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Foreword 

The life and works of the poet , Mi cah Joseph 

Lebensohn , could be represented in t liree words ; a cr y , 

a p}•ay er , and a ~ii. 

,\ ~ is found t h roughout bis verse which expresses 

a pass ion for life , and the anguish of a ppr oaching death . 

In the f irst chapter there is an attempt to bring to 

the reader the e~rects cf the poet 's i llness a nd the 

other influences on his works. 

A not e or prayer is heard ln Michal 1 s musical 

lines which sing of love for hls people , for God a nd 

the land of Israel. A creative portion of the th~s is 
I .., . 

lies in tha second chai:;ter where the romai.t ' c --t;u:: es of 

Michal are presented in toe English i d iom . 

5y mingling in ha:;•mc ny t h e voices of Israel ' s 

past with the echoes of all m'3.n k1nd , Micha::. composes 

the song of Jewish survival in the mod ern world. 

The third chapter of t h ia thesis deal s with the 

ideas and the consequent influenr e of the young lover 



of Zion . 

I wish to express my ind~btedne3s to my teacher 

Dr . Ezra Spi cehandl er who we.s my advisor throughout 

t he many months I have been engaged 1.1 this studyc In 

addition to tis patient guidance , it was he who foresaw 

my interest in the poetic f igure of young Michal . 

A final word of thanks to Mrs . Mildred White for 

her kind assistance in the typing of the manuscript . 

William Kloner 

.Januar~ , 1953 

New York , New York 
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Chapter I 

Biogr aphy and Influences 

Micah J oseph Lebensohn was born in Vilna , Rus s ia 
J 

February 22 , 1828; died t h ere February 1'7, 1852 . His 

father , the po6t , Adam Hakohen Lebensohn , i mplant ed 

wi thin his son a love for Hebr ew and general education 

at an early a ge . In c ~eder , and a ft erwards from 

private teachers , M. L:?i)<>'1sobn learned Bible , Hebrew 

gr ainmer , and Talmu:J , s:i:.. . .) ects whj ch w ere~ dear to tis 
~ 

f ather . He acquire::: v Y"l soon a broad knowled ge i n 
-

German e.nd Polish ~ur ,J!l.t the age of thlrteen , 

Lebensohn was F 2 :--e· :? t ranslating SchilJ_er ' s poetry 
3 into Hebrew . 

The natural and free s tyle , w!1 1ch later was to 
If 

stamp his poetry a s unique and f r esh, was largely due 

to his early trai.:ing . Unlike a lmost all the other 

Hebrew wri ters of his day , Lebensohn was permitted 

to read Haskalah literature and t o learn foreign 

languages w~thout oppJsition of parents or teachers ; 
IV>~ ~ ""' ~;,,~,, 

indeed , what is also i~portant , he had direc tion and 

encouragemen t in these stud ies . Thus h e was fre e of 

th e mentsl conflict and anguish engendered by the 
,,.. 
~ 

suppression of secular education . Gordon ' s a9horisms , 

I 



s\4ch as , "Be a Jew in your tent and a man abroa,d 11
, ~ 

could never have been penned by !1l . Lebensohn , because 

Judaism and humanity were not mutually exclusive but 

rather cornbined .1 This broad educati on given to the 

young poet by his ~etner , Adam Hakoben, is not surpris

ing wh en we recognize that the el~er Lebensohn was the 

first of the new school of poets, influenced by 

Mord ecai Aaron Gunzburg~ (1795- 1845)'1 who i n his auto-

biographical sketch, ''Abiezer': gave a clear picture of 

the old- fash ioned manners end customs of his generation 

which had such a pernicious effect on the educat~on of 

Jewish child ren both at school and in the home . 10 

II 
Adam Hakohen Lebensonn , (1'794- 1878) was greatly 

influenced by Gunzburg 1 s new school of thought , whi ch 

1~ contras t to Isaac Dov Levinsohn ' s (1788-1860) 1~ 

det'ensive approach for t he dissemination of Haskalah , l3 

advc><:ated an aggressive new Hebrew literature , which 

would serve not merely as a means of spreading 

Haskalah, but as a national possession for the Jewish 
IL/ 

people . Adam Hakohen Lebensohn was a born poet who 

thought deeply and fel t keer.ly , but unlike his son , he 
1.5 

lacked a broad intellectual background . 'I'he older 

Lebensobn s pent his entire life in the narrow milleu 



'" of t he elementary teacher and.petty trader . He was 

w~ll past his youth when he became acquainted with 

general literature; thus his latent aesthetic sense 

was overlaid by years spent in the study of dry 
17 religious literature . Being unable for the most part 

to shake o~f the habit or casuistry a nd pilpul , 

A. Lebensohn found most of his themes in the realm of 
18 abstract philosoph1co-poet1cal questions . Although 

Gunzburg had called for the rejuvenating influence of 

a new "melodious burst" of poetry which once f lowed 

from the Jewish heart in olden times and during the 
t'i 

Snanish period , it remained for Adam Hakohen ' s son, 

Micah Joseph , to bring back the fire of emotion and 
).0 

naturalness to Hebrew poetry which had been cola for 

over three hundred years . 21 

By the time Micah J oseph Lebensohn was seventeen, 

he has already written the poem, Ha-achvah (brotherhood) 

a poem which gave evidence or a great developing poetic 

talent .'l.'l. At nineteen , Lebenaohn translated part of Virg1l ' s 

Aeneid from Schiller's German translatlon which he 
~3 

called " The Destruction of Troy" . Although Lebensohn 

was drawn to the lo f ty and the beautiful, he was also 

moved by the wonder of human intellect and reason. In 

3 



'.me of his very first poems he waxes en t husiastic like 
;;. 'i 

his f a t her, contemplat i ng t h e wonders of th~ human 
-;.5 

mi nd wh!. ch can "know t he fut ure whi ch ~till lies in 

darknoss - in time still unb orn - in deys not yet 

created." From this be goes on to the wonders of 

science in general which 1s only a refle ction of 

boundless bum.an i ntell ectual powers . The human mind 

can, '' place in order t he stars on high - to count the 

array of the he_venl y hosts , to know the ordinances 

of cold, beat , l i gh t and darkness - to forcast the ways 

of the s un • 11 
; " 

At the c ~ ~ 0: twenty , Lebens ohn tra nslated the drama 

"Saul" by \titorio Alfieri . Al l that is extant is the 

f irst Act, first scene, wh i ch is a fre e translation 

of the Italian original , a l so the third a c t , fourth 

scene . Lebensohn did not necessarily work from the 

Italian, for be might ha ve used as his text a German 

tra nsla ti on . >-1 

'- I 

M. Lebensohn ~ed tuberculosis f rom his fath-er . 

We do not know exactly when be began to suffer f rom t nis 

illness , but we do know t hat in a lett er to bis closest 

:'riend, Kalmen Shulman , 1n 1847 at the age of nineteen , he 



spE's.i:s in depr€ss ed and morbid terms about his 1llnesl:I 

which h e knows will lead him to an early and unwelcomed 

deatn. l 'i 

The following is t hr; ietter• written to Kalman 
I 

Shulman on Arril 24 , 1~47 : · 

" Her e I sit alone in ~ne middle of the night; 

everybody is sleeping but I am awake. My eyes are 

r cbbed of sleep . My i l lness does not give me any rest 

even in the night time. This i llness tightens 

its saddle upon me and leads me quickly to the klng of 

terrors , because it refuses to be healed . The doctor's 

aov i ce is rend ered f oolish . All t heir wisdom seems 
J:z.-u-0 

stupld . They can no t bring heeling , but only ±engthena 

'OT extends m:y sickness, wi t hout avail . And I have 

a l r eady despaired cf life, and I am pr epared to die . 

But why does 1 t movE' so lazily'l Why doesn ' t it make 

wings •or its elf ? 

,. 
Oh, t h e mos t loathsome creature in th e world is 

::ian . Al l the days that he passes over the s haking 
<?>· ~ .. c. ,,J.(.. 

br i dge of l ife , he is the most cursed of all that is 

born . And a l l ex:i ~tence rises up aga~nst him - and 

even~eath , the last and fearfu l consolation,~ t oo 



is cruel. Oh , m;v bones tremble . There await t hose 

who are wearied , walking bent under the burden of old 

age and sick'Tless . Their eyes grow dim waiting for 

him . They even stretch out t heir hand to him , but he 

pssses by without understanding t hem , and does not raise 

his scythe to harvest a d r y plan t. 

,, 
Th.is is the oortion of man who goes ~ost in a l l 

. ANO v.1J,t.J. IA .t-t~ ~ '-' 
of er.istence1' Pr cloud t b1:tt journies on the wings of 

stormy winds , pregnant w.lth wails , laden with sie;bs , 

full of tears and blood . This journey of the clouds -

t he eye of no man has seen its beginning or end . It 
.... 

travels from days ever lat;tir.g , from an unseem place 

on a hidden road toward El concealed and sealed goal . 

At t i mes t he lightn•~i increas es under the rain 
?71 a...:. 

of the cl ouds . After i~ roars the t hunder . A ~P 
•f 

of clouds move~a bit , but one j:..pQm th.is group is 
(/lf'(oNC{lf'4'(.0 

missing . Wrthout payi ng any atten.!:.i.on . the clouds 

move onward , until t h e 11ght kl. 1ng increases a second 

time . But wh ere have the• wings of my imagination 

carried me? What d o I care,.for the whole mass if I 
..,..J) ~..,. ~ 

am th e cloud that is qu i c kly separated f rom the group'l 

From the top of the tcwer , the sound of the bell 

, 



s;-R ·< L S -r..,cL l&c 

is hc;;.rd two t i n11:s . I 9lll still awake . Also my sickness 

does not sleep within me . As t i:lis dim candle goes 

out before my eyes , licking t he rest of the oil around 
: ... ""'Cl 

it , groVTing dark, so ,,does the candle of my s oul flicker 

a..l..l;.&.. 

,, 
I am prepared to l ea ve t.he world, to go down to 

th e gravo in th e midst of my days , to l eave my fat her 

-and mother , my brother aPd my sisters , my fr iends and 

companions . My father is the grave, my mother the we.rm, 
/.!> 

my brother is death , and my frienc;t a~e the grave . 

I ' 
I see myself 11ing on the death bed , the sound of 

cryi~g moans about me . My parents cry out , my brother 

and si~1k,r.~ ~?,,~;~d lllz..~ends weep and sigh. I s ee 

myself going down and ~ in the grave . Abov e me I 

hear the f ootsteps of the g·•ave di!!;;er , and a very 

fearful cr.y shrieks above me . My eyes see t h e last 

glaPce t hat my pare nts cest upon me as they lsy me 

ell alone in th e arms of terrible eternity. I see my 

hand that is n ow writing become worm eaten. I s ee 

my heart become r ot ten a nd my skull.J h food f or the 

worms . Oh , how fear!'ul is death , and how pleasant is 

life . I always imagined t hat I was prepared to die , 

7 



I 
but !n the midst of riy youth , to die at 19 • Oh my 

hes rt is still ful l of the desire for lif e . The light 

of the sun is still dear to me . I still desire to 
~ 
~act and to enjoy the abundance of the earth ' s 

~ u, ~~ ~'C/LL:..... 
fullness . My spirit scill ~ out e.na flhs ,Jover 

the endless expanses . to J ~ 
Have I indeed wantee? 

Oh li f e , life, I want e« life l 1., 

~-
Behold,. now my hand grows weak 

and my bones waste a.way . Li f e's ma t ter barns and boils. 

My veins rush and my breath grows s hort . Now do I 

see death. Oh death draws closer to me, and will come 

in ru1other few days . 

Death - woe is me - how all my i neas have gone 

astray , and my meditations ha ve ended end ceased . 

All the thoughts of my heart have died within me and 

in m.y soul there rules silence end d~ darkness1 H..t. $ Lr.--<&./, 

~e l?resent and the ~ture ~n e rray before my eyes 

terri:'ying pictures . Frignt ;'ul images , s cenes of death . 
+-<... '!:"( ~i 

and t he grave , rotting , and t he worm , .. but from ~ 

t hese frightful terrors there a~pears a dear picture 

before my eyes , which lights up for me the fearful 

darkness around , and scatters these shadows of death 

f'rom before my eyes . 



Is it your picture Shul~an ; is it your picture 

which is 6.earer to me than ell t he. world? You have 

I remembered , my soul ' s beloved , and I w&s consoled . 
, ')?-. ()~~ 

r_,et , even my body~ 'J e destroyed 1 f only our love will 
~ 

not die nor be moved , for is it not immortal? Live 

t hen and s ucceed ir. t his worle w: ich I am l~aving , 

and only t~ is do I ask of you my ever+asting f r iend , 

t hat with my death t r2t I shculd n o t die in your heart 
"")\----

t oo? When my body rots in the grave l .et not my heart 

r ot in your memory . Remember.f y'o-~~fl!:e~11 y~ 
,... ftt.~ . ~ 

f9.l:'ever . 11 ~ r ~ ..,~/~ ~ -~~, 

From t hls letter it is probably se.fe to as aume 

that the poet ' s sickness hac already revealed itself 

by the time he had writ ten his f irst poem . Thus , both 
30 

his sickness end art ripened together . 

In 1846 , M. Lebensoh.n and his father went to a 

summer place l ocated in the mountains outside of Vilna , 
31 

b~t when his condition deteriorated in 1847 , he began 

to be t reated by t h e physicians in Vilna who fina l ly 

advised the poet to seek a cure in Berlin and at ~e 
3).. 

German Spas such as Salzbrun and Reinarz . Upon his 

return to Berlin 'r om Reinarz , Lebensoh.n fell si ck 



again wi &a t he advent of t r.e cold wee. ther . He then 

decided to raturn to V1lna . J: 

This jo1Jrney to Germany was the greatest event 

in the young poet ' s li f e . It is conceivable tnat his 

hunger for learning, coupled with his endless thirst for 

reading and writing, kept sapping his energies thus 

preventing a cure .3~senior Sachs states in a letter , 

"He came to Berlin to seek out doctors and he was not 

healed because he sought wisdom much more than doctors . 

As s oon as he came to Berlin he forgot the purpose of 

his comi ng as if his aim was only to perfect himself 

fur~~ er in the craft of poetry and wi sdom in t he Athens 

o f Ge rmany , and not to occupy himself in the healing 

of his wes.k body •••••.•• Also philosophy attracted him 

very much1 and he loved d early t h e th eori es of Plato, 

Sp i noza , Schelling , a~d ~egel . These studies exhausted 

his rema:~~~strength and he returned to his parents in 

Vilne in a ~orse ccndition t nan when he came to Berlin . 

The book, Shirai Bat Zion , he composed in Berlin in the 

nights of a single wi nter . rt JS 

The influence of Senior Sachs , with wh om the 

young poet l ived. while in Berlin , was probably the 

,o 



greates~ mold ing !orce in Lebensohn 's intellectual 

deveiopment aside ~rom that of his own father . 3b 

In a letter to Sachs :rom Reinarz , we learn that 

i t was Sechs who planted the love for philosophy in 

Lebensohn 's heart . The p•)et 's concern for his fathe r 

is very evident f r om his plea to Sachs to WTite an 

article about his father for orie of the magazines . ~ ~ 
-,. ,,..- I .),- _., • ..A - • ...,_ . I/- ./ • 

It s eems that M. Lebensohn was quite lonely 1.n 

Reinarz . He wri tes that he was a l l alone and could 

not get himself to become friendly with the "s t upid 

Germans". I n the same l etter he exhibits a lively 

int erest in the events of the day , both political and 

cultural . Thus he asks for news , to b e informed on 

political news . He expresses his longing for the 
A 6(.Jt!> Po.sr 

evening ~t. He asks about t h e curr ent events in 

France1 al'd ne wishes to know nbout the new development 

in the Berlin theatre . It is i nte~est~ng t hat from 
" ,, It 

t:.me to time , he breaks into '-'erman . Neither the 

tears of my eyes nor the lines of my pen can describe 

to y ou my soul 1 s tumnlt w11en it ca Jl s to mind the autumn 
urt ~ ,_J ti.:tk. .J 

nights ~ w~en the nigh ts passed like hou~s and the hours 

l ike moments , when our searching he&.rts studied and 

II 
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J.u:~ ~ ... t 
meditat ed upon all t !lat e xis'ts in the wor l ..: . 'T'~! en you 

"- J~ ,. 
planted with in my h eart ~e love Of phi l o s 'J · hy , an et

~ 
er~al l ov e the.t will not ~ wt.ile t .:-?ere i s yet the 

breath of li:'e within me • •. • Here I em a l l a.lone l ilre 

e. des.d man in the grave , :' or you know }"_ow worthless I 

am , and I e.m not s o .:'rier.cly e. ~erscn s. s to strike up 

s.c~1aints.nces with stu9!~ Ger~sns , le.ckins :.n mind 
~ 

and s~ ::. r ~ t , tr.ere~ore a:l 0-y ~ye e:r do : survey a l l 

t~e beaut ies of summer her e •••••• 

And now let me remi~d you of tt.e arti cle ~or my 

~ac~er . Woe is me if y ou have stopped writ in g it . 

Arise t r.is one t ::.rr.e in y our : i::'e s. nd overcome your 

lazines s . In his lP.t l-er .rtha t I r ecei ved just t wo days 

ag<j my :at:-_ er cor. t i. _:ie s t o s:;-s ek to nie o f it , a nd 

·N:..s. t s hell I do? S!:oul.i nc-t s heme break my heart , 

t:i.&t I did not do such E sme:l t-::ng, for my fat'ler ? •••• 

Plea se a ns·t1 er me q·.i :.ckly , collec 't o:' cour se, G s.chs 

..vas ex'tremely poor , end he c o·.i:...: "':~t s. f:~or.; the stamps 

for a l e t ter]. Let r:e know t.he :-- ~ __ -:.:cal news . Is 

~veryth i r.g all right wi:h the even: - ?os t ? How my 

soul lon~s to read t~e~e ~ews?apers . ·; . .,_-; :. is new i n 

-:<'ranee? ••. . • • Let me k now·:: .c t is new i:J e:-_in and in 

~~e t h ea &:-es , s:. :"'re you can c:: ~ c "?rte.in fr :re. : .e thes. tre 

I ). 



notice::: v1·•.:.ch famous plrys \'Jere resented . Will Rachael 

c ome so on 

s~11-l-d1t!- e--t"o !'lE.Y J.ead1.ng roles~ 

P . S . I forgot a F!'~ni::h dictionary . Do you have it? 11 

The close relationship wnich existed between the 

young poe t and Senior Sachs in Berlin is brought to 

ligh t by M. Lebensohn ' s corr espo'1dence with Sachs upon 

hi s return to Vilne. . 

37> 
In his second l e tter to Sachs , Leben3ohn writes 

that he has rece ived his letter , which is full of 

bitterne3s . He says t ha t he will not a t tempt to 

justify himself , to prove the love that Sachs had de -

s pised , because he , Lebensohn , al so has his pride . He 

can not undE:rstand SachC.S, logic , which il1tsis ts that if 

you do not hate my enemy , (in t his case Boehmer ) you 

can not love me . The poet imagines that perhaps Sachs 

is so bi t ter because of his O\m di .f' ficuJL t si tuatlon . 

However , Lebensohn reminds h im that althougl: he 

himself is ev en mor e unfortunate , he does not turn 

a gainst his friends . Lebensohn promises , nevertheless , 

to dis rr ibute in Vilna and throughout Russia , 

Ha- t!,rch i - ya , ( Renais s an ce ), a sci entific collection , 
"\ 

13 



publish~d by Senior Sa~hs . And as final and compl ete 

proof of his fidelity, the poe t tells Sachs that 

" Boehmer " had offered to list him as an editor of 

articles by Zunz , Luzzatto , and other~ , if he would 

help secure articles a nd support in Vilna . r~ spite 

of this great tempta tion , Lebensohn re f used so that 

Sachs might be able t o edit a work of this k~nd, and 

benefit t hereby . Moreover, Lebens0hn states that 

Boehmer did not thereupon hate tJm for turning down 

such an offer f or the sake of a com'e~itor like Sachs . 

Lebensohn i nsists t na t his religion is justice which 

he will always love . That t he days ~o come would prove 

~is uprightness. He concludes by say ing t hat if they 

could not be f1•iends , then le t their relationship be 

that of two wri ters who r espect and appreciate one 

another . in this regard Lebensohn tells Sachs that, 

Sachs will not heve to be ashamed of him , because he 

hopes to crea te grea t things duri~g the coming winter. 

He mentions havi ng finished his poem 11Yehuda Ralev111 

as well as his intr oduction to Shirai Zion . 

I '1 



" Today I received your letter full of bitterness 

aod poison . I read it and sw&llowed your venom like 

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

s o let this also be for good • ••• • Jealousy and envy have 

blinded you, have hardened your heart, and have hidden 

all feel i ng of love end f r iendsh ip 1t!.tb in you . '-ursed 

be he who wr ites thst jealousy of scribes i ncreases 

wisdom; every trouble a nd strait , every evil and lie 

comes fr om it l •• • ,. When I r ecal l i n what a plight you 

are, a l as, and that perhaps only out of a bitter heart 

hav e you s poken until now, how shall I not forgive you? 

Eveu thoi.gh I am more unfortunate than you , crouching 

in t h e midst of t h e s pr ing cf my youth under the 

burden of an incurable s!.clcn ess , strong as death which 

like a stormy wind undermines and blasts all the hope 

of my youth , t he plans of my life •••• But why Jhall I 

speak so mn..:h, when it will only make me worse in your 

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

~ •1 I But I wil l say this , alt1.°lyou do not consider me 

a good friend , I will do for you everythi ng t hat ooe 

fr1 end can do fo r snot her •• , , Vlh en ~e Teh1ah (scientifi c 

work published by Senior Sachs , of wr ich t wo volumeR 

a ppeared) will be com~leted , send i t to me i n Vilna ••• • 

15 



S~nd two hundred a~ r irst , but sinc e I wi ll send them 

all over Rus sia , 1 wi ll wri te to our agents to do all 

in t heir power to sell many copies . And thus will I 

do with all your books , and all t nat you write to me 

and place up~n me. 

As God lives I will serve you j oyfully altho/iiot 

as a friend , for how can I be your f riend if I am not 

Boehmer 1s enemy? 1 am also happy t hat I can spread 

your name and ~ame from one end of Russia to the other , 

and thus I will do as I have done until now for I 

have not mentioned your name without blessing a nd 

praising y ou . Even in the presence of your foe and 

enemy , Boehmer , by the dear life of my father and by 

the lives of Schulman and Kaplan who a re dearer to me 

than all else on earth, even in his presence I spoke 

well of you , pra1~1ng your work and your character . 

Bnt how can you believe me if I do not hate Boehmer? 

And if you would shake off a bit of your laziness , I ~ 

could help you a t home wi th regarc to a Hebrew ~ ( · ofr.1¥ 

oo1J ect11Ht which I hope would do you more good than 

a l l your books and you could earn a great deal from 

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

/b 



live from it alone , And ~lthoJBoehir-sr ca.me to me before 
I 

I left and said that he was t hi~king of publishing 

scholarly articles under t h e name of the Mw Kerem H-.;med , 

and the. t Zunz already promised to give him an article , 

ths.t he will also get some from s . D. Luzatto and many 

other scholars , t ha t he also has the money to print i t 

quickly , that if I would only help him in Vilna s o that 

the scholars of Vilna would send him art i cles and money , 
~ -v~ 

and if I would only promise to circ~late t hem (articles) 

in Russ ia, he would be prepar ed to print my name as 

participating in their pub lication . Imagine how much 

honor this would bri:1g me to be lmown as a publisher 
I 

of the letters of Zw~z , Luzatto , Regg-Jo? You should 
- ,,( ~ ... - ~ 

know t 11at , although I ao ~£~em~ ot mysdl..1' , 

nevertheless , I am proud ; and if I do not pursue honor 

yet do I like honor very much. However , I forewent this 

honor for w~ich I longed more t han for li fe itself . 

I forewent it because I imagi ned that it would help 

you ••••• 

And I swear by God that I have held fast to 

righteousness and I will not let go of it , although, 
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I 
I do not deceive myself -to believe I am bound to go to 

,/ 

the stake for my people and God . No l If they were to 

frighten me with the slightest pain, I would give up 

the name of my God . And if they intended to afflict 

me for a moment , I would kneel tc a block of wood and 

bow down to an idol . My heart is bare and there i s no 

cover for my thoughts . As I am, so do I appear . I know 

it is foolish in man to suf fer f or t he fatth . I have 
; 

no religion! d' l1. My brother - humanity ! The world my 

~atherland 1 My religion i~ righteousness and God knows 

if I am able to make sacrifices for my friends and for 

his righteousnass . However , to bring sacrifices for 

religion is sl:upid , lowly , and senseless , and found 

only among w!ld savages who knew no mercy . If you 

wri te to me that 7ou would sacrifice your life for 

faith , I would n ut believe you . It i s agreed t nAt 

whoever is capable of sacrific ing himself for his 

religion is &lso capable of sacrificing others for i t• 

This is necessarily so and most logical; more so than 

your logic , for I wi ll love righteousn~ ss forever . Not 

the kind of righteousness t hat is to be found in noveld 
... 

and in pastoral s ongs ~ but the practical and possible 

righteousness . The days to come will testify to my 

IS 



rig~~eousness , a1d ~ur:~y o~ ~€a~~ . Perhaps t hen you 

w::1 re ~ret despising your ~ri e~~ 's love . I~ ~e can 

not be fr iend s tten let us fr om th~ s day ~orward be t wo 

write rs who r espect a::d a?preciete cne anot~er . You 

w!ll not b.a.ve to be es~sned o~ me . I h ope t o c r eate 

g~eat ~hi ngs th~ s c om:ng w! nter . I c a n not reveal to 

you all the ms.ny ~oetic plans t .~at fill my mind , and 

if I desi~ed , I could fill b 0oks , but t~ er e is still 

time . 

P.abbl Ye3uda Halevi , I have e l resay fin ished and 

it has turned out quite well . Likew!se I hav e already 

~1 ni s~ed my i ntroduction to Shirai Zion . Tomorrow I 

will send 1~ to my fath er . Why ha1en 't y ou let me know 

w~ether you have already f inisbed the ar ticle on my 

fath er? Wr i te to me , yes , or no . " 

I q 



In ~is t hird lette/1he tells of his difficulties 

in re ~".ll'ning to Vilna, due to t he loss of his pass . 

He t hen inquires after Sach's heal th and wants to know 

whether h~ taught philosophy to a group of young mer_:, 

J..ov1 the ~..sance (periodical) was progre3sing, whether 

he s en t h is books to the r i ch men in Berlin and what 

was new in Hebrew literature . Leoensohn t hen repr oves 

Sachs for n eglecting to send the books that he promised, 

es peciall y s :oce ~~e money has already been collected. 

He t'urtner scolds Sachs for failing to write t h e 

article he promised about Adam . He just does not know 

w~at e l se he can do to induce Sachs to write this 

article "lhlch would be an honor to Sachs as well as 

Adam . Lebensohn t hen goes on to r elate the animosity 

of the Vilna Maskilim for one another , in!'orming upon 

each other to t oe go ver1unent, in t he hope of securing 

some klnd of government position . He expresses his 

tha~ks ~o Sachs for having acquainted him with the 

scholarly works of our people . He closes by aski ng 

for informat ion on a number of subjects, such as: 

1. The r:ames Of t hos e who de rend ed Maimonides 

and his " Guide For the Perplexed" , against 

French sae;es . 

2 . Whether the Talmud itself criticiz ed the 

).0 

the 



Perushim. 
u 

3 . Whet.ner Nachmanides was not the chief cabaltst 

from whom Spinoza ' s philosop~y is derived . 

It is interP-sting that he asks Sachs to write on 

thin paper , and in small letters so that the pos tage 

might not be t oo expensive . 

~I 
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It shc~ld be noted the t Lebensohn came to Berlin 

in the svmmer of 1848 not long after the revolution of 

1846 . An indication or the changing politica l climate 

is the fact t hat Nicholas I , v1ho was so highly prai sed 

by Adam fiocohe n is now called the hangman of t ne 

March revolution , havi ng suppressed t h e Hungarian 
'f I 

revol~Clear proof that the tremors of revolt were 

felt in Berlin at the t ime of the poe t s visit is the 

fact that Zunz whc , as we shall s ee , exerted a great 

influence on Lebensohn , eulogized in fiqry address 

"The March Heroes11
•
41 zunz wro te a special article on 

'i~ 
the " pr inc i ples of democracy . " Lebensohn, who had 

read Hei ne while yet in Vilna and had translated f rom 

the poems of Mieczkewicz and plays by Al f ieri , must have 

been influenced by t h e young Germany and perhaps by the 

young Pol and and young Italy movement s , which stressed 

na t1 onali sm ar n irdiv~dual freed "rr. at t 'le same time . Lf3 

11hus t h e s pir i t of general revolution £.nd national 

r evolut ion exerted a decisive i nfluence upon him . 

It is difficul t t o believe t he. this t re nslat:on of 

Alfieri 1 s " Saul" could have been shef:r coincidence. 4¥ 

It is known t hat Alfi eri had t o cloak the desire 

for Italian emancipat~on from Austr ian yoke in the 



garment of his,orical plays . Thus Saul , who liberated 

the enslave(!. Hel:>rews from the yolce o: the Phillistines , 

is held up as an exa.m,.,le to Italian youth .i.5' 

Lebensohn found t his play p~rtjcularly close to 

his sentiments for in the following letter to Sachs , 

he makes mention of his deep emotional reaction upon 

visiting t he graves of t hose who fell in the March 

Revolution . 

~lo 
In this letter to Sac~s he recalls longingly the 

pleasant times t hey spent together in Berlin; how he 

had hoped to return but now he lcnew that he would 

never see Berlin or Sachs a ga in . P.e brings to mind 

how they stood at the graves of those who died in the 

March Revolution of 1848 1 and how Sachs told him then 

of his abiding f aith in that the nation of Israel and 

its faith would liva forever . The ~oet is now all 

alone . Kaplan had become a clerk in the Jiquor customs 

office and wanders over the cities of Lithuania. He 

does not see Shulman for weeks . 'l'he 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 o! Berlin , new publications , news of 

1 3 
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its scholar~ and Sach's progress i~ his work . 

Lebens ohn tell s Sachs that after his book "ShirP..i 

Bat Zion" will be published , perhaps he wil.l publish 
P., ' n I /1 I f' ') t I t 

a book of new lov e poems called , "Roses a nd Thorns" , 

w:-i ~. ch he had discussed the past winter . Lebensohn 

wri t es about what little news there was i n Vilna, and 

singles out for his special hatred , Fin , an d his book 

11 Nidfcha i Yisrael" , (Forsaken of Israel) . Since 

Sachs is now in Leipzig , he reminds him t hat now is 

the time for him t o final l y fulfill his promise in 

reference to Adam , s i nce t h e publishers a re located in 

that city . 



From Leben 'HJnn 1s let te:-s to Sachs we see t hat in 

the two yea1•s that he s pen t outs ide of Rusis ia he threw 

h i mself c ompletely into the st ream of Haskalah . He 

r ead voracious ly books wri t ten in different languages , 

v i si t ed t heatres and concer ts and heard llterary and 

scientific lectures . ~ 7 

Sachs introduced Lebensohn to the scholars of 

"' Berlin , particularly Zunz . The poet learned to appreciate 

1-1 o~ 
J- _,, 0-I; Y--· ., .,{ 

Sachs claims that Lebensohn wrc t e, ''Shira:l Bat• Zion", 
4"1 in accorda"lc e with his counsel . It is cwrious t~t 

Lebensohr: in 1.1is in t roduction to 11Shirai l3ad Z i a~·; does 

no t mention Vlri t ing the !' istorical po ems u pon Sach ' s 

advice , but rather thanks "The great Rabbi and sage -

the lofty scholar , Leopold Zunz , who advised me 

f'a i thfully after I placed before him my book , "The 

Destruction of Tr~y" , to leave t he songs of foreign gods 

and to si ng t h e songs of t he Da ughter of Zion , and it 
.:,)0 

we.s him I ob eyed in writ ing t hese poems ." Nevertheless 

Sachs must be credited with influencing t he poet t o 

write his torical poems in t he light of t he very close 

r e l a t i onship t ~at eAisted , and considering Sach 's 

influence in turning Ma pu to writ ing historical nove ls .
51 



!~ 1849 , Micah Joaepb Lebensohn, entered into 

co.rrespondence with Samuel D. Luzzatto, who was one 

of the people to whom he had sent his tranRlation on 
.5). 

"Troy". Luzzat to 1 s i:.rluence on Lebensohn was clearly 

very great . In one le~ter he mentions s~nding to 

Shadal three of his poems , Shlomo , Kohelet and Yael 

and Sisera be:ore pri nt ing them . From the first 

letter it is obvious that Luzzatto had tbe opportunity 

to cri ticize otoer poems of the poet , and qe had advise~ 
( .,h. 44.---:;~ Vll4.cu) 

him to write in 15..nes of eleven syllables . Shada.l 

likewise ins t r ucted him not to rhyt11e penultimate vii th 

ultimat.e words nor to use rhyme that sounded alike in 

Seph~rdlc but not in Askenazic . In this sa me letter 

we ~ain an interest ng insight into the poe t ' s use of 

the Scriptures , since he mentions to Shadal that in 

the thre e poems sent to him , he has depar ted at times 

from the text and l1d.s made changes in line w!. th 
~3 

poet. le licens e permis~1 Jle to every poet . 

After a polite introduction expressing his happi

ness at hearing from Shadal and s tating his desire 

to follow his advice , Lebei.s ohn says , "I have labored 

to t ne point of weariness to change all the lines to 



eleve:-i sylle ~ :~s , ~:;:i : heve :-emoved every s heva :'rem 

the teginr.1 ng of the worC.s . I ha Ye been care.:'ul not 

to r~e penulti~ate w:th ult:~ate , end 3:nce you 

:Cave beg-.m to show me kir:d:1ess e. r. d. have sa:d t:-.et you 

woulC. l ook also at w::P.t I would send to ; ou , I hi::.ve 

he:-ewitb de.red to s end these t!-..ree poet:s , "Shlomo" , 

11Kche:et 11 and. "Ye.el and s:sera" , before printing i;hem 

w:th several ot~er po en:s of Zion . Spreed over t~ern 

also your kind wir.gs . In 't"Oi.;r ,iu~ e:.:::nent tell me whether 

t:-.e7 find :'aver in your e:1es . 

I have permitteC. mysel~ 1:1 these poems to depart 

&.t t:oe s fror; t ::e path of our Eoly Script·.ires a:cd to 

d evise r.ew t r.i:-.;;s in line wit!1 t ~.e license w:-.ich is 

given a poet , to destroy and co bui:~ , to uproot a ~d 

to plant , as he sees :'it . Excuse oe if I still r-(:zµie 

t·:10 or t r.ree let :.ers t !:e.t e.rP not t h e se1;:e since the 

!'/.1r.1es ce.·Jse m<:r tr o·~bl e . 11 (She.dal , whose !=!"enunciatio n 
._, 1 -~~ ;;~- 1- 1' 

v1as Sephardic , ceutic r.ed Lebe:lsohn n o t to r <':_i:ne the 
I 

let-:ers t hat were si::-.ilar cnly in tt.e Ashke naz ic 

~rununcie. ti on , e . g . ca.es and keas ere pronounced de.as 
S 'i 

and kae.s in Ashkenazic , but dae.t ar.d ke.e.s in Sepherdi c . ) 

ht ~irst Sb.a~a l me.de remarks in regarc to errors 

11 



in meter and .r~1yme , but when i:.he poet began sending him 

his Biblicsl poems , he began criticizing the cor.tent 

as wel l . Thus , Sheda l criti cized Lebensohn ' s presenta-

ti on of Yael , cla1 mir.g t ha i:. sne is put in e. bad light. 

Shadal feels that this is t h e result of f oreign 
.s.5' 

i nfluence . Concerning Solomon and Kohelet , Shad~l 

obj ects t o the description of true wisdcm causing the 

loss of faith and hope . He f inds it difficult to 

believe " that a Lithuanian Jewish lad who was bor n and 

brought up on t he lap of the prophets , the Tannaim , 

the Amr.:oraim , s hould expound on t he vain i dols of the 

ancient peop1es , to learn :'r om them the secrets of 

wisdom . " St.'1dal continues and says that , only one who 

has a fal se f aith begins denying everything wh en he 

gains a bit of wi sdom , beceuse Greek wi sdom has only 

flowers but no f ruit . This i s not s o , however , with 

Jewish wisdom , because it teaches man to labor t o help 

others and therefore be will find satis faction in all 

his deeds , and even should troubl es ov er take him , hi s 

righteousness would stand by hLn and offer him 
5~ consolation . Lebensohn answers Shadal , t hanking h im 

for hi s correction in terms of technique . As f or t he 
51 

concepts in his poem he writes , 11Do not suspect that 
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I am one of those youths who are t he major:tty in this 

generation who strive to reveal blemishes end to say 

thi ngs that are not true abou.t our holy bo1oks . on 

the contrary , I have always loved my people , its 

language , and our gl or i ous boozs with a powerful love, 

and ther·efore your poem , Derech Eretz , is ~ earer to 

me than any treasure . Its thoughts are my thoughts , 

anc from the day that I read this poem , my soul has 

ett~ched i tself to you with love •••• However , I can 

not M de from you the fact tba t Yael ' s dee:d is very 

revolting in my sight •••• and therefore I couldn ' t 

justify her in any way •••• Indeed , I have listened to 

your words of repr oof not to sin a gainst the prophetess 

who blessed her , and I have added s number of lines 

that will justify her ••• And thus did my father also 

advi s e me . But far be it f rom me to t nink evil , for 

the ldeas cf KohPlet are not mine, nor ar 1e his thoughts 

my thoughts . For I am u pright with my God , hoping in 

silence and trusting in his salvation even in times 

of trouole . He is my one refuge in t he days of my 

sickness •.•• Nor have I taken any ideas from a foreign 

poet , n either in the poem of Yael nor in this poem . 

Eov1ever , I oney your words of reproof and I am changing 



' ,. 

and adding :i1c.terial in the middle of the poem and even 

more at the end as you may today see for yoursel f . " 

The poet , in his introductlon to Shiraj Bat Zion 

(1851) tr..ankerl, "especially til P greet scholar and poet , 

?ure of heart a nd spirit , Samuel David Luzzatto , \'fho 

was like a fa t t:er to me in his dear let ters , to t each 

me the s~raight way in which I should go in the cr aft 
£& 

of poetry . " 

From M. Leb ensohn ' s correspondence to his friend 

Z ' ev Kaplan , we learn about t he loneliness and despair 

w':lich gri~ped him in his last few consumptive years 

in Vilna . The poet recalls in a s t:ort letter how only 

a yes r ago , the two sat together a lone in the woods . 

Micah Vias ups et because of some love a ffair and 

Kaplan consoled him at that time . 

'' I remeu1ber that a year ago this evening , the 

two of us walked together , and at that t i me the 

fields had already gr own green , the trees were be

ginning to blos som. As we sat there alone in the 

woods , my soul was t r.en rendered uncler..n o~r a con-
.q 

temp ti hle l """' , "OU persuade:!. rne l ike an angel of God • 11 



In his sec::-nd letter to l<aplan , Lebensohn mentions 

the terri '.)le enmity smong the Maskilim "and if your 

heart still yearns , let it ye1arn only "or your home 

end your friends but not fo1• the city . If you knew, 

my dear frie nd , the dark shad•:iw which covers the 

heart of every J.:askil nov1 , ~rom t he smallest t o the 

largest they eye eech otter wi ti: enmity . They all 

deel dec~itfully , each one seeking to trap and over

throw the other, and every main epreading out the net 

o~ slander et his f riend ' s feet . " 

In his third letter , f.!icab. writes to Kaplan , "Why 

are you anfry with me though I haven't written to you? 

It is only oeceuse of my love end pity for you that I 

did not write , since I know that the Almighty hes 
~ 0 -;\,~ '(,,.,,,, .;.t 

maci1:> your heart soft to oe grievelt ~ the trouble of / 
. e).b ~II t<- F • r ~ 

e very man R~ ~h~ w&Pld . Bow much more so , the troubles .\..,.._......., ~ 

of your frienrls , who are ~Qe half of your ~lesh end 

soul . If my lot were a pleasant one , as I live , I 

1vould have written until you would have had enough , 

but how s hal l I write to you , that 1 walk about gloomy , 

under the spell of my pain end misfortune, t:Yit I 

nave become numb , and crushed under the pain of my 

sickness . l1iy hf'&rt , W!"!ich became alive et the sight 

J• 



of the healing S 'ln , now dies together with all my 

hopes . at the sound of t he storm in my sar ; at t he 

si ght of t h e snows whi ch have cast its f r ost in my 

soul . 

,. 
And wha. t shoul d Shulma!l wr i te to you? Do you 

desire to heer t :-i e so ..ind of an owl among t h e ruins, 

a nd the pelican ir. the desert , that murmurs sadly , and 

wails even at t h e )jght of the sun? Should he write to 

you that he was going about up until two days ago 

without a house? Also , curs ed be men anc the world 

and all of existence , neither did he have bread to 

keep himself alive . Should he write to you of such 

things? Doe ::. 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 have been persuaded . But be 

consoled my dear friend , Praised be God , ~or Shulman 

is now making a living a nd does n0t lack anything . 

" Also , I , whose hope8 were bound on th e wings of 

t he sun wr.ich f lew away , with i~s returr hope has 

col'l'e back to my hea!'t and I live once a . _i n . And how 

does your i ma ginati on.lead you so a str~y as to crea te 

in t he city of Vilna a picture of serene spirits and 



secure souls? Why do you speak oadly of your city of 

Vitebsk fo~ no reason? ••• • . Praise God , t hat you are 

not here with us . There you will not hear the cry of 

unfortunate mothers and t."'ie wEo.il of ratters, which 

pour down llke water for t!lelr only son who was taken 

away f r om them forever ; gone are they on t he road 

from which there is no return • ••• Thes e ears of mine 

have heard the wail of t h e mother who swayed in her 

sorrow and cursed her soul for having saved the life 

of her only son f r om the wrath of the cholera , only 

~o see him now taken at t h e hands of kidna?pers , to 

be a soldier, an unfortunate forever . 

For the fearful officers have come to levy the tol l 
"' ' I 

of eight souls of every thousand in Israel , and to him 

bas been addr 1 the communal officers . Novi tile neac s 
""• , ,.,..,,._ ( I~ 

of the city . ha vl th e power to conscrip t ay.L of whom 
/ 

' ' it is said that ne is of bed deeds . Already , about eighty 

s~ch people ha4e be en ts.ken and althou gh the majority 

of them arc villains , yet there are among them people -

innocent of all wrong other than putting on foreign 

cl qt hes , or not _praying in the morning or ev<?ning. 
1. - a /; · ~ 1.# ,.. ...,t 1. ' 

-FGr such an xcuse many nave already been stolen away . " 
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In his poP::'I , '1Micbal Dlmah" , the elder Lebensohn 

cescrioes thP laet struggles of hi s son , especially 

his suffering duri~g the last six months of his l i fe . 

~i~ father , descr ibing the rierce cold of the northern 

country , pictures the young poet burning in the mi~st 

of this cold ; h is consumptive bort:r wastin~ away day 

~'l. b~ day . There is s ome c o~solation in the fact that 

!>licah Joseph Lebensohn lived to see in pr~nt his 

Shirai Bat Zion and to hear the many or aises t hat it 
o> 

merited and received . A s hort time before the poet 1 s 

death , his father asked him where his manuscripts were . 

!.'.icah Joseoh Le!:>ensohn 'Oointed to the place and added , 
- - "''i 

"Th ey will not waste away . " 
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Chapter II 

Shire.1 Bat\ Ziou 

When Micah Joseph Lebensohn r ealized t hat he 

would not find healing in Berlin, he returned home. 

Although his search for health was in vain , Lebensohn 

did n ot return to Vilna empty-handed. With him he 

carried a sheaf of magnif !cent poetr·y, writ ten whi l e 
I' 

he was racked with pain , and haunted by deiath in Berlin. 

Part vf this collection was a group of six historical 

p0ems entitled Shirai Ba t Zion . (Songs of' the daughter 

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

Jael a nd Sisera , Moses on Mt . Abarim , and Judah Halevi 

are the epic poems, based on biblical epiaodes and 

themes of national i mport, whi ch make up !the book , , 
Shirai Bat Zion. 

Lebensohn ' s introducti on to Shirai .bat Zi~, 

writ t en in Vilna s hor tly be f ore the publ 1 1ca ti on of 

this work, reveals the love which the young poet had 

for his people and its history.· I 

.. -...... 

~ 
ttnear reader , do not be angry with me if , after 

I have recently placed be ~ o~e you a translation of a 

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



the ' Des t:ruc"Cion of 'l'r·oy 1 , I hav e n,.,w taken 1 t upon 

myself to present to you six poems of Zion w ~i ch I 

wrote in Berlin , the city which is the praise of the 

world ... • Fbr what have you end I to do with the land 

of' Tyre and Troy , mighty and powerful r..a tions , w:-tich 

are now as if t h ey neve~ existed ; and what have we to 

do w:th t h e foreign gods t hat t~ ey nad t h en • • •• Behold 

the dauBhter of Zion , the da~ghter of our peopl9 still 

stands alongside the ruins of these ancient lands . She 

alone has turned away the sharp sword of t ime (the 

womb and grave of all exis t ence) •••• Because her God 

llves forever, and to His name incens e is burned from 

one end of the world to the other . Therefore1 my dear 

reader , whose peo~le are my people , and whose God is 
' 

my God , come now with me , for on the wings of my Song 

s hall I carry you to t h e holy land . (although others 

rule over it , yet it belongs only to us , for with 

rivers and streams of blood and tears have we e.cquired 

its holy soil) . There I will s now you visions of God , 

the king in his glory , the pr ophet in his holines s , the 

sage in his wisdom, the hero and his strength , the 

Le,1ite and h is song • ••• Perhaps I shall also receive 

a blessing for having placed b efore you sacred memories , 



the recolleccic-a cf ancient day~ in the period of our 

people 's yout!l , If you will look favorably upon this 

poem of mine , I am prepared t o place be fore you the 

rest of t h e Songs of 2i on which are still in menuscript. 

Be:ore I conclude t hi s incroduct ion, let me 

publicly t hank t h e mighty ones , the foundations of the 

earth .,, . Yorn Tov Lipman 7.unz , who counseled me wisely 

in writ ing when I sent him my book , The Destruction of 

Troy, to leave the songs of a forei~n people and to 

s ing t he song s of Zion . I hav e obeyed him in composing 

t~ese poems . Especial ly (let me thank) Samuel David 

Luzza tto , who is J ike a father to me in his dear letters , 

to teach me the straight path t hat I should 'go in the 

craft of poetry ." 

The first , the longest and the most representa-

tive of I.ebensohn ' ~ historical poems , are Solomon and 

Kohelet , the two great opposites of the Bible , the 
. 3 

most fortunate , the most ckspitt~lng . The subtitle , 

Faith and Wisdom , wh ich Lebensohn gave to these poems , 
'I 

suggests a philosophic background . According to 

tradition, Solomon wrote bo th t he Song of Songs and 

t h e oook Eccl ~siastes . The poet draws upon this 

lp .. 



.. 
legenc(~-J.o~ . t u 1ascribe King Solocon in two phases 

of life . In the f irst , King Solomon typifies faith in 

life as e. young man , w'!'\o is hancis or:ie , vigorous , the 

lover of the beautifu~ sheoherdess , Shulamit , and the 

c omposer of the Song of Songs . Tne second depicts 

Ki!'lg Solomon in old age Vll'lose c.:ri t!.ce.l wisdom has 
~ 

ana1Jzed ell joy out of his life . 

Lebens ohn , in his notes on these poems1 explains 

how he is 1ntri'!ued by the contras t between youth, 

which i s innocent , full of love end hope , and old age 

with its skept icism and despair . ~ 

Fron his n0tes it appears that his attitude toward 

Biblical criticism VIS.B a moderate one . While he dared 

to say the. t Koh&let Vias written in the Llacca bean era , 

he
1
nevertheless

1
ettriouted the ~~ng of Songs to Solomon . 

Re wae very severe r.lth the critics , whose only aim. 

seemed to oe to ascribe every book to a dirrerent 

author and a different time . 

1 
"The two poems Shl~ and ~..!!! are one poem 

in two parts. The first :iescrioes Solomon in the day s 

of his youth - s'n5ing the Song of Songs , while the 

secor.d poem depicts him in his old a~e , composing the 



Book of Kohelet . U~cn reading t hese two books , who 

runcng you , my dear re&ders , will not be amaz~d by the 

fact that t bey sre a ttributed to one author? Whose 

h r a rt wi l l not co~tract at seeing the man , who 

wonderously s sng s ongs of l ove •• • • t n e man , who cried 

out of great joy , ' now lovely ann how pleasan t are you 

O love for delights ', to see this man despairing and 

desolate , distressed and sngry , ca l ling out bitterly, 

'I hate life ', ' childhood and youth are vanity' , ' Of 

laughter I have said it is madness' - ' the days of death 
I a re preferable to ones birth . 1 This thought stimulated 

me to w1·1 te the p0em of Shlomo and Kohelet , and I hope 

t :-..a.t your heart wi.11 not fall within you , 0 reader , 

when you read how doubt perturbed Solomon ' s thoughts 

so t hat he s poke as he did •••• But t hi s I will say to 

you, if the belie f that is written in the book does 

not su"ficeo Lift your eyes over the whole broad 

world . There ot1 every plant and bush, on every blade 

of grass a nd leaf , is wr itten clearly the hand of God , 

the faith of a true and living God . Every bird that 

flies is an a ngel and a seraph , flying to relate his 

glory . Every plant of tne :'ield is a seer and a 

prophet , proclsiming his kingdom . All t he world and 



its fullness is a son~ of God , uecause he is i n every

thing and he is eve:rythi ng •••• Lif i; your e;;res on high 

and see t h e tens o f t hnusands of worl~s, the suns and 

t he ir moons, wh ich r ace , re 'Tol ve , a nd fly ~~ternal ly 

without swerving from t h eir course •• • . Only a f ool or 

a madman would at tribute this to cha nce a nci chaos , e.nd 

·1ot bell eve that the almighty God made it •••• Know 

al so , my dear reeder , t hat I '.1ave not a ttributed t h e 

book or Kobelet t o Solomon a gainst the opinion of 

me.;iy schol e.rs who have t a.l< en i t away "' r am him , be cause 

whoever has eyes can see that this book is a product 

of later days , in its language and content . Perhaps 

it was writ ten in t he days of the Hasmoneans , during 

wh ich time t here s pread among a l l the oeople the belief 

in i mmortality . Therefo~e , h e (Kohel et) atl so comes 

to investigate and judge it . The i1ea of t hi s book 

i n a ctr i buting it (Kohelet) to Sol omon, is one of the 

loftiest concepts thn.t spring from t h e heart of man , 

because if the wor ds of t h is fearfu l book are indeed 

awful in and of themselves , behold t hey E :re even more 

av:ful in t he mouth of a king wh o is s ucce:s s ful , wise , 

and more f ortunate t 1an any man on earth; to whom ships 

of Tarshish brought a l l tha t the eye s could desire , 



and to wr.0m ~ thcusand beautiful maidens gave pleasure , 

and for whom eighty thousand men built a dwelling place , 

and to whom people came from t he er.d of the world to 

see the glory of r.is wealth and the greatness of his 

wisdom . How~ver , regsrdjng the Song of Songs , no 

~Askil can deny that Solomon composec it , although 

there have multi pl ied critics w:io seek to wrest this 

book also ' rom ~olomon~ hands . (I am grieved for 

c~iticism which has become in t nese days a craft and 

not a wisdom , whose aim is to des t roy all that is 

holy and c~eate only new t hings and to a ttribute every 

book to a di p -·erent a•.;thor and a di f ' erent time) . 

The clarity and strength of its language testifies 

and proves tha ~ it was composed 1.n t he da:"Ts of our 

nation ' s youth , and to whom sha l l we attribute this 

lovely and pleasant love po em , the like of which there 

is no other, if not to Solomon, whose songs were one 

t housa!ld e.nd five •••• All my words here and in this 

poem are only according to the true meaning of the 

words and sayings in t ni s book . " 

In Shlomo we see the youthful Solomon , whose pure 

heart and happy soul have not be ~n touched by the 

sadness and dirriculties of life . Life and the beauty 



of nacure about h!m , &11 sing tO£ether of happiness 

a nd love . At sunset , the uandscme a nd vigorous youth 

is climbing the cre!l t s of Lebanon , where he suddenly 

see~ Shulami t , the beAnciful shepherdess . Love gri ps 

him instantly as he e yes har bea~ty which blends with 

ell the glories of nature , roll~nP. upon the hillside, . 

Of J udeh end Ephr.E.iln J &or ci:.g the beauty, S olomon 

sings the song of eternal love from the immortal 

Song of Songs . In his joy, the yoW'lg prince can not 

envision t!':e reality of wickedness , sorrow , pain and 

t 
death . 

" Love in one 1 s youth , bow precious and pleasant, 
Let every :ad sucKle a t her consoling breast , 
Every youth be happy and rejoice in it , 
For youth is a fl cm er , and she 1 ts honey . 

How lovely is the portio n of loving youth . 
Though the celes_tial hosts tower over him, ~ 1e /....- ,;, ··~ .. - ' 
~e they jeU'ons:Of" his pleasant lot and eAvy ailli, 
Because they in their height s e..re all alone . " 

11The brooks l'ipple and their waters le.~ , 
'!'he mi~hty oaks murmur in t r e wind , 
The doves c oo in their nests , 
It is the voice of love 1 She alone speaks in them . 

P.is s~rong desire leads hi.tr. to think t her e is no 
sadness , 

For every man who loves is completely happy . 
-row should sadness not cowe to an end and d wath v "'N'. 

1 

cH:-e~e!H"-) "! 
~ he and his belnved are such a joyful pair ~" 

1.-j 7 



The l yricRl theme of lo~e ~in~s outimisticelly 

throughout the poem in a natural a:1d f r esh style wh:ch 

marks Shlomo as the love poem , par excellence , of the 

Heskalah .
10 

However , in Kohel et we fil1d t ;,e ant1Xthesis of 

Shlomo. The youni;:: prince is now the old kirir 1 v1eighed 

down by tl'>e burden of h1 s wisdom , which has cancelled 

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

and fame i n the present . 

" In the palace covered with finest gold , 
Vii th its -uilded cedars end brilliant capitals , 
Among marble pillars trat deli~h~ the eye , 
Among pre<;ious s tones and choicest treasures , 

In this beautiful palace , the grandest abode , 
On a t h rone of gold a nd ivory , SA--pertly fashioned , 
Cloe ked in purple, on his head a crown , 
Sits one hoary !lead ed , weak , and sated v1itb yea r s . 

The hair of his leeks ere w!1i te as sncw, ., J 

On his fo t'head and cheeks sadness has llMW-ked-1..ts t<- r :.. " ' .. r $ .D.U!.rowa , )~ 
Like (t..a...gi~ in tnt:"it'Jue ~ his face ~.ad, 
Death ' s shadow looks out through his lids . " IJ,. 

Etcoed on his forehead is every ~rief and strait . 

If it were not for the lighting flash of his eye , one 

might t h ink h im a corpse just risen from th e grave . 

Thus , desolately does he sit bereft of counsel . How 



pov1P.rfully doee his rnute anguisl" s peak? Who is this 

bent. old man who can no longer carry t h e burden of 

life , walking a'.lout like a frail s hsdcw? Re is Kohel et, 

king in Jerusalem . 

11 Is this the youth cro\\ned in all h is glory, 
Handsome and p::.easant lij;µhe light of the moo.n , .,,..,_., .J..,, "J1 

Is that his hair vi" iea "~ black es t h e raven, 
Are t hese his eyes, wH ch ~re like doves by the 

water? 
,,, , 

Isn-'-17 he the one up on whom every t h ing was bestowed 
r sevecfold , 

There bei n g no limit to his treas ure and pleasure , 
His cup full wi t h h eaven ' s blessinB, 
And a t housand ~ his oor tion? g,:............. . 
Why is his hea1't ';['°void a nd his soul d istraught , 
Ia his spir·it~e.d because of a multitude of days , 
~ t hat he~1ongs for death , 
Or will his heart not rest because of an enemy's 

r avages? 
J>o(~ 

He.s he spilt man ' s blood , and this blood pursue\ 
h i m, 

Or do the oppressed a nd des po iled cry out a ge.inst 
h im , 

Or do es cruel rP.Jn"et c ons1>.! e h im like t h e moth , 
P'or ha vicg tr!lmpled u nder him h:.s gr oaning people?" 

The poet answers t ~is r hetorical quest ion by 

s aying t h a t it csn not be old a ge t hat has whitened his 

hair . In bis years others ar e still fresh end radiant . 

nNeither does he fear an enemy , and f r ight is a 
s tran6er to h im , 

Round about h ave na ti ens mad e pacts of peace , 



At his fE>et lie ;neny k!.ngdc.ns smitten , 
They havs corr.e from the e1'.lds of t h e earth to seek 

his face , 

He himself , has long reco'ini?.ed tne rule of heaven , 
And has long reigned in j ·ustice a nd in mercy , 
Eis parables reiterate , 
That only on t hese is a king ' s throne founded . 
~ 
~ ell the oppressed, lowly and V1eek , 
He did not clos e his hand nor lock bis door . 
Nor did he plot to shed blood like water , 
But rather were there n1any whom he turned from wrong . 

His people held him in esteem and love , 
:!ecause every rr.en dwelt securely in his peaceful 

abode . 
Sated and happy did they live in the land , 
Each man resting under t he vine in his ;nm field . " 

Since the time that Israe·l settled in their own 

land , they never delighted in deys such as these . Never 

before had they la\own such serenity , ~ther fear 
:-........i~ 

and trembling wes t h eir lot . Either outside enemies 

trampled their lan d , O!" one mem spilled the blood of 

his b rothP. r . In Solomon ' s day , however , the land was 

not weary with battle , and t h1? times were Eden - like . 

But this light shines only fOl"' his peo'!)le for in hi s 

own heart there is dee'!) ds!"kni>ss . He is disgusted with 

the world and all th.at takes place llnder the sun . 

The poet ex:Jai ns the 1 i131llusionment of the k i ng 

as being due to t he wr ong cho lee he made in his youth . 



• 

11 0 ' he too tlsc.:encted at first; to the world's heights, 
Before h~~ soul desired to be so hie~ . 
But his heart misled him , and he wandered about 

like a child , 
Asking for wisdom when God a:-peared to him . 

But the wisdom he requested is only earth ' s wisdom , 
And without faith i t is powerless , 
Therefore does it lead astray , and break all bounds , 
Out of i ts impotence negating everyt!1ing ." 

From the moment that wisdom was his portion , his 

youthful joy turned to wailing . 

" O' strcnger t!'lan death is cursed wisdom , 
E0\\1 gcod i s your COl:ling with shining ra~e , 
But when you a pproach us how f earful you are , 
Therefore do ho pe and ~aith flee you . 

Hope and faith, should t hey bo th expire , 
T!'ley would turn int o a paradise the grave belcw . 
In t hei r li0ht could a man walk without fear , 
~ut you, wisdom with all vour li~ht , reveal only 

the pit . 

You drove man out of Eden's gerden, 
And in tnese days too , you continue t o expel 
From hi s oleasant habitation and serene life , 
Every Mask jl s e>,.kine; a VIOr~ of innocence and 

truth . 

Also hope and faith do you ch~ se from one 's heart , 
As well as every vision and image , however power ful . 
What then do you give , if you cast everything away? 
Only bit, t er truth , or cruel doubt . 

Therefore the wise men of old pictured you thus, 
On your heart an iron shield , a sword in your hand , 
For you destroy every heart that knows you , 
And your heart is of iron , like the iron upon you ." 

l 



The owl wh ich appears OVdr Minerva's heea , says 

the poet , does not teach t hat nigh~s darkness is as 

light as day for wisdom , but rather it symbol i ze s the 

fact that we eping accompanies wisdom ; that bitter 

gri ~f is its companion . Ther efore , Minerva has the 

frigh t fu l image of Medusa on her treast , because all 

who see into the heart of wisdom , are tu1·ned to stone . 

Thus , wh en So lo: on be gan thinking of wisd om , the 

whole world ct.anged :~or him . When he s ought pleasure 

with bis b~loved , wisdom whispered within him , "These 

oeautiful eyes tha t cloa k thems elves in garments of 

light are mere skin and veins . " When he went out to 

the pleasant f iel ds and mAadows , to the stres.ms of 

wa ter gurgling i n the valleys , among the budding olives 

t ha t grew so gloriously , his soul could not rejoice nor 

could his heart make merry . 

"'What are they ,' he would cry , 1a l l spr in; ' s 
children? 

Beauty is decay , a. flower i ng dee th ~" 

Wben night came to count tbe hea venly hosts , with 

thP. moon rnarchi~g befor e the array , leading ~hem slowly 

to a pleasant rest , Solomon could see no beaut y in this , 

~~----------------------· 



and cried out 111 h i s sac bitterness , 

"Their lig~t is their death , ~or t~ey burn like 
the candle , 

And what shines in them , 1f not death 1tself?11 

Regr etting t he loss of youtl~ and happiness , Solomon 

cries out to his youth to return . He longs for the 

time whe n he could bP.lieve , but his c~ies are in vain, 

for cruel wi sdom has s e.t doubt upon him , more savage 

than t he wi ld beast . 

11Like an iron shield do you rest upon man 's heart . 
Though you avert what i s vain and false , 
Yet love do you keep from one ' s heart and spirit , 
Also true faith must stand aside . 11 

Sclomon , confronted with this sudden doubt , ceased 

to believe in friendship and companions , 

" Because doubt paced about deeu within his heart , 
And his tongue kept saylnr; , 1who knows 1 ?" 

The poet then i l lus t r ates how doubt destroys 

hope and faith . Thus , when Shulamit died in her yout h, 

Solc::ton stood by her when her soul expired . Her cheeks 

v1ere as white as the moon , but t~e hope of immorta l ity 

shone in h er eyes , as sne whispered to Solomon , 

SJ 



" Do not mcurn my beloved , g.i.v e rest to your sadness , 
And though my body here fades like the blos som , 
My soul will rise high on t r.e paths of imrr.ortali ty . '' 

But when Solomon heard her wor d s he asked in a 

bit.ter cry , " Alas , who knows , if the spirit of man 

ascend~ to t h e heavens?" Perhaps , " there is one death 

f'or man and beast alike . " 

Nathan , the prophet , had ins tr~cted him in the 

proper paths of life , hFd a d jurec him to observe the 

'11ora!t , "beceuse for t h e pur·i:ose o f doing gooJ was the 

spirit placed in the body , and it will return from 

with in u s to GoC: and heaven . '' When Na tha n died in b i s 

arms; 

"Solomon quickly thcug.11t , ' alas , who knows , 
I f the soul is not the blood, and marrow of bones, 
If the s pirit does not flew f r om the veins , 
Therefore , \·1hat profi t that I ~hould welk uprightly ' ? " 

The poet sugt;ests that eth ics and morals seem to 

depend upon su ch slight biological chanpes t ha t perhaps 

there is no basis for goodness . Sr.ould a proud 

tyrant lack a drop of bloOC. he might then b e come 

righteous and meek , whereas , on the o t her hand , an 

upright person , who de spises wron~ :ioing, mie;ht become 



wild , if only one vein were to C!1B'17e within hi1n . 

" From bewi lderoent of heal't , he rsn to the ~ave - , 
Wher e the maw 0f Sheol had swallowed men in 

multitudes , 
And among th~ dead bodies and bones , 
Hi~ f'ol) t touched t he r.ee.d of Eytan Ezra chi . II 

Solom0n is taken sbeck , 

"' Is this the skull 1 , he cried , ' of a God- 1!.ke man? 
In whi ch wisdom and S Of11 came t ogeth er , 
Whose tunes echoed t hro..i.gh the high hea vens '?" 

Solomon asks how this head , wni ch ~d searched for 

wi~r'iom and knowl edge , ha s now become a dwell i ng place 

for the worm . Then he is assaulted by an even more 

tPrr ible doubt. 

"Who knows if God lnoks down from His h eavens, 
And gathers t ogether the tears of the innocent?" 

Seeing r.ow the wicked pr osper and the righteous 

cry out in vain , Solomon thinks bitterly, 

11 Who knows , perhaps ther e i n th ':! i;rrave t :iere is 
no reckoning or knowled~e , 

And the forsaken ~ry without anyone to hear . 1 

Solomon dec1j':!s that evil would never cease , and 

tnat what was , would always be . There~ore , he d ecides 

& 



to seek pleasures in the few r elllliining days allo t ed to 

him; perhaps thereby to find peace . Thus , he p~antetl 

~fil'dens , orcha~ · s and vineyards , gathAred t oge ther t~e 

finest treasures , built palaces , pool s , and fo res ts , 

led a thous and beau ti ··u1 damsels into his harem, t hink

i'lg tna t perhaps in noisy laug"lter , hs wo1.ild not hear 

t te vo ice of doubt . 

But when wisdom t •trned these d elights to vani ty , 

he decided to seek al l knowledfe un~er the sun , hoping 

to f ind a solut ion t o the dark r iddle s of l i~e . ~e 

sea rcbed ou t al l the \'1eys ol' t he earth , f r om t h e n;oss 

on t h e "'alls to the t ell ce.,ars ; from th e ancients
1 

and 

even Egypt 's wisdom, hopin~ t o darive light fr om t h e 

depths of aarkness . ~ut h 0 discovered t i1a t he wa s 

m~r ely increas ·ng rid~ les without finding an an swer . 

"And Solomon was famous 6.J:lOn~ the na tions of t he 
world , 

Ki ngs hear d and came , and beheld h1lll , 
As tonished at his wisdom, which exceeded all 

limits , 
Per ceiving t hat he was wiser t han e.11 who pre

ceeded h~m . 

•woe , why ha ve you come 1 , he cr ied ou t to t h em , 
•He merel y increases pain who i~crease s knowledge . 
'l'he Vlises t of all men is the most Ul'lfortunate , 
And w!th mor e wi sdom , I have 0:1ly add ed more pain '." 

.n 



Solomon now sdmonish6s cr1ose who came to marvel 

at his wisdom . 

"Hurry , go 
Go quickly 
And in i cs 

quickly , l _st you hear 
0 blind ones les t yo'..ll' 
light y9u wi 11 walk in 

weariness , 

wisdom , 
eyes be opened , 
darkness unto 

Then yoa will despise llfe as myself . 

Thus bitter \'tS.3 Solomon's life on earth , 
In hi s straits all his bones ~id say , 
' Better is the day of death then the day of one ' s 

birth , 
A l ittle foolishness dearer than wisdom •. 

Till he rested in the ~rave , he knew no rest , 
And a day before his death , he t wice cal~ed out , 
'All is vanity , only vanity and pursuinR tne wind ' , 
Thus spoke Kohelet and closed his eyes . 13 

The poem se~'1ls logically to end here , but the 

poet ' s co"respondence and his noter s uggest strongly 

that he added the next ei,ht stanzas , so as to end 

nore traditionally on a note of !'sith . Thus , "he 

sacrificed the poetic conception on t~e alta r of public 
' 'i 

opinion ." 

Lebenoohn now d escribes Solomon at thllt very moment 

of death , seeing a vision of God , in whose bosom wi sdom 

"ests . There doubt is cast do,vn and lies mute . 

Sol ~mon se ~s t ~ P spirit o~ all the pious , shin~ng like 

the sta:-s , sinr;ing the Sonp;s of David . Righteousness 



goes before them , carrying recompense and eternal 

sweetnees in h er hand , lending aid to all the humble 

and lift ing their heads, 

"And he saw that there is a final hope of iDlll:orta lity , 
That God for t he righteous does provide f rom on high. 
The tears of tbe oppressed on t his dark earth , 
There in his high heavens, he wipe s away. 

He saw man's spirit, loftier t han the body, 
Elevated over death and pain, 
Returning to God who gave it, 
Since it is not of dust to go back to the earth 

Suddenly the eyes of the king were opened, 
And be cried out, ' After all , everythi ng you shall 

obey , 
God shall you f ear , and heed his commandments, 
For that is all of man ' thus he died . " is 

Klausner states that the poet ended on the a cce.pted 

tradit i onal note because of the influence of Shadal and 

his father and t he f ear of Russian censorship which 
/o 

banned all ant i-religious liter~ture at this time . 

Lachover differs from Klausner in his attitude 

toward the ending of the poem. Klausner believes that 

the ending was anti-climactic and not inherently part 

of the structure of the poem, but rather added on at 

the urging and assistance of Adam and Shadai.17 However 

Lachover believes that the ending is the most logical 

-
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conclusion to t he deve lopment 0f t he poem . Sol vmon, 

who began with faith and hope , ends wl th faith i n God . 

Lachover is led to t his conclusion by t he f act that 

even t he old king Solomon prefers faith and hope to 

doubt and reason , which destroys t hem. Lachove r be-

lieves t hat Shl omo is the mor e important poem whil e 

Kohelet is used more for contra s t ; t here f ore , it is 

more l ogical f or the poet to conc lude with the a f firma 

tion of fai t h found in Shlomo . 1 ~ 

The poem Sh lomo is unique in t hat it contains all 

the poetical t hemes of t he poet's works . In Sh lomo 

he sings of l ove , na ture , youth , and t he spring, and 

also t he s ong of poetry itself. Lebens ohn s peaks of 

t he poet who is a lways a prince , despite his sta t ion 

or birth a nd l i fe . I n t hi s respec t it is interesting 

that Lebe ns ohn trsnslated part of Shiller's poe:1 , 

The Power of Song , which s i mi l arly sings t he prais es 

of poetry its elf , t ha t w~i ch expresses t he beauti~ul 

hidden fee l i ngs of man . 1
'f In Kohelet, we obv ious l y do not 

f ind t he s ame lyrical qualit i es as in Shlomo . I t ls as 

if in Shlomo he pi ctures himself and in Konel et hi s f ather 

who sough t and ga i ned wi sdom anC. enlightenment at t he expense of 



l..D 
hope and faith . ~ven t h e succesrful descri ptions of 

the beauty of Jerusalem and Lebanon in Shlomo cculd 

have been d rawn from hi~ own experi ence , since he was 

in th e habit of frequ~mtly g:oing up to t h e mountain, 
"2 1 

near his home t own of Vilna . In Kohelet we find 

cleverness and mental t oils but not the true ring of 

inner feelings . Kohelet is described ~or e t hrough 

conscious effort and awareness t han through experience 
') :>. 

and feeling . 

An echo of t.he revolut:on of 1848 and the desire 

for emancipet'on which enBulfed western Ew1 ope can b e 

det~cted in Michal 's Jael and Sisera , and t he Pe~ enge 

of Sams on . Although the work Shimshon does not 

reveal great powers of epic characteriza.i:; i1on , in th is 

poem , Lebensohn wonde:rously describes the :'eeli ng of 
-t:1e blind and chai nf>d Samson . The che in<:ld Samson 

remi nds us of t he young revolutionaries of 1848 wno 
:23 

also di ed for the f reedom of their people . Although 

the depth of the hero ' s tragedy is not f ully brought 

out , the pas cion for ~even;e is expr e ssed in ~oving 
1 ~ 

and powerful terms . 



'l.s' 
'' To the e.1 tar of Dagon, tbe chieftains of Pbi listia 
Have gathere~. with laughte r to see Ma noa!1 1s son . " 

And t h ey say arrogantly: 

"Asleep is the Hebrew God, be can not save , 
And Dagon has overcome him; he alone is God . 11 

Approximately three thousand people ar e gather ed 

to se e t he destroyer of their l and . He is bound in 

chains and his hands are weary , but t hey still fear to 

a pproach him . 

" Thus a lion in the cage , a r i ng in his nose , 
Be kneals silently , trapped in the net , 
Let him move his bead , only fix his glance , 
And his captor will be frightened and fear to 

draw near . " 

San:son stands powerles s among the happy throngs 

of his enemies . Overnight be has turned grey . The 

worst of all man's stra its has come upon him , and his 

f a ce is fearfully ca lm . Thus t :1e hero stands silent 

as the grave , like t he silence of a volcano bef ore 

bursting i n to flame . Is this the mi ghty Samson , the 

Nazari te from birth , who removed tl-.e city 1 s gates on 

his shoulders , and smote the f oe like lightning and 

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

daughter of a fore ign God laid him low? 

~I 



The 11oet d.Escribes how ::>a'il son was cajo led i nt o 

revealing t he secr et of hi s strength , and hi s pa the tic 

plea , nfter his eyes had be en pierced, b egginf J elilah 

to have pity and ki l l h i m. But th e hatred of the ~oe 

~s stronger t han t h e grave . T.- ey dir:i not kill the 

enemy but kept him to feast their eyes upon him . 

"Wha t i s as terrible as hi s portion , 
Blind , powerl ess , bound in the hands of t he foe , 
One to whom e.11 t !lis has happened does not fear 

evil , 
Per God has expended upoh him all his cruel a rrows . 

I 
No pain does he feel , nor his eyes affliction , 
~either mock ery nor scorn , nor the foes' laughter , 
Not his strength whi ch has deoart erl , nor h is 

he n·is ' weakness, 
No t even love w ich has so:•elv bet rayed h i m. 

What is loue t o nim ; eyes , or strength? 
All his f e el i ngs have died , ~ompletely ~one , 
One feeling alone within h i m flaming , 
And in hi s dead heart , only this feel ing sti r s. 

It is revenbe l It gives warmth to hi s heart . 
It is his very b~eath , the ~pirit of life within 

him1 
Therefore , he 1id not smash his skull a gainst 

t he wall 
Nor strangle himself with his copper chains . 

How can he choose death , wh en t 1ey have not d ied , 
If the skull of his foe his hands have not yet 

smashed? 
The sound of hi s enemy ' s revenge ha ve b i s ears not 

heard , 
And in t r1eir blood , his feet have not bathed ! " 



Blind and W&nk , what could he do? If he c ould 

comma nd the t hunder and the plague , pe r haps then would 

b is enemies be deetroye1 . In mute a nger he gnashed his 

teeth ; the sinews of his arms grew taut as he pr ayed , 

' O strengthen me, but this once , ' gra s pi ng the two 

pi l lars. Suddenly there r eached his ear the cry of the 

dying . Al though he could not s ee t he enemy perishing, 

he could hear t :1elr s hri eks of angui sh . 

"He too fell dead among the bodies of the slain, ~~ 
But for a death s uch a s this , h i s soul had thirsted . " 

In t he poem , ~ael and Sisera, Lebensohn brings 

i nto sharp focus t~e inner turmoil of Jael , who is 

torn be t ween her duty as a hostess who has given 

refuge to the defeated Si sera and her obligation to 

destroy her unsuspect~ng guest whc is the enemy of her 

Lt 
peopl e . 

Af t er Sisera is defeated in ba t~le and fl ees , 

wi th Deborah in pursuit , he chanc es upon Jael 's t en t , 

end asks f or shelter which s he promises him . Siser a 

blesse s her and calls her a saving ahgel . J ael ' s f ace 

c l ouds over; the praise and blessing f righten her fo r 

a 



she knows how li'.:tle sh e deserves them , because she 

plans to destroy him . Michal is at his best here , 

where he d escribes the conflict between kindriess a~d 

~ everi ty , betm=>en corn pas~ ~L on for the helpless and hatred 

for an enemy , between t r ust and deceit , between a 

woman 's tenderness and the patriot 's revenge . 

"Shall I draw sword 1a~ains t him who lies so 
securely , a ge. i nst a weary ~ an slumbering so calmly 
and 1jeecefully , V.now:!.ng not that murder lies in 
wait for him? How sweet his sleep , how calm and 
r estful ! Perchance Jne evl::ln dreams of my kiridly 
welcom e . How terri blP should he awake anj see 
befor P him Jael with murderous weapons , unstable 
as water , treacherously cutting short his life , 
delivering him only in order to slay him: t he 
same whom he bad blessed , "As thine eyes t ook 
pity , so tni9 the 6racious God reward thee . " 
Thus did he bless me , then laid him down t0 
sleep; and maybe he blesses me now ir. spirit , 
while I - as he sle c:ps - take his life 1 To 
slay a man who has covenanted peace with me , 
when he is secure an.d unarmed , a nd tears of 
thankfUlness are not yet dry on his fece l 
Shal 1 I repay those tears with blood , and 
stain pea ce with t he blood 0l battle?" lf 

fhen she calls to mind t~e c~uelty of Sisera. 

She remembers how he killed and oppressed her people 

for two decades . Shoulc ~e live, who knows how many 

more lives wi l l be forfelted . 

" There sleeos the oppr essor of my land , who 
forced th~1~&nds of my people to kneel before 

a 



destruction , who re ft t h e soi. f rom the mother ' s 
breast , a rc heard not her le.ment - why should 
not his mother be l ikewise bereft ? Wherefor e 
should t r.is r uthles s man sleen and li~e? Has 
he no~ robbed sleep f r om all eyes? When he 
awakens , will he not gather strength and 
power and crush rr.y people wi th his heart of 
iron? And t~ e bl0od of my pe cple , alas , cries 
from t h e ground , ' Pill thy hand , Jael , fill 
thy hand with vengeance t n >, 

Jael ther eupon cal l s uoon d~ath to u r ge her on , 

to mi:i.ke her merciless so th9.t s he cou.l d c~rry out her 

der.1s1on . 

"Corne , Murder , a scend fr om the deeps of 
destruction l Drive pity fr om my heart and ell 
calm and gr a ciousness 1 Fill my pure hear t with 
venom ous fury , s et thy bloody cloak about me , 
take out the flesh of my heart e. nd set therein 
a s tone t hat will r.ot hearken to laments nor 
unders t o.nd e r. treaty l Set ! arknees over my eyes, 
that they see not wha t my hands do in this room ; 
let thy venomous adders hiss , and lidc: the 
blood of this ca rcass in a moment l 11 3° 

She is taken aback for a monent when she s ees 

Sisera aslee p , and r.aars him cal ling bar an •angel 

f r om heaven ' • But she is d etermir.ed , s.nd 1if ting u p 

tne mallet . she drives t h e tent peg thru Sisera ' s 

temple . As he d ies , he murmurs , 1 Jael , my ang el art 

thou - t h e Angel of Death l' This t erri f ies Jeel . 

The tender women is horr ified by her deed . Sudde nly she 

hears frcm &far tre joyous cries of her victorious 



people . Here once again we are shewn tbe deep contrast 

between the sad ambivale:ice of Jael and the uncontrolled 

joy of t he people . 11Alas I" cried Jael , "tl1is gladness 

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

t ook s helter with me . 11 J ael hears Deborah p::-eisi.n!l 

and blessin~ her name : 

" Blessed above women s hall Jael be , 

The wi f e of Eeber t n e Kenite , 
~ I 

~les~ed s J-,al l s '?e be 1:1, "hdve women in t l:e tent l" 

"'his absoluti on at t h e hands o f t r e pro ~hetess who 

s peaks in God ' s name f!nallv sets Jael ' s mind at ease . 

From & poetic s tandpoint , Lebensohu builds up to 

the powerfi:.l contr&st of a twnul tuous end victorious 

people return! ng from battle - as against the tragic 

ar:::l lonely figure of a woman who is appalled at the 

mu.rder she ::a s committed , howev er justi fiable the motive . 

Si:ice t hi s s&ems to b e tne t rue climax of the poem , we 

cac understand ·i(:ce.t influence Shadal and Adam exerted 

on the young poet to cause him to a dd t:-. e anti - climactic 

ending whereby t he people ' s praise vindicates end 
'.3 ). 

justifie s her action . 



3> 
In the sec.:~n letter to She.•..:al , wri tten the first 

day of Eiul 5611 , ( 1851 ) , Michal excus es bi~self for 

not answeri~g sooner and explains t.hat he rece ive.d the 

letter in Berlin as he we.s about to leave fo r hoMo. 

0 ut t r.en for weeks and months he remained enr~ute 

e:x.periencir.g endless trrubles because his il l ness 

'"rew worse on the way and he a lso lest his passport , 

with . ut w"lich ht! could not ga in readmission t.o Russia; 

thus remain ing alone and sick :1.ri a forei gn lend . He 

goes on to s ay , tt rn re rs ~d to your letter concerning 

the poem Jael , do not suspect me that I am of the type 

of youth t ha t cor1prlses most or t his generation who 

strive t o reveal olemi s hes and fabrica te t hings which 

are not so about our holy books . Rather have I always 

loved my people , its tonrue , and our glorious books 

with a power~l l ove •• •• Beli eve i:te t hat I have not 

come to deride Jael , but rather in the manner of a 

poet to seek a beauti~ul and ple&sant or monumental and 

awe inspiring t heme to s ing about . Thus I chose the 

s tory of Jael •••• Eut I will not hide the truth , t hat 

the deed of Jael is repugnant and distasteful in my 

eyes •••• I t r ink that the murrler wl ich she committed 

is even worse because she ki I l ed a man at peace with 

I 
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h er , who came to fi:d shelter in her s hadoVI , who 

depended u pon his trfta ty wi ~h her , a nd ws know from 

the words of our prophet (Ezekiel - 17- 15) how evil 

it is to break a treaty of pes c e , even with s.n enemy 

k :..ng , how much more so wi th a man who tr1;.s ted in her , 

and even mor e so to kill him . " 

Leb ens ohn then brings additional illustrations 

from t~e Bible t o explain why he pres ented Jael in the 

lii:<;ht that he did . But he adds , "However , I have 

listened t o your voice of reproach , not t o sin a gainst 

the words of t h e prophetess who bl ~sses her , and I 

have ad :ied several lil~es that will j ustify her , and sim

ilarly did my dear father advise me . 113 ~ 

A comparison of t he poems Jael a nd Sisera and 

Samson yields 1nterest: ng similaritie~ and co~trests . 

Whereas Sruns on is portrayed as s. hero of his people 

wi th personal revenge as hi s consuming passion , Jael 

is also a heroine of her people , but her desire for 

national r evenge is temper ed wi t h personal remorse . 

Al though Samson was eager and anxious to destroy , Jael 

is portrayed as a woman , tender and kindly . In both 



poems it is signifi cant to note tha t t he slaying of 

Sisere end t he des t ructicn of the Phi l is tines , ere 

not de scr! bed i n gory detail . This conscious omission 

of s l aughter suggests t he gentle nature and sensitive 
JS personality of the author. 

In Moses on Mt. Aber1m, Lebensohn skillful l y 

describes the past exploits of Moses who is now viewing 

fro~ e mountain peak with mixed emoti ons the promised 

land for which be labored all his life . The peat's 

failure to depict t ile inner feelings of the monumental 

figur e of Moses at his greates t and saddest moment, stands 

out in sharp contrbst to his other works which reveal 

de ep psychological i ns i ght and keen poetic a na lysis . 

Although the trsgic moment of d eath is not emphasized, 

the poet's nsr~b· joo of t he exploits of Moses is done 
j~ 

lo a t !'-.J .. - : 1.; a11d swPeping style. 

r> ' t !le top of Mt. Abe r im s tends a s olitary figure 

loc, i ng about him . What does he see? What joy does 

his f a ce expres s? Why are his hands li f ted t owards 

t he heavens? He sees t he holy land a nd Jerusalem upon 

whi ch he had ever se t his thoughts. For t his sacred l and 

he suffered many evils , and now it l i es before him. It 

-



is a land flowir.g with milk and honey toward which 

the eyes of vod above are continually turned . For 

eighty yeRrs Moses had dwelt in the wilderness; alo!'le 

in the 1esert as God in his heavens . On God did he 

meditate all t h is time and to this land did he l ift 

his eyes . 

Michal goes on to describe how Moses discovered 

God in the wilderness and then led the children of 

Israel o~t of Egypt across the Red sea and the des ert , 

obtaining water from tbe rock and manna from hea ven, 

conquerlr.g the Bashan and t he land of the Arnmorites , 

unti l he finally b~ought hi s peo ple to the shores of 

the Jordan. Were we to se:arch through histcry to the 

beginning of time and ~ ead t h e record of all events , 

we would no t find a figure comparable to this great 

law- giver who ga'.re God to t h e world . 

"'£here he led his people like a flock for forty 
:veers , 

After him came Bgyptians thirsti~g for the ir blood 
With him a weak nat~ on with cour.tl ess troubles , 
While befcr e him , chaos and battling foe . 

Thus was his life always in danger , 
And the people he loved , his life did embitter, 
Even to stone him t hey treacherously thought , 
Denying his kindness and voiding God ' s covenant. 

7~ 

-f 



-

And as Noah o~~e was on& man alone 
Floating on t ~e worl d ' s d esolar.: on : upon the 

Jeep waters , 
Wh en the world was only a g r a ve , 
And Noah d id hope for t he lands of the living. 

Thus in the d esolete desert , amo ~ g dark t errors, 
Fer t h e land of God did Mos es 1 s o1tl yearn , 
Hoping to leave t he gr ave to dwell in life ' s 

abode , 
There 5 wishing to rest f r om all i ts weerine:=s . 11 

Michal eY.plains t ha t Mo:=es h ad ~ood r eason to 

hone , oecause there is nothing too di :~i cult for a man 

to whom God list ens . He , el one , was left of his '! en ere. -

ti on . Refore h im stood r. he land of Canaan , but t h e 

mighty comn:and of Goa said , " you shall not enter t here" . 

Instead , Moses asc enced Mt . Nebo , "With the sett "na of 

the sun there he died , his eyes still turned t oward 
u 3K 

.Je russl em . 

Waxman po in ts out cor1·ectl~1 that; , " emphasis is 

placen on t h e narration of the expl oits of Moses 
31 

rather than upon t he pa the tic moment of dee. th ." Tnis 
I 

is a defin4te Neakness e1 nce the a r ea where t h e poet 

ca n be most effec tive i s not in recounting histori cal 

facts w!:> i ch are a lread;r common knowledge , but rather 

in render i ng a poetic d escr~p tio~ of t h e emot!ons 

wt1 ich MosPs must have f elt at t~iR 1ramati c and tragic 

7/ 



moment at t'1e c1..~_max of his life . '-f u 

Al though i .:cah .Joseph Le>be-:sohn was t he first 

: oet in ~ 1dern H~bred Liter9 ture to utilize t he legend 

of the r.rag ic end of Judah --Is.lev1 "! 11t could be said 

that Michal wrote t h:s stirr1"1- poem i n an e.tmos ph ere 

w .ich pracr.ically der.:a~jed it of him . Snartal , i n 1840 , 

l1ad published , Betulat !3at Yernda and in 1845 , Michal 

Se.ens of Berl in nublished .:-teligio.se Poesie d er Jude n . 

It !s inter estin~ to note t ha t Peine ' s Pa~ous 

Ye~una Ben HslAvi was published 1~ 1851 , the so.me 

year in w~i ch Mi chel ' s Shi ra i Bat Zion '-t 2-was published . 

Legend r elates that Judah ~alevi , the greates t of 

medieval poets , met a t r agic end at t~e hands of an 

ft rab while kneeling at t he r uins or the Temple while 

si:irrin his ~mous orie , Dost thou not a3k 0 Zion? In 

t~1ri 111 '1f; style , Lebensohn portrays the all consuming 

love w~~ch Judah 1alevi had ~or the land of his fathers . 

The 'Je:rils o f s t or m t os -' E:d seas , and the sir--ht of rui n 

and desolat 'o n once th~ ooet set f oot upon the holy 

land , d i d not dimini s h his love or enthusiasm for the 
~3 

places of former ,..lorv . Uicha:l describes Judah Hal ev1 

72 
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~s he we. tera the llolv. C?ro md with h~· s hot t 1 .L ears , _n 

chat holy la~d , 

"In wh ich e very stone is an s.ltar of the liv ing 
God , 

Each rock a platform for God ' s Prophet . 11 '1 '1 

And he dreams of Isr~el ' s heroes of l ong ago , 

t1'1s prophet s and lawgivers , ki ng David "the sweet 

singer of I s rael " , a nd So lomon , "wisest of all men ." 

The~ gaze upon him, stretchi ng ou t their hands t owar:ls 

him . As he fall s into a trance , ahs orbed in his 

\'/onderful vision , he cannot tell whether he feels the 

sharp edgq of the m~rderous sword in r eality or only 

in his dream: 

" The hands of the ".5 ead .still touch him , his 
heart is still a - quiver ~rem his dream , wh en 
suddenly - ah , shameful v i olence l - a liv i ng 
hand plunges the sword through his heart , and 
his b l ood gushes forth like to1·rents of water , 
and his soul is s wiJ:pt away wi ·ch the streaming 
blood . ' Thou arc become as we l ' the C.ee.d cry . 

A smile of pure joy - no fear of th e s hadow 
o f death , but the glory of heavenly r a p ture
plays o~ his face ; here his dream is ended -
alas , for the death- bitter dream 1 - but the 
singer does not yet open h is eyes . 

For scarce did he slumber , weary and spent , 
wh e n a cruel Arab , bold of front and hard of 
hear t - brotner to the leopard and friend of 
the add er - brough t muril er upon him in t he 
evil fury of t he swor d . 

7 3 
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Memory of hi~ :ia.i.. 'towed name wi 11 no t end 
f or Judah; w11en thP pi llaged daughter of Zi on 
sorr ows in the fa st or the fifth month 0ver 
the laments of the son of P.j l k1eh , her eyes 
weep over his song also . 11 ~>' 

Lebensohn , who wa s also destined not to see the 

ful f'!. l lment of hi s drea:ns , is naturally drawn to the 

-::reat cls.s s ic figU!'es of our Jewish history , like 
4lc 

Moses end ~ehuda Halevi . Moses too , whom he d escribes 

with a gr eat outpouring of feel ing i s fated to die 

without seeing the fulfillment of his fondest hope . 

T:i.e Biole says: 

"You s hall s ee it , but you shall not enter therein .u 47 

Thi s is no t just a physical sight but a s piritual vision 

as well . Moses can visualize t ··1a t t his land wi 11 be 

set -: led , ci ties erecte1 , t e:-:ples bu.:. !. t , people sitti ng 

under their vines and ~1g trees , and in all this Moses 

cannot pe.r'ticipa. t e . Thie is the r~-i ght of the poet , 

desti ned to die young with t he gift of genius . Every-

one ha s to ra ce the inevitability of death , but how 

much more heightened is t he remorse of one doomed to 

jie so young . Thus , Leber.sohn identifies himself with 

Moses , dying alone on a mo•mtaintop , his eyes turned 

tov1ard that wiT' ch was denied hi-n . 

a 



Yehuda Halevi i$ very clearly a similar image -

he t c o was a great :'igure in Jewi sn history . He too 

had a dream . The only dif f P.renr 0 bP. tw-- en him and 

.'1oses is that Yehurta merit:ed to set his ~Clot upon the 

soil of t ic e holy land . However , he t oo was :matched. 

at the moment of his greatest r ealization and v ictory . 

Se th ey ic fi gures ~ell snort of r~alizing in life their 

fondest dreams , but fulfillme!1 t was yet atta i ned in that 

!ialevi and Moses died with a kiss . Ralevi kissed t h e 

'.10ly gro •.md and died with a smile , while Mose s was 

kissed b:i God . The ambivalent fate of these classic 

Jewi sh heroes reflects the sad parad ox of the young 

poet ' s life , who nobly a :tempted to ac cept premature 

death and par tial fulfillment, while viewing the joys 

that could he~e been on th e ho rizon of his young li fe . 
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Chapter II 

K1nor Bat Zion 

The Kinor Bat Zi on , (Harp of the Da11g:hter of Zion) 

published posthumously by Michal's f ather in 18?0 , 

contains a large number of short poems includi ng many 

translations from Homer , Virgil , Hor a ce , Schiller , 
'19 

Goethe , Heine , Mi ckiewicz , and Alfieri . 

If in the Shirai Bat Zion , t he young poet merged 

the fears of his own heart with t he lives of the 

h eroes whose glories or surrows he sang of , then in 

the original poems of the Kinor Bat Zion, the sick 
so 

poet bares his soul . Like HP,ine he sang r·rom a 

"mattres s grave" ; thus many of his poems a.re f raught 
S"' with pain and melancholy . Even t hough Lebensohn cried 

out in the agony of his pain , "Curse ::~ be death, and 
S"J. 

life be damned" , yet he loved life , thirsted and 

craved for its pleasures . Therefore, the poet's poems 

in the Kinor Bat Zion , sing of two theme s , which have 

been and perhaps will always be the two mcist powerful 

and mysterious f"rce~ in a l l of man's exis,tence; 
.;'3 

lnv e a nd death. 
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While on t h e ons i,ar..i hi s rr,or"o ~1 peer.is , written 

when t h e poet f'el 'C t he t i;rrlf~ ing ,sri p of death , are 

~l oomy and sad , yet h i s love ~oems sneak of li!'e 
, 

pulsatirg with vi gor and j oy . · 

The love poems of Micah Joseph Lebensohn are- full 

of chRrr.:i , o!' l i v inP' emntion , whi ch are fresh and 

r'lt·..iral . For t ·'le ~i rst ti rne in t :1e history of modern 

Eeb rew Liter a t ure , here are lov9 poems worthy of the 

na~e , born not of imitation of Eu~opean poets , but 

written b eca use of the r eal need of a youllf s pirit 
.J~.! 

v1 :~ ich knew love with i ts pleasures and sufferings . 

S I

In t h e first 01' five poems , " For s al< en 3eloved", 

t!le pangs of l ove a:-e echoed . The poet does not pla'· 

with love . Ee recalls t h e plea sant mo~en ts soent 

tcgeth~r . Now she had forgotten him . He attempts to 

erase her i:nag e from hi~ memory , but in vain , for she 

rules over h im . 

"I was in bitter gloom 19.st evening > 
You wer e heedless of my troubled spirit , 
And your haughty wor d s pierced my heart, 

11 Is tnis your l ove? 0 beauti ~ul and pure l 

The po e t asks whether his beloved has for~otten 

the night she swore to l ove h im , wh en she listened to 

j I 
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his o~ths of love with ra~tu~e • J e.tJd clung to his every 

word . •ro rem J.nd hel' , he evokes memories e.nd pie tures 

of past scenes of their love . 

11 Remember w:;en evening rel 1 in the \'10ods , 
As the s\:n did re1- eyed set , 
In its light did your cheeks ""row crimson 
And feel t h e kisses 0f my mouth ." 

In like mF.nner the poet asks her to recall the 

night they took a stroll , to the flute - like strains of 

the b irds . The wind murmured softly in every flower ' s 

ear , ~nd the wo ods whispered in a council of elders . 

"Ev e n ~he r i ver we.vr:;s lapped quietly , 
Speaking to each other without wor ds , 
Then your at'ms e1"lbrac ed :rie , 
' Of our ~reet love do they murmur and tell '. 

Thus did you s poak to me , your soul astir . 
With tens of thousand ' s of eyes did. the .ieaven 

l ook down , 
The silence alone listened to you_'"' wor d s , 
And in the slcy t he moon appea:re~ as faithful 

witness ." 

The poet contim~es , callin is to mind the spring 

night they 19ent boat ing upon t h e we ':ers , w:1en suddenly 

a storm brcl{e . The thunder awoke as one asleep , and 

the rain kiss ed the cheeks of his beloved . Amidst 

the fears of darlmass e.nd the night ' s terrors , she 
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embraced him and c lung ~o nim , both their hearts beat

ing like the stor m about t hem , a s her br ea th hurnt hi~ 

cheek . He st o~d trambl i n~ , ~or in hi s hear t was 8 

\\ \ ' If only roreve~ you sa i d, 
' Could we be t us toget;1er ' . " 

But the poet real izes t he impossibi li t y of his 

reouest , 

"Remember l How can you r emember if you have 
fo:rgo t i:e n me? " 

11oreov s r , now she ls.ughed at his s orrow, and who could 

·md e!"stand his pain'? 

" My pride awoke , also my spirit waxed wroth • 
~o longer , O m&i1en , s ~All you dea l arrogantly 

with the poet , 
I have gat hered rny strength t o brc3k your bonds , 
And shall command my s oul to love no more . 

3 ut alas - My s oul do you a lo~ e r u le , 
:-low can I c omr.a.n::l my s oul and s pirit r.ot to l ove 7 
Shall I order my blood to cease flowing , 
And my heart t o stop beat'ng?"S1 

The poet asks how he c an tear t his powerful love 

f r om a tumul tuous s pi ri t and a burni~g heart . Should 

you tear a petsl ~rom t he blos s oming r ose ' s hear t , i t 

~ould surely turn rele ard expire . Yet he can not 
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s uf ' er h &r ha-.1ghtirwss , and vows t o l:~av e h er " orever , 

ev en if h e sh ou ld die , o!' f a d e like a bud deprived of 

t h <" sun , ore body w: ich ha~ been part'9d :'rom its sou~- · 

T~is poem has t h e rir.p o f truth a na authenticity . 

! he poet does no t s peak of lov e in t~e abstract , but 

ra t h e r dep icts t h e moments so f emiliar to every one who 

has loved and been loved . He d escribe s t h ose moments 

wh en natur e conspires to aid tb e pro~ress of one ' s love • 

.i.'n e sett i:-1.,. sun heightens t !1 e matden ' s beauty , and the 

bl\lsh it raises on h er cheeks is sup!)lemented by the 

l O'JPr ' s ki e ~ . The w ~ods , t he birn s , anri the stream 

s e em to s neak and v l-. i s .Jer t hr-ir love . Th e stars look 

down and t h e moon wi t nes s es t ?-.e enamored couple . Even 

nature in its ha s hest as-oect s v:i th her 11gbtri.1ng , 

t hunder end storm , manag es t o br'ng them closer to-

r.r€\ th~r wh en t he girl clint!S t o him :l.n fright , and their 

h Par ts b eat wildly t ogeth e~ . At t h is moment the maiden 

b e c omes aware of how close t hey real ly are , and 

expresses her hope that t hey mirh t rema in thus forever . 

"-'ut now t hat all t h is has end ed , the vouth realizes 

t hat the se mo ne nt s can mean no thir.g to her for she has 

""0r gotten him . Fe s truise-l e s with ~he pain of' ev e ry 
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re.1ected lover , to throw orf the bonds of his passion 

'lnd t.o c ees e lovi ng . It i s S·O authentic to wi tness the 

~oet discovering that he is oitting his mind in vain , 

i n t~e unequal s tr~gple sgainst his heert . And yet , 

with a ll this , he must i'orsake his t:eloved with t he 

full realization of hi s conseouent grief an d des olati on . 

Not all five of Lebe,s or~1 • s love poemE are of 

e~ual qJality or s ense o" c onvictj on . " My Beloved 's 
,,S'S 

Si rt?lday ls obviously much 111ore ~eneral and much less 

per s omi l , a lthough one cannot~ deny the charm t :iat it 

d1:'"ic11lty he liP:l in choosinl~ an aeeouate presant . 

" "il-.P t ... !.ft can I -µ \"e y1;,u u-ion tre day of vour 
bi:rth? 

I.:' l tore out the sun a:no tr.e moon from up above , 
Should ! brir.; down to ea~th t ne morning star , 
?-'.y hev t tells me , ti:ey wouJ d not be acr.eptable 

to ;ou. " 

The sun , the mcon , a r.d the stars are dill: i n 

cor-
1
-.e.rison t o her bPauty ; thus the poet lnoks about 

for a more eppropiate offerinF, . Perhaps he should give 

his heart to her as a 5ift? 

" But n:y scul end hea1•t '1.re no lnnl"er mine , 
Faving ,giv>?n t hem to yc•u ro:-- a smile of your li ps , 
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My songs , too , fear t ~ at.':)1·01:1.cb 
Knowing that I can n~t through t hem repay your 

goodness . 

But I have a lovely bright eyed child , 
And see how she str etches out her hands to ym • 
She w~ll be y ours fori:>ver , anrl ;rou will be hers 

too , 
It is my lcve , dearer to n:e tri..an wire . 11 

.s-1 
The t hirc poerr: , enti tled , "We Have s. Sister" , is 

once a ? ain more personal , 

11 I'r ere with me in the meadov1 does Harinah sit , 
As my hand playfully runs thronsh the braids of 

her curly hair , 
At my arms embrace and burni~~ kisses , 
She gr ows a.ni;;ry for a mor.1ent , but her face is gay ." 

He can not control his feeling ~or her s ince she 

is so beautiful , a '!d s:!:le mus t share with him the bl ame 

for his ardor , 

"Wha.t is tt.is my beautiful one , why do you slip 
away? 

Do not ~ e so lovely , 0 Qeautiful and swM et~ 
Nor laugh with your c harming lips . 
Only t en shall I not redden your cheeks with 

kisses . 11 

After extolling her incompa r able beauty end her 

smile with t he l ike of vrni ch Fcen \'las created , he 

contj nues , 



" Sow bee.uti fal yuu are n.v lov .:-ly one , as you grow 
anpry , 

When my strong love breaks t:i.e bc r.ds of propr>iE>t::- . 
Row aw~ul is this ~!'eat ire , vrratr. and beauty , 
Captivating rr.y s oul whi le or ea.kir!~ my hea,..t . 11 

And wh en t he poet ' s S6dness darkens his face , 

when the clouds of s o·· T·ow lie uT"on his forehead , then 

the breath of her mouth dispelS the gloom and her 

beautiful eyes restore his c ountenar.ce . 

Al t ho gh this po em is not as conv~ r.c~ng as the 

first , yet it is more real t~an the s~cond . 

The fourth poem , cslled , 11 T'ne Swo:>n Love 11
, is 

permeated wi th a :liGhter spirit . 

11 For n:i ve me oy pure one , if U-.e bounds of modesty , 
Have b een overstepped - ~ow let me swear , 
That y our modest way I will no lcnger pro.:'ene1' 
Even s hould r.y soul be cons'.llred by your ~ire . 

At fi rs t he sw~&rs by the light a~d by the beauty 

of enc st&rs . Eowever , he has opened his mouth in 

vain , s inc e her eyPS are li ~ht ~ and r.e can swear onl y 

by t!:em . Tr.us he vows: 

11 ·~ot to draw nes.r , even to touch your hand , 
And deep witn in my hear t , I wi l l silence the 

storm , 
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My love ' s flame wi.Ll else. r-rov1 di.rn and go out , 
And the spark~3 of my desire will not stream from 

my eyes . 11 

And so he tells his beloved t~at s he nP.ed no t slip 

e.wav . He calls to her to r eturn , no longer to keep her 

dis t e. ncs , for he will not re :.se h · s hands or eyes , nor 

even br:.ng the blush to her ch 0 ek a fei n . Hi s lips , 

which r...a. ve t h i r sted for her , wi ll not dare to taste 

of her love w·. ich is sweeter ttan wir:e . Nor wil l he 

rive h:.s heart eas e b~ embracinf her heart . And thus 

he pr ~mises t o be perfectly behaved , since t his is 

what she R~parently desires . Howev er , t he poet feels 

cor.strained to point out t te oos:ible disadvantages 

to her . 

"Come t hen my beautiful one , 0 con:e be.cl-·, 
~ bli nd mute shall I oe , like a marble statue , 
I will not rejoice with trembling at the sight 

of your RT·. nd eur , 
And to your graciou3 words will my ee.r prove heavy," 

Howev er , after all these promises he hears the door 

open and out go all his good intentions, 

" Rut whv has t ne doer swung open on i ts h i r.ges? 
My dove has r eturned , how great is my joy , 
In vain have I spoken , my heart will not rest . 
In v ain have I sworn . The ·~evil t;ake my promises . " 
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"I 
:'he le.st noe!l'l i3 "l\. Sor1net 11

, wilich i..s patently 

t!":e poorest of ·ere i'ive . T'--E-re are no pictures or feel 

ir:8S t'r18 t strike t r.e reader as 1·resh or vi te• l . The poet 

1escribes how from t h e oomen~ he saw his sweetheart , 

his heart was e..flan.e a r d his a cu l l::>!'!cec for her . F.e 

asks her to t or:;i ve his love , Eis v~ry 11 f'e and soul 

ere ters . Were she ~o ~ive t_m her love , t h en would 

s he heve given him everyt!!i r g and. taken nothing . I n 

sehco l boyish fashion , Lebensonn describes how t he 

lover lies fein t at her feet , 

"Eow my s oiri t and m~; heart sigh unon the earth , 
While in your e-c-es , the heaven oper.ed for me . 
I shall no lonRer see vou, Woe , t h e s~ies close 

uc on me , 
':'."hat remains for me here on earth - what n~ed have 

I of life? " 

'l1lie lov <? poems of Leb 0 ! sohn Ol'Psent tv1i0 interesting 

1~ues t ions . 
I Pirstly , from the poet s letters to Sachs , 

it seems t!"lB t in Vilna , u - on h i s 1·eturn froim BerUn , 

he wrote e comu lete book of love poems called '' Ros es 

a nd Thorns . 11 In the Kinor Be t Zion , which was published 

18 years after his death , there are only five love poems , 

no t enough to :'ill s small noteboo~: , much l ess a whole 

book . Ther e a~e F- f ~w possible expienat·ons for t h is ; 
1oJ. 
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l . Lebe'1sohn a .:ded to his love p o ems other 

lyrical poems which toqpther comprised the 

Kinor Bat Zion . ---- -----

2 . It is also possible t~at Adsn cho~e five 

lov e poems -' r nm his son ' s wri tine:s , end 

di scarded the rest just as he discard ed 
t1 

most of the play 11 The End of Saul.., " 

-.:any wonder if t he love poems of Lebensiohn are,J.ike 

those of h~A father and Gordon , merely t~ e result of 

reading love poems written by foreign poets , or whether 

tney are t he res ll t of true love , of li vir.g fee l inr.; , 

an~ rars one l exper~ences . }or a long time it was 

t}~ o · ~ht that t.he 1 Chana 1 to whom the poet rE~fers in his 

poem , 11 'rhe Hol iday of Spring", was fictional . S . Mer.dlekorn 

~10 was closer t o Michal in time t ' e.n all his biographers , 

a1 .d who v.' ~ s ·0 0 th a st .l0 ent and a fri end of Adam ?akohen , 

definitel y insists tr.at "She" , me&ning C~ani:i.h , wss the 
~.'/ 

creation of Michal ' s poetic imagine ti on . 'rhis is an 

i ~dica t ion of how e:.r: tremely careful onP. must be with 

even the °oE's t of source s , because Mend!ekor1n 1 s opinion 

was generally ar r epted for ~any years until t~e 

cor.paratively recent publicec:on of Lebens-•hn ' s letters . 

qc 
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In eine of them to Sachs , he cle11.rly ref.}rs to 11 the 

girl t>hat you kn ow, the beloved of my heart , and the 
\>" 

treasure of my soul 11 And he con ti nue.s , "Your dee r 

memor y , the nrnmory of C.erlin , and of t!-.e days of my 

first lov e for this fi rJ; these tho·1ghts almost renew 
1 

my youth ." From these let ters and tl~e real tenor of 

his love poems , i t is s afe to say that the poet wr ote 

fro~ a livin~ e xperi ence t~at wes all t oo true . 

"Fven t he love of Chanah , my dea:-est ons , 
Have I t0rn f r om my hear t . 
Wh& t ha~ s he to rio with my heart , where the grave 

awaits , 
Can l ife ' s light dwell in t h e place of df'e.th 's 

darh.-ness? " • / 

; I 

m 



Al thou gh t he s pectre of des. th walked with the 

young poet castl r g its morbid s hadow upon bis works , 

Michal ' s love of nature and de s ire for life , left a 

'""I sad beauty ~n his poems . 

7r 
In the poem , " Th e Fest ival of Spring" , wr.i ch was 

wri tt: en in bel'l:in, th e poe t describes t h e c itv on a 

s prin g evening wh en ; 

" Tne evening s had ows grew long , t he ds y has fled, 
All t he city streets a re swal lowed up b y shadows , 
And ov er t he river Spree, t he sun does sink , 
Its foo tsteps knovm onl:~ t o t he cloud ' s edges. 

11 

But t h is evening is excep tionelly gay , 

11 'i:'he city of Berlin is tumultuously ha opy, 
Because todRy is a hol i d&y , t h e festi val of 

E~ster and t h e s pring , 
And as wi t h a garment does she cloak h ers elf 

with joy end gladness , 
And in her s treets , t h ere is nothing but 

gaiety r ound a.bout . 11 

navi ng s et t nis happy and festive mood of both 

nature and man , the poet cont rasts it ~ost effec tively 

------ - -~-----
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with his personal stat ~ . Thus he conti~~es , 

"Desolat e do I sit indoors , ho r e!ess ly broken" 

51s spirit ls l ow beceuse of his inherited illness , 

?e realizes t hs. t he must leave in t N• rr1idst of his day s . 

So on tea rs will no longer f all from his eyes , wh ich have 

flo wed with rLvers of tears , Soon sighs will no longer 

break fo1• th f rorr. a he~t , already rent by a multitude 

of sigh s . There r esides e dr eedful siience wit hin 

~im , t ne rP st 0ulne ~ s of t he gr a ve , like a ~orest a fler 

having been h 1f~ eted by the wi nd , l ike a fle e t of ships , 

a~ter hev l ng be en poun~ ed by a stor my sea . 

11 I live but my s oul is weary unto dee. th , 
I am aU.ve , if we csn call death, li fe , 
If a you th carrying a l l t he gr ief of d eath ' s 

s haC.ow 
Car. still be celled slive under thP heavens . 

Oh , I s till do J ive , beceuse to a d to my mis-
fortun e , 

The l ove of life s t i ll resides wi t h in us , 
Oh how fea r ful it is t o go r ejoicing to the ? r ave , 
'Nhl le one ' s s oul and spirit a ti li c 11 n.i:; s to l i fe . 11 

T_. P b P ..... :-C'h!" is truly a tra£ic f i cur e , following t he 

_t.'<. J\ l"' ~"ir.ition of a noble h ero , cursed with 

•'lPW , L Et; '.. " ~ as i nevi ta b l v to the hero 1 s doom . 



The poet's terr ibl e sickness , anQ his ineviteble 

death are tragic enough in t h emselves , but this is 

compounded by the will t o live, whi ch does not p6rmit 

t h e young poet to make his peace with death . Neither 

can he come to terms wi th life as he cries out , 

"May t h e love of lif e be cursed f orever , 
Of a l l man 's straits, it b61ng the most f earful. 
It prevents my hands f rom destroyin~ myself, 
And paints i l lusions of vain hopes. 

However the happy shouts 1n the streets, and the 

gas lights persuade the poet to leave his house , in 

t he hope of f i nding momentary surcease from his pain . 

He sees , 

"Already beautiful girls , str eaming forth , 
Lyrical joy on every f ace. 
Among these beautiful sights , my f a ce darkens 
Like a cloud among t he heavenly stars. 

And lovely gi~ls dre~sed 1n schrlet, 
In vain do t heir eyes er.pr ess love. 
Oh gone are t he days of my desire , the time of 

pleasure, 
When t o beauty 's grandeur, did my soul sing of 

l ove ." 

Tbe poet can no longer re spond to love's charm 

and enticement . 



"In your beauteous eye , I no lonrrer see heaven , 
Even you:z; ples3snt voice 1o~s my ear not understand, 
Oh , life s swc-etness nas bec:)me a hur tien , 
Seca·.ise r.:y ~"art is :ie~d ·.r!.:r.in :r.e and has 

turned to stone . 

Even t he lov e of Chsnah , ny 'JP!lrest 01 e , 
~~ve I torn Drom mv ~eart, 
W:1a t hr. s s he to do wi T. r.ty ae!l.rt , l'lhere the 

,_'r\,·re a-r;e1 ~s . 

~an i1•e 1 E li~ht dwell in the place oM deat~ ' s 
darlmess?il 

Perturberi , he walks heavy- hearted an-.ng t1:e 

··es ci ve t!1ron~s , hurr:;i~1p: his steps , but he realizes 

tnat he is fleein~ not the people , but rather his o~n 

pal~ . ne passes tne railroae st!l.tion , ~isle hall and 

t~P roval palace , until he ":nos hirnsel" at t he erlge 

of ::1e cl ty , !l. wa-:dPrer amonl" th 0 teei'I · nr- rr::-wd . But 

in vai'1 noes he flee , bec1mse w~th him is his grim 

compo.ni1m , who watches his s tees , and follows after 

hin ; who fllll nnt desist , an" wl·.o holds his hand in a 

•;i e e - likP ~rip . 

11 Anrl death's terrors co:ne witn her , 
~er face i~ the nit , ner odor thet of the ~rave , 
Her bone ' s protrude , an~ like t he glnom , 
She tells mv life , t~ere is no hore . " 

In the oloorn of his voith, his terriols il1nes s 

has created 
8 

ell wit. in him . In t h,. cup of h's youth 



a poison has b een poured , a sickn ess worse than the 

grave . In t e1'rible pain, w1 th no hope for the future, 

cons i gned to an early end t ortuous death, in love with 

life , but resentf ul of th e sad and cruel fate which it 

has meted out to him , wearied to death by the hopeless 

struggle , Lebensohn ends this tou~bing poem , 

"A f ter it does death fol l ow like a c omp&nion , 
She is slow in coming , stepp i ng lazily alcng, 
To my cry he does not hearken , my voice be does 

not hear, ,, 
Cursed be death, and life be damned ." 

7). /'.""'-.. ~ {-;. 1 ~ (- ('\ (,, 
Michal's poem, Cholera in Ber lin , a ffords a further 

insight into the effect of t he f atal illness . When 

the terrible pl a gue of ehol era struck Berlin with savage 

f ury, t aking a fsa rful t oll , the young poet , almost 

reveled in the city's str uggle with death . He is no 

longer alone . His personal burden cf death now''being 

shared by the entire p opulace. 

"Sleep bad env el ope1 t he ~eaven and earth, 
And after her came her brother , death . 
Re el and stagger Berlin t For des truction has come , 
And with its mighty s tep , does the shadow of 

d eath walk within you." 

For the chol era walks abou t lik e a guest, cutting 

down the living in its wake . 

"And I wa l k quietly among t hose dying of the pla gue , 
There among t he dead do the sick also call , 



DAst!nPd t o d ! e , looki~~ toward t h P ~rsve , 
And with a _oarched t hroat , cr ying out in bit ter 

pain . 

Fearful is the 
And 6. horriole 
Wres tl i -ig with 

Their l imbs :lo 

si ~ht , like t r. c satyrs of the night , 
blue does cover t1e~r cheeks . 
t hei r death in t he stillness 

without strength , 
move , their eyes e-row dim . " 

After des cri~i-ig the ~eneral ca~na~e , Leb ensohn 

cnooses th e ima ·e of a ti::n 6er you. tr~ to expr ess more 

vividly the olague 1 s horror . '!'award tl:is end h e 

oictures t he del'cate ;.·oung r.:an , gasping for breath , 

hi s wnole being cry .:.r:g out in h is los ing battle with 

jeath , as his blood con~eals within him and he f~nally 

:ii es . Michal tur·1s to h i m and e.sks , 

"What do you t'ea r y ou th , and why de y ou th us murmur 7 
How is it t ha t a ll living beings ha ve desi r ed sleep ? 
The sl eeo of d "-ath is lon~ and plea.sen t , · 

- • 11 
Without ter !'i fyi ng dreams - so why b e afraid? 

~he poet asks cynically, wnet~er he trusts in the va l n 

idol of hope and e.~1s , 

" There is onl y one hope , and t hat is death" 

As h e c ontinues , one can not help but feel t he poet ' s 
i dsnti :'icati on with tt:e dying y outh . 

" i'hen die , ;-'OU who are expir ing l 
Your bed in t h e grave means only rest . 

er 7 



T:;ese who are alb·~ du I pi ty , 
Lest th ey will yet l i ve , and s u"fer t il l the 

t:"l"'f'!Ve . 

'.'v'he th er you go to t ne Sr.eol , or i:.he h ea ·1ens , 
To chaos should you return , or to eternal 

obli·;:on , 
Hanpy a"e you l Oblivion end Sheol a r e better 

th.an li:e . 
T'1ey are bet ter than t ne worl.i , this murderous den . " 

Thus Le.,enso hn ends with his observation t~at the 

dying yout h wi ll not find hell in t he grave , because 
-13 

hell can 0nly be found on e arth . 

This oitter ar.d sarcastic poem requires little 

com,-r-en~ary . 

In the pla gue , Mic11al has found a per!'ect foil for 

his own misfortune , and uses it to cr y out oitterly 

a~ainst a worl1 w ~ich hss been so cruel to him 9nd 

which has proven to ~e for ~im , 
..., ti 

11 A h el 1 on Eart:11! 

Wi1en he add resses the vouth , it is n ot wi th t he ttnf eel -

in~ remarks of an insensitive observer . We r ealize 

t ha t he is s peaking to himsel f , observing the s ymptoms 

of his own strur;e;le with death , and wondering why human 

be'!"'gs battle so narc1 r.o remain alive , when life can 



mean only fUrther pP. i n and agony; when the grave is 

so inviting with its promise o f surcease f rom struggle, 

and restful slumber . 

His unconcerned manner, while wa lking about i n 

the midst o f the in~ ected city , focuses t~ e readers 

attention u yon the fatal nature of t he poet's illness 

which permits him to have such a carefree attitude to-

war d death. The s pectre of death is a horr i ble image 

to normal people suddenly stri cken by the fatal 

plague ; but death wh tch 13 so fearful to t h em, has 

been Lebensohn ' s constant life' s companion . 

Indeed , the poe t ll!.Uses upon t he fear f ul contrast: 

t hey , t hat is the people s tricken by the pla gue , qui ckly 

live or die, but he naither lives nor dies . 

7j 
To the Stars , is a poem which t~e sick poet 

7(., 
wrote i n t he last year of his agonizing illness . The 

poet has been impressed by the grandeur of nature and 

the wonder of life , but in his af~licti on, he cannot 

hel p bu t grow impatient with the conflict whi ch tears 

at his f aith , the lov eliness of t h e universe and the 
1 1 

desolation of his own body. 



With the setting of the s~n, the stars march out 

upon the seas of heaven . The poet is moved by t h e 

beauty of t he scene and cal J s upon t he heavenly hosts 

to stop f or a moment and tell him who t i· ey are. 

Are they far off lands as t r.e astronomer teache&? 

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 w!sdom and understanding 

for him who can read them . Or do t.bey sing to God with 

the music of t h e spheres, as described by Pythagoros 

and Plato. t he ancient Gr~ ek philosophers who believed 

t ha t the stars sang of t he greatness of creation; 

philosophers who listened intently to catch the heavenly 

strains? 

Is it true t h& t t he souls of the righteous do dwell 

among the plains of light , that t hey leave t he world 

of d eath to r ejoice in eternal pleasantness ? But the 

poet does not know and he continues to ask , "Who are 

you?". His desir e is to have the veil of secrecy rent 

from the stars for a moment , so that he might see t h eir 

secrets , even a t the cos t of his li f e . He continues , 

I o r 
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11 I remember when I was J' ust :'a.s~ s y " even . 
My foot had .it:f;t tl"'Od u :::on lU'e ' s threshhold . 
Then th~ chila stood on the hilltno 
And a lready raised his eyes to you:~ 

The littl e boy wou ld stand wi th an Rstonished 

heart , andh is ey es would b e sweet with tears . ~e 

wind would seem to '"nisper into his ear t i1e secret 

spee ch of t h e angels . Th6~ , as e lad of twelve , he 

betzan s.s1{:.ng "Wno a t>e you'? , " with t ne simple uninvolved 

o~estioning of a young boy . 

But now he asks this same question no longer in 

i nri oc ent and naive v.o nder , but rather as one who ha s 

s e en life in its bitter real ity . 

" Now , please listen to a y o·J. th 1 s v oice, 
Though my days be f ~w here on earth , 
Yet does my hear t wi thin me expire , 
Hav ing seen a f flicti on , illness and ruin~ 

~i r.hal rebels against his sti fling frust r ations ; 

"Answer me , O a nswer , who :i well on high 
On your e~erne.1 courses , stop for a moment , 
A las my soul i s weary with the whole world 
• - ' • II In which man is born to toil and trouble , 

The poe t vents hi s a gonizing feelings upon t h e sad world 

of men . 
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" fiisre vii ckedn ess .l'e::. ldes and evil d oas dwell 
And in~amous ma:ice does smooth its tonrue . ' 
Here ~al~e belief sprearts its rearful wrath; 
At her l'l p;h t hand , her brother ' s falsehood stands ." 

Rel igious hatred is also ramnsnt . 

" In its mouth a merciful God , 1n its right hand 
a sword , 

Pravin~ a rd kneeli r p; while destroying; 
And i n the na~e of a forgiving God , 
Tear ng like e wolf et everi ti'.3c . " 

Michal describes the world as one whi ch wa s cast away 

in anger by its creator . Seeing its opportunity , neath 

pounced t4pon the world , and now holds it eternally in 

its claws . •ro this wes added misfortune , w: ich cama 

with gnashing t eeth , aPflicting man all the days of 

his life . Time has become high priest of death, 

sacriricing its guilt o 'ferings on t he alt~r of ever y 

~rave . The poet , weary of this wo:'ld , lonr s for the 

stars , asking t n em to oo~n t~eir lips and te~~h the 

youth who has come to them , seeking t r eir li ~ht and 

truth . 

Suddenly he i s beset with doubi:s , 

"Does vii c1< ed"'less sane-ti r y its elf amonp- you too , 
Despoilin~ and c r ying , robbing end oraying? 
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Does flatcery clu&k icselr ln p ie t y , t , ere too , 
Br inging the µ ~re of heart to the pit? 

Do you see truth then eye to eye , 
Do y ou perceive t i e secret of cr eation whi rh is 

too lofty f or rnQn? 
Dn :rou know :-tO'.'.' e:"_i .. :: Qr•c,. ·;,""' c:; y; r ·: - ! '"tt of 

r('I t-r ~ · -r "f ~ , 

With the 1 aw of eterri ty in 1 ts ws.rp and woof? 11 

The poe t wonders wh eth er t he sarre laws rule the 

he&vens ss the eartho DoPs death ascend even to the 

stars ? Are t-nere old and gre. stars among them too? 

Does the grest bear die Vllth its child ren? Has the 

sun ' s eyes dinnned , or , on the o~~er hand , ha~ eternal 

life been g iven to tr-e stars for their portion , so that 
I 

t hey have ce~sed to count t he days and years ? out the 

poet realizes the futility of h' c questjons ; since for 

y ~P.'t· S witliout end have t he wisest rr.en sourtht out , 

studiPd , and asked of the star!'! but t h ey have sought 

in v~in , because, 

" To man , who is vanity , you d o not giv e ear , 
~t1ute ancl deef do you pursue your eternal courses ." 

In the deys of the worlc 1 s infancy wh en the stars 

wer e man ' s ~ods end later when t he uni t y of God was 

nrocla~ med, t hro 1rrout &11 the a g Ps , 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 his band upon 

your lips ." i 8 

From this poem we gather th.at Lebensohn coul.d 

1'rest ~ought from the stars other than a cold and 

relentless s t are . 

The sick poet consoles himself with the thought 

th.at no man bas ever been able to lift the veil which 

the mighty God bas stretched over the secreta or his 

universe . The haunting mysteries or love and life, 

death and despair ; these were not to be fathomed by 

the youth.1'ul, but dying poet . 

Of the other works in the Kinor Bat Zion , there 

ia b ut a single poem which is Zionist in subject 
1Cf 

matter. In bis poeir., Tbe Toss~J Twig, t he poet sings 

of a t wig being t ossed aimlessly upon the surging 

waves of the seas . 

To this query , 

"Alas , poor t wig, whither go you! What marks 
your way? 

Forlorn you stray. 
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Storm and t he whirlwind know you, 
Darken your way." 

the ans wer is given: 

" Once 1n a leafy' tre e , there was my home . 
Torn f rom a swaying branch, friendless I roam . 
Plucked from the j oyous green tha t gave me birth, 
What is my life to me, and of what wor th? 
Thus do they taunt me, w1 th none to ss.ve, 
Prey of t he wh irlwind , the s torm and t he ws.ve . " 

In this simpl e allegory , both the life or t he poet and 
}II 

t he fate of his people are s ymboli zed . 

Though the poet had grown old prematurely, he 

was only a short span or time removed from bis child-
'1 1 

hood. In his poem, Child~, Michal s t rikes t he lost 

and forgotten chord of ch ildhood , emitting a nostalgic 

and charming tune . 

"A garden of God is our childhood , each day 
A festival radiant with laughter at1d play, 
And angels of peace g&ther t here in the glen, 
And tiotoe on carpats of flowers , and t hen 
Joy , giee and frolic and innocent run -
These are the blossoms that smile at the sun . 
Far from the tumult, tar from the crowd , 
Only t he singi ng of birds is allowed. 
Roo fed by a heaven of purest blue, 
Earth dressed in garments of radiant hue. 
No care or s orrow, no tearful pr ayer " ,~ 
Shat ter the beauty and loveliness there . 

~-----------------... ......-



These and other poems became poetic tunes when 

the "Harp of the Daughter of Zion" was plucked by the 

master hand of Micah Joseph Lebensohn . "But alas , 

the harp tell t oo soon from the feeble hands of the 
93 

sick poet." 
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Chap ter II:~ 

Idea s and Infl aence 

When Micah Joseph Lebensobn passed away in the 

middle of the nineteenth c entury , little did he realize 

that the time of his death would become a natural time 

division , signali ng new life for modern He bre• literature . 1 

The publication of Michal ' s Shi ra i Bat Zion i n 1851 , 

a v olume of poans with a fr e shness and naturalness 

heretofore unknown , and t he birth of the Hebr~w novel 

from the pen of Mapu, bot~ mark the beginni ng of the 

revival (Romantic pe;•iod) of Hebrew litere.ture . l. Wi t h 
I 

the exce pti on of Hokmat Yisrael during the Galician 
t 

period , Hebrew litere.ture now 1 eft behind e. century of 

e f fort lacking in creativen es s and originality . Al l 

too often it was, in spi rit and form1 r; poor imita tion 

of stifling European classicism . 3 In keeping with the 

drynes s a nd f~rmality of t his old pseudo- classic 

lit erary spirit , Hebrew literature was likewise deistic 

and rationalis t ic in a most colorless fashion . Since 

the medieval f lame of Yebuda Hal evi , there had been no 

grea·t national idea or stirring emotion which could 
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f ir e the imagination . But , just as the German romanticist 

turned back to t he d~ys of Wehmgericht or the Teutordc 

knights , Dumas to the cape and sword , Scott and the 

.S' subsequent pre- RaphEta.ite poets to the middle ages , the 

sickly Vilna youth blew the urea th of poet ic life intc 

the classic g i ants of Israel ' s Bib~ical and Medieval 

past . When for mental convenience we mark the beginrinf 

of romanticism in France with Rousseau about 1762 , ~n 

Germany with Goethe , Herder , Schiller and Wieland about 

1 ?81 , in England with the pub lice.tion of the 11Lyrice.l 
I. 

Ball ads" o!' Wordsworth and Coleridge , then the publics. ti on 

of the Shirai Bat Zion shortly before the death of its 

young creator , gives rise to a new era in Hebrew 

11 tera ture . 

Even though romanti cism was a belated blossom i n 

Hebrew Literature; Michal ' s poetry still came before 

its time , for there is noth ing like it in th~ poetry 

which preceeded ni.m , and its continuation was delayed 

in ~oming directly after him . It was only in t he time 

of t.he Hebrew renaissance that t he seeds that were 

planted in the f i eld of Hetrew poetry finally sprouted . 

Lebensohn ' s poetry was an oasis in the Haskalah 
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11 t ere ture w~ich s uf-~:=red l' r om an overload of verbiage , 

a wailing lack of talent , end the artificiality of its 

false pathos . Michal's poetry did not serve as an 

instrument of propaganda, as a means to an end , but was 

rath er an end 1~ itself . In his poetry we do not find 

communal or didactic goal s , or t ~e bat t les of his 

generation , because its basis was i n art, feeling , and 

beauty . w 

In this respect Michal ' s poetry is all t he more 

~ startl~ng in the light of t h e severe criticism meted 

out to the contemporary Hebrew literature of his day • ., 
Kleinman sarcastically comments on the "e=ilightenment 

• II ana knowledge which was be ~ng fostered by t he growth 

of small .::roups of "Maskilim" in Ru -:.: ie . Be s i ngles 

out for particular "distincti on" , the large center of 

Haskslah in Vilna where the wreath we q placed on the 

bead of tt.e '' poet" , Adam Hakohen Lebensohn . Kleinman 

wryly states that altno~gb Adam Hakohen was merely an 

i dle teacher who learn ed a gres t amount of Bible and 

Gra.zrut&r , arrl also a little of foreign language . yet he 

managed to in j ec t "inspiration" into his barr en ver ses . 

There are poems of Adam , although few, tha t we can still 

read t oday with pleasure , though : y our standards Adam 
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never was e poet. KlGiruns.n comr;isrts t hat Hebrew 

literature was ln such a ~1ad state that it is no wonder 

that Adam wore the poet's crown , and that the eyes of 

the Ma.s:{ilim round about were raised toward him, al though 

there were those ~ho were greater t nan Adam in J\iciische 

Wi5senschaft , ~oth 1n the language of science and 

writing a b111 ty . Kleirune.n admits gri.:.dgingly t !lat the 

center of Haskalah in Vilna did have a great t nfluence 

upun Rus sian Jewry in gcn13ral , e$pec1ally upon the 

development of modern Heb1'ew literature. The Songs in 

the Sacred Tongue of Adam Hakohen, in spite or a ll their 

defects , are the r. ornerstones in the structure of our new 

literature . Likewise , mar1y have read and been influenced 

by Kalman Shulman 1 $ b ooks succ as Mysteries of Paris , 

The History of the World , and History of Schola rs of 

l~ael . Kleinman does no1t f ail to add that not one of 

these books wer e orie~nal , but that thPse imitations 
10 

were in line witn tbe taste of that generation. 

Micah Joseph Lebensohn also trar1slated many works 

of forej gn authorship . Ii~deed , even his original works 

are in many instances clos e a.proxlma tions of European ,, 
poetry. K. A. Ba rtin! , i :n dealing with the original 
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and the translation~ in the work cf \tl.chal , gives us 

a more obj ect ive i nsight into the tendency o~ the part 

of Haskalah writers t0 translate and imitate European 

literature . 

Most of the wri ters of ~he Haskalah spaded at one 

and the SB.llle time in two fields , the field of the 

origi nal and the field of trans lation, both of whi ch 

were equally worthy in their sight to serve the new 

literature coming into being . The tendency to tra nslate 

secular literature was due to tr.ree reasons : 
,., 

1 . To emple y the use of Hebrew tongue for the 

purpose of turning ~t into a t rue organ of expression 

for all shades of tho ..ight and feel ing . t.l.. 

2 . To give the Jewlsh reader a taste of the beauty 
~ ... ~ 

of Japhet (Eurooean culture) ; to foster the cultural-

aesthetic values and thP s ocial ideas which the Hebrew 

wri ters preach~. Therefo re many of the liaskalah writers 

felt t heir principa~ pUI'pose to be translation and re

worki~g of secular works . Their i nf luence is consequently 
13 

recorded in this area . (P.g . Kalman Shulman) 

3 . For the seke of lendi ng greater s cope t o the 
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personality of the wr!.t&r ~[ll'ough blending his own 

experiences and tho .ights with t hose t hat were expressed 

i I~ n the creations of the o t h er peoples . 

With the cutt i ng through cf the fir~t window, 

l ook~ng out upon the broad heretofore unknown world , 

it was natural that the Hebrew 'Nriter should grow dr1.lilk 

with all the grandeur whi ch burst upon him , and t ha t 

he S~ Juld seek to share with the Jew1 sh members of his 

generation at least the smallest portion of t h is great 
1.5' 

weo.ltho 

The 1m¥act of ger.eral culture upon Mi chal is 

clearly demons trated ~Y the range of bis int erests and 

translations . From his woPk~ we can sense the youthful 

attempt to encompass t h e whole llterary world . The 

f act t hat he translated the works of German, Italian 

and Greek authors s'.lggests the ex:uih erance of youth 

which , in refusing t o recognize any restrictions or 

bounds , fl ies in wide arcs of admira tion f r om one 

beautiful dis c overy to another , overwhelmed by all t he 

l iterary treasures wh ich lie wai ting to be tasted . 

Fichman 1
' r evealed in hi s time (and after him 
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others) the source of th e s hnrt poem Forsaken Bo"'th, 

which is a reworkin~ of a poem cal led La Feuille by the 

Fl~ench poet and fab-t 1st Antoine Vincent Arnault . It 

is probable that Michel used the French source . Michal ' s 

biographers do not stress bis knowledge of French ; 

however , it ts a fact t ha t he trans lated a fable by 

La Fontaine wr1i ch he ent.itled The Wolf and the Kid. , 17 

'~ whi ch is very close to the original . Thus , in his 

letter to his friend Senior Sachs , he asks whether he 

' " left his French dictionary with h im . From these facts 

Ne gather t hat in the last year of life , Michal was 

interested in French works . Moreover , a poem was found 

w~ich is completely a translat : on of the poet La.martinr 
)0 

which Mi chal called Vanity Under the Heavens . In the 

original edit ion of Kiner Bat Zion this poem was placed 

at the end without any remark . It is possible that 

Adam Hakohen found the poem amofig hie son ' s writings 

and did not know it was a translation . !t i s also 

possible that he knew this fact , cut he did not bother 
11 

to mentio n it . Thi s poem , Vanity Under the Heavens, is 

in fac t one of Michal ' s most successful translations . 

I n it all the vers es are kept in terms of content and 

s tructure , and s i nce French poetry was built on the 
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numb er of syllables ~rid net on the rhythm , Michal was 

happy t o keep the oxact number of syllabl es as in the 

original (eleven syl lables) omit t ing only th e rhyme as 

he did also in trans lating fr-om Goethe and others . The 

name of the French original is L'I3olement (Lonelines s). L~ 

The t on e of Michal's most typica l ly lyrical poems 
tl Z.. 'i 

such as The Prayer and the Holiday of the Spr i ng r eminds 

one cf French romanticism in it~ most stormy period . 
-i t: 

Michal ' s poem To the Stars contains a go od deal of 

Laroartine ' s poem Le Soir , and s t rongly resembles 

Lamartine 's poem , Les Et oiles . A comparison yi elds the 

same scrutiny of thF: cosmic secrets 1 t he s ame comparisons , 

and even the same questions . The three first stanzas 

of Michal ' s poem The Prayer resemble almost in every
-=> I So 

thing the first port i on of Lamartine ' s poem.f)called, 
.... "11> 

La Pr i ere . 

The fact t hat Michal i ncor porated within his own 

works the genius of others should not detr act from his 

talent and ability. Like every young poet , he t oo was 

subject tc influences . It is important to recogni ze 

t hat in wrestl ing with the material of ot h ers , Michal 

1~ an unstilt ed and natural fashion , succeeded in pour·ing 
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out hi s own molds by s1 ::igul11r·l-y making b"rrowed themes 
)..1 

and influences his own . 

There a re t hree main aspect s in the poetry of 
t~ · Lebensohn ; the personal, national and the universal. 

All of Michal 's poetry is tied to his personal tra9 ·edy . 

ijowever , on t h e anvil of his profound suffering, he beat 

out a universal poetic patte:-n w!1ich reflects and high

lights a suf r' eri ng humanity, tortured by its eternal 
!.I 

questions , absorbing the ba t ter ing blows of fate . In 

his poem To t h e Stars he s peaks about himself and his 

illness . He expresses the feel i ng that t her e i s no life 

on earth for the a~fli cted poet in pain . This feeling 

envelops h im completely and finds express i on in a whole 

chain of lyrical po ems which are outstanding for t he ,_, 
depths of sorrow t o w l~ch they give utterance. In the 

Cholera in Berlin , t ~e plague did not frighten the poet 

for life is more fearful , particularly a life devoid 

of heal th1 or hope cf ever b ei ng well ; a life of endless 

pain whos e goal is only an early grave . One for whom 

the whole world has become a grave , for one who t astes 
30 

t he pangs of hel l on earth, death holds no ter r or. 

Thus , in the poem , Holiday of Spring , the1' e bursts 
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for th the cry , " Cursed forever be the love of l i fe" . 

Michal i s by nature not a dark and despairing 

pes s i mist . He does not really want to die. He loves 

lire a nd thirsts ror its pleasures , though they are not 

destined to be fulfilled . lie is desirous of the j oys 

of existence , and tbe beauty of cr eativity; therefore , 

the thought of the nearness of death and its untimely 

inevitability is difficult to accept , "O how d readful 

it is tv go r ejoicing to the grave when soul and s pirit 
J "L 

cling to life . " The po et's love for life is evidenced 

by bis partiality to the spring , because it meant life 

resurrected , life beg inning , bloom , as against the autumn 

w ich presaged the arrlval of winter when life ceases . 

In winter Michal see s the symbol of death. 

We find in the works of Michal a stror;g religious 

echo . To the young poet faith and hope are life itself. 

Whereas , to his father , Ml.am Hakohen , knowleG.ge meant 

light , beauty , and life; to Michal it suggests doubt 

which consumes hope and fai t h . Th.is aspect of the poet ' s 

thinking i ~ sharply defined in Kohelet where wisdom 
3J 

des troys hope a!'ld faith . 

Despite the influences of his day , the ra1th i n 
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and the a f:' irmation of l i fe on t i1e part of t h e poet was 

the product of an inhereGt a nd f irm rel igious fe eling. 

It is true that he was inf luenced by pantheism through 

his a ssociation with Sachs , who was an authority on 

Ibn Gabirol whose philosophical s pecul~tions reflected 
, • . . ) 'I 

d~: io1te panthels~ic ~ee'Yliings . Likew!s e , some critics 

feel that Scbellin5 ' s i nfluen ce must have been a 

r omantic a~d pantheis t ic on e , However, it is interesting 

snd i :npor tenJt to note t~ia t Lebensohn attended Schel ling 's 

lectures after the philosopher had stopped lecturi ng 

at the university . Schell ing at t his period of his 
lf 

life was stressing myt~l ogical t hemes . Therefore , in 

his poem Ratafilah, Michal outdoes the Psalms in saying 

that the heavens t hems e l ves can not tell t he glory of 

God . I t is man alone , of ~11 creatures bles s erl with 

reason , who can a pproach a nd recognize God , and thus 
' ' (, 

" from the lap of death be oorn into 11 r e' • 

Lebensohn's aversion to pant he ism is understandable 

wh en we realize tha t Haskalah , meaning enlightenment , 

dei.~ le s human res.sor. as being supreme a~d the essence 

of life 1 t self . Therefore , there woul".1 be s. logical 

rejection to se eing life in matter . 
Ti 1e strongest 
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feeling evidenced in the poem is one of religios i ty, 

as inf e r red by the title
1

The Prayer . In this poem there 

is no t hi ng expressed w!1i ch c ould be deemed untraditional . 

God is slmlghty , omnipotent , and omnipres ent . To God 

does man t •.irn in s 1l ent pre:rer and with a tear . In 

Him does man place his hope a., d trus t ; therefor e i s 

man confident even in a world of turmoil and conflict . 

llUcb.al signi f icantly closes the poem, 

"And blessed are you hoartfelt prayer , 
For upon your win0s ls healing for ever y wound , 
Like tbe dew t hat fallu from the wide heavens , 
Do you revive man's heart , and heal his spirlt . " 37 

Thus the conclusion is of a traditionally rel i gious 

nature . 

The body of the poem i ,s ant1-panthe1st!c . God 

is net equated with nature . Nstur e is not only subser

vient co God , it is no t eve1a man ' s equal. Nat.ure is 

comp l etely li f eles s , and only man breathes the spirit 

of life into it . Natur e i t s el f can not pray , and 

without man everything is dead . 

"My mouth did I give t o those that coulj not speak , 
Tb e wind only storms, the storm only rages , 
Tho•.lgh t h e cedars of God move , t hey do not pray , 
The bird only murmurs and chi rps in t he wood~ . 
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Can the heavens speak , th e firma~ant relate 
There bei ng no sol~l ~d t l. :.:1 them 1: () lo::g and l;O 

yearn·? 
My spirit alone within them speaks a s my mouth 

gives utterance . 
A living v oid are t ·~ey without knowledge or r eas on . 

A ~ero dead corpse is t h e world too , 
Ana in 1t do move cl()ds withou t li ~e , 
Dead too a.re a l l they who live upon it , 
For to the living God they cannot lift their eyes . 

But ma.n, behold he does live 
And without him death is everywhere . 
For ~is heart perceives God , his eye does see Hi m. 
He is t b e eye of all existenc~ s.nd t he world 's 

hes.rt ." 3r 

It would be d i ~ fi cult to interpret t his as anything 

but the traditio~al Je~:.sh attitud e of man's centrali ty 

i~ a universe created and ruled by cne Goe . 

In a let t er to Shs.dal , Mich.al expreszes hls love 
3<f 

for Israel and his faith in its God . 

" Far be it from me to t hink evil or unworthy 

thoughts . The t : ea s of Kohelet a re no~ my i dea s , nor 

are his thoug~ts mine, ~er I am upright with my God , 

bopi~g in silence and t r usti ng in his salvation even 

in times of trouble . iie is my r efuge in the deys of 

my sickness a nd depre s s i on . Taer e~ore , do not attribute 

the t houghts of Kohelet to my heart or soul . I have 

l'\o t taken any i1es.s :' r om a !'oreign poet , ne:the r i n t:-.e 

poa~ 0~ Jael nj ~ in this o~e , no~ in my :r.terpreta~: on 

of the ~igu~e s of Minerva a r.d Medu ssa , =or ~t :s no: 
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my custom to do so . Rat~8r , ~ll t~e i d eas of doubt are 

written in the book of Kohelet itself , an d I only 

beautify them and put them in orcer . I a .:ded to t h em 

for t~e sake 0f aesthetics just as I have taken my 

subjects :'rem the Seng of Songs . The ideas ot' these 

two poems, are only t o s how t he greet and fearful c o~-

trest between these twc books , a s I wrote in my 

't"eJ:narks on the poem of Kohelet wh: ch wet:e in tended to 

remove every obstacle from before those who are young. 

However , I have l i stened to your voice of r eproof , and 

I have changed e..nd added things within the poem and more 
4 C 

at its end es you can see for yourself t od ay . " 

In truth Lebensohn added very little if anythi~g 

to the traditicnal stories of t he heroes in the Shire i 

Bat Zion . I n general t here is nod eep phil osophy expressed 

in the poems . ~i chal 1 s str ~ngth seems 

t.o lie in d escribing the natural beauty of the holy 

land , , . 11 some cases more effec ti ve tr.an ot !::ers, to 

·aescribe th e feelings of the char&cters wd ch are no t 

given in the s t r i ct econo~y of the Bi blical nar r ative 

or of the fo l k l egend . A great deal of Michal ' s claim 

t o fame lies in ti·_e f act t h at be was among the very 
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first to a ttempt t his type of character portrayal and 

development • His de lineation of ci:la.racter and 

circumstance at test to his aesthetic sense and 

literary ability , but do es not really indicate any deep 

philosophic i nterest or grasp . Singing of death, love, 

spring , or emotional conflicts, does n~t make one a 

philosopher or a critic or the social system . What 

i mpressed most admirers of Michal was that for the 

first time in modern Hebrew literature a poet had managed 

t o express personal emotions in a natural fashion . 

'.:'hat be ~as not always successful is not t he point . 

A~ter all he was also t he produc t of his generation . 

This 1s evident in the manner in which occasional ly he 

fall s back upon the didactic s tyle of Adam and his 

fellow Maskilim in digressing and expounding almost 

parenthetica l ly on themes w··1ich began in a personal and 
'f I 

fresh manner . 

The personal basis is the s t arting point in 

Lebensohn's development , but universal ism is its end 
~ l.. 

point , culminati on , and peak . The genius of t he young 

poet bec ome s strikingly evident wh en we comprehend the 

bread base of his thoug h t and po etry . In embracing 

IL '1 
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and fusing into his literary pers onality the unive,...sal 

genius of mankind , as illustrated by his ~ i c._o ce 

translations of Bomer , Virgil , Horace, Shiller , Goethe , 

Heine , Miechewicz , and Al fieri , Michal et t be same time 

has given to Hebrew literature its Biblical- national 
t-13 

poetry , par excellence . In the Shirai Bat z~, Michal 

is one of the poets of Zion ; not one who wept for the 

exile , but ratber the poet of our past, of the spring-

1 ~~ t me and strength of our national li f e . 

It is interesting t hat the subjects of the f irst 

and last poems in Shirai Bat Zion a.re , like Lebensohn, 

poets of Zion . The first is Soloffion of Biblical days , 

wno sang one thousand and f ive sor.gs in the holy city 

of Jeruss.1 em ; and t he other , the greatest poet of t.11e 

middle a ges , who als o reached the gates of the city , 

the gates of Zion . Al l the subjects of the six popms 

are heroes of Israel w~o lived and died for their 

peo ; le . Michal ' a identificatlon with t he poets and the 

heroes of Zi on is a clear ir.dication of his love for 
~r 

and his dedication to Israel . 

This ls important to rem ember in t ~ e light of t~e 
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contention or some that M~sk1lim like Mic'1.a.l carried 

the germ of assimilati~n , that in t h e search f or 

general knowledge they infected t hemselves with the 

d isease of asslmilation and cor.tami nated others . It 

merits rep etition to note t he aver increasing arc 

o~ secular knowledge achieved by young Lebensohn; t h is 

broadening of the poet ' s cultural b&se , served only 

to ae pen his powers in expressing the glory and 

romance of h i s own people . Th is observar.ion is sll the 

more striking when we r ecobnize t t at w~ ile Adam ' s poet~y 

is general , abs tract , and not bound with any s t r ong or 

r e cognizable b ond to Jewi~h c:mt ent , M:.chal sang the 

so:i3 s of J ewish heroes . '1'ihereas his father ' s poems 

were ca~led , Poe~s of the Sacred To~, the son called 
l.{i, 

his book, S ongs of the Da ugJ-.ter of Zion . 

Michel , lH:e Ma pu and Kalma n Sh ullr.s:- , is n&t!.ons.l:s t i c 

and Zion!st:c even beCo~e Z! oni s~ . ~e is a Zicnist 
k--~ 

-na~~~g b een 1.mmersad in Tsne~b , and i n the glowing age 
11 1 i t - t, of kings e.nd prophet s of IsrE. el. In h s n roc.uc _on 

to Shirai Be.t Zi on , he writ;e s , " Yy C. ear reeder , whose 

1 and whose God is my God , arise and people is my pe.o; _e 

~-----------------~ 
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come now with me , for on the wings of poetry will I 

car ry you today to the h cly land , end altho '.lgh other s 

have taken her to t hemselves , beho~d she is ours , 

beceus e with rivers s.nd str9ams of blood anc tee.rs r~ve 
Yf 

we acquired its holy s oi l." In h is poen1 , Forss.ken Bougb, 

the twig wr. ich symbolizes Ierael is asked why it is 

not watchful of the stc:rm and for what reason i t wanders . 

To t h is 1 t answer s , "On a lea f y tree did I dwel l in 

peace ; suddenly w~s :l: cast away . Before my time was 

I plucked . If , rrom the place of my birth, I mu st 

wa nder , then whet is life t o me? 'Iberefore let them 

ca:"1·y me , a.ni let the a.r.gry v;a ters lift me end turn me 
'1 CJ about . ,, 

With th e publicet!on of Shirai Bat Zion , there 

began in the Hebrew literature of the Haskale.h, a 

shoi·t period of " l ove of Zi on" . Althcugh Me.pu'a famous 

nov~l , 11 Lo\'e of Zion" was not i r::'luer.ced by Michal and 

'NS.s begun a long time before Lebensohn wrote his poems, 

1 the Shirai Bat Zion wa s published before navert:ie ess , 

Con sequently the period of "th e love of Mapu 1 s book . 

/ 1. 7 
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S.J 
his genius in his works . 

Had not Lebensohn died so young, he might have 

become the greate~t lyric poet o~ t:- e 5eske.lah n:ov ement . 
£"1 

~n the central figure of Hasyal&h ~oetry , Juc&b Loeb 

Gordon , we see the unmistakabl e :~fluen ce of Micah 

J~seph Lebe~sohn . Gordon a l so began his literary care er 

as a ron:a~tic , r evert:ng t o t he a~cient or meeieval 

world forhis material . The i~fluence of Mich.el is 

evident i n a number of poems , written by G-orcc n during 

his rom.s.nti~ mood , the best known of w'. i ch is , The Lov~ 

of David and Michal . This ~o em is siudlar t o the 

:la.rrat:.ves of Leber.sohn in meter , r~yme , e.nd somewhat 

in r oma::ti c flavor . Gorden, however , never a~hieved 

t h e mel low style , the pr o~oun1 sentimer.t , or t~e 

~'J 
serene romanticism w~ich mark t~e works of Mi c:i.al . 

t.swct. r. , ::Jeug-....te r of Potifera., Davie a nd Bs.rzilai , In 

the Depth of tte O~ ean , an~ In the Li ons Jews , are poems 

of' Gordon in wh .:. ch the 1nf1 uer:c e of Michel can a l so be 

seen . "Ales Brct~er l", writ ten by Gorda n on the 

occasion of Lebensohr:. ' s death , is imtued wi~h ~ine 

sent~ent and noble grie~ at the pa ssi~g of the young 
r : 

poet , friend , a~d ~nspirer of Gores~ . 

I "L 1 



Micah Jose~h Lebenso~n was a Eebrew poet in all 

his being with his deep love of Zi on , his :i edicat ion 

to the sacred tongue , t h rough w~_ich medium he poured 

out his heart ; this an cient F.astern language wri ch he 
11 

cqverted into a moC. ern Western idiom. But with the SIT. 

of his pers onc. l pain , and the prayer !'or hi s fe.1 th a nd 

pe ople , like e ll great writers a~d creators he was 

also ur.1versal in his song of love far all mankind , 
:-7 

the worlrs of all r.aen and al J nations . ~ 

Al tho ~gh t h e s ons of Michal was cut off in the 

middle , the sickly youth who fought with 11~e and 

courted t he poe tic muse overcame bis fete . For many 

years the scent of his yout~ful fragra'-ce was preserved. 

in all t h e poetry e:""ter hb:. • !ii the lyric portions of 
, 

Gorda n , 1n the chirt::ing s one;s o~ 11.ene , in the half 

choke<l sounds of Shapiro , end even in the beginnings 

of our newly revived poecry , t~ere is still fel t his 
H 

strength and insr iration . 

His early d eath deprived Hask&lah poetry of one 

of its mighty supports , ~or in Michal was combined 

M.a.pu ' s visionary magic wi t h the sharp ss tirice.l power 



of Gor:ion . :::e !1e..! m~ny power .. t:1at reme.ined un:-evesled; 

but whs t l s vlsi"ole ~rom the hand!"..tl of lii s works , shows 

us a man of stature . His 1eath was e. loss t o his 

genera t1on ; a fen Uy mourning for all the Jewish 

wri tars ar.d s chola:rs . Every~ne "elt that a cbosco son 

bad died . Re was belov r.'d not on1.y to his father , b ut 

also to t.l1e irascible Sua=al ; he wcs a favorite child 
G·• 

to Zunz and Sachs ; :-?or cou~c ¥&l..ag forget him . The 

unsenti~ental Gor jon many 7ea~s s~ter Michal ' s death, 

brought him to mind !n a elegy wh!cb testifies to the 

mys ter11"US echo w:;!ch the young poet l eft in the hearts 

'., of bis generation . 

" From the wall s or your heart , t he divine har p 
Did Zion 's daughtP.r hear , forgett~ng all gr!e~ . " 

t _:I 
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