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Foreword

The 1ife and works of the poet, Micah Joseph
Lebensohn, could be represented in three words; a cry,

a preyer, &and 8 S0Ng.

A cry 1s found throughout his verse which expresses
a passion for life, and the anguish of epproaching death.
In the first chapter there 1s an attempt to bring to
the reader the effects of the poet's 1llness and the

other influences on his works.

A note of preyer i1s heard in Michal's musicsl
lines which sing of love for his people, for God and
the land of Isrsel. A crestive portion of the thesis

P

lies in thz second chapter where the romarnt’c-tunes of

Michal are presented in the English idiom.

Gy mingling in haimcny the volces of Israel's
past with the echoes of all mankind, Michal composes

the song of Jewish survival in the modern world.

The third chapter of this thesis deals with the

ideas and the consequent influence of the young lover




of Zion.

I wish to express my indebtedness to my teacher
Dr. Ezra Spicehandier who wes my advisor throughout
the many months I have been engaged ia this study. 1In
addition to his patient guidance, 1t was he who foresaw

my interest in the poetic figure of young Michal.

A fingl word of thanks to Mrs. Mildred White for

her kind assistance in the typing of the manuscript.

William Eloner

January, 1953

New York, New York
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Chapter I

Biogrephy end Influences

Micah Joseph Lebensohn was born in Vilna, Russia
February 22, 1828; died there February 17, 18"3: His
father, the poet, Adam Hskohen Lebensohn, implianted
within his son a love for Hebrew and general education
at an early age. In cheder, and afterwards from
private teachers, M. L:hensohn learned Bible, Hebrew
grammer, and Talmui, suvjects which were dear to his
fathers’ He acquired v ry soon & broad knowledge in
German and Polish 49?,;§t the age of thirteen,
Lebensohn was ¢! ¢ 'y translating Schiller's poetry

into Hebrew?

The neturel and free style, which later was to
stamp his poetry a&s unique and freshf-waa largely due
to his early traliiing. Unlike almost all the other
Hebrew writers of his day, Lebensohn was permitted
to read Haskzlah literature and to learn forelgn
languages without opposition of parents or teachers;

brd Has b tanfintued,
Indeed, what 1is aslso -important, he had direction and
encouragement in these studies, Thus he was free of

the mental conflict eand enguish engendered by the

suppression of secular educatioﬁ: Gorcdon's aphorisms,



such as, "Be s Jew in your tent and m man abrosd",”
could never have been penned by !l. Lebensohn, because
Judaism and humenity were not mutually exclusive but
rether combined.’ This brosd education given to the
young poet by his fegther, Adem Hakoheny is not surpris-
ing when we recognize that the elder Lebensohn was the
first of the new school of poets, influenced by
Mordecsel Aaron Bunzburgj {1795-1846)?who in his auto=-
blographical sketch,“Abiezer] gave 2 clear picture of
the old-fashioned manners and customs of his generation
which had such a pernicious effect on the education of
Jewislh children both at school and in the home.’o

"
Adam Hakohen Lebensohn, (1794-1878) was greatly

influenced by Gunzburg's new school of thought, which
in contrast to Issac Dov Levinsohn's (1788-1850}'1
defensive approach for the dissemination of Haskalah,L3
edvocated an apggressive new Hebrew litermture, which
would serve not merely 2s z means of spreading
Haskalsh, but as a netional possession for the Jewlsh
peopla.H{Adam Hekohen Lebensohn was a born poet who
thoughc deeply and felt keenly, but unlike his son, he
lacked a broad intellectual backgroundjs—The older

Lebensohn spent his entire life in the narrow milleu
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of the elementary teacher and_petty trador!ﬁ He was
well past his youth when he became acquainted wlth
general literature; thus his latent sesthetic sense
was overlald by years spent in the study of dry
religlous litersture. ' Being unable for the most part
to shake of the habit of casulstry and pilpul,

A. Lebensohn found most of his themes in the realm of

abstract philosophico-poetical qunations.w

Although
Gunzburg had called for the rejuvenating influence of
e new "melodious burst" of poetry which once flowed
from the Jewish heart in olden times and during the
Snanish period:qit remained for Adam Hakohen's son,
Micah Joseph, to bring back the fire of emotion and
naturalness to Hebrew poetryauwhich had been cola for

over three hundred yaars.nr

By the time Micah Joseph Lebensohn was seventeen,
he has already written the poem, Ha-achvah (brotherhood)
e poem which gave evidence of & grest developing poetlc
Calentflat nineteen, Lebensohn translated part of Virgil's
Aeneid from Schiller's German translatlon which he
called "The Destruction of Troy“?j‘llthough Lebensohn
was drawn to the lofty and the beautiful, he waes also

moved by the wonder of human intellect and reason. In




one of his very first poems he waxes enthusiastic 1like
his fatherfvcontemplating the wonders of the human
mindlihich can "know the future which atill lies in
darkness - in time still unborn - in deys not yet
created." From this he goes on to the wonders of
science in general which 1is only a reflection of
poundless human intellectual powers. The human mind
can, "place in order the stars on high - to count the
array of the he venly hosts, to know the ordinances

of cold, heat, l1ight and darkness - to forcast the ways

of the sun," ="

At the =z = o’ twenty, Lebensohn trunslated the drama
"Saul" by Vitorio Alfieri, All that 1s extant 1s the
first Act, first scene, which 1s a free translation
of the Itallan original, also the third act, fourth
scene, Lebensohn did not necessarily work from the
Italian, for he might have usec as his text & German

tranalation.11

M. Lebensohn-inhggihed tuberculosis from his father,
We do not know exactly when he began to suffer from this
illness, but we do know that in a letter to his closest

friend, Kalmen Shulman, in 1847 at the age of nineteen, he



spezits in depressed and morbid terms sbout his illness
winich he knows will lead him to an early and unwelcomed

destn, af

The following is the ietter written to Kalmsn
Shulman on Arril 24, 1847: '

"Here I sit alone in tne midéle of the night;
everybody is sleeping but I em swake. My eyes are
robbed of sleep. My 1llness does not give me sny rest
even in the night time. This 1llness tightens
its ssddle upon me and leads me gulickly to the king of
terrors, becsuse it refuses to be healed. The doctor's
sdvice is rendered foolish, All their wisdom seems
stupld. They csn not bring heeling, but only it:;thgha
or—extends my sickness, without aveil. And I have
alresdy despaired cf 1ife, and I em prepered to dle.
But why does it move so lazily? Why doesn't it make

wings ror itself?

" 0Oh, the most loathsome cresture in the world is

men,., All the days that he passes over the shaking
P sty ahle

bridge of 1ife, he is the most cursed of all that 1s

born. And all exis=tence rises up ggainst him - and

L.
evenjaeath, the last and fearful consolation,ﬁﬁt too




is cruel. Oh, my bones tremble., There await those
who are weeried, walking bent under the burden of old
ege and sickness. Thelr eyes grow dim waiting for
him. They even stretch out their hand to him, but he
passes by without understanding them, and does not raise
his scythe to harvest a dry plant.

This 1s the portion of man who Boes s08t in all

c BND w1

of exlistence H.cloud that journies on the wings of
stormy winds, pregnent with wails, leden with sighs,
full of tears and blcocod. This journey of the clouds,
the eye of no man has seen its beginning or end., It
travels from days everlasting, from an unaee;'place

on & hidden roed toward s conceeled and seesled goal.

At times the 11ghtn|n1 incresses under the rain

E 7 Goc
of the clouds. nfter it, roars the thunder. A cmpeup

of clouds move*a bit, but one ﬁaom this group 1s
{/ﬂ"(eﬁcffd'cﬂ

missing. Without paring any attention. the clouds

move onwerd, until the lighthing incresses a second

time. But where have the wings of my imaginetion

carried me? What do I care for the whole mass if I

Ll At e
am the cloud that_ig qulckly separated from the groupfg

From the top of the tcwer, the sound of the bell
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eym LS weske

EE_EEEEQ—EWD timese I am still awaske. Also my sickness

does not sleep within me., As this dim candle goes

out before my eyes, Lisging the rest of the o0il sround
it, growing dark, ao;dogs the candle of my soul flicker
alse

/
"1 am prepared to leave the world,to go down to

the grave in the midst of my deys, to lesve my father

-and mother, my brother and my sisters, my friends and

compenlions. My father 1s the grave, my mother the wcrm,

my brother is deeth, end my friengp dﬁ% the grave.

n

I see myself lylng on the deeth bed, the sound of
eryiag moens about me. My parents cry out, my trother

and sia?p

i

rs ﬁ93%3 and my griands weep end sigh. I see
myself §2£E§,§9?n and lying in the grave. Above me I
hear the footsteps of tne zrave diccer, and a very
fearful cry shrieks above me, My eyes see the last
glarce thet my parents cest upon me as they lsy me

ell elone in the erms of terrible eternity. I see my
hend thet is now writing become worm esten. I see

my heart become rotten and my skull)is food for the

worms. Oh, how fearful is death, and how pleesant is

life. T elways imagined tnat I wes prepared to die,




[
but in the midst of my youth, to die at 19, Oh my
heart 1s still full of the desire for life, The llght
of the sun is still dear to me., I still desire to
exetrect and to enjoy the abundsnce of the earth's
[z '3 RBLANLr
fullness., My spirit scill ut snd—flles over
the endless expanses._ Oh life, life, I wanteé lifedr.-
' oI Lot
Have I indeed wanted? Beholdﬁnow my hend grows weak
and my bones weste sway, Life's matter burns and boils.
My veins rush and my breeth grows short. Now do I

see death. Oh deasth drews closer to me, and will come

in another few deys.

Death - woe is me - how all my ideas hsve gone
agstrasy, and my meditations have ended and ceased,
All the thoughte of my heert have died within me and
in my soul there rules silence znd d;:; darkness *Q'SLﬁA"('
@Qe Elesent and the ffature setin errey before my eyes.

i fel o \
terrifying pictures. Frightiful images, scenés 35,?:3:;'7nid1f
and the grave, rotting, and the worm,, but from emomg
these frightful terrors there arpears & dear plcture
before my eyes, which lights up “or me the fearful
derkness sround, and scatters these shadows of death

from before my eyese

P




Is it vour picture Shulman; is it your picture
which is deerer to me than ell the world? You have
I remembered, my soul's beloved, and I was consoled.
Let, even my bodi;gZ&E§§?§Eyea if only our love will
not die nor be mo;ed, for is 1t not immortel? Live
then and succeed in this world w-ich I am iesving,
and only tnis do I ask of you my everlasting friend,

that with my death thet I shculd not die in your heart
too? When my body rots in the grave, let not my E::;;‘
rot in your memory. Rememberf'{m y
fezever ' = dean jvlmwl Ld{wﬁh-ef“gtn“' A4thh¢ZLu

PFrom this letter it is probebly safe to assume
thet the poet's sickness had already revesled itself
by the time he had written his first poem. Thus, both
his sickness end art ripened together.gu

In 1846, M. Lebensohn snd his father went to a
summer place loceted in the mounteins outside of Vilna,
but when his condition deteriorated in 184?f;he began
to be treated by the physicians in Vilna who finally
advised the poet to seek a cure in Berlin and at the
German Spas such as Sglzbrun and Reinarzfaﬁpon his

return to Berlin ‘rom Reinarz, Lebensohn fell sick




egain with the esdvent of tre cold weether., He then

decided to return to Vilna.’

This journey to Germany was the grestest event
in the young poet's life. It is conceivable that his
hunger for learning,coupled with nis endless thirst for
recding and writing, kept sapping his energies thus
preventing a cure.avsenior Sachs states 1n a letter,
"He came to Berlin to seek out doctors and he was not
nealed beceuse he sought wisdom much more than doctors.
As soon as he came to Berlin he forgot the purpose of
his coming as if his aim was only to perfect himself
furtrer in the craft of poetry and wisdom in the Athens
of Germany, and not to occupy himself in the healing
of his week bodFeseesssse Also philosophy attrected him

very much,and he loved dearly the theories of Plato,

Spinoze, Schelling, end Hegel. These studies exhausted
his remainééstrength and he returned to his parents in
Vilne in a worse ccendition than when he csme to Berlin,

The book,Shirei Bat Z2ion, he composed in Berlin in the

nights of a single winter." 35

The influence of Senior Sachs, with whom the

young poet lived while in Berlin, was probably the

|0




greatest molding force in Lebensohn's intellectusal

development sside “rom that of nis own father. 3b

In 8 letter to Sechs from Heinerz, we learn that
it wes Sachs whe planted the love for philoscophy in
Lebensohn's heart. The poet's concern for his father
is very evident from his pleas to Szchs to write an

article about his father for one of the magazipes. -t

/

R R - -

It seems that M. Lebensohn was quite lonely in
Reinarz. He writes that he waes all alone and could
not get himself to become friendly with the "stupid
Germans", In the same letter he exhibits a lively
interest in the events of the day, both politicel and
culturel. Thus he asks for news, to ne informed on
political news., He expresses his longing for the
ev’ig.‘i:rf&jgg: He asks about the current events in
Prenceyand he wishes te know about the new development
in the Berlin theatre. It 1s interesting that from
time to time, he breeks into -Trerman.’? "Neither the
tears of my eyes nor the lines of my pen cen describe
to you my soul's tumult when it calls to mind the autumn
nightsu:w e‘;ﬁhfe nig-i;t:u passed like hours and the hours

like moments, when our searching heerts studied and




Juras Wt

mediteted upon ell that exists in the worls, Then you
planted witnin my heert tgb love ;:1ph11055fhy, a;”et-
erral love thet will not éi;ﬁ;hile tnere 1s yet the
treeath of life within mes... Here I am all alone 1like
g deed men in the grave, for you know Low worthless I

eam, and I em not so friendly & perscn &s to strike up

econeaelintences with stupid Cermsns, lacking in mind

5

spirit, therefore all oswmyeelfl do I survey 2ll

2

an

the besuties of summer heresscsse

And now let me remind you of the article for my
father., Woe is me if you have stopped writing it,.
Arise tris one time in your 1ife end overcome your
leziness. In his letterf%hat I received just two days
333‘ my father contirues to =psek to me of it, and
whet shell I do? Should not sheme dbreak my heart,
thaet I did not do such £ smell thing for my fatnerf.e«s.
Please answer me gualickly, coliect of cowrse, [éachs
wes extremely poor, snd ne couali not affori the stamps
for a letter]. Let me know the pr_..ticel news., 1Is
everything 211 right with the eveni s Post? How my
gsoul loners to resd these newsvapers. Tnot is new in
Prencefeecs.eslet me know wozt is new in -erlin and in

she thestres, since you can cscartein fron .= thestre




notices wwich famous plrys were rresented. Will Rachael
come soon {(Fachael Felix) end does the terrible &
stili-dereto nley leading roles?T

P.Se I forgot a French dictionary. Do you have 1it?"

The close relationship wnich existed between the
young poet and Senior Sachs in Berlin is brought to
light by M. Lebensonn's correspondence with Sachs upon

his return to Vilna,

In his second letter3%o Sachs, Lebensonn writes
that he has received his letter, which is full of
bitterness. He says that he will not attempt to
justify himself, to prove the love that Sachs had de=~
spised, because he, Lebensohn, also has his pride. He
can not understand Sacﬁ;ﬁ)lcgic, which insists that if
you do not hate my enemy, (in this case Boehmer) you

can not love me. The poet imagines that perhaps Sachs

is so bitter because of his own difficult situstion.
However, Lebensohn reminds him that although he
himself 1s even more unfortunate, he does not turn

egainst his friends. Lebensohn promises, nevertheless,

to disctribute in Vilna and throughout Russisa,

Ha-tirchi=-ya, (Rensissance), a scientific collection,
\

a'{_} ot ' 3

L

13




published by Senior Sarhs. And as final and complete
proof of his fidelity, the poet tells Seschs that
"Boehmer" had offered to list him as an editor of
erticles by 2Zunz, Luzzatto, and others, if he would
help secure articles and support in Vilna. In spite
of this great temptetion, Lebensohn refused so that
Sechs might be sble to edit a work of this kind, end
benefit thereby. Moreover, Lebenschn states that
Boehmer did not thereupon hate bim for turning down
such an offer for tne sake of & comnetlitor like Sachs.

Lebensohn insists thet his religion is justice which

he will elways love. That the deys to come would prove

his uprigntness. He concludes by saying that if they
could not be friends, then let their relationship be
that of twe writers who respect end appreciate one
another. In this regard Lebensohn tells Sachs that,
Sachs will not heve to be ashamed of him, becausé he
hopes to creste grest things during the coming winter.
He mentions having finished his poem "Yehuda Halevi"

as well as his introducticon to Shirai Zion.

14




"Today I received your letter full of bitternass

and polson. I read it and swsllowed your venom like

water. My soul has long been sated with much bitterness,

so let this also be for gocd«s.ss Jealousy end envy have

blinded you, have hardened your hneert, and have hildden
all feeling of love end friendship within you. L‘ursed
be he who writes that jealousy of scribes 1lncreases
wisdom: every trouble and strelt, every evil and lle
comes from 1tl..... When I recall in what a plight you
are, alas, and that perhaps only out of a bitter heart
have you spoken until now, how shall I not forgive you?
Even though I am more unfortunate than you, crouching
in the midst of the spring cf my youth under the
burden of an incureble sickness, strong as death which
like a stormy wind undermines and blasts all the hope
of my youth, the plans of my life.... But why shall I
speak so much, when it wlll only mzke me worsze in your

sight, since not hating Boehmer, how can I love Sachs?

But I will say this, altuo&gau do not consider me
a good friend, I will do for you everything that one

friend can do for snothers.... When the Tehiah (scientific

work published by Senior Sachs, of which two volumes

appeared) will be completed, send it to me in Vilna,...

15




Sand two hundred ey first, but since I willl send them
all over Russia, I will write to our agents to do all
in their power to sell many coples., And thus will I
do with all your books, and all tnat you write to me

and place uron me.

As God lives I will serve you joyfully althqﬁﬁbt
as & friend, for how can I be your friend if I am not
Boehmer's enemy? I am slso happy that I can spread
your name and ‘ame from one end of Russla to the other,
and thus I will do as I have done until now for I g
have not mentioned your name without blessing and
praising you. Even in the presence of your foe and {
enemy, Boehmer, by the dear 1life of my father and by
the lives of Schulman and Kaplen who are dearer to me
than all else on earth, even in his presence I spoke
well of you, pralsing your work and your character.
But how cen you believe me if I do not hate Boehmer?
And if you would shake off & bit of your laziness, I
could help you at home with regerc to a Hebrew GVMM (ﬁo X
oallectiern which I hope would do you more good than *

all your books and you could earn a greaet deal from q

it. If you would only atte.pt it, you could perhaps

/6




live from it alone., And slthqﬂBdehmer came to me before

I left and sald that he was tﬁinking of publishing

scholarly articles under the name of the Aﬁr Kerem Hemed,

and thet Zunz slready promised to give him an article,

thet he will also get some from S. D. Luzatto and many

other scholars, that he slso has the money to print it

quickly, that 1f I would only help him in Vilna so that |
the scholars of Vilna would send him articles aqd money,

and if I would only promise to circulate them (Jifi:?%:) i
in Russia, he would be prepared to print my name as .
participating in their publication. Imzgine how much

honor this would bring me to be known as a publisher
‘

of the letters of Zunz, Luzatto, Regguo? You should

know that, slthough I d-o—%gf_maqggmgch of mybag,
nevertheless, I am proud, and if I do not pursue honor
yet do I like honor very much. However, I forewent this
honor for winich I longed more than for life itself.

I forewent 1t because I imagined that it would help

FOUsswwae

And I swear by God that I have held fast to

righteousness and I will not let go of it, although,




/ 7 ide T
I do not deceive myself to believe I am bound to go to
the stake for my people and God, JNoi If they were to
frighten me with the slightest pain, I would give up
the name of my God, And 1f they intended to afflict
me for & moment, I would kneel tc a block of woecd and
bow down to an 1dol. My heart is bare and there 1s no
cover for my thoughts., As I am, so do I appeare. I know
it 1s foolish in man to sulfer for the faith. I have
no religion! My brgther“: humanityl The world my
fatherlandl My religlon is righteousness snd God knows
1f I am able to make sacrifices for my friends end for
his righteousness. However, to bring sacrifices for
religion is stupid, lowly, and senseless, and found
only emong wild savages who knew no mercye. If you
write to me that you would sacrifice your 1life for
faith, I would not believe you, It 1s agreed tnat
whoever 1s capable of sacrificing himself for his
religion 1s slso capable of sacrificing others for it.
This is necessarily so and most logical; more so than
your lecglic, for I will love righteousn:sss forever. Not
the kind of righteousness that is to be found in novels

and in pastoral songsh but the practical and possible

righteousness, The days to come will testify to my

I$




righteousness, end purity o hasrt, Perhaps then you

(o7

will regret desplsing your friend's love. If we can
not be friends then let us from thls day forward be two
wrlters who respect snd arpreciste cone another, You
will not have to ve eshsmed of me., I hope to create
great things thls coming winter., I ecan not reveal to
you all the many poetic plans trat £ill my mind, and

i1f I desired, I could fill books, but there is still

time.

Rabbl Yehuda Helevi, I have slresdy finished and

it has turned out guite well, Likewise I have alrezdy

finished my introduction to Shiral Zion. Tomorrow I

wlll send it to my father. Why haven't you let me know
whether you have already finished the article on my

father? Write to me, yes, or no."

&)




In his thnird letter?.jhe tells of his difficulties
in resurning to Vilna, due to tne loss of his pass.
He then inquires after Sach's health and wants to know
whether hgf;gught philosophy to & group of young men,
Jﬂmn the Rgggigsance (periodical) wes progressing, whether
he sent his books to the rich men in Eerllin and what
was new in Hebrew litersture. Lebensohn then reproves
Sachs for neglecting to send the books that he promised,
especially since tne money has already been collected.
He further scolds Bachs for failing to write the
article he promised about Adem. He Just does not know
what else he can do to induce Sachs to write this
article which would be an honor to Sachs as well &s
Adam., Lebensohn then goes on to relate the animosity
of the Vilne Maskilim for one another, informing upon
each other to tne government, in the hope of securing
some kind of government position. He expresses his
thanks to Sachs for heving scauasinted him with the
scholerly works of our peogle. He closes by asking
for information on & number of subjects, such as:

1. The rames of those who defended Meimonides

and his "Guide For the Perplexed", against the
French s&azes.

2, Whether the Talmud itself criticized the

20




Perushiine.

)5,
3. Whetner Nachmanides was not the chief cabalist
o

from whom Spinoza's philosophy is derived.

It 1s interesting that he asks Sachs to write on
thin paper, and in small letters so that the postage

might not be too expensive.
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It sheuld be noted thet Lebensohn came to Rerlin
in the sommer of 1B48 not long after the revolution of
1848, An indication of the chenging politicel climate
is the fact thet Nicholas T, who was so highly praised
by Adam Hocohen 1s now called the hangman of tne
March revplution, heving suppressed the Hungarian
revolﬁé!?Clear proof that the tremors of revolt were
felt 1n Berlin at the time of the pceﬂs visit is the
fact that Zunz whe, as we shall see, exerted a great
influence on Lebensochn, eulogized in fiary address
"The March Heroes“.q;Zunz wrote & speciel article on
the "princirles of democracy.“H}Lebensohn, who had
rezd Helne while yet in Vilne snd had trenslated from
the poems of Mleczkewicz and plays by Alfieri, must have
been influenced by the young Germeny and perhaps by the
young Polend and young Italy movements, which stressed
naticnalism ard individual fre2dem at the seme time. Y3
Thus the spirit of genersl revolution end national
revolution exerted e decisive influence upon him.

It is difficult to belleve thet his translation of

Alfieri's "Saul" could have been shesr coinecidence. 4y

It is known that Alfierl hed to clecak the desire

for Itelian emencipation from Austrien yoke in the
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gaerment of historicsl plays. Thus Saul, who liberated
the enslaved Hehrews from the yoke of the Phillistines,

5
is held up as an examrle to Italian youth,

Lebensohn found this play particularly close to
his sentiments for in the following letter to Sachs,
ne makes mention of hils deep emotional reaction upon
visiting the graves of those who fell in the March
Revolution.

Y
In this letter to Sachs he recalls longingly the

pleasant times they spent together in Berlin; how he

had hoped to return but now he knew thet he would

never see Berlin or Sechs again. Ee brings to mind

how they stood at the graves of those who died in the
March Revolution of 1848, and how Sachs told him then

of his abiding faith in that the nation of Israel and
its faith would live forever. The noet is now all I
elone, Kaplan had become a clerk in the Jliguor customs
office and wanders over the cities of Lithuania, He
does not see Shulman for weeks, The rest of his friends
and companions have left, and as for the Maskilim of
Vilna, they are not worth wasting time upon. He is

hungry for news of Berlin, new publications, news of
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its scholars &and Sach's progress 19 his werk.

Lebensohn tells Sachs thet after his book "Shirsi
Bat 2ion" will be published, perhaps he will publish
pgipint prilie

a book of new love peoems called, ""Roses and Thorns",
which he had discussed the past winter. Lebensohn
writes about what little news there was in Vilna, and
singles out for his speciel hetred, Fin, and his book
“Nidfchai Yisrael", (Forsaken of Isresel). Since
Sachs is now in Leipzig, he reminds him that now is
the time for him to finally fulfill his promise in

reference to Adam, since the rublishers are located in

that city.
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From Levensvnn's letters to Sachs we see that in
the two years that he spent outside of Russia he threw
himself completely into the stream of Haskalah., He
read voraclously books written in different languages,
visited theatres and concerts and hesrd literary and

gcientific lectures,

Sachs introduced Lebensonhn to the scholars of
Berlin, particulzarly Eunz.q’The poet leasrned to aeppreciate
Hoshmat | anadd (paieh doacr) 70 s ionat
Sachs claims that Lebensohn write, "Shirai Bat.Zion",
in accordance with his counsel?q It is curious that
Lebensohn 1in his introduction to"Shirsi BatlZion, does
not mention writing the nistorlical poems wupon Sach's
edvice, but rather thanks "The great Rabbil and sage =
the lofty scholar, Leopold Zunz, who advised me
faitnfully after I placed before him my book, "The
Destruction of Troy", to lesve the songs of foreign gods
and to sing the songs of the Daughter of Zion, and it
wes him I obeyed in writing these poems.ﬁrbNevertheless
Sachs must be credited with influencing the poet to
write historical poems in the light of the very close
relat!onship tnat existed, and considering Sach's

influence in turning Mapu to writing historical novels.;’
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Tn 1849, Micah Jozeph Lebensohn, entered into
corresvondence with Samuel D, Luzzatto, who wes one
of the people to whom he hed sent his translatlon on
“Troy":SlLuzzatto's influence on Lebensohn wes clearly

very great., In one letter he mentions scnding to

Shadel three of his poems, Shlomo, Kohelet and Yael

and Sisere before printing thnem. From the first
letter it is obvious that Luzzatto had the opportunity
to criticize otner poems of the poet, and he had advised
¢ MM« Vonas)

him to write in lines of eleven syllables. Shadal
likewise instructed him not to rhyme penultimate with
ultimate words nor to use rhyme that sounded allke in
Sephardlc but not in Askenazic. In this same letter
we sain an interest ng insight inte the poet'!s use of
the Scriptures, since he mentions to Shadal that in
the three poems sent to him, he has departed at times
from the text and lhas made changes in line with
poetic license permisriole to every poetj;g

After a polite introduction expressing his happi-
ness et heering from Shadel and steting his desire
to follow his advice, Lebersohn says, "I have labored

te tne point of weariness to change all the lines to

-~
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eieven sylleriss, end Z heve removed every sheva from
the worés. I have been careful not
to :igne penultimete with ultimete, and since you
have begun to show me kindness end heve said that you
woulé look also &t wnet I would send to you, I have

herewith dered to send these three poems, "Shlomo",

Yronelet" and "Veel end Sisers", vefore orinting them

with seversl otrner poexs c¢f Zicn. Spread over them
glso your kind wirgs. In vour judg_uent tell me whether
trey find favor in your eyes.

I have permitted myself in these

s ]

oems to depert

f0ly Seriptures and to

e
bh

st times fron the path of our

i

devise new thirzs in line with the license w-ich is

M

tyen a poet, to destroy and te tuild, to uproot #nd

to plant, &s he sees fit, Excuse me o o 3 B I riiume
itwa or three letters trhet are not the ssme since the
+ures csuse me tro:ble," (Shedel, wnose pronunciation

et -4
(TRL-AwPTE
wes Sepnerdic, ceuticned Lebensohn not to r¥_me the
’ -

let-ers tnet were sirciler crly In the Ashkenszie

rropuncigtion, e.2. d88s end kess are pronounced dees 5y

end kess in Ashkenaszic, but dast end kess in Sepnerdic.)

Lt Fipst Shzdel made remsrks in regard to errors

s 51/




in meter and rhyme, but when the poet begsan gsending him
nis Bibliesl poems, he began criticizing the content
as well, Thus, Shedel criticized Lebensohn's presente-
tion of Yeel, cleimirg that she is put in e bad light.
Shedal feels that this is the result of foreign
influencef;(concerning Solomon and Kohelet, Shadal
objects to the description of true wisdom ceusing the
loss of faith and hopes He finds it difficult to
believe "that a Lithuaniasn Jewish lazd who was born end
brought up on the lap of the prophets, the Tannaim,
the Amrorasim, should expound on the vain idols of the
encient peoples, to learn “rom them the secrets of
wisdom." Shadal continues and says that, only one who
has a false feith begins denying everything when he
gains a bit of wisdom, becesuse Greek wisdom has only
flowers but no fruit. This is not so, however, with
Jewish wisdom, becsuse it teaches man to labor to help
others and therefore he will find satisfaction 1n all
his deeds, and even should troubles overteke him, his
rignteousness would stand by him end offer him
consolationfﬂ Lebensohn enswers Shedeal, thanking him
for his correction in terms of technigue. As for the

=7
concepts in his poem he writes, "Do not suspect that
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I am one of these youths who are the majority in this
generation who strive to revesl blemishes and to say
things thet are not true about our holy books. On
the contrary, I have 4lways loved my people, its
language, and our glorious booxs with a powerful love,

and therefore your poem, Derech Eretz, is desrer to

me than any treasure. Its thoughts are my thoughts,
gncé from the day that I read this poem, my soul has
atteched i1tself tc you with love.... However, I can
not hide from you the fact that Ysel's deed is very
revolting in my sight....and therefore I couldn't
Justify her in any weye.s..s. Indeed, I have listened to
your words of reproof not to sin against the prophetess
who blessed her, and I have added s number of lines
that will justify her.,.. And thus did my father glso
advige me, But fer be 1t from me to think evil, for
the ldess cf Kohelet are not mine; nor are his thoughts
my thoughts. For I am upright with my God, hoping in
silence and trusting in his sszlvation even in times

of trouble., He is my one refuge in the days of my
siclmess,...s Nor nave I taken any idees from a foreign
poet, neither in the poem of Yael nor in this poem.

However, I oney your words of reproof and I am changing
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and adding neterial in the middle of the poem and even

more a2t tne end s you may today see for yourself."

The poet, in his introduction te Shirai Bat Zion
(1851) tnanked, "especially the greet scholar and poet,
pure of heart and spirit, Samuel David Luzzatto, who
was like a fatrer to me in his deer letters, fo teach
me the straight way in which I should go in the craft
of pcetry.";

From M. Lebensohn's correspondence te his friend
Z'lev Kaplen, we leern about the leneliness and despair
waich grirped him in his last few consumptive years
in Vilne. The poet recells in a short letter how only
& yesr ago, the two sat together alone in the woods.
Micsh wes upset beceuse of some love affair and

Kaplan consoled him at that time,

"T remember thet a yeer ago this evening, the
two of us walked together, and at that time the
fields hed slready grown green, the trees were be-
ginning to blcscom. As we sat there alone in the
woods, my soul was tnen rendered unclecn oy & con=-
temptible iowve, vou persuaded me like &n engel of God.ﬁrr
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In his seccnd letter to Keplan, Lebensohn mentions
the terrinle enmity among the Maskilim "end if your
heert still vearns, let it yearn conly for your home
gnd vour friends but not for the city. If you knew,
my dear friend, the dark shadow which covers the
heert of every lMaskil now. From the smallest to the
lergest they eye esch cther with enmity. They all
deel cdecoitfully, esch one seeking to trep and over-
throw the other, and every men spresding out the net
of slender at his friend's feet." Ly

In his third letter, Wicsh writes to Keplan, "Why
are you angry with me though I heven't written to you?
It is only veceuse of my love and pity for you that I

did not write, since I know thet the Almighty hes
o hadl yiM -

mede your heaert soft Fo e grievel'ﬁg bhacﬁiﬁﬂfla Sfau{
every men (in the worid., How much more so,ﬁthe troubles
of your friends, who are dge half of your flesh end
soul, If my lot were a pleasent one, 8BS I live, I
would have written until you weuld have had enough,

but how shell I write to you, thet I welk about gloomy
under the spell of my pein end misfortune, tmat I

neve become numb, and crushed under the pein of my

sickness. Ny heert, which beceme allve at the sight

i



of the healing snn, now dies together with all my
hopes. at the sound of the storm in my sar; at the
sight of the snows which heve cast its frost in my
soul,

’

'And what should Shulmen write to you? Do you
desire to heer the sound of an owl among the ruins,
and the pelican in the desert, that murmurs sadly, and
wails even at the light of the sun? Should he write to
you that he was going about up until two days ago
without & house? Also, cursed be men and the world
and all of existence, neither 4id he heve bread to
keep himself alive. Should he write to you of such
things? Does Kaplan ask such things of us? Even now
I would never have written to you of them but you have
pleaded with me, and I heve been persusded, But he
consoled my desr friend, Prsised be God, [or Shulman

is now making s iiving and does not lack anything.

""Also, I, whose hopes were bound on the wings of
the sun which flew awey, with 1%s returr. hope has
come back to my hesrt end I live once a;-‘n, And how
does your imagination,lesd you so estrey as to create

in the city of Vilna e picture of serene spirits and
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secure souls? Why do you speak badly of your city of
Vitebsk for no reason?.....Praise God, thet you are
not here with us. There you will not hear the cry of
unfortunete mcthers end the wall of fathers, which
pour down llke water for their only son who was taken
away from them forever; gone are they on the road
from which there is no return...., These ears of mine
heve heard the wail of the mother who swayed in her
sorrow and cursed her soul for having ssved the life
of her only son from the wrath of the cholere, only
to see him now teken at the hands of kidnappers, to

pe & soldier, an unfortunate forever.

For the rearful officers have come to levy the toll
of eight souls of every thousand in Isreel, &nd to Hiw
has been added the communal officers. Now the hesds
of the city. havé the power to conscript ;ii:;;iﬁhom
1t is said chat me is of bed deeds. Alresdy, about eighty
such people heve been tsken and although the ms jority
of them are villeins, yet there are among them people =
{nnocent of all wrong other than putting on foreign
clothes, or not preying in the morning or eveninge.

ki a J;--'-;.LL ol
Fer such an éxcuse many have slready been stolen awey."
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Cole
In his poem, "Michal Dimah", the elder Lebensohn
describes the last strugpgles of nis son, especially
his suffering during the last six months of his life.
Yis father, describing the flerce cold of the northern
country, pictures the young poet burning in the miast
of this cold; hls consumptive body wasting away day
by day)p'There is some consolation in the fact that

Micah Joseph Lebensonn lived to see in print his

Shireil Bat Zion and to hear the many vraises thet 1t

merited and received. A short time before the poet's
death, his father asked him where nis menuscripts were.
Y¥icah Joseph Lebensohn pointed to the place and added,

Y
"They will not waste sway."
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Chapter II
Shirei Batl Zion

When Mlcah Joseph Lebensohn realized that he
would not find healing in Berlin, he returned home.
Although his search for health was in vain, Lebensohn
did not return to Vilna empty-handed. With him he
carried a sheaf of magnificent poetry, Irittenryhile
he was racked with pein, and haunted by death in Berlin.
Part of this collection was a group of six historical

poems entitled Shirai Bat Zion. (Songs of the daughter

of Zion). Solomon and Kohelet, The Revenge of Samson,

Jael and Sisera, Moses or Mt. Abarim, and Judah Halevl

are the eplc poems, based on biblical episodes and
themes of national import, which make up the book,

|
Shirai Bat Zion.

Lebensohn's introduction to Shirai pat Zion,

written in Vilna shortly before the publication of
this work, reveals the love which the young poet had

for his people and its history. '

LN

2’ -
"Dear reader, do not be angry with me 1if, after
I have recently placed beore you a translation of a

poem by one of the great poets, Virgil, which I called

Yo
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the 'Destruction of Troy', I have nrw taken it upon
myself to present to you six poems of Zion wnich I
wrote 1n Berlin, the city which is the preise of the
worldeeess For wnat have you end I to do with the land
of Tyre and Troy, mighty and powerful rnations, which
are now as if they never existed; and what have we to
do with the foreign gods that they nad then.... Behold
tne daughter of Zion, the daughter of our people still
stands alongside the ruins of these ancient lands. She
alone has turned awey the sharp sword of time (the
womb and grave of all existence).... Because her God
lives foreveryand to His name incense i1s burned from
one end of the world to tne other., Therefore,my dear
reader, whose peorle are my people, and wnhose God 1s
my God, come now with me, for on the wings of my ﬁong
shall I carry you to the holy land. (although others
rule over it, yet it belongs only to us, for with
rivers end streams of blood and tears have we escquired
its holy soil). There I will show you visions of God,
the king in his glory, the prophet in his holiness, the
sage in his wisdom, the hero and his strength, the
Levite and his songe... Perheps I shall also receive

& blessing for having placed before you sacred memories,
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the recollecticu of ancient deye in the period of our
penple's youth. If you will look favorably upon this
poem of mine, I am prepared to place before you the

rest of the Scngs of Zion which ere still in manuscript.

' Before I conclude this introduction, let me
publicly thank the mighty ones, the foundations of the
earth.... Yom Tov Lipman Zunz, who counseled me wisely

in writing when I sent him my book, The Destruction of

Troy, to lesve the songs of a foreign people and to

sing the songs of Zion. I have obeyed nim in composing
these poems. Especially (let me thank) Samuel David
Iuzzatto, who is like a father to me in nis dear letters,

to teach me the straight peth that I should”go in the

eraft of poetry."”

The first, the longest and the most representa=-
tive of Lebensohn's historicesl poems, &are Solomon and
Kohelet, the two great opposites of the Bible, the
most fortunate, the most depatring. The subtitle,
Faith and Wisdom, whicn Lebensohn gave to these poems,
suggests a pnilesophic background.q According to
tradition, Solomon wrote both the Song of Songs and

the book Ecclesisstes. The poet draws upon this

Y




Ly

legendin}-lone‘to describe Xing Solomon in two phases
of life., In the first, King Solomon typifies faith in
life as & young man, who is handsome, vigorous, the
lover of the beautiful shepherdess, Shulamit, and the
composer of the Song of Songs. Tae second deplcts
King Solomon in old age whose criticel wisdom has

—

anaf}zsd ell joy out of his life.b

Lebensohn, in hls notes on these poemsyexplains
how he is intrisued by the contrast between youth,
waich is innocent, full of love and hope, and old ege

with its skepticism and despair.e

From his notes it appears thet his attitude toward
Biblicel criticism wes a moderste one. While he dared
to sey thet Kohelet wes written in the Maccabean ers,
he, nevertheless,attriouted the Song of Songs to Solomon.
He was very severe with the critics, whose only aim.
seemed to be to sscribe every book to a di“ferent

suthor and & different time,

1 -
"The two poems Shlomo and Kohelet are one poem
in two parts. The first descridbes Solomon in the days

of his youth - singing the Song of Songs, while the

second poem deplcts nim in his old are, composing the
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Book of Kohelet. Upen reading these two books, who
emocng you, my dear reeders, will not be amazed by the
fact that they esre attributed to one suthor? Whose
heart will not contract at seeing the man, who
wonderously sang songs of loves.... tne man, who cried
out of greet joy, 'How lovely and how plessant are you
O love for delights', to see this man despairing and
desolate, distressed and sngry, calling out bitterly,
'T hate life', 'childhood end youth are vanity', '0f
laughter I have szid it is macdness'! - 'the days of death
ere preferable to ones birth.' This thought stimulated
me te write the poem of Shlomo and Kohelet, and I hope
tnet your heart will not fell within you, O reader,
when you read how doubt perturbed Sclomon's thoughts
so that he spoke as he did...e But this I will say to
you, if the belief thet is written irn the book does
not suffice. Lift your eyes over the whole broad
world, There on every plant and bush, on every blade
of grass and leaf, is wkitten clesrly the hand of God,
the faith of a true snd living God. Every bird that
flies is an angel and = seraph, flying to relate his
glory. Every plant of tne field is & seer and e

prophet, proclaiming his kingdom. All the world and
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1ts fullness is a song of God, vecause he is in every-
thing and he is everythinge.... Lift your eyes on high
and see the tens of thousands of worlds, the suns and
their moons, which race, revolve, snd fly eternally
without swerving from their cours2.... 9nly a fool or
a madman would attribute this to chance and chaos, and
not believe that the almighty God made it.... Know
also, my dear resder, that I have not attributed the
book of Kohelet to Solomon against the opinion of
many scheolers who have taken it away “rom him, because
whoever has eyes can see that this book is & product
of later days, In its language and content. Perhaps
it was written in the days of the Hasmoneans, during
which time there spread among all the people the belief
in immortality. Therefore, he (Kohelet) slso comes

to investigate and judge it. The idea of this becok
in attributing it (Xohelet) to Solomua, 1s one of the
loftiest concepts thet spring from the heart of man,
because if the words of this fearful book are indeed
awful in and of themselves, behold they ere even more
awful in the mouth of a king who 1s successful, wise,
and more fortunate than any man on earthjy to whom ships

of Tarshish brought all that the eyes could desire,
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gend to whom & thousand beautiful maidens gave pleasure,
and Tor whom elghty thousand mer bullt a dwelling plzce,
and to whom peonle came from the ernd of the worid to
see the glory of his weeslth and the greatness of his
wisdom. However, regsrding the Song of Songs, no
Maskil can deny thet Solomon composed it, although
there heve multiplied critics who seek to wrest this
book z2lso “rom Solomon% hands. (I am grieved for
criticism which hes become in tnese days a craft end
not a wisdom, whose aim is to destroy all that 1is

holy end create only new things and to attribute every
book to & different author and a dif’erent time).

The clarity and strength of its language testifies

end proves that it was composed in the days of our
nation's youth, and to whom shall we attribute this
lovely and pleesent love poem, the like of wnich there
is ne other, if not to Solomon, whose Songs were one
thousand end fives... All my words here and in this
poem ere only according to the true meaning of the

words and sayings in tais book."

In Shlomo we see the youthful Solomon, whose pure
heert and happy soul hsve not been touched by the

sadness and difriculties of life. Life and the besuty

4e



of nature gbout him, &ll sing together of hepriness
and love., At sunset, the handscme snd vigerous youth
is climbing the crests cf Lebancn, where he suddenly
sees Shulamit, the besutiful shepherdess. Love grips
him instently as he eves har besuty which blends with
g1l the glories of neture, rolling upon the hiilside?.
of Judeh end Ephraimﬂf Bmor cirg the besuty, Solomon
sings the song of eternel love from the immortel
Song of Songs. In his joy, the young prince can not
envicion the reelity of wickedness, sorrov, pain end
death.a

"Love in one's youth, how precious and pleasant,

Let every lad suckle at her consoling breast,

Fvery youthk be hapny and rejoice in it,

For youth is & flower, and she its honey.

How lovely is the portion of loving youth,

Though the celestiel hosts tower over him, ceye ks 413w

Yet—are they jeilcds of his pleasant lot and savx—him,
RBeceuse they in their heights ere all slone." , ..

"The brooks ripple snd their waters ler,

e mighty osks murmur in the wind,

The doves coo in their nests,

Tt is the voice of lovel She elone speaks in them.

¥is strong desire leads him to think there is no
sadness,

Por every man who loves is completely happy.

“ow should sadness not come to an end and duath b mnigl
disappear, ]

Sinae he and his beloved are such a joyful pairy"

Ui
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The lvrlcel theme of love sings optimisticelly
throughout the poem in 8 natural and fresh style which
marks Shlomo ss the love poem, par excellence, of the

Haskalah.'°

However, in Kohelet we find the anti%thesis of
Shlomo. The young prince is now the old kinr) welghed
down by the burden of his wisdom, which has cancelled

out both the joy and freedom of the past, the luxury

il
and fame in the present.

"In the palace covered with finest zold,

With its ~uilded cedars end brilliant capitels,
Among marbie pillars that delight the eye,
Among preciocus stones and choicest tressures,

In this beautiful pelece, the grandest abode,

On & turone of gold and ivory, esxpertly fashioned,

Cloeked in purple, on his head s crown,

Sits one hoary headed, weak, and ssted with yeers.

The hair of his lccks ere white 25 SnCw, _

On his fofhesd and cheeks. sedness has msut?d_itsﬁ

G g nved fURPOwWs y vl

Like fhe-gleam in the-fdsve e his face darkensd,

Desth's shadow looks out through his lids." /2

Etcned on his forehead is every grief end streit.
1f it were not for the lighting flash of his eye, one
might think him e corpse just risen from the grave.

Thus, desolately does he sit bereft of counsel. How
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powerfully does his mute anguistk svesk? Who 1s this
bent old men who cen no longer cserry the burden of
life, walking about like & frail shedcw? He is Kchelet,

¥ing in Jeruselem.

"Is this the youth crowned in ell hils glory,
Handsome end plessant like jhe light—of the-moon, v lar Ayl
Is that his helr woieh black ss the rsven, =
Are these his eyes, wiich were like doves by the
weter?
T

Isntt he the one upon whom everything was bestowed

o severnfold,
There being no limit to his treasure and pleasure,
His cup full with heeven's blessing,

1 " ?
And a tJnusgnd.ﬁfFEﬂ his portion?

Why is his heart’™s void and his soul distraugnt,
Is his spirit®8ed becsuse of & multitude of days,
So that he”ffngs for deeth,
Or will his hesrt not rest because of an enemy's
revages?
el
Hes he spilt man's blood, and this blood pursueg
him,
Or do the oprressed and despoiled cry out ageinst
him,
Or does cruel resret consivie him like the moth,
Tor heving trampled under him his groaning pecple?"

The poet answers this rhetorical ouestion by
saying that it can not be old ege that hes whitened his
nair. In his years others are still fresh end rediant.

"Weither does he fear an enemy, &nd fright is a

stranger to him,
Hound stout have nations mede racts of peace,
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At his feet lie meny kingdoans smitten,

They hevs come from the ends of the earth to seek
his fece.

He himself, has long recognized the rule of heaven,

And has long reisgned in justice and in mercy,

His parables reitersate,

That only on these 1s a king's throne founded,

Vo

Eram 8ll the oppressed, lowly and week,

He did not clcse his hand nor lock his door,

Nor did he plot to shed blcood like water,

But rether were there many whom he turned from wrong.

His people held him in esteem and love,

Because every man dwelt securely in his peaceful
abode.

Sated and heppy did they live in the land,

Fach man resting under the vine in his own field,"
Since the time that Israel settled in their own
land, they never delighted in deys such ss these. Never

before had they known such serenity, but-—rether Eear

s (UL~

end trembling wes their lot. Eilther outside enemies
trampled their land, or one men spilled the blood of
his brother. In Solcmon's day, however, the land was
not weery with battle, end the times were Eden - like.
But tnis light shines only forr his peonle for in his
own heart there is deep dsrkness. He 1s disgusted with

the world snd all thet tekes plsce under the sun,

The poet expleins the dipillusionment of the king

as being due to the wrong cholce he mede In his youth.




"0' he too ascvended at first to the worlds heights ,

Before hls soul desired to be so high,

But his heert misled him, and he wandered sbout
like a child,

Asking for wisdom when God arpeared to him.

But the wisdom he requested 1s only esrth's wisdom,
And without falth 1t is powerless,

Therefore does 1t lead astray, and bresk all bounds,
Out of 1ts impotence nezating everytining,"

From the moment that wisdom wes his portion, his

youthful joy turned to walling.

"0' streonger than death is cursed wisdom,

Eow gocod 1s your coming with shinlng fa-e,
But when you approsch us how fearful you are,
Therefore do hope and “aith flee you.

Hope and faith, should they both expire,

They would turn into a paradise the grave belcw.

In their light could a man walk without fear,

3ut you, wisdom with all your light, reveel only
the ‘L‘itl

You drove men out of Eden's gerden,

And in these days too, you continue to expel

From his pleesant habitetion and serene life,

Every Maskil secking & wor? of innocence and
truth.

Also hope and faith do you chzse from one's hesart,
As well as every vision snd image, however powerful.
What then do you give, if you cast everything away?
Only bitter truth, or cruel doubt.

Therefore the wise men of old pictured you thus,
On your heart an iron shield, = sword in your hand,
For you destroy every heart that knows you,

And your heert is of iron, like the iron upon you."
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The owl which appears over liinerva's heed, seys
the poet, does not teach that night's derkness is as
light as day for wisdom, but rather it symbolizes the
fect that weeping accompanies wisdom; that bitter
grief 1s its companion. Therefore, Minerva hss the
frightful image of Medusa on her treast, becsuse all

who see intc the heart of wisdom, are turned to stone.

Thus, when Soloron began thinking of wisdom, the
whole world changed for him. When he sought plessure
with his beloved, wisdom whispered within him, "These
pesutiful eyes that cloak themselves in garments of
light are mere skin and veins." When he went out to
the pleasent fields and meadows, to the stresms of
water gurgling in the valleys, among the budding olives
that grew so gloriously, his soul could not rejoice nor

could his hesrt meke merry.

“\Wnhat are they, he woula cry,'all spring's
children?
Beauty 1is decay, & flowering deathi"
When night came to count the hesvenly hosts, with

the moon merching before the array, leading them slowly

to a pleessnt rest, Spolomon could see no beauty in this,
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and cried out in his sad bitterness,

"Their light is their death, for they burn like
the candle,

And what shines in them, if not deeth itself?"

Regretting the loss of youth and hepplness, Solomon
eries out to his youth to return. Hs longs for the
time when he could believe, but his cries are in veain,
for cruel wisdom has set doubt upon him, more savege
than the wild beast.

"I ike an iron shield do you rest upon man's heart.

Though you avert what is vain end false,

vet love do you keep from one's heart and spirit,

Also true falth must stend aside."

Sclomon, confronted with this sudden doubt, ceased
to believe in friendship and companions,

"Becsuse doubt peced sbout deep within his heart,

tnd his tongue kept saying, 'who knows '2"

The poet then 1llustrates how doubt destroys
hope and faith. Thus, when Shulamit died in her youth,
Snlemon stood by her when her soul expired. Her cheeks

were as white &s the moon, but the hope of immortality

shone in her eyes, gs snhe whispered to Solomon,
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"Do not mcurn my beloved, zive rest to your sadness,

And though my body here fades like the blossom,

¥y soul will rise high on the paths of immortality."

But when Solomon heerd her words he asked in a
bitter cry, "Alas, who knows, if the spirit of man

ascends to the heavens?" Perheps, "there is one death

for men end beest aglike,"

Nathan, the prophet, had instructed him in the
proper paths of life, hed adjured him to observe the
Torah, "beceuse for the purpose of doing good wes the
spirit pleced in the body, and it will return from
within us to God and heaven," When Nathan died in his
arms;

"Solomon gquickly thought, 'slas, who knows,

I the soul 1s not the blocd, and marrow of bones,

If the spirit does not flcw from the veins,
Therefore, what profit that I should welk uprightly'e"

The poet suggests that ethics and morals seem to
depend upon such slight biologicael changes that perhaps
there is no basis for goodness. Should a proud
tyrant lack a drop of blood he might then become
righteous and meek, whereas, on the other hand, an

upright cerson, who despises wrong doing, might become
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wild, 1f only one vein were to chanze within him,

"From bewilderment of neart, he ran to the grave,

Where the maw of Sheol had swsllowed men in
miltitudes,

And among the dead bodies and bones,

His foot touched the hesd of Eytan Zzrachi,"

Solomon is teken abeck,

"1Is this the skull', he crisd, 'of a God-like man?

In which wisdom and sonq came together,

Whose tunes echoed through the high heavens'2?"

Solomon asks how this heasd, wnich had searched for
wisdom and knowledge, has now become a dwelling place

for the worm. Then he 1s assaulted by an even more

terrible doubkt.

"Who knows if God 1lnoks down from His heavens,
And gathers together the tesrs of the innocent?"

Seeing how the wicked prosper and the righteous

cry out in vain, Solomon thinks bitterly,

"Who knows, perhaps there in the grave there is
no reckoning or knowledge,

And the forsaken -ry without snyone to hear."

Solomon decides that evil would never cease, and

that what was, would always be. Therefore, he decides
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to seek pleasures in the few remaining days alloted to
him; perhaps thereby to find peace. Thus, he planted
gardens, orcharis end vineyards, gathered together the
finest treasures, built palaces, pocls, end forests,
ied a thoussnd beauti-ul damsels into his harem, think-
ing tnat perhaps in noisy lsughter, he would not hear

the voice of doubt.

But when wisdom turned these delights to vanity,
ne decided to seek all knowledre under the sun, hoping
to find a solution to the dark riddles of life. He
searched out ell the weys of the eerth, from the moss
on the walls to the tall cedars; from the ancients' and
even Egypt's wisdom, hoping to derive light from the
jepths of carkness. Eut he discovered tnat he was
merely increas'ng ridiles without finding an answer.

"And Solomon was femous emong the nations of the

world,

Kings heard and came, and beheld him,

Astonished gt his wisdom, whlch exceeded all

limits,

Perceiving that he wes wiser than ell who pre-

ceeded him,

'"Woe, wny have you come', he cried out to them,

tde merely increases pain who increases knowledge.

The wisest of all men is the most unfortunate,
ind with more wisdom, I heve only added more pain'."

5
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Solomon now sdmonishes those who ceme to marvel

at his wisdom.

"Hurry, go guickly, l:sst you hear wisdom,

Go guickly O blind ones lest your syes be opened,

And in its light you will walk in darkness unto
weariness,

Then you will despise 1ife as myself.

Thus bitter wes Solomon's life on earth,

In his stralts sll his bones did say,

'Retter is the dey of death then the day of one's

birth,

A little foolishness dearer than wisdom',

Till he rested in the grave, he lkmew no rest,

ind a day before his death, he twice celled out,

1A11 is vanity, only vanlty and pursuinﬁ tne wind',

Thus spoke Kohelet and closed his eyes.' O3

The poem seems logically to end here, but the
poet's correspondence end his noter sugzest strongly
that he sdded the next eight stenzas, S0 &35 to end
more treditionally on 2 note of feith. Thus, "he
sacrificed the pcetic conception on the altar of public

opinion."

Lebensohn now describes Solomon ab tnat very moment
of death, seeing & vision of God, in whose bosom wisdom
rests, There doubt is cast down and lies mute.

Solomon sess tne spirit of &ll the pious, shining like

the stars, singing the Songs of David. Righteousness
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goes before them, carrying recompense and eternal
sweatness in her hand, lending aid to all the humble

and 1ifting their heads,

"And he saw that there is a final hope of immortality,
That God for the righteous does provide from on high.
The tears of the oppressed on this dark earth,

There in his high heavens, he wipes away.

He saw men's spirit, loftler than the body,
Elevated over death and pain,

Returning to God who gave 1it,

Since it 1s not of dust to go back to the earth

Suddenly the eyes of the king were opened,
And he cried out, 'After all, everything you shall
obey,

God shall you fear, and heed his commandments,

For that is all of man' thus he died.,"*

Klausner states that the poet ended on the accepted
tradlitional note because of the influence of Shadal and
his father and the fear of Russian censorship which

=
banned all anti-religious literature at this 1‘.111'1:9.‘|

Lachover differs from Klausner in his attitude
toward the ending of the poem. Klausner belleves that
the ending was anti-climactic and not inherently part
of the structure of the poem, but rather added on at

17

the urging and assistance of Adem and Shadal. However

Lechover believes that the ending 1s the most logical
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conclusion to the develcpment of the poem. Solumon,
who began with faith and hope, ends wlith faith in God.
Lachover 1s led to this conclusion by the fact that

even the old king Sclomon prefers falth and hope to

doubt and reason, which destroys them. Lachover be-
lieves that Shlomo is the more important poem while |}
Kohelet 1s used more for contrast; therefore, 1t is

more logical for the poet to conclude with the sffirma- |
Iy

tion of faith found in Shlomo.

The pocem Shlomo 1s unique in that it contains all
the poetical themes of the poet's works. In Shlomo
he sings of love, nature, youth, and the spring, and
also the song of poetry itself. Lebensohn speaks of
the poet who is always a prince, despite hls statlon
or birth and 1ife. In this respect it 1is interesting
that Lebensohn translated part of Shiller's poe:,

The Power of Song, which similarly sings the prailses

of poetry itself, that which expresses the beautirful
hidden feelings of man."’In Kohelet, we obviously do not
find the same lyrical qualities as in Shlomc. It is as

{f in Shlomo he pictures himself and in Konelet his father

who sought and gainsd wisdom enc enlightenment at the expense of
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hovre and faith?ﬁ‘Even the successful descriptions of
the beauty of Jerusalem and Lebanon in Shlomo cculd
have been drawn from his own experience, since he was
in the habit of frequently =oing up to the mountain,
near his home town of Vilna.z'In Kohelet we find
cleverness and mental toil, but not the true ring of
inner feelings. Kohelet is described more through
conscious effort and awasreness than through experience

213
and feeling,

An echo of the revolution of 1848 and the desire
for emancipst’on wnich engulfed western Europe can be

detected in Michal's Jasel and Sisera, and the Pevenge

of Seamson. Although the work Shimshon does not
reveal great powers of epic characterization, in this
poem, Lebensohn wonderously describes the feeling of
the blind snd chained Samson., The cheined Samson
reminds us of the young revolutionaries of 1848 who
also died for the freedom of their people;zgklthough
the depth of the hero's tragedy is not fully brought
out, the psscion for revenze 1s expressed in moving

and powerful terms.
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"To the eltar of Dagon, the chieftains of Philistia

Have gathered with lsughter to see Manoah's son."
And they say arrogantly:

"pAsleep is the Hebrew God, he can not save,

And Dagon has overcome him; he alone is God."

Approximately three thousand people are gathered
to see the destroyer of their land. He 1s bound in
chains and his haends are weary, but they still fear to
appruach him. ‘

"Thus a lion in the cage, a ring in hils nose,

He kneals silently, trepped in the net,

Let him move his head, only fix his glance,

And his captor will be frightened and fear to

draw near."

Samson stands powerless among the happy throngs
of his enemies. Overnight he has turned grey. The
worst of all man's straits has come uron him, and his |
face is fearfully celm. Thus t:e hero stands silent .
as the grave, like the silence of & volcano before
bursting into flame. Is thls the mighty Samson, the
Nazerite from birth, who removed tre city's gates on
his shoulders, and smote the foe like lightning and

thunder? He who broke the llon's jaw, how has the

daughter of a forelgn God lald him low?
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The poet describes how Samson was cajoled into
revealing the secret of his strength, and his pathetic
plea, after his eyes had been pierced,begging Delilen
to have pity and kill him, But the hatred of the <oe
s stronger than the greve., They did not kill the

enemy but kept him to feast their eyes upon him.

"What is as terrible as his portion,

Blind, powerless, bound in the hands of the foe,

One to whom ell this has hsppened does not fear
evil,

Fer God has expended upor him all his cruel srrows.

No pain does he feel, nor his eyes'affliction,

Neither mockery nor scorn, nor the foes®lesughter,

Not his strength which has devrarted, nor his
hands' weakness,

Not even love w ich haes sorely betraysd him.

What is love to nim; eyes, or strength?

All his reelings have died, completely gone,
One feeling slone within him fleming,

And in his dead heart, only thls feeling stirs.

It is revengel! It gives warmth to his heart.

It is his very breath, the upirit of 1ife within
him,

Therefore, he d4id nct smash his skull ageinst
the wall

Nor strangle himself with his copper chains.

How can he choose death, wnen they have not died,

If the skull of his foe his hands have not yet
smashed?

The sound of his enemy's revenge have his ears not
heard,

And in their blood, his feet have not bathedl"
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Blind und weak, what could he do? If he could
command the thunder and the plague, perhaps then would
his enemles be destroyed. In mute anger he gnashed his
teeth; the sinews of his arms grew taut as he prayed,
'0 strengthen me, but this once,' grasping the two
pillars, Suddenly there reached hls ear the cry of the
dying. Although he could not see the enemy perishing,
he could hear their shrieks of anguish.

"He too fell dead among the bodies of the slaln, R
But for a death such as this, hls soul hed thirsted."

In the poem, Jael and Sisera, Lebensohn brings

into sharp focus tne inner turmoil of Jael, who 1s
torn between her duty as 2 hostess who has given
refuge to the defeated Sisera and her obligation to
destroy her unsuspecting guest whec 1s the enemy of her

27
people.

After Sisera is defeated in battle and flees,
with Deborah in pursuit, he chances upon Jael's tent,
end asks for shelter which she promilses him, 8Sisera
blesses her and calls her a saving angel. Jael's face

clouds over; the praise and blessing frighten her for
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she knows how li%tle she deserves them, beczuse she
plens to destroy him. WMichel is at his best here,
where he describes the conflict between kindness and

severity, between compassion for the helpless and hatred
for an enemy, between trust and deceit, between =

woman's tenderness and the patriot's revenge.

"Shell I draw sword mmainst him who lies so
securely, ageinst a weery !an slumbering so celmly
and peecefully, knowing not that murder lies in
walt for him? FHow sweet his sleep, how calm and
restfull Perchance he even dreems of my kirdly
welcome, How terrible should he sawake and see
before him Jael with murderous weapons, unstable
as water, treacherously cutting short his life,
delivering him only in order to slay him: the
same whom he had blessed, "As thine eyes took
pity, so myg the sraciocus God reward thee."

Thus did he bless me, then laid him down to
sleep; and maybe he blesses me now in spirit,
while I - as he slecps - tske his 1lifel To

slay & man who hes covenanted peece with me,
when he 1s secure and unermed, and tears of
thankfulness sre not yet dry on his facel

Shall I repay those tesrs with blood, and

stain peace with the blood of battle?" 3¢

Then she calls to mind the cruelty of Sisera.
She renmembers how he killed snd oppressed her pecople

for two decades. Shoulé he live, who knows how many

more lives will be forfelted.

"There sleeps the oppressor of my land, who
forced thousends of my people to kneel before




destruction, whe reft the soi from the mother's
breast, ard heard not her lament - why should
not his mother be likewise bereft? Wherefore
should this ruthless man sleep and 1live? Has
he not robbed sleep from all eyes? When he
awakens, will he not gather strength and

rower end crush my people with his heart of
iron? And the blood of my people, alas, cries
from the ground, 'Fill thy hand, Jael, fill

thy hend with vengeancel™ 2

Jael thereupon calls uvon death to urge her on,
to mmake her merciless so that she could cerry out her
derision,

"Come, Murder, ascend from the deeps of

destructionl Drive pity from my heart and all

calm and greciousness| Fill my pure heart with
venomous fury, set thy bloody cloak about me,
take out the flesh of my heart and set therein

e stone that will not heerken to laments nor

understand er.treatyl Set darkness over my eyes,

that they see not what my hands do in this room;
let thy venomous adders hiss, and lick the

blood of this carcess in a momenti" 3¢

She 1s taken aback fecr a moment when she sees
Sisera asleep, and hears him calling her an 'angel
from heaven'. But she is determined, and 1lifting up
tHe maliet, she drives the tent peg thru Sisera's
temple. As he dies, he murmurs, 'Jael, my angel art
thou = the Angel of Deathl! This terrifies Jeel.

The tender woman is horrified by her deed. Suddenly she

heers from efar the jovous cries of her victorious
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people. Here once again we are shown the deep contrast

between tre sad embivalence of Jael snd the uncontrolled

joy of the peovle. "Alasl" cried Jael, "tihis gladness

is not mine; not my foeman have I slain, but him who

took shelter with me.," Jael hesrs Deborsh pralising

and blessing her name:
"3l esced above women shell Jael be,
The wife of Heber the Kenite, |
nlessed shall sne te gndve women in thre tentl":l

mhis absolution st the hands of the provhetess who

speeks in God's name finally sets Jael's mind at easse.

Prom & poetic stendpoint, Lebenschn builds up to
the powerful contrast of & tumultuous end victorious
people returning from hattle - es ageinst the tragic
erd lonely figure of a woman who is esppralled st the
murder she :.as committed, however justifieble the motive.
Since trnis seems to be the true climex of the poem, we
car understend wnet influence Shadel and Adam exerted
on the voung poet to ceuse him to add the anti-climactic
ending whereby the peocple's praise vindicstes end

T3

justifies her action.
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In the second letteriic Sheusl, written the first
day of Eiul 5611, (1851), Michal excuses himself for
not enswering sooner and explalins that he received the
letter in Berlin as he wes sbout to lesve for home.
2ut then for weeks snd months he remesined enrcute
exreriencing endless troubles becsuse his 1llness
srew worse on the way and he slso lcst his pessport,
withrut which he could not mein resdmission to Russiaj;
thus remaining alone and sick in a forelgn lend. He
zoes on to sey, "In regerd to your letter concerning
tne poem Jeel, do not suspect me that I am of the type
of youth thet corrrises most of this generation who
strive to revesl blemishes and febricate things wnich
are not so sbout our holy books. Rather have I always
loved my people, its tongue, end our glorious books
with = powerful love.... Believe me that I have not
come to deride Jeel, but rather in the manner of a
poet to seek & beautiful and plessant or monumentel and
awe inspiring theme tc sing about,. Thus I chose the
story of Jeel....But I will not hide the truth, that
the deed of Jeel is repugnant end distasteful in my
eyeS. . ss I tihink that the murder which she committed

1s even worse because she killed a man at peace with
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her, who came to fini shelter in her shadow, wno
depended upon his treaty with her, and we know from
the words of our provhet (Ezekiel - 17-15) how evil
it 1s to breesk a treaty of pesce, even with an enemy
king, how much more so with & men who trusted in her,

and even more so to kill him."

Lebensohn then brings additionsl illustretions
from the Blble to explain why he presented Jael in the
light that he did. But he adds, "However, I heave
listened to your voice of reproach, not to sin against
the words of the prophestess who blesses her, and I
have adied several linres that will justify her, and sim-

2

ilarly did my dear father advise me."

A comparison of the poems Jael and Siserz end

Samson yields interesting similarities and contrssts.
Whereas Samson is portrayed as & hero of his people
with personsl revenge &8s nis consuming passion, Jael
is slso & heroine of her people, but her desire for
national revenge is tempered with perscnal remorse.,
Although Samson was eager end anxious to destroy, Jael

is portrayed as a woman, tender and kindly. In both
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poems 1t is signiflicant to note that the sleying of
3isers and the destructicn of the Philistines, are
not described in gory detasll. This conscliocus omission
of slaughter suggests the gentle nature and sensitive

personality of the suthor.

In Moses on Mt. Abarim, Lebensohn skillfully

describes the past exploits of Moses who is now viewing
from e mountain pesk with mixed emotlons the promised

land for which he labored &ll his life. The pcet's
falilure to depict the inner feelings of the monumental
figure of Moses at his greatest and seddest moment, stands
out in sharp contrsst to his other wcrks which reveal
deep psychologicel insight snd keen poetic analysis.
Although the trsgic moment of deeth 1is not emphasized,

the poet's nerrutlon of the exploits of Moses 1s done

i
in & thr! ling and sweeping style.

n'the top of Mt. Absrim stands a solltery figure
loc.ing about him. What does he see? Wnat joy does
his fece express? Why sre his hands 1li7Tted towards
the heaverns? He sees the holy land and Jerusalem upon
which he had ever set his thoughts. For this sacred lend

he suffered many evils, and now it lles before him. It



is a land flowirg with milk end honey toward which
the eyes of Yod sbove are continuslly turned. For
eignty years Moses had dwelt in the wilderness; alone
in the desert as God in his heavens. On God did he
meditate all this time and to this land did he lift

his gyes.

Michal goes on to describe how Moses discovered
God in the wilderness and tnen led the children of
Israel out of Egypt scross the Zed sea znd the desert,
obtzining water from the rock and manna from hezven,
concuering the Baskan and the land of the Ammorites,
until he finelly brought his people to the shores of
the Jordan. Were we to search through histcry to the
beginning of time end reed tne record of all events,
we would not find & fipure comparsble to this great
lew-giver who gave God to the world.

Wihere he led his people like a flock for forty

After him came Egyptiiizriéirsting for thelr bleed

With him & week nation with countless troubles,
Wnile befor e him, cheos and battling foe.

Thus wes his 1life alweys iIn danger,

And the peorle he loved, his life did embitter,
Even to stone him they treacherously thought,
Denying his kindness and voilding God's covenant,
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And as Noah onze was one man alone,
Floating on the world's desolation, unon the
deep waters,
When the world was only a gZreve,
And Noah did hope for the lends of the living.
Thus in the desolete desert, amo-g dark terrors,
Fer the land of God aid Moses' scul yesrn,
Hoping to leave the grave to dwell in life's
ebode,
There, wishing to rest from all its weariness."
Michal explsins that Moses had good reason to
hone, ocecause there is nothing too difficult for = man
to whom Ucd listens. He, elone, was left of his zenera-
tion., Before him stcod the land of Canaan, but the
mighty command of God said, "you shell not enter there".
Tnstezd, Moses sscenced Mt, Nebo, "With the settng of
the sun there he died, his eyes still turned towerd

Jeruselem.

Wasxman pnints out correctly that, "emphesis 1s
nleced on the narration of the expleoits of Mosez?
rether than upon the psthetic moment of Aezth." This
is & definite nealkness since the area where tne poet
can be most effective is not in recounting historieal
facts wnich are slresdy ccrmon knowledge, but rather

in rendering a poetic description of the emotions

which Moses must have felt at this irematic and tragic
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moment at the c¢limax of his life.qﬁ

Although Micah Joseph Lebensohn was the first
voet in wmidern Hebrew Litersture tc utilize the legend
of the tragic end of Judsh Halevi?‘it could be said
that Michal wrote this stirrinrs poem in an stmosphere
wiich practically demended 1t of him. Snadsl, in 1840,

had published, Betulat Bat Yehuda and in 1845, Michal

Sechs of RBerlin published Helipiose Poesie der Juden,

Tt i3 interesting to note thet Feine's famous

Yehuda Ben Halevl was published in 1851, the same

yeer in which Michel's Shirasi Rat Zion was published.ql

Legend relates that Judah Halevi, the greatest of
medievael poets, met 2 tragic end at the hands of an
frab while kneeling at the ruins of the Temple whils

singing his femous ode, Dost thou not ask 0 Zion? 1In

thrilling style, Lebensohn portrays the all consuming
love wnich Judah Halevi hed for the lend of his Pathers.
The nerils of storm tosced seas, end the sight of ruin
and desolation once thes poet set foot upon the holy
land, 4id not diminish his love or enthusiasm for the

L‘
places of former :lory.3huchal deseribes Judah Halevi
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&s he watera the holy eround with his hot tears, in

that holy land,

"In which every stone is sn sltar of the living
God,
Each rock a platform for God's Froghet," 14

And he dreams of Isrzel's heroes of long ago,
the prophets and lawgivers, king David "the sweet
singer of Isrsel", end Solomon, "wisest of all men."
They zaze upon him, stretching out their hands towards
him. As he falls into a trance, asbsorkted in his
wonderful vision, he cannot tell whether he feels the
sharp edge of the murderous sword in rzality or only

in hies dream:

"The hands of the sesd still touch him, his
heart is still a-guiver from his dream, when
suddenly - ah, shameful violencel - a living
hand plunges the sword through his heart, and
his blood gushes forth like torrents of water,
end his soul is swept awey with the streaming
blocd. !Thou art become as wel'! the deed cry.

A smile of pure joy = no fear of the shadow
of death, but the glory of heavenly rapture-
piays on his face; here his dream is ended -
alas, for the death-bitter dreaml - but the
singer does not yet oren his eves.

Por scarce did he slumber, weary and spent,
when a cruel Arab, bold of front and hard of
hesrt - brothner to the leopard and friend of
the sdder = brought murder upon him in the
evil fury of the sword.



Memory of his nailiowed name will not end

for Judah; when the pillaged daughter of Zion

sorrows in the fast of the fiftn month nver

the laments of the son of Eilkish, her eyes

weep over his song also,"4

LLebensohn, who was slso destined not to see the
fulfillment of his dreams, is naturally drawn to the
rreet clessic figures of our Jewish history, like
Moses snd Yenuda Halevi.qE loses too, whom he describes
with a great outpouring of feeling is fated to die
without seeing the fulfillment of his fondest hope,
The Biole says:

"You shall see it, but you shall not enter ﬂt'.he:r'ein."q7

This 1s not Just a physical sight but a spiritual vision
8s well, Moses can visualize that this land will be
set-led, cities erected, t eniples bulit, people sitting
under thelr vines and fig trees, snd in g2ll this Moses
cannoct participate. This is the plight of the poet,
destined to die young with the gift of genlus. Every-
one has to rface the inevitabllity of death, but how
much more heightened is the remorse of one doomed to

die so younge. Thus, Lebersohn identifies himself with

Moses, dying slone on s mountaintop, his eves turned

toward that wnich wes denied him,

74




Yehuda Halevi is very clearly a similar imege -
he tco was a great figure in Jewlsh history. He too
had & dream, The only difference betw=en him and
Moses 1s that Yehuda merited to set his fuot upon the
soil of the holy land. However, he too was snatched
at the moment of his greastest realization snd victory.
Bcth evic figures fell snort of realizing in life their
fondest dreams, but fulfillment was yet attained in that
Halevl and Moses died with a kiss, Hzlevl kissed the
holy ground and died with a smile, while Moses was
kissed by God. The ambivalent fate of these classic
Jewish heroes reflects the sad parsdox of the young
poet's life, who nobly attempted tn mccept premature
death and partial fulfillment,while viewing the joys

thet could have been on the horizon of his young life.
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Chapter II
Finor Bat Zion

The Kinor Bat Zion, (Harp of the Daughter of Zion)

published posthumously by Michal's father in 1870,
contains a large number of short poems including meny
translations from Homer, Virgil, Horace, Schiller,

uf
Goethe, Helne, Mickiewicz, and Alfieri. 1

If in the Shiral Bat Zion, the young poet merged

the fears of his own heart with the lives of the
heroes whose glories or sorrows he sang of, then in

the original poems of the Kinor Bat Zion, the sick

poet bares his soul;chike Heine he szng (rom a
"mattress grave"; thus many of his poems are fraught
with pain and rmalarlc'.l'u:cl}jr;;I Even though Lebensohn cried
cut in the agony of his pasin, "CurseZ be death, and
life be damnad“f;yet he loved life, thirsted and
craved for its pleasures. Therefore, the poet's poems

in the Kinor Bat Zion, sing of two themes, which have

been and perhaps will alweys be the two most powerful

and mysterious forces in all of man's exlstence;

-

love and death.;




While on the one hand his morbidi poems, written
when the poet felt the terrlfying grip of death, are
zloomy and ssd, yet hls love poems spesk of life
pulsatirg with vigor and jr.\y.;1

The love poems of Micah Joseph Letensohn are full
of charm, of 1living emotion, which are fresh snd
neturgl, For tae first time in the history of modern
Hebrew Literature, here are love poems worthy of the
neme, born not of imitetion of European poets, but
written becsuse of the real need of a yourg spiric
wiich knew love with its pleasures and sufferinga.d1’

St
In the first of five poems, "Forszken Beloved",

the pangs of love are echoed. The poet does not plav
with love. He recaslls the plessant moments spent
together, Now she had forgotten him. He attempts to
erase her imaze from his memory, but in vain, for she
rules over him.

"T was in bitter gloom lsst evening,

You were heedless of my troubled spirit,

And vour haughty words plerced my heart, "
Ts this vour love? 0 besutiful and purel

The poet asks whether his beloved has forgotten

the night she swore to love him, when she listened to
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his oaths of love with rapture, end clung to his every
word. To remind her, he evokes memories and pilctures
of paest scenes of thelr love.

"Remember when evening fell in the woods,

As the sun did red-eyed set,

In its light did your cheeks zrow crimson

And feel the kisses of my mouth."

In like menner the poet ssks her to recsll the
night they took & stroll, to the flute-~like strains of
the birds. The wind murmured softly in every flower's
ear , and the woods whispered in a council of elders.

"Even the river waves lapped guietly,

Spesking to eacn other without words,

Then your arms embraced me,

'0f our rrest love do they murmur end tell?,

Thus did you speak to me, your soul astir,

With tens of thousasnd's of eyes did the .eaven

look down,

The silence alone listened to your words,

And in the sky the moon appeared as faithfiul

witness."

The poet continues, callinz to mind the soring
nizht they went bosting upon the weters, waen suddenly
s storm brcke., The thunder awoke as one aslecp, &nd

the rain kissed the cheeks of his beloved. Amidst

the fears of darkness snd the night's terrors, she
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embraced him end clung to nim, both their nesrts beat-
ing like the storm about them, &s her breath hurnt his
cheek. He stood trambling, for in his neert was s
fear,
\ oy '

If only forever, you said,

'Could we be t us together!'."

But the poet realizes the impossibility of his

reguest ,

"Rememberl How can you remember if you have
forgotten me?"

lMoreover, now she lsughed at his sorrow, and who could

understand his pein?

"My pride awoke, also my spirit waxed wroth,

No longer, O maiden, snall vou deal asrrogantly
with the poet,

I have gathered my strength to break your bonds,

And shall command my soul to love no more.

But alas = My soul 4o you slore rule,

How can I command my soul and spirit not to love)
Shall I order my blood to ceagse flowing, '
And my heart to stop beating?" 7

The poet asks how he can tear this powerful love

from & tumultuous spirit and a burning heart., Should

you tear a petzl rom the blossoming rose's heart, it

would surely turn pele erd expire. Yet he can not
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-

suf’er her haughtiness, znd vows to lz2ave her “orever,
even 1f he should die, or fadje like s bud deprived of

the sun, or e body wihich has been parted from its soul,

Tris poem has the ring of truth and suthenticity.
The poet does not spesk of love in the asbstract, but
rether deplicts the moments so femillar to everyone who
has loved end been loved, He describes those moments
when nature conspires to aid the progress of one's love.
‘he settinz sun heightens the maiden's beauty, and the
blush it resises on her cheeks 1is supnlemented by the
lover's kies, The woods , the birds, and the streem
seem to speak =znd whisper their love, The stars look
down and the moon witnesses the enemored courle. FEven
nature in its he 'shest aspects with her lightring,
thunder and storm, maneges to bring them closer to-
Tether when the girl clirgs to him in fright, and their
hearts peast wildly together. At this moment the maiden
becomes swsre of how close they really are, and
expresses her hope that they micht remain thus forever.
“ut now that all this has ended, the vouth realizes
that these monents can mean nothing to her for she has

forgotten him. He gstrugeles with the pein of every

¥4



rejected lover, to throw off the bonds of his passion
and to ceese loving. It is so euthentic to witness the
noet discoverinz that he is pitting his mind in vain,
tn the unecual struggle sgeinst his heart. And yet,
with all this, nhe must forsake his teloved with the

full reelizaetion of his conseauent grief and desolation.

Not all five of Lebensohn's love poems are of
eaual guality or sense of conviction. "My Beloved's
aipthday" is obviously much more general and much less
personel, although one cennof deny the charm thel 1t
rossesses, In this poew +¥~ roet exrresces the
difrieulty he hes in choosing an adeouste present.

Numpt ~2ft can I give you unen the dey of your

birth?

If I tore out the sun and tne moon from up ebove,

Should T bring dowvn to earth the morning star,

My heart tells me, trey would not be sceeptable

to vou."

The sun, the mcon, and the sters ere dim in
com-arison to her besuty; thus tne poet looks sbout
Perhaps he should give

for z more approplate of fering.

his heert to her ss & gift?

i } ' 1nncer mine
"Byt my scul end heart are no 4
Faving given them to you for a smile of your lips,
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My songs, too, fear to gapvrouch
Knowing that I cen not through them repay your
goodness,

But I have & lovely bright eved chilg,

And see how she stretches out her hends to you,
She will be yours ferever, and vou will be hers
too,

It is my locve, desrer to me than wine,"

57
The thiré poem, entitled, "We Heve & Sister", is

once arein more personal,
"Ivere with me in the meadow does Harnah sit,
As my hand playfully runs through the breids of
her curly hair,
tt my arms embrace gnd burning kisses,
She grows enery for a moment, but her face iz gav."
e can not control his feeling for her since she

1s so beautiful, and she must share with him the blame

for his ardor,
"Whet is this my beeutiful one, why do you slip
away?

Do not -~e so lovely, O beautiful snd sw=et;

Nor lauph with your charming lips,
Only t en shall I not redden"your cheeks with
' kisses.

After extolling her incompsrsble beauty end her

smile with the like of wnich Fcen was crested, he

continues,
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"How beeutiful ycu sre my lov>ly one, as you grow
angry,

When my strong love bresks the bonds of proprietv,

How awful 1s this grest ire, wrath and beauty,

Captiveting my soul while breaking my heart,”"

And when the poet's ssdness darkens his fsce,
when the clouds of sorrow lie uron his forehead, then
the breath of her mouth dispels the gloom end her

beautiful eyes restore his countenance,

Altho.gh this poem is not as convincing s the

first, yet it is more resl than the second.

.-

The fourth poem, celled, "The Sworn Love", is

permested with a lighter spirit,
"Forrive me my pure one, if the bends of modesty,
Have been oversterved - Now let mc¢ swesr,
That vour modest way I will no lcnger profene,
Bven should my soul be consumed by your fire.
At first he swears by the light end by the beauty
0f tne sters. However, he has cpened his mouth in

vein, since her eyes are lights gend he can swesr only

by trem. Thus he vows:

"Yot to draw neer, even to touch your hand,
And deep witnin my heart, I will silence the
storm,
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My love's flame wiil slsc rrow dim snd go out,

And the sparks of my desire will not stream from

my eyes,"

And so ne tells his beleoved tnat sne need not 8lip
eway. He calls to her to return, no longer to keep her
dlstance, for he will not reise h's hends or eyes, nor
even bring the blush to her cheek agein, His lips,
which have thirsted for her, will not dare to taste
of her love wiich is sweeter than wine. Nor will he
cive his heart esse by embrecing her heart. And thus
he promises to be perfectly behaved, since this is
wnat she anparently desires, However, the poet feels
constrained to point out the pvoscible disadvantages
to her.

"Come then my beautiful one, 0 come beck,

& blind mute shall I be, 1like & marble statue,

I will not rejoice with trembling at the sight

of wvour grondeur,

And to your gracious words will my eer vrove heavy,"

However, after all these promises he hears the door
open end out go all his good intentions,

"Rut why has the docr swung open on its hinges?

My dove hes returned, how great is my joy,
In vain have I snoken, my heart will not rest. 5
Tn vain heve I sworn. The devil take my promises.
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The lest poem iz "A Somnet", which is patently

tiie poorest of the five, There gre no pictures or feel=-
ings thet strike the reasder as fresh or vitel. The poet
describes how from the moment he sew his sweetheart,
his heart was eflame and his ascul 1longed ror her, He
asks her to forgive his love, His very life and soul
ere hers. Were she to give him her love, then would
she heve given him everythirg and taken nothing. In
scheol boyish fashion, Lebensonn describes how the
lover lies feint et her feet,
"How my s ririt and my heert sigh upon the ezrth,
While in your eves, the hesven opened for me.
I shall no lonmer see you, Woe, the slies clcse
uron me,
Yhat remains for me here on earth - what need have
I of life?"
The love poems of Leb=isohn present two interesting
gquestions. Firstly, from the poet's letters to Sachs,
1t seems trat in Vilne, uron his return from Berlin,

he wrote & complete book of love poems celled "Roses

and Thorns." In the Kinor Bet Zion, which was published

18 vears after his death, there are only five love poems,
not enough to rfill e small notebook, much less a whole

book. There arve & Pew possible explenetions for thisj
o>




1, Lebensohn added to his leove poems other
lyrical poems which tosether comprised the

Kinor Bat Zion.

2. I+ is glso poscsible thet Adsm chose five
love poems “rom hisg son's writinps, end
discerded the rest just es he discarded
most of the play "The End of Saul.g"kj
“any wonder if the love poems of Lebensohn are,like
those of his father end Gordon, merely the result of
rezding love poems written by foreign poets, or whether
tiey are the resalt of true love, of living feeling,
ari rersonel experiences. for & long time it wes
tho:ght that the tChena! to whom the poet refers in his
poem, "The Holiday of Spring", was fictional. S. Mendlelkorn
who wes closer to Michal in time than gll his biogrephers,
and who wes bpoth & student and a friend of Adam FEakohen,
definitely insists trat "She", meaning Chaneh, was the
creation of Michel's poetic imaginationfﬁq This is an
{ndication of how extremely careful one must be with
even the npest of SOUrces, because Mendlekorn's opinion
was cenerslly accepted for meny years until the

i v
comparatively recent publicetion of Lebens~hn's letters.
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In one of them to Sachs, he clearly refars to "the

girl bhat you know, the beloved of my heart, and the
bb
treasure of my soulk" And he continues, "Your deer

memory, the memory of Eerlin, and of the days of my

first love for this girly these thoughts almost renew
"l
my youth." From these letters and the real tenor of

his love poems, it is safe to sey that the poet wrote

from a living experience that wes all too True.

"Fven the love of Chanah, my dearest one,

Heve I torn from my heart.

Whet has she to Ao with my heert, where the grave
awaits,

Can 1life's light dwell in the place of death's
darkness?" «*
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Although the spectre of death walked with the
young poet castling its morbid shadow upon his works,
Michal's love of nature and decsire for life, left a

sad beauty in his poems.b

e

In the poem, "The Festival of Spring", which was
written in terlin, the poet describes the city on a

spring evening when;

"The evening shadows grew long, the dey has fled,
411 the city streets are swallowed up by shadows,
And over the river Spree, the sun does sini,

Its footsteps known only to the cloud's edges."

But this evening is exceptionelly gey,

"rhe eity of Berlin is tumultuously haopy,

RPeceauce today is a holidey, tne festival of
Esster and the spring,

And as with 8 garment does she clogk herself |
with jov end gladness,

And in her streets, there 1s nothing but
gaiety round gbout."

Keving set tils hapry and festive mood of both

neture and man, the poet contrests it most effectively
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with his personal statz., Thus he continues,

"Desolate do I sit indoors, hopelessly broken"

Hls spirit Is low becsuse of his inherited illness,

He realizes that he must lesve in tne midst of his deys.

Soon tears will no longer fgll from his eyes, which have

flowed with r.vers of tears, Soon sighs will no longer

bresk forth from & hesrt, alreedy rent by & multitude

of sighs. There resides g dresdful silence within

aim, the restfulness of the greve, like a forest after

heving been bif'eted by the wind, like a fle=t of ships,

efter having been pounded by a stormy see.

'=tal {law,

"T live but my soul is wezary unto deeth,

I am alive, if we c=n cell death, 1life,

TIf 2 youth carrying all the grief of death's
shaedow

Can still be celled elive under the heavens.

Oh, I still do 1ive, becsuse to &.d to my mis- °
fortune,
The love of life still resides within us,

Oh, how feerful it is to go rejoicing to the Frave,
Wnile one's soul and spirit still clings to 1ife "

Tehennohr is truly a tragic figure, followling the
ciep fefinition of a noble hero, cursed with

tiet lesds ineviteboly to the hero's doom.
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The poet's terrible sickness, ana his ineviteble
death are tragic enough in themselves, but this is
compounded by the will to live, which does not permit
the young poet to make hls peace with death. Neither
can he come to terms with life as he cries out,

"May the love of life be cursed forever,

Of all man's stralts, 1t being the most fearful,

igdpre;egtslT{ hgnds from deatroyinﬁ myself,

paints usions of vein hopes.

However the happy shouts in the streets, and the
gaes lights persuade the poet to leave his house, in
the hope of finding momentary surceasse from his pailn.
He sees,

"Already beautiful girls, streaming forth,

Lyrical joy on every face.
Among these teautiful sights, my face darkens
Like a cloud among the heavenly stars.

And lovely girls dressed in scarlet,

In vain do their eyes express love.
Oh gone are the days of my desire, the time of
pleasure,

When to besuty's grandeur,"did my soul sing of
love.

The poet cen no longer respond to love's charm

and enticement.
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nTr > 3
In your besuteous eye, I no longer see nhesven,

Even your plessent voice does my ear not understand
Oh, life's sweetness nas become & burden, '
Becsuse my heart is dead within me end has

turned to stone.

Fyen tne love of Chenah, my deaerest one,
Heve I torn from my heart,
Waat has she to do with my neart, where the

e S.
gce of death's

1
ot of

4
can 1ife's 1lirht Awell 1in the ;
darkness
Perturbed, he waelks neavy-hearted esmong the
sastive throngs, hurryiog his steps, but he reallzes
tnpt he is fleeing not the people, but rather his own
oain, He passes tne railroad siztion, misic hell end
tne Toyal palsce, until he finds himsel® at the edge
of the clty, = wanderer among the teem’'nrs crowd, But
in vain does he flee, becsuse with him is his grim
companion, who watches his steos, and follows after
and wiho holds his hand in a

him: who will not desist,

vige=-1ike mrip.

Mand death's terrors come wita her,
Her fece is the oit, her odor thet of the grave,

Her bona's protrude, and 1ike the glpom,
She tells my life, taere is no hore.

Tn the bloom of his vouth, his terriblse iliness

has ereated g nell witnin him, In tne cup of h’s youth
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a polson has been poured, & sickness worse than the
grave. In terrible pein, with no hope for the future,
consigned to an early end tortuous death, In love with
1life, but resentful of the sad and cruel fate which 1t
has meted out to him, wearied to death by the hopeless
struggle, Lebensohn ends this touching poem,

"After it does death follow like a companion,

She 1s slow in coming, stepping lazily alcng,

To my cry he does not hearken, my volce he does

not heﬂ.!‘, =11

Cursed be death, and life be damned." AT
J"-'\';"l"':a '!"-‘,"r- J’l

Michal's poem, Cholera in Berlinflafforﬂs a further

insight into the effect of the fatel 1llness. When

the terrible plaguec of €holera struck Berlin with savage
fury, taking s fearful toll, the young poet, almost
reveled in the city's struggle with deeth. He 1s no
longer alone. His personsl burden cf desth now being

shared by the entire populace.

"Sleep had enveloped the aeaven and earth,
And after her came her brother, death.
Reel and stagger Berlin! For destruction has come,

And with its mighty step, does the shadow og
death walk within you.

For the cholera walks about llke a guest, cutting

down the living in its wake.

"and I walk quietly emong those dying of the plague,
There among the dead do the sick also call,
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Destined to die, looking towsrd the grave,

And with a parched throat, crying out in bitter

peln,

Fearful 1is the sight, like the satyrs of the night,

And & horriole blue does cover tieir cheeks.

Wrestling with their death in the stillness

without strength,

Their limbs do move, their eves grow dim,"

After describing the general cernage, Lebensohn
chooses the ima-e of a tender youth to express more
vividly the plegue's horror. Toward this end he
plectures the delicate young man, gasping for breath,
his wiiole being crying out in his losing battle with
desth, 28 his blood congeals within him end he finally

diss. Michal turns to him and esks,

"What do you fear youth, and why dc you thus murmur?
How is it thet 811 1living beings have desired sleep)
The sleep of desth is long end pleasent, g
Without terrifying dreams - so why te afraid?"

The poet asks cynically, whether he trusts in the vain

idol of hope and eids,

"There is only one nope, and that is death"

As ne continues, one can not help but reel the poet's
identificetion with the dylng youth.

"ihen die, you who sre expiringl
Your bed in the grave means only rest.
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These who gre elivas do I pity,

Lest they will yet live, and su’fer till the
Frave.,

Whether you go to the Sheol, or the heavens,

To chaos should you return, or to eternal
oblivion,

Havpy ere youl Oblivion snd Sheol ere better
than 1ife,

Tnhey are better than tne world, this murderous den."

Thus Lecensohn ends with his observation that the

dying youth will not find hell in the grave, because

- 7
hell czn only be found on kBarth,. 3

This bitter and sarcastic poem requires little

commentary.

In the plague, Micnal has found a perfect foil feor
his own misfortune, and uses it to cry out opitterly
arainst s world which hes been so cruel to him snd
which has proven to ne for him,

74

"2z hell on Earth®

Wien he addresses the vouth, it is not with the unfeel-
ing remarks of an insensitive observer, We reslize
that he is speaking to himself, observing the symptoms
of his own struggle with death, and wondering why human

be' ngs battle so nsrd to remain alive, when 1life can
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mean only further pein and agony; when the grave is
so inviting with its promise of surcesse from struggle,

and restful slumber.

His unconcerned manner, while walking about in
the midst of the inTected city, focuses the readers
attention uvon the fatal nature of the poet's illness
whiich permits him to have such & carefree attitude to-
ward deaths The spectre of death 18 a horrible image
to normal people suddenly stricken by the fatal
plague; but death which 1s so fearful to them, has

been Lebensohn's constant life's companion.

Indeed, the poet wruses upon the fearful contrast:
they, that is the people stricken by the plague, quickly

live or die, but he naither lives nor dies.

M e
To the Stars, is a poem which tie sick poet M2

wrote in the last year of his agonizing illness:H’The
poet has been impressed by the grendeur of nature and
the wonder of 1life, but in his affliction, he cannot
help but grow impatient with the conflict which tears
at his faith, the lovellness of the universe and the

17
desolatlon of his own body.
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With the setting of the sun, the stars march out
upon the seas of heaven. The poet i1s moved by the
beauty of the scene and calls upon the heavenly hosts

to stop for a moment and tell him who they ere.

Are they far off lends as the sstronomer teacheg?
Or is the astrologer correct in his contention that the
thoughts of God are engraved on the book of the skies,
holding secret treasures of wisdom and understanding
for him who can read them. Or do they sing to God with
the music of the spheres, as descrlbed by Pythagoros
and Pleto, the anclent Greek philosophers who belleved
thet the stars sang of the greatness of creation;
philosophers who listened intently to catch the heavenly

strains?

Is it true that the souls of the righteous do dwell
among the plains of light, that they leave the world
of death to rejoice in eternsl pleasantness? But the
poet does not know and he continues to ask, "Who are
you?™, His desire 1s to have the vell of secrecy rent
from the stars for a moment, so thet he might see thelr

secrets, even at the cost of his 1life. He continues,




i!:'. L .
Jawish s il ul Beket
ALl

"I remember when I was just past  seven.

My foot had just trod u-con life's threshhold,

Then the child stoond on the hilltop

And slready raised nis eyes to you.ﬁ

The little boy would stend with an astonished
neart, andnis eyes would be sweet with tears. The
wind would seem to whisper into his ear the secret
speech of the angels. Then, ss e lad of twelve, he

began asking "Wno arve you?," with tne simple uninvolved

questioning of a young bov.

But now he ssks this same guestion no longer in
inrocent snd naive wonder, but rather as one who has
seen 1life in its bitter reality.

"Now, please listen to & youth's voilce,

Though my dsys be f~w here on eerth,

Vet does my heart within me expire,
Yaving seen a”flicticn, illness gnd ruin,

¥ichal rebels against his stlfling frustretions;

"Answer me, O answer, whodwell on high

On your eternsl courses, stop for & moment,
rlss, my soul is weary with the whole wor%d
Tn which man is born to toil end trouble,

The poet vents his agonizing feellngs upon the sad world

of mena
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"Here wickedness resides and evil does dwell,

And infemous malice does smooth its tongue.

Here false belief spreads its fearful wrath:

At her right hend, her brother's felsehond stends."

Felligious hatred is alsoc rammant.

"In its mouth a merciful God, in its right hand
& sword,

Praving and kneeling while destroying;

And in the neme of a forgiving God,

Teer.ng llke e wolf st even tide,"

Michal describes the world ss one which was cast away
in anger by its creator. Seelng its opportunity, Aeath
pounced upon the world, end now holds it eternally in
its claws, To this wes sdded misfortune, wnich came
with pgnashing teeth, efflicting man all the days of
his life, Time has become high priest of deeth,
gsecrificing its guilt o”ferings on the altar of every
grave, The poet, weary of thls world, longs for the

stars, asking tnem to open their lips 2nd tesch the

youth who has come to them, seeking treir light and

truth.
Suddenly he 1s beset with doubts,

"Does wickedness sanctify itself among you too,
Despoiling and crying, robbing end praying?
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Does flattery clusk icself in piety, there too,
Bringing the pure of hesrt to the pit?

Do you see truth then eye to eye,

Do you perceive the secret of crestion woniech is
too lofty for man?

Do 7ou know how exfcicnca wes wovan eut of
rothlnenesy,

With the law of eternity in its warp end woof?"

The poet wonders whether the same laws rule the
hesvens &s the earth., Does death ascend even to the
sters? Are there old and grey stars smong them too?
Does the grest besr die with its children? Has the
sun's eyes dimmed, or, on the other hand, has eternal
1life been given to the sters for their portion, so that
they have cessed to count the davs and yesrs? Dut the
poet reelizes the futility of his questions; since for
yeers without end have the wisest men sourcht out,

studied, end asked of the stars, but they have sought

in vein, because,

"To man, who is vanity, you do not give ear, ,
vute end deef do you pursue your eternal ccurses.,

In the deys of the world's infancy when the stars
were man's pods snd leter when the unity of God wes

procleimed, throirrout all tne ages, the stars remained
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immutable. Thus, the poet closes his poem,

"You were silent and your tongue was dumb,

Because the mighty God had placed nis hand upon
your lips."

From thls poem we gather that Lebensohn could

wrest nought from the stars other than = cold and

relentless stare.

The sick poet consoles himself with the thought
thet no man has eve: been able to 1ift the vell which
the mighty God has stretched over the secreta of his
universe. The haunting mysteries of love and life,
death and despair; these were not to be fathomed by

the youthful, but dying poet.

Of the other works in the Kinor Bat Zlon, there
1s but a single poem wnich is Zionist in subject

19
metter. In his poem, The Tossed Twig, the poet sings

of ; twig being tossed pimlessly upon the surglng

waves of the seas.

To this query,

"Alas, poor twlg, whither go you? Wnat marks
your way?

Forlorn you atraye.
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Storm and the whirlwind know you,
Darken your way,"

the answer 1s given:

"Once in a leafy trec, there was my home.

Torn from a swaying branch, friendless I roam.
Plucked from the joyous green that gave me birth,
What 1s my life to me, and of what worth?

Thus do they taunt me, with none to save,

Prey of the whirlwind, the storm and the wave."

In this simple allegory, both the 1life of the poet and

the fate of hls people are symbolized.}

Though the poet had grown old prematurely, he
was only & short span of time removed from his child-
hoods In his poem, ggé;gggggilﬂichal strikes the lost
and forgotten chord of childhood, emitting a nostalgle

and charming tune.

"A garden of God is our childhood, each day

A festival radiant with laughter and play,
And angels of peace gather there in the glen,
And tiptoe on carpets of flowers, and then
Joy, glee and frolic and innocent fun -
These are the blossoms that smile at the sun.
Far from the tumult, far from the crowd,
Only the singing of birds is asllowed.

Roofed by & heaven of purest blue,

Earth dressed in garments of radiant hue.

No care or sorrow, no tearful prayer o I3
Shatter the besuty and loveliness there.
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These and other poems became poetlc tunes when
the "Harp of the Daughter of Zion" was plucked by the
master hand of Micah Joseph Lebensohn. "But alas,

the harp fell too soon from the feeble hands of the

g3
sick poet."
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Lhapter III

Ideas and Influence

When Micah Joseph Lebenschn passed awey in the
middle of the nineteenth century, 1ittle did he realize
that the time of his death would become & natural time
division, signaling new life for modern Hebvrew literature.

The publication of Michal's Shirail Bst Zion in 1851,

a volume of poems with a freshness and naturslness
heretofore unknown, and the birth of the Hebrew novel
from the pen of Mapu, both mark the beginning of the
revival (Romantiec period) of Hebrew literature,” With
the exception of goﬁhat Yisrsel cduring the Galician
period, Hebrew litersture now left behind e century of
elfort lacking in crestivericss and originality. All
too often i1t was,in spirit and form;z poor imitation
of stifling Europesn classicism.® In keeping with the
dryness and formality of thls old pseudo-classic
literary spirit, Hebrew literature was likewise deistic
end rationalistic in a most colorless fashion. Since
the medieval fleme of Yehuds Halevi, there had been no

greet national ides or stirring emotion which could

]1¢e



fire the imagination.q But,, fust ss the German romanticist
turned back to the deys of Wehmgericht or the Teutonic
knights, Dumas to the cepe and sword, Scott and the
subsequent pre-Raphed ite poets to the middle agesf—the
sickly Vilna youth blew the ureath of poetic life intc

the classic grants of Israel's Biblical and Medievsl

past. When for mental convenience we mark the beginning
of romanticlism in France with Rouszseau about 1762, in
Germany with Goethe, Herder, Schiller and Wieland about
1781, in Englend with the publication of the "Lyricel
Ballads" of Wordsworth and Coleridge: then the publication
of the Shirail Bat Zion shortly before the death of its

young creator, gives rise to & new ers in Hebrew

literature.

Even though romanticism was a belated blossom in
Hebrew Literaturez Michal's poetry stlll came before
its time, for there is nothing like 1t in the poetry
which preceeded nim, end 1its continuation was delayed
in coming directly after him. It was only in the time
of the Hebrew renaissance that the seeds that were
planted in the field of Hebrew poetry filnally sprouted.

Lebensohn's poetry was an oasis in the Haskalsh

)1



litere fure winich suf?ered rrom an overloed of verbiege,
a walling lack of talent, end the srtificiality of its
felse pathos. Michel's poetry did nct serve as an
instrument of propagands; as a means tc an end, but was
rether an end ir itself., In his poetry we do not find
communal or didactic goels, or the battles of his
generation, because its basis was iIn art, feeling, and

beauty.'

In this respect Michal's poetry is ell the more
startling in the light of the severe criticism meted
out to the contemporary Hebrew literature of his day.
Kleinmaé’sarcastically comments on the "enlightenment
end knowledge" which was veing fostered by the growth
of smell zroups of "Maskilim" in Rus-is, He singles
out for particular "distinction", the large center of
Haskaslsh in Vilna where the wreath wes plasced on the
hesd of the "poet", Adsm Hakohen Lebenschn. Kleinmen
wryly states that altnough Adem Hekohen was merely an
fdle teacher who learned a grest smount of Blble and
Gramrer, and also a little of foreign language, yet he
managed to inject "inspiration" into his barren verses.
There are poems of Adem, elthough few, that we cen still

read todey with plessure, though Ty our standards Adam
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never wes & poet. Klcinmen commerts that Hebrew
literature was in such a sad state that it 1s no wonder
thet Adem wore the poet's crown, and that the eyes of
the Maskilim round sbout were reised toward him, eslthough
there were those who were greater tnan Adam in Judlsche
et i
Wissenschaft, both in the larguage of sclence and
writing abllity. Kleinmen edmits grudgingly that the
center of Haskalah in Vilna did have a great influence
upun Russlan Jewry 1n general, especially upon the
development of modern Hebrew literature. The Songs in

the Sacred Tongue of Adam Hakohen, in spite of all thelr

defects, are the cornerstones in the structure of our new
literature. Likewise, many have read and been influenced

by Kalman Shulman's books such as Mysteries of Paris,

The History of the World, and History of Scholars of

Israel. Kleinman does nofi fail to add thet not one of
these books were orizinel, but that these imitations

10
were in line witn the taste of that generation.

Miceh Joseph Lebensolin also translated many works
of forelgn authorship. Indeed, even his origlnal works
are in many instances close aproximations of European

i
poetry. K. A. Bartini, in dealing with the original
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and the translations in the work of Michal, gives us
& more objective insight into the tendency on the nart
of Haskalah writers tu trenslate and imitate European

literature,

Most of the writers of the Haskalah spaded at one
and the same time in two fields, the field of the
originel and the fleld of translation, both of which
were equally worthy in thelr sight to serve the new
literature coming into being. The tendency to translate
secular literature was due to three reasons:

l, To emplay the use of "Hebrew tongue for the
purpose of turning 't into a true organ of expression

for all shades of thoight and feeling.m'

2., To give the Jewlsh reader a taste of the beauty
of Japhet (Eurocpean culture)f'%o foster the cultural-
sesthetic values and the social ideas which the Hsbrew
writers preache. Therefore many of the Haskalah wrlters
felt their principik purpose to be translation and re-
working of secular works. Their influence 1s consequently

13
recorded in this area. (eg. Kslman Shulman)

3., For the sske of lending greater scope to the
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personality of the wriier tirough blending his own
experiences end thoughts with those that were expressed

in the creations of the other peoples.’H

With the cutting through of the first window,
looking out upon the broad heretofore unknown world,
it was natural that the Hebrew writer should grow drunk
with all the grandeur which burst upon him, end that
he ghould seek to share with the Jewish members of his
generation at least the smallest portion of thils great

5
wealthol

The Impact of general culture upon Michal is
clearly demonstrated by the range of hils interests and
translations, From hls works we can sense the youthful
attempt to encompsss the whole literary world. The
fact that he translated the works of German, Italian
and Greek authors suggests the exuberance of youth
wnich, in refusing to recognize any restrictions or
bounds, flies 1n wide arcs of admiration from one
hesutiful discovery to another, overwhelmed by all the

literary treasures which lie waiting to be tasted.

Fichman It L evealed in his time (and after him
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others) the source of the short poem Forsaken Bough ,

which 1s a reworking of & poem called La Feullle by the
French poet and fabl ist Antoine Vincent Arnsult, It

is probable that Michel used the French source. Michal's
blographers do not stress his knowledge of French}
however, it 1s a fact that he trsnslated a fable by

La Fontaine winich he entitled The Wolf and the Kid,”

which is very close to the original.’s Thus, in his
letter to his friend Senior Sachs, he asks whether he
left his French dictionary with him.'?From these facts
we gatner thet in the last year of life, Michal was
interested in French works. Moreover, a poem was found
which 1s completely a translation of the poet Lamartinr

o
which Michael cslled Vanity Under the Hea?ens.1 In the

original edition of Kinor Bat Zion this poem was placed

at the end without any remark, It is possible that
Adam Hakohen found the poem among his son's writings
and did not know 1t was & translation. It 1s also
possible that he knew this fact, tut he did not bother

1
to mention it. This poem, Venity Under the Heavens,1s

in fact one of Michal's most successful translations.
In it all the verses are kept in terms of content and

structure, and since French poetry was built on the
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number of syllables =2nd noct on the rhythm, Michal was
happy to keep the exact number of syllables as in the
original (eleven syllables) omitting only the rhyme ss
he did elso in translating from Goethe and others, The

name of the French original is L'Isolement (Loneliness).“™

The tone of Michal's most typieally lyrical poems
23 2y
such as The Prayer and the Holliday of the Spring reminds

one of French romanticism in its most stormy period.

14
Michal's poem To the Stars contalns a good deal of

Lamartine's poem Le Soir, and strongly resembles

Lamartine's poem, Les Etolles. A comparison ylelds the

same scrutiny of the cosmic secrets, the same comparisons,
and even the same questions. The three first stanzas

of Michal's poem The Prayer resemble almost in every-
thing the first portion of Lamartine's poe;kéalled,

= - 2
La Priere.

The fact that Michal incorporated within his own
works the genius of others should not detract from his
talent and ability. Like every young poet, he too was
subject tc influences. It is important to recognize
thet in wrestling with the material of others, Michal

in an unstilfed snd natural fashion, succeeded in pouring
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out his own molds by singuiarly making borrowed themes

and influences his own.lﬁ

There are three main aspects in the poetry of
Lebensohn; the personal,“hationnl and the universal,
All of Michal's poetry is tied to his personal trai%edy.
However, on the anvil of his profound suffering, he beat
out a universal poetic pattern which reflects and high-
lights a sufrering humanity, tortured by its eternal
gquestions, absorbing the battering blows of f&tef’ In

his poem To the Stars he spesks about himself and his

1liness., He expresses the feeling that there is no life
on earth for the a’flicted poet in pain, This feeling
envelops him completely and finds expression in & whole
chain of lyrical poems which are outstanding for the
‘depths of sorrow to which they give utterance.lﬁln the

Cholera in Berlin, the plague did not frighten the poet

for 1life is more fearful, particularly a life devoid
of health,or hope cf ever being well; & 1ife of endless
pain whose goal is only an esrly grave. One for whom
the whole world has become a grave, for one who tastes
the pangs of hell on earth, death holds no terror.

Thus, in the poem, Holiday of Spring, there bursts
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for th the ery, "Cursed forever be the love of life".zf
Michal i1s by nature not a dark and despairing
pessimist. He does not really want to die. He loves
1ife and thirsts for its pleasures, though they are not
destined to be fulfilled. HKe 1s desirous of the joys
of exlstence, and the beauty of creativity; therefore,
the thought of the nearness of death and its untimely
inevitability is difflcult to accept, "0 how dreadful
it 1s to go rejolcing to the grave when soul and spirit
cling to lire.“nghe po=t's love for life 1s evidenced
by his partiality to the spring, because it meant life
resurrected, 1ife beglnning, bloom, &s ageinst the autumn
w ich presaged the arrival of winter when life ceases.

In winter Michal sees the symbol of death.

We find in the works of Michal & strong religlous
echo., To the young poet faith and hope are life 1tself.
Whereas, to his father, Adam Hakohen, knowledge meant
light, beauty, and 11fe; to Michal it suggests doubt
which consumes hope and falth. This aspect of the poet's

thinking is sharply defined in Kohelet where wisdom
33
destroys hope =nd faith.

Despite the influences of his day, the falth in
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gnd the afTirmation of 1i1fe vo tlie part of the poet was
the product of an Inherent snd firm religious feeling.

It 1s true that he was inrluenced by Panthelsm through
his essoclation with Sachs, who was en authority on

Ihn Gabirol whose philosophicel speculaticns reflected
de’inite panthelstic lea¥11ngs.3qLikewi5e, some critics
feel that Schelling's influence must have been a
romantic and pantheistic one, However, it is interesting
snd important to note t:at Lebensohn attended Schelling's
lectures after the philosopher had stopped lecturing

st the university. Schelling at this period of his

1ife was stressing mythploglcal themest-Therefore, in
hils poem Hatdfileh, Michal outdoes the Psalms in saying
thet the heavens themselves can not tell the glory of
God. It is men alone, of all creatures blessed with
reason, wWno can approach and recognize God, and thus

b
"efprom the lap of death pe corn into 1ire",

Lebensohn's aversion to pantheism 1s understandasble

wnen we realize that Haskaslah, meaning enlightenment,

deg’ies human regson gs being supreme and the essence

of 1life itself, Therefore, there wonld bhe & logical

rejection to seeing 1ife in matter. Tie strongest
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feeling evidenced in the poem is one of religlcs ity,
as inferred by the bitleJThe Prayer. 1In this poem there
is nothing expressed wiich could be deemed untraditional.
Cod is almighty, omnipotent, end omnipresent, To God
does man turn in silent preyer snd with a tear. In
Him does man place his hope and trustj therefore is
man confident even in a world of turmoil and conflict.
Michal significently closes the poem,

"And blessed are you heartfelt prayer,

For upon your wings is healing for every wound,

Like the dew that feslls from the wide heavens,

Do you revive man's heart, and hesl his spirtt." 39

Thus the conclusion is of & treditionally religious

naturee.

The body of the poem is anti-panthelstic. God
is nct equated with nature. Nsture 1s not only subser-
vient to God, it s not even man's equal. Nsture is
completely 1ifeless, and only men breathes the spirit
of 11fe into it. Neture itself cen not pray, &nd
without men everything is dead.

"My mouth did I give to those that could not speak,

The wind only storms, the storm only rages,

Though the cedars of God move, they do not prey,
The bird only murmurs and chirps in the woods.
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Can the heavens spesk, the firmamnsnt relate

There being no sonl within them :o long and to
yearn?

My spirit alone within them spesks as my mouth
glves utterance,

A living vold are tney without knowledge or rezson,

A mere dead corpse is the world too,

And In 1t do move clods without 1li‘e,

Dead too are all they who live upon 1%,

For to the living God they cannot 1ift thelr eyes.

But man, behold he does live

And without him desth i1s everywherec.

For nis heert perceives God, his eye does see Him.

He 1s the eye of all existence, and the world's
heert M 37

It would be difficult to interpret this as anything
but the treditional Jewish sttitude of man's centrallty

in a universe crested snd ruled by cne God,

In & letter to Shadal, Michel expreszes his love

39
for Israel and his feith in its Geod.

"Far be it from me to think evil or unworthy
thoughts. The iiess of Kobelet are no: my ideas, nor
are his thougnts mine, fcr I em upright with my God,
noping in silence end trusting in his sglyation even

in times of trouble. He 1s my refuge in the deys of

my sickness &nd depression. Tnerefore, do not attribute

the thoughts of EKohelet to my heart or soule I have

» o % ;
not teken any ldess rom & foreign poet, nelther in the

- =1~
poem of Jael nor in thls one, now in my interpretsiion

3 - - z + -
of the 7igures of Minerve and ¥edusse, Zor 1t -s no-
- - - ke - -—

Jr2

———




my custom to do so. Rether, zill the idess of doubt are

written in the book of Kohelet itself, and I only
beeutify them and put them in orcer. I aided to them
for tre sake of aesthetics just as I hesve teken my

subjects from the Song of Songs. The idess of these

tWwo poems, are only to show the greet and fesrful con-

trest between these twc books, zs I wrote in my

remarks on the poem of Kchelet which werm interded to
remove every obstecle from before those wlhic are young.
However, I have listened to your voice of reproof, and

I have chenged end zdded things within the poem and more
ye
gt its end ss you can see for yourself today."

In truth Lebensohn added very little if anythirg
to the traditicnal stories of the herces in the Shirel
Bat Zion. In genersl there is no d eep philosophy expressed
in the poems. WMichal's strzngth seems
tn lile in describing the natural besuty of the holy

. o 1
land,;-*‘ some cases more effective than others, to

-4

desceribe the feelings of the charscters wrich are not

given in the strict economy of the Biblical narrative

or of the folk legend. A greast deal of Michal's claim

to feme lies in tre fasct thet he was amcng the very

|23




first to attempt this type of charascter portrayal snd
development. His delineation of character and
circumstance sttest to his aesthetic sense and
literary ebllity, but does not really indicate any deep
philosophle interest or grasp. Singing of death, love,
spring, or emotlional conflicts, does nct make one a
philosopher or a critic or the soclal system. What
Impressed most admirers of Michal was that for the
first time In modern Hebrew literature a poet had managed
to express personal emotlions in & natural fashion.
Thaet he was not always successful is not the point.
ATter 8l]1 he was also the product of his generation.
This 1s evident in the manner in which occasionally he
falls back upon the didesctic style of Adam and his
fellow Maskilim in digressing snd expounding almos®t
parenthetically on themes wiich began in & personal and
fresh manner.v’
The personal bssis is the starting point in

Lebensohn's development, but universalism 1s 1ts end

point, culmination, and PeakquThe genius of the young

poet becomes strikingly evident when we comprehend the

In embracing

broed base of his thought and poetrye.

iy




and fusing into his literary personality the universal

genlus of menkind, as illustrated by his choice
translations of Homer, virgil, Horace, Shiller, Goethe,
Heine, Mlechewicz, and Alfieri, Michal gt the same time
has glven to Hebrew literature its Biblicel-national

“
poetry, par excellence., In the Shirsi Bat Zion, Michal

is one of the poets of Zion; not one who wept for the
exile, but rather the poet of our past, of the spring-

time and strength of our national life.qﬂ

It 1s interesting that the subjects of the first

and last poems in Shirai Bat Zion are, like Lebensohn,

poets of Zion, The first is Solomon of Biblical days,
wno sang one thousand and five songs In the holy city
of Jerusslem; and the other, the greatest poet of the
middle azes, who slso reached the gates of the city,
the gates of Zion., All the subjects of the six porms
are heroes of Israel who lived and died for their
peozle, Michal's identification with the poets and the

heroes of Zion is =2 clear irdicastion of his love for
Yy

end his dedication to Israel.

This 1s important to remember in the 1llght of the

|25




contention of some thet Meskilim 1ike Michal carried
the germ of assimilation, that in the search for
general Iknowledge they infected themselves with the
dlsease of assimilation and cortaminated others. It
merits repetition to note the cver increasing aerc

o2 secular knowledge achieved by young Lebensohn; this
broadening of the poet's cultursl base, served only

to de-pen his powers 1n expressing the glory and
romance of his own peoples This observation is sll the
more strliking when we recognize that while Adem's poetry
is generel, abstract, and not bound with any strong or
recognlizable bond to Jewlish content, Michal sang the
sonzs of Jewish heroes, Wheress his father's poems

were called, Poems of the Sacred Tongue, the son celled

his book, Songs of the Daughter ol Zion.

Michel, like Mapu and Kelman Shulmsr, 1s nstlonalistic
end Zionistic even before Zionism, He is g Zicnist
“nevirg veen lmmersed in éiﬁﬁ:h, and in the glowing age
of kings end prophets of Israel:r?In his introduction
to Shirs! Bat Zlon, he writes, "My dear reesder, whose

-

Gad God 1
pecple is my pecrle and whose bod is my God, arise end

J 2k




come now with me, for on the wirgs of poetry will I

carry you today to the hcly lend, end elthough others
have taken her to themselves, behold she is ours,
beceuse with rivers snd stresms of blcod anéd teers have

4¥
we acquired 1ts holy soil." In his poem, Forssken Bough,

the twlig which symbolizes Isrgel 1s esked why it 1is

not wetchful of the sterm end for what reeson it wanders.
To thls it answers, "On a leafy tree did I dwell in
resce; suddenly wes I cest away. Before my time wes

I plucked. 1If, from the plece of my birth, I must
wender, then whet 1s 1life to me? Therefore let them
carr'y me, armd let the engry waters lift me and turn me

< e
a00ut.,.

With the publicetfon of Zhirai Bet Zicn, there

pegan in the Hebrew literature of the Hasksleh, a

short period of "love of Zion". Although Mepu's famous
novel, "Love of Zion" was not influenced by MNichal and
was begun & long time befere Lebensohn wrote his poems,

. x a
navertheless, the Shiral Bat Zlon was published before

Mepu's book. Consequently the period of "the love of

Jr7
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his genius in his works,

Hed not Lebensohn died so young, he might hsave

become the greatest lyric poetl ol T e Heskelzh movement,
£

In the centrel figure of Haskslsah poetry,

il

eh Loeb

&y

u

Gordon, we see the unmistakabl Influence Micsh

(]
s

Joseph Lebensohn. Gordon also btegen hls literary cereecr
&8s & romantlc, reverting to the anclent or medievel

world forhis meterisl. The influence of ¥ichel is

mn

vident in a number of poems, written by Gorcgn during

E
i

=
=

omgntiec mood, the best known of w:ich 1s, The Love

f Dgvid and Michel. This roem is similsr to the

[+

narratives of Lebenschn in meter, rhyme, end scmewhst
in romarntic flavor. Gorcen, however, never schieved
the mellow style, the profound sentiment, or tke

serene romenticism wrich merk tre works of Michsl.

Aswstn, Desugnter of Potifera, David snd Barzilal, I

the Depth of the Ccean, end In the Lions Jsws, are poems

1o

of Gordon in which the influernce of Michel cen slso be
seen. "Ales Brotherl", written by Gorden on the
occasion of Lebenschn's desth, 1s

ble grie

(&)

sentiment and n

poet, friend, and inspirer of Goréan,

1L 7




Micah Joserh Lebenseohn wes & Hebrew poet 1n g1l
his belng with his decp love of Zion, his dediceticon
to the sacred tongue, through wiich medium he poured
out hils heert$ this ancient Fastern langusge wrtich he
caberted into a modern Western idiom. But with the cry
of his personal psin, and the rreyer for his feith sarnd
pecple, like &all zreat writers s-a creators he wes

elso universal in his song of love for all manking,

the works of all men and g1: nations.sz

Altho :gh the song of Michal wes cut off in the
middle, the sickly youth who fought with 117e and
courted the poetic muse overceme his fete, For many
Years the scent of his youthful fregrance wes preserved
in all the poetry arter hins In the lyric portions of
Gorden, in the chirping songs of ¥ene, in the hsalf
choked sounds of Shepiro, end even in the beginnings
of our newly revived poetry, there fs still felt his
strength and ins;iration.s.

Hls early desth deprived Easkelah poetry cof one
of its mighty supports, for in Michal was combined

Mepu's visionary megic with the sharp sstiricel power

j2®




of Gorion. 5e ned many power= that remained unrevealed;
put what is visiple from the handful of uLis works, shows
us & man of stature. His death was & loss to his
-generation; g femily mourning for all the Jewish
writers snd scnolars. Everyone “elt thet s chosen son
hed dled. He was beloved not only to his father, but
glso to the irascible ShsZsl; he wes a favorite child
to Zunz and Sschs; nor could ¥;iég’rorget him. The
unsentimentsl Gorden many yeers alter Michal's desth,
brought him to mind in a elegy which testifies to the
mysterinus echo which the young poet left in the hearts

57
of his generation.

¢o

"prom the walls of your heart, the d4ivine harp

Did Zion's daughter hear, forgetting all grief."

o h
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