ullliformity further. 

They don't have the same weapons, they don't like the same kinds of girls (or 

rather, each man finds himself charmed by a different kind of ,,,.,oman), they 

have different senses of humor and they all have different mctgrounds and 

temperaments. Hillel dismisses the potential destructive influence all this may 

have when he points to the one thing they all have in common: a connection to 

the earth. The point is subtly made that they are uniform in thair commitment to 

the land. Ultimately they have a common origin. After establishing their 

connection to the earth, they do not mind the earth's mud and dirt on their 

clothes. 'osSs d they accept it not as a problem but as a comf orl Through a 

rhyme of CDt and~ the dirt is as much a comfort to them a.~ their mother. It 

is ever present, it seems. So together with their different uniforms. they are 



uniform in dirt and without needless embellishment, they are uniform in the 

dark. 

They don't need flowery language to describe the night. even though the 
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reader Im already read some. Flowery language may explain the symbolism of 

the night for a reader but it hides the troubles unknown to the soldiers walking. 

They walk in the night. using each other, their comradery as a light to dispel 

those troubles in the night. They walk. unconcerned about their uniforms and not 

searching any great glory of battle. Instead. these friends have their own small 

jokes with each other that creates strong bonds of friendship. They march. secure 

in being with each other. 

Now the poem changes tone rapidly. We have drifted off and let our mind 

wander as we studied the men. Now Hillel makes us aware of the night again as 

he returns to the second s1an1.a that describes the oppressive night. We turn lack 

to the quiet of their march. Then, fighting breaks out and all their comradery is 

f orused for the battle. I've changed the literal translation for their fighting. 

While the Hebrew elegantly uses un to mean a refocusing of their energies to 

shooting their guns (give your jokes to bullets. give your songs to fire). I chose to 

use a more English appr<lleh with standard idioms: telling jokes and singing 

songs. So there. as they had been telling jokes, now they focus on shooting. 

Where the poor qualities of the clothes had been a Joke, now they are the 

accoutrements of a fighting force. This group of young men wake to the task and 
,. 

remain undefeated. 

One question that arises in these linguistiailly precise times is the 

following: are these soldiers men or boys? Most were in their twenties, surely a 

young age. pt defending an entire country, surely a mature task. Maybe that is 

why Hillel writes a poem about a group of youths but refers to them as men. 

... 
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Indeed. the conclusion of the poem hints at this discrepancy as Hillel compares the 

soldiers not to the famed armies of men but of the quintessential boy hero Divid. 

In a final romantic flourish, the great armies who fought in Israel are 

con)ured forth. All these armies were known for exceptional numbers or 

strength which the Palmach did not have. But these are not needed as Israel is 

compared to Iavid. the most dashing and bravest of all Jewish warriors. His 

reputation as a young fighter, shorter than the foe but with more energy is paired 

with his beauty and sensitive artistic side. He is the perfect soldier: fearless at 

hittle. sensitive a.I home. For this the girls swoon. 

With this Biblical allusion Hillel firmly advances the romance of the 

Palmach. A cynic would say it is "p.r. • or propaganda but it seems likely that 

Hillel was able to look tax and re-create sincerely the esprit de corps that 

pervaded the Pa.lmach. 
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~ rlll1l? 
FOi A FRIEND'S SOUL 

To Chaim Ben-dor, ,, 

Chaim, 
Here you have returned to your mother, 
to this earth that you loved. 
And we your mends stand and are stunned: here, Chaim has passed away. 
Not a man among us is crying. We are men that do not cry. 
- Maybe my eyes are damp a bit, well, I'm the emotional one in our group. 

Chaim, 
you have returned to your mother, 
and you are entering the cycle of its fruitfulness and its abundance, the cycle of 
eternity 
But you will not be with us. 
You '11 not make the rounds of our parties, 
you'll be happy no longer, you'll not laugh. and you'll not smoke a pipe. 

An we will be happy again for many ymrs; 
but it's possible we will not always remember you! 

My C,od! 

It is possible that we will forget you! 

Yes. You will laugh no more. And we will no longer laugh at your jokes; 
because you have returned to your mother thlt you love. 

And we will no longer say to you: We'll meet at ten o'clock on Shabbat, if it 
doesn't rain! 
And you will no longer say: No. no! Shabbat is Shabbat! 

Chaim. 
We loved you. 
we didn't write a song about how you were a grmt guy.28 

but you were a grmt guy! 

We didn't cq cmr you. 

28:ior, isa...,wy~•~ ·ruuttnert·mt111way~·pati.tharepal.· 
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but our souls were crying. 
Our souls are not army men. and they cry at the dmth of their sisters. 
Won't you forgive them 7 
Didn't your soul, too, cry over you? It knows you better than all of us because you 
were its own. 

Oh. our souls are not army men. and they're not used to war: 
they cry in their sorrow, 
they 're small girls. 

Cteim. 
you were more childlike than your soul! 
You were a boy. 
You were simply: a man, 
you loved! 

And it's possible that you didn't see the cloud of love that passed before you; 
we saw itt 
Its a shame that we didn't tell you this earlier. 
And maybe it's possible that we weren't able to say. 

We are simple men, and stingy with compliments. 

A cloud of love ! 
Though it is not a protective shield against fire! 
Today there are no victors with love. It is possible that tomorrow or the next day 
they will win with love. 

I wish it were sol 



FOi A FllIEND'S SOUL 

Much is made of the romance of the Palmach. the romance of fighting for 

one's country and motherland. There is always the threat of death. a fear that 

individuals may die but it seems that death is often an impersonal issue. 

Ossualties are counted as numbers more than individuals. ~ldiers are made 

martyrs for the cause. Death, then, can be viewed as another part of the war, as 

another assignment. First one serves in the infantry and then one serves as a 

martyr. 

0 . Hillel tries to remember one of his friends, one comrade, and eulogiu 

him not as a martyr but as a friend who will be missed. 

· ror a Friend's Soul" is dedicated to Chaim Ben-dor. Where the romance 

of the Palmach often requires generalities to paint broad heroic stories, this poem 

is dedicated not to the nameless many who died but to one individual That 

inscription forces us to remember the individual. We will not feel sorry for the 

loss to the community of Israel that its sons have fallen. We will feel sorry for 

the specific people who mourn this specific person. There is nothing grand about 

this poem. It is powerful bemuse it focuses on one individual 

A word should be made about Chaim's name. It mams life. of course, and 

adds a certain irony and pain to the poetry. When Chaim's name is called out, 

life may be mocked. I don't want to dwell on this because O"n is also a common 

name in Israel. Americans named Joy are not confused for euphoria and in fact, 

when one grows accustomed to the name Joy, the word becomes devoid of any 

happy connotations and becomes a name only. 

With Uat warning though. the very first line of the poem uses that irony 

well Chaim bas returned to his mother, the earth. This line 1-a double 

meaning. rust. Chaim the son returns to his mother, a grieving woman. 

Perhaps this refers to the coffin being transferred over to her mre from the army 



hearse. Perhaps symbolically she receives her son through the folded flag draped 

across the coffin. And if that is so, the life is returned to the source of life. its own 

mother. She gave forth this life and now the life is returned to her. But there is 

more to this. We realiz..e that the mother refers to the motherland. the soil Now 

Chaim is literally being returned to his mother(land) as he is buried within it. 

This play on the word life and the name Chaim will continue a soft cadence 

throughout the poem. 

After setting up this scenario, we are introduced to the second theme. that 

of his friends struggling to mourn their friend. They struggle because their 

macho sense of identity forbids them to show any emotions that might make 

them seem soft. They are men that don't cry. they say. Still. Hillel concedes a 

small show of grief but refuses to involve his friends in this display. So with a 

small tair. Hillel begins to accept his friend's death. He takes comfort knowing 

that all men die. that death is pert of the lifecycle. Emotion takes over from this 

rational thought. Loss of his friend is overwhelming and he mourns not seeing 

his friend at parties as he was so accustomed and he will miss even the small. 

mannerism like Chaim ·s pipe. a symbol of a Jaunty man. Hillel is not so maudlin 

as to grieve Uat life will never be the same again. ln fnct, he knows that it will 

come very close to being the same again. only without Chaim. What he worries 

about is losing Chaim's memory after things do get Im to normal. he already is 

afraid of the time when mourning concludes.. This is the most frightening of all, 

it seems, to have one's group of friends Jose a link and then forget that link was 

ever there. 

Hillel brings a sadnm to the poem by showing us how his loss affects him. 

His sadness is IIBled upon losing a friend who was part of his circle and in losing 

cenairl details of his unique friendship with Claim. Hillel brings examples of 

things he will miss. including their regular Stabbat get-togethers. It seems Hillel 



would call and arrange to meet weather permitting. Chaim insisted that the 

arrangement had always been for the friends to see each other on Shabbat: 

weather was never a factor as Hillel writes, · shabb:tt is Shabmt!" Chaim's 

insistence to meet may have been annoying then. but now will be missed. 
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Generally speaking, Hillel ms expressed the oft written lament of never 

fully expressing one's love and respect for a friend until it is too late. He says it, 

though. in an unusual way. He and his friends admit that they wrote songs 

about their love for him. After all, macho guys don't often write poetry to each 

other. Writing songs - and songs and poems are one and the same in the 

Hebrew- really Just isn't the sort of thing men who don't cry would do. But now, 

in of all places a poem. he confirms how the group of friends always felt. 

Too much sentimentality builds up and Hillel returns to the voice of the 

tough soldier. He dismisses his tEBrs and blames it on another part of him, on his 

soul. It is as if the soul were distant from his conscious self. His body and his 

intellect are trained to be tough and ready for war. There is no room and no 

time on the bB.ttlefield for tears. They only slow a person down and distract from 

one's Job. But here he cries anyway blaming the tears on his soul. His essence. 

his thinking that distinguishes him from a common animal, has never submitted 

to the training of war. His soul has always retained empethy. He apologizes for 

that weakness of empathy and tries to make light of the whole situation but the 

rmder knows better. The raider knows that one cannot seperate the soul from 

the person. The reader knows that within his denial of crying lies an admission 

of crying. 

Chaim also had different ~ts of his personality. Perhaps he was the 

tenser of the group or the practiall jater. Hillel says he was more of a child than 

his soul and we have Jost lemned tlat it is one's soul that does not listen to adult 

modes of belllviorl He must lave truly been a free spirit. Clmim may have 



played the boy but he was also a mature man who served in an army and knew 

how to love others. 

Hillel concludes the poem bemowung the fact that Chaim may never have 

known how much his friends loved him. A • cloud of love· is the expression he 

uses to describe an enveloping feeling that permeates the air yet can blrely be 

seen. Hillel and the friends saw the cloud because they knew how they felt. They 

couldn't tell Chaim, though. because their macho image made them less than 

forthcoming with kind words for each other. But all that love could not be a 

"shield against fire," a shield against the enemy's bullets. The poem concludes on 

a sad note as Hillel accepts that love among friends is no guarantee for their 

safety. 

This poem is an elegant testimony to a friend's death and a mourner's 

loss. Hillel and his friends are grieved thlt Chaim will be with them no longer 

but Hillel is especially nervous about forgetting his friend. In a sense, this poem 

is one way for him to compensate for the natural tendency to forget people over 

time. By writing the poem, Hillel creates way of remembering his grief. More 

importantly, the poem. once published reminds many more people about Chaim. 

What we can never know is how many people have read this poem and used it to 

remember their friends. How many other soldiers wanted to cry but remained 

tough? 
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oion,':m n~Yi 
THE FRIENDSHIP OF FIGHTERS 

For 1he Palmach 

My buddies, 
Here comes the sun in Tabor 

and it is really red 
And behind us, the night of battle. 
Here we have returned to the base, the living and the not living, 
but the spirit of life brmthes in all of us! 

Therefore, we will lift a cup. - very red. 
Hey, guys, wine makes the hear1 glad.~ 

Simply. 
through its warm and sweet taste! 

Guys, long live the Palmach! 

And a man from among the fallen will no longer return. 
It's possible that the bullets had our names on them, too. 
But let us drink. plEme, to our life - Life 

and to the lives of those who are no longer alive, 
for a spirit blows hard in us - the spirit of life! 

It is the spirit of friendship 
which death will not crush! 
Not many armies of enemies, 
it is stronger than death! 
It's also greater than our young army. 

Just as the Palmach 
is greater thm its fighters. 

Long live ammraderie of fighters! 
Long live its jest of barbarian curls! 

Of thick mustaches! 
Animal-like! 

A crude, delimte and crafty camaraderie 
in the flictering fire of a cigarette's kiss! 

And this is only a pert of the fire ttet lights friendwp, 
yes. i1I hmrt stnmns light like the sun! 

29PalmtO&:l5 
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Ifs marvelous, 
in a song of fury - of joy. Zimmerman song, 
in the s1ammering of echoes, in the giant canyons, 

in wadi El-Amud! 
On the appraleh to Masada! 
In the mountains, -

and this is JuSt part of the spirit of friendship. 
whose htm1 blows winds 

over all the land! 
Over the Ganegar Forest 
in Hagar's curls! 
In the vacation waterfalls in the fields 

from here on until Merchavia. 

Ha. the carefree one of the day, 
ha. you of the difficult night 
don't be shy from the touch of a hand 

that ~pports my buddy, 
does he not have reserve ammunition! 

P'ass like electric wine! 
Drunk and in love! 

llluminatingt 

100 



101 

THE FRIENDSHIP O F FIGHTER S 

In spite of the fact that war may be hell and arguably immoral. it doesn ·t 

seem to prevent fond memories from being preserved or romantic poems being 

written. 0 . Hillel ms written a quick poem extolling his good friends and their 

celebration of life even as they are in the midst of potential death. 

The scene begins as the soldiers are at rest and the sun sets. They rave 

come back to the oose tired but feeling vibrant. flush from the day 's fighting. 

They lift a cup for a toast remembering the Biblical phrase. ·wme makes the 

heart glad. " With the use of this line, Hillel ras reminded the audience what the 

fight is all about. The soldier quoting, not from religious conviction but from the 

literature of his nation. establishes the idea that the Jewish people are fighting for 

a Jewish culture. In fact. I wonder if he isn't being a little jocular with his. · hey. 

guys" opening. If he were, that would make the point even more solid. How 

many American Jews are there that can quote Bible as the punch line to a joke? 

So they drink to their day, remembering their fellows who died and 

realizing trat it oould easily rave been them who did not return. That is one of 

the few sober thoughts they wish to have. Drinking to life is their preference. 

They drink to their friendship and to the lasting bonds their army 

friendship will foster. They know that the friendship will continue past death 

(though the previous ·Toe Soul of a Friend· worries about that) because the bonds 

made are more resilient than the life of one of the friends. The whole is greater 

than the Q1IJ\ of the parts. Secure in that knowledge they lift their glasses to their 

camaradene and. tensing themselves, toast their macho look of wild hair and 

thick mustaches. The tone is Jovial as they toast their more serious feelings. 

Hillel cites places where the cmnaraderie between his friends was forged. 

All of them are well known and well tmveled routes of Israeli youth and army 

hikes that serve to lomJi11! the poem. By doing this Hillel leaves abstract 
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descriptions of ·oonding moments· and allows a host of Israelis who are 

familiar with these places the chance to remember the friendships they made and 

cemented on their hikes. Wadi El Amud is in the north. leaving Tzfat. The 

Gmagar Forest is between Afu1a and Migdal Ha-emek. Merchavia is a very old 

moshav in the Galil. 

Only the reference to Masada is more cryptic. Spelled distinctly in the 

Hebrew mon refers to a poem by I. l.amdan. The poem "Masada" taught, •an 

awareness on the Jm1 of the young Jewish pioneer that in the land of Israel the 

Jew fights the final battle for Jewry. "30 This poem, a standard for many Israeli 

schools, emphasizes the reason these bonds form so strong. The friendship Hillel 

writes about is the friendship of buddies. the bond of facing a common struggle 

and the realization of the seriousness and importance of this struggle. The 

actions these soldiers take will determine in the most oosic of ways the rest of 

their lives. Knowing that victory meant a free state and defeat might bring the 

worst of destruction is a pressure only those who fought can unders1and This 

understanding is the bond he writes about 

30simm Balkin. Yode:nJWmrllntJII (NewYc:rl: ScbormBoob. l970). P· 7t 
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o,, ,mtn o,',,rn, -u, 
A WORD OF THE GRE Y SO LDIE RS 

The things on our hEaris, to our girls 
we'll say in a quiet whisper. 

For these things are grmter than the power of our hearts, 
and our hearts whisper a scream - screamers of love are we. 
We are the grey soldie.rs, workers in blood. 
We are screaming- screaming because we have a heart in our chests. 

Oh girls, 
we love all of the berauty within you. 
For we love beauty: 
For we are loving men. 
We are the grey soldiers, whose hands are war.blackened, 
whose nostrils are reeking of death. whose tongues are fWched from the roed. 
We scream love to your innermost souls. 

To the narcissuses of your laughter, 
to the sadness of your blue eyes, 
to the myrrh of your bodies, 

0, to this living marble! 

For you are more beautiful than strength of our hearts, 
and we are tougher than fire. Like the boulders of this land. 
But like a boulder gives rise to a spring of cold water when it is hit with a stick., 
so will we give rise to a cool spring of love when you strike us with longing for 
you. 
Therefore pay heed. girls, to the silence of the night, 

to the whispering wide open spaces. 
Surely this is our voice which comes and surrounds you with love, 
surely this is the beating of our bee.rt which breaks towards you. 

Oh, girls, 
pay attention to the night. 
At night at msht from the north. and from the military posts on the mountain of 
God 

and from the distances of the Negev shining with moonlight, 
To you our souls are the sweet smell of czymg. 
To you the flowers are so intoxialted. 



surely a rock doesn't dry up a well. 
And how would we dry up our souls? 
yes, we are not made dull by death. Only our reflection is made grey. 

For we were workers of blood 
fighting for our motherland 

Motherland. 
this is the name one calls your love; 
For there is a threshold which we will reach after all the blood ~ ceased. 

With our bodies, alive or dmd, we will reach it. 
Like butterflies they will reach the lips of the Wy 
or like vultures they will reach the shores of the sunrise, 
we will rEBCh your beloved lips. 

like beloved lilies and like the rising sun. 

We will rmch it! For that have we spilled much blood 
Blood of comrades and blood of enemies. 

And in blood we wrote war- a book of cruel days. 

Oh, girls! 
Our girls in the villages and in the cities waiting by so many thresholds. 
Grab for us chrins of your love - behold, they are power lines 

extended from you to the corners of the motherland 
And it's not electric power - but war is more awesome than it. 

Girls! 
Our beloved girls to the grave and C,od of the hmrt! 
Pay attention to the silence in our screaming hmrt. -

· Lend your ear to a word of the grey soldiers. 
0, open for us the gates of love. 
Break the locks to all the gardens. 
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A WOJlD OF THE GREY SOLDIERS 

The Palmach came into existence as a formal body in 1941. The force was, 

at its inception, ramshackle. By any standards they were lacking in material and 

formal training. The corps was very young. many in their twenties. Strong 

friendships were sure to be made through training and through the program of 

kibbutz work. 

The romantic image of the Palmach surely begins here. Tanned and 

strong. these young men and women in khaki made a handsome picture. Their 

youth surely played a pll"1 as well as the idea of a free Jewish army rising again. 

In this poem the romanticism of their plight is clear (defending the motherland, 

wffering to accomplish the goal) as well as their romantic interests. I must say 

Uat reading about the soldiers ymrning for the girls back home was a new 

theme for me. I am used to rmding about mothers' worry and young girls' 

pining. Sorrow, loneliness, and pining are not often presented as attributes of 

male-soldiers; that would conflict with their stoic wffering. It seems to clash with 

the expected yearning for freedom, for a homeland The romance of the 

Palmach always seemed to me based on the selfless desire to attain the lofty goals 

of liberty, labor Zionism and a quasi-utopian vision engendered in a kibbutz. 

Here. though. the soldiers are lonely for their girls. The motherland is imponant 

and perhaps a motivation for the blttlefield but here in a moment of rest. the 

soldier is looking for his girlfriend That theme ms made me wonder if this is a 

moment of softness in an otherwise tough soldier or if normally sensitive young 

men are moved to toughness when called. 

The title. and recurring phrase o.,,,~, c,,.,rn,, the grey soldiers. is the 

first thing to investtgete. Why grq1 Are they neither black nor white. citi1.en 

nor soldier. but a mixture of both? Is Hillel forestmdowing their dmth alluding to 

the greyness that replaces the skin's ruddiness? Perhaps the root~ hints at the 
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dust on their clothes giving them a grey pillor. They say they are "workers in 

blood" yet they are not red Could the very nature of their work, killing, give 

them this ashen look as they rmlize what defending the nation entails? This last 

idea may be supported by the two descriptions the soldier offers of his fellows: 

i1Ji1~ 'Plf i~ and C1il '1J ilJ. One is a man who is filled with passion, thrilling 

to the discoveries of youth, the other is a man involved in the blood and dmth of 

both his comrades and the enemy. Reconciling those two Jobs must be 

emotionally unsettling. 

The second stanza seems to bear out this confusion. It begins with a simple 

ode to women's beauty building momentum as he explains tot lout 11U of the 

beauty within you/ for tDt lout bt11uty/ for toe 11re louing men. The rythym of 1J 
?..l '~ helps to build the speed of the reading. But Just as he explains what he is, 

he slips 18::k to describe his alter-persona, the grey soldier who is sullied by war, 

who is surrounded by death, who suffers in the course of his duty. We, the rmder, 

feel the hardship of his raility, the revolting flip side to the romantic soldier 

standin.g a clam post. And Just as quickly, we are bd to his dreaming of the 

girls and their beauty (pretty as a statue!). 

Which is the daydremn here? ls he on patrol, daydreaming about the girls 

or is he 18::k at the lme among their company temporarily reminded of the war 

he has experienced? The two are confused together. The soldier's thoughts are a 

fumble of emotions as bis attention swings from one mbject to the other. 

For a few s1anms, though. the soldier's thoughts will forus on the girls. 

Their beauty is devastating. Hillel tm given a new phrase to expres-s heartbreak 

when he writes, • For you are more bamtiful thm strength of our hearts." The 

strong soldier ~ the lllttle melts when he sees the girls. Surely this is not a new 

idea. but it &a eq,ress 1111 anguish that promotes the tender side of the Palmach 

soldier 0ml is otherwise hidden. This tender side can be e,cposed only with the 
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girls presence. Like Moses and the rock waiting to give water. he is waiting to 

send his love. Moses only needed to ask the rock for water. Striking it was not 

necxessary. Perhlps this is mirrored in the soldier's feelings. A young man is 

filled with ardor if only due to his youth. He is Just waiting for some girl to 

approach him. However, he appll'ently sees the girls as so attractive that their 

mere presence is the catalyst to start this longing. It is out of the girls' control. 

She elicits his feelings whether she intended to or not. Imagine the pain this boy 

must feel as his emotions lead him to love regardless of any real contact with a 

girl. He is moved by their mere presence. He blames the girls, of course. He 

thinks that force his emotions. 

The soldier stays strong, though and after blaming the girls for his 

pssssion he takes the lead and tells them that the silent nights mrry his whispers. 

that his brawng hmrt can be heard in the night. What girl at the Iese can hear 

these words and not swoon just a little? He continues his exclamations of love as 

he sits in his military post in the north in a place called oi;,',~, Tl. ·The 

mountain of G-d" phrase is found in two places in the Bible. Psalm 68 has an 

interesting use of il Mount Bashan is called the or,,,~, Tl. It is Bed why it . 
has jealousy for the mountain G-d chooses for G-d's dwelling. Different 

translations write, •majestic mountain" or ·mighty hill." It seems to ask why a 

mountain so mighty and strong as Bashan should be jallous of Moriah. The 

interesting aspect of all this is that &shall is a mountain in northern Israel 

between the Jabbok River and the Hermon. The larger point is that Hillel has 

established ttat the lonely soldiers are up in the north and down in the south. in 

the Negev. Wherever the soldiers are. they long for the girls. Whatever the 

soldiers do. Ibey long for the girls. The image of the rock that Moses struck is 

brought out agem. That rock did not quit giving Us water. Neither can the boys. 

after being struck by the girls. quit their passion. Even the death around them 
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does not make them forget the girls. After all, even though they are Mworkers of 

blood" they can sef0l"clte that from who they really are. 

Indeed they must remember who they really are and why they are these 

·workers of blood. · The Palmach encouraged the idea of "purity of arms· in 

order to justify why they had to use those arms to kill. The noble idea of killing 

for self-defense. killing for nothing less than survival is much more tolerable 

than the id&l of using arms to suppress. I bring this up to show that he brings in 

the idea of ~val and the rationale for fighting when he says the word. m,,o. 
The word motherland brings up ideas of survival. of fighting with one's back to 

the wall. It is a Justification for fighting. It also is a smooth transition from the 

realities of war. 

It is interesting to note that each time Hillel begins talking about the 

difficulties of war, he quickly moves to more pleasant ~bJects. He mentions that 

he is one of the 01il ,,J UJ and then talks about his passion for the girls. He 

talks about hands black from war and then drmms of the girls' beauty. He again 

counts himself as one of the 01i1 i1J iSJ and moves on to the more noble notion 

of motherland The soldier distracts himself from the reality of the army. 

What better distraction is there than to dwell on the end result of the 

fighting? To imagine the day when the dust literally settles and a better life is 

left for the victorious people must be a comforting thought during 'tattle. Alive 

or dead, one's struggle will not be in vain. He compares reaching the end of the 

struggle to a butterfly approaching a flower and a vulture flying into the sunset. 

Butterflies do not make a direct line to a flower but dart about before they land. 

looking like they can't quite mate il A bird flying into the sunset will never 

make it, will always tmve a bit more sunset in front of il Still they try and they 



The next stanza insists on success. The soldier insists on success. There is 

no other option for him and not because of his own losses. He is sorry for the 

losses of his enemies, too. This sorrow, though. could be a recognition that he is 

the cause of their death. In either case, he dwells on the war and on the blood 

that was used to write the story of the war. Again, with his thoughts turned to 

blood, he turns them quickly to the girls. 

Here is now what I consider to be the most expected (almost contrived) 

stan?.a of the poem. It is about the girls left behind as the boys fight it out on the 

lines. To this point there has been an interesting tension of selective 

daydreaming and of rationalizing thought. Now we have a section praising the 

girls on the homefronf-11 waiting by the door sending • chains of your love.· This 

could be the emotional security of knowing the girls are there or actual letters and 

phone calls that form the ·link" between home and war. Their impor1ance 

cannot be diminished. In fact. the soldier says they are "power lines" supplying. 

perhaps, the energy to get through another day. another training session, another 

battle. The last part of this stanz.a. non~ UDO ~iil ,~. •t,ut war is more 

awesome than it,· is a little confusing. Is war more awesome than the electric 

lines or is war more awesome than the power of the support from home 7 I think 

that there is a movement of words increasing their strength from ·chains· to 

· power lines• to war. The clarifiattion of n:> ''JJ as not being true power lines 

is a brief digression to force an allusion. However. if we read 1~ as · tor· then 

we could reed. ·tor war is more awesome than [electricity]." This reading would 

have the Imes, of support more powerful than electric lines and the whole 

scenario of wartime elevating the imporlance of the whole idea. It would be 

31An Aaaril:ul llrlll tc, dmalle6',a ldB IIKk. at 1riome. 'Ole cmno4aimsare c:cnect fflD thoQgh 
in Israel die homefrcmt ml wufrcmt are tbe same. 



saying that war is much more dangerous and powerful tlen mere electric lines 

and the support from the homefront during war is more powerful than those 

lines. 

The poem ends with a final call for the unwavering loyalty of the girls. 

112 

The 11' makes me think he is calling for their loyalty until dmth, a commitment 

until death. The idea of a boy and girl staying together until old age is turned on 

its head here. Instead. he may be asking for their loyalty even to the boy's Emly 

grave. meaning ·do not forget me if I die young~. He finishes the poem with a 

crescendo of beseeching: · Pay attention," "lend your Em.· It is a despe?ate last 

minute plea. The last two lines even use classic expressions of yearning. 

u, illnr!) refers to the phrase in the madl1.0r, 1W1 n?'l.ll ?"W.J W u';, ffl'E, 

·0pen for us the gates, even as they are closing." This phrase is spoken as a final 

plm for our prayers to be answered even as time grows short for them. It is a 

final thrust of piety mixed with exasperation. Here, in the penultimate line of the 

poem. there is this final exasperated plm to hive the girls listen just in alSe they 

lave not been moved by the powerful lines above. The last line refers hick to 

the locked gates in Song of Songs 4:12. Those gates are a metaphor for the girls' 

accepting or rejecting the advances of the suitor. Here, the soldier ask for the 

girls to open their heu1s and let him in, let him approech and let him take 

comfort with her. 
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C"J~ imOJ 
AT SCOI.PIONS ' ASC EN T 

~ddenly 
C,od exploded before my eyes. 
There is no doubt, 
indifferent, drenmily majestic, it broke before me - mountain promontories 

en route to the Arava valley. 

Wide open wildernesS 
without end. the horrible laughing rock, a legend of stone 
the Lord God of the wilderness exploded: 
the top of the mountains of Edom make noise. God of a foreign land. 

a view inestimable 
the dremning metallic wilderness 

no wind - but a blowing Logos 
no sun - but tremendous luminescence 
The curtain of tears enveloped me from before God 

as before a heavy wind. 
or as before a thundering sun 
or as before bolts of lightning from a splintered soul 

I didn't think a thing. I fUSt breethed molten lend. 
And I heard the fighting men that were with me moaning without voice. 

in muted shock. 

And I sat on the cold steel 
ttet human hands cast, 

And I giabbed hold of the cold steel 
that human hands cast so that a man can kill Man by himself 
so ~ not to be pnrtner to the sublimities of the universe. 

Negleded. 
heavy with wonders, expansive in His meglomania ~ God before me, as He is. Wonderful-ugly according to His will. 

Eternal, -

knowing no seers! 
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Fne to break the m,undance of His splendor without llllving people die. 
people who llllve no str~gth t~ ~ this ~den, . . 

without people who act foolishly, prmsmg Him~ pettiness and with 

prayers. 



He, alone, and His mountains 
the planet of flowing metal. 

At Scorpions' Ascent, He set down lightning and enchanted it to bec:ome a road. 
At Scorpions' Ascent He burst before my eyes. 

And I grasped the cold steel. 
And its possible I wasn't me. Rather my enemy Ishmael or Egypt. 
But I was a man in the world, and my hand grabbed death 

and cold steE?l, 
and I was an outcast, and aspired to trivialities. 

and before me raged eternity. 

Tears covered my eyes. for I had been outcast. 
and my eyes were too small to bear the land of the scorpions; 
and I cried without comfort. 

Lord, God. 
Why did you create me as a man, while my hfBrt longs to be a desert or to be 
mountains. 

Or to be windl 
And my eyes - to be sky, or sun! 
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And you gave into my hand the cold me1al to kill one of your small craitions. 
And I. just a number of wbits is my height and I go to kill grasshoppers like me, 

they s1and jUSt a few cubits 
and my soul is still bursting to be eternity! 

And to you. my C,od, without end of light yairs, Being of all! 
At Scorpion's Ascent, coming into the Arava Valley. facing Edomt, 
I saw my nothingness until I cmsed my crying. 

C,od, my C',od 

Bring silence upon my soul. 
Close off my heart from before you. with gates of stone or T opbiel 
Remove your world from my eyes. bring night upon the land; 

Lord. my God. Lord. my God. bring nightf 
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AT SCOIPIONS' ASCENT 

Six or seven miles soutlmst of Dimona is a paved road called 

O'Jl"lm i1'110 TTT, or Scorpions' Ascent Road. Originally plVed by the British 

in 1927 it was the only rOBd to Eilat until 1956. There is a loot-out at the top of 

the road that gives an exceptional view of the Wilderness of Zin. the Arava and 

the mountains of Edom_ At the top of the road there is a memorial to bus 

passengers travelling to Beer Sheva who were set upon and killed int& Besides 

the potential terrorist threats, there are also signs that warn of falling reds. 

Clearly, Scorpions' Ascent is a place of beauty and danger. 

This poem takes pm ~ Hillel and his military unit arrive at the top of 

O'Jl"lm i1'110. After driving up several switchlms, the top tasa view 

tmtward of the Arava valley below. It is not difficult to imagine the slow pace of 

a military convoy driving through the hot desert feeling enclosed 1Jr the rock all 

around. Then, arriving at the top. perhaps turning a corner, the view •e,cplodes" 

changing from the enclosed rocks to the wide open valley. It is here did Hillel 

has s1ar1ed his poem. 

Hillel looks out at the land and tries to describe it. He recognms the 

savagery in the land and its inherent dangers ~ he looks oul There in the 

distance is Edom, Jordan. mating noise. Are these real bursts of KtiDery « 

imagined attacks just~ thraltening? He also loots out to the Jandmd 1ee1s the 

presence of the Divine. There is no wind to feel the presence of the pk2 but the 

Logos, an often Christian corupt of the Divine presence. is there lo canfinn whit 

he sees. (later, in the 1956 version of the poem. Hillel clenges the lll0l'd lo 

·ether.· giving the scene an intangible presence.) There is no sun. bat nferring 

to fmiel•s perception of the Divint, presence in the eponymous boaL c:mpeer l : 4 

and 'l1 the ane is lit by a Cl"llltJing of electricity with no dmr soart1!- Then? is 



Just light everywhere.32 To further portray G-d's presence, there is a u curtain of 

t6ll"S • that surrounds him. 

With the landscape firmly established (both in the poem and by G-d) Hillel 

abruptly looks at the foreground. We are now looking around at a group of 

soldiers similarly made quiet by the scene. Hillel is sitting on • cold steel· looking 

out at the magnificence of G-d's creations when he realiz.es that the crmtion of 

Man upon which he sits (a tank? an armored personnel carrier? a Jeep?) is a tool 

of destruction. G-d has set in motion a system of life, a ~ced ecology that 

sustains many living things. Hillel and his army have set in motion a destructive 

force. an army that has been cast in steel with the purpose of killing the enemy -

fellow human beings and crmtions of G-d. The line,· And I grabbed hold of the 

cold steel/that human hands cast so that a man can kill Man by himself~ points 

out how individual people, a man. is capable of killing large amounts of his own 

species, Man. It also shows how Man has usurped G-d's role in deciding life and 

dmth. With due respect to a sensitivity to male-centered language, I used the 

words 'man' and 'Man' with their single letter distinction to help make the point. 

Hillel takes this irony a step further. He suggests that because humanity destroys 

what G-d has created they will never draw closer to understanding G-d or have 

any sense of the · sublimities of the universe·. 

Hillel looks to G-d and sees G-d "neglected· by people. G-d appears as a 

melange of appearances and abilities with many miracles to His credit. 

Anything is possible for G-d who could be wonderful or ugly or whatever He 

wants. G-d could "break the abundance of His splendor· without a war where 

people must die. What is the "abundance of His splendor"? ls it the land. creation 

itself? Hillel is crying out against G-d. wondering why G-<i could not have found 

32'Jhe wmi ~n«aallyis •myriad· ca- ·ten~. lneamc:ue. it is.ab~ to.,. 
a grat a.moant. l chca t:111 vml ·bemendom·top the--~•-
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an easier way to share the wealth of the land without having people die for it or 

waiting for people to pray · foolishly ·. If G-d is so mighty, why does G-d need 

either war or vain praise? 

The tone of anger at G-d and awe at G-d's creative powers is set as Hillel 

continues the poem. He sees lightning and how it looks like a road. The wonder 

of it all returns us to the theme set in the beginning of the poem. of G-d in the 

gwse of the view bursting before his eyes. But this wonder again is cut short as 

he grabs for his gun. At this moment. Hillel is confused by what he sees and 

what he is supposed to do. Surrounded by all this magnificence. he rEBlizes that 

he is there to wreak destruction on others who see it too. The conflict of G-d's 

creation versus his destruction gives him pause to feel for his enemy the Arab 

people and the country, Egypt. He thinks of them for a moment. identifies with 

them and their struggle and then remembers that he is a man with orders and he 

grabs his gun. 

Orders are small solace to a man who is in awe of the creative powers of 

G-d Instead of feeling connected with his mission, he feels like an outcast. his Job 

profaning the beauty he sees. He is unworthy to be there and he cries from the 

reali1ation that he cannot comprehend all that he sees. He pleads with G-d. angry 

that his soul could not have been esconced in something more grand than a man. 

Perha.ps being a desert or a mountain or wind would bring him closer to 

understanding the • sublimities of the universe.• 

Joining any grmter knowledge is not what he can expect as he bemoans 

his lot to only have been given the knowledge to kill Hillel uses the word C'JlTl 

to bring to mind the story of the spies scouting the land of Israel for the people as 

they wandered in the desert,33 Using this phnlse he recognizes how small and 
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inconsequential he and his enemy truly are compared to the landscape and G-d's 

pawer. He is distraught as he comes to understand the dispanty between his vain 

hope of joining the things of eternity and the reality he lives. He comes to realize 

how, in compmson, he is nothing. Tormented, he cries as he begs G-d to relieve 

his suffering by masking the view with the darkness of night. 

This poem begins as a romantic poem glorifying the beauty of the land of 

Israel. It ends with the breakdown of a soldier as he only begins to understand 

the unplications of a war over land created and given by a third party. There is 

a sense of futility as he grabs his gun and a sense of being trapped into the 

realities of one perspective while slowly gaining a more spiritual perspective trat 

necessarily brings on a conflict. 
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