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. 
THE POETRY OF RACHEL 

Rachel is one of the most popular poets in modern 

Hebrew literature. • Ber poems are an integral part of 

Israeli Folk culture . Many Israelis can quote by heart 

from the poems of this remarkable woman whose life and work 

are intertwined in the popular imagination . When Naomi 

Shemer, Israel's best known popular song-composer, charac-

terizes a typical room in a young kibbutz, she mentions the 

volume of Rachel's collected poems on the book shelf. 1 Her 

poetry is exquisitely simple and spans a range of subjects 

and depth of emotion. It is so personal that it is dif-
. ' 

ficult to separate the poem from the poet. The elegance and 

rhythmic movement of the poems have inspired numerous musi-

cal compositions. 

Not only is Rachel's poetry central to the literary 

culture of Israel but the songs composed to these poetic 

texts have become some of Israel's best known folksongs. 

The accessibility and great p~pularity of the poems, as 

well as the way they live in the songs of the people, has 

formed the basis for this project. The spectrum of music 

available for performance covers a wide range from the 

simplest folk song to art songs and ensemble works. 

An iJl\Portant observation about the poems of Rachel is 

that they were the first Hebrew poems to be written in a 

conversational style.2 They have an historical significance 
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as an important bridge between the generatiGn of Bialik and 

Tchernichovsky and the middie generation of u.z. Greenberg, 

A. Shlonsky, N. Alterinan, and Leah Goldberg. 3 

As a result of Rachel's widespread popularity, Rachel 

was not taken seriously •enough by her critics. 4 Most 

thought that the simple line of b.er poems needed little 

elucidation. Reuven Kritz devoted an entire book to the 

analysis of Rachel's poetry.5 In his book, he insists that 

Rachel's poems merited an interpretive effort, sin~e they 

possess a co~plex structure with multi-dimensional meaning. 

The simplicity of the line was inspired by a style of 

poetry found in the work of Anna Akhmatova a well known 

Russian poet. Akh.matova was a leader of the Acmeist move-

' ment, which had certain affinities to the Anglo-Alnerican 

Imagists . In 1910 the poet M. Kauzmin, in an essay "Con-
. 

cerning Beautiful Clarity," urged young poets to cultivate 

"accuracy, conciseness, and economy of language'' in reac 

tion against "the mysticism and stylistic vagueness of the 
. 6 

Symbolists" Rachel like Akhmatova was part of this reac 

tion. Another influen~e on Rachel was the French poet 

Francis Jamme. ner translations of both Akhmatova and 

Ja.mme are included in the volume of her poems entitled 

Shirat Rachel published by Oavar in Tel Aviv. 

J 

Much of the Jewish intelligentsia in Poltava were 

influenced by V.G. Korolenko, a Russian writer exiled in 

northern Russia who wrote with qreat optimism and bridged 

-2-
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the writing of Turgenev and Chekhov. Raebel was also 

i nfluenced by Korolenko as she commenced to write poems in 
7 Russian at the age of fifteen. 

Rachel's Hebrew poetry, emerged from a period in 

Palestinian history, 1905-1914, known ~s the Second Aliyah. 

Sizable groups of immigrants made their way into Palestine 

from Europe. These pioneers developed various Socialist 

Zionist philosophies which became the dominant ideoloqy in 

the reconstructed homeland. Their philosophy was a kind of 

religion based on a socialist nationalism.a 

Raebel Bluwstein was born to Sofia and Esar Leib Bluw-

stein on September 20 , 1890 in Saratova, on the Volga River 

in Northern Russia. Rachel's mother, Sofia, was the 

daughter of a Rabbi and raised ~er children in an observant 

Jewish home. Rachel's father had served in the army of 

Czar Nicholas and later worxed as a teacher. 

Shortly after her birth the family moved to Poltava 

where Rachel spent her early childhood and attended school. 

Hebrew was taught in the home to enable the children to 
.J 

understand their prayers, which their mother insisted would 

keep their hearts pure.9 

Rachel's sister Shosbanah described their early days in 

Russia as follows : "Mother, a rabbi's daughter, was not 

only orthodox in her observance but her heart was filled 

with a simple, innocent faith, and in this spirit s he 

reared her children. We studied in an elementary Hebrew 

-J-
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school where the principal was the father of Ber B,orochov , " 

who was one of the first leaders of the Poalei Zion , • 
Workers of Zion, a Zionist party. They later attended a 

Russian gymnasium, and at the age of twelve or thirteen , 

they became greatly influenced by thair older brother, who 
• 

brought home the message of Zionism.10 

Sofia, Rachel's mother, died when she was eight.11 In 

the poem 11Chayitz" , "Barrier", Rachel describes what it 

was like to wear mourning garments which caused her to 

appear different from the other children. She compares the 

sadness of her youth to her infirm -state . Her father 

remarried & woman wno became the hated stepmother and dis

tanced Eesar Leib from his_.c:hildren . 12 

As teenagers, Raebel and Shoshanah moved to Kiev to 
' 

live with an older sister Liza. Rachel studied painting i n 

Kiev and dreamed of becoming a p~inter. In her dreams she 

envisioned living in Eretz Yisrael as she was greatly 

influenced by her older brother who was already living i n 

Palestine. 

In 1909 the two sisters moved to Odessa where they J 

joined other young Jewish students and boarded a ship to 

Palestine. Their intent had been to visit Palestine. 

Rachel planned to study art at the Bezalel Art School and 

Shoshanah hoped to study piano before returning to Rus sia 

to complete their academic studies. 

-4-
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Shoshana wrote: "With the first mouthfpl of Palestinian 

air, we \,lnderstood why we <bad come. We im:aediately cut the 

ties with the Diaspora, realizinq that it was impossible~ 

qo back. We started to learn Hebrew and wanted to be born 

aqain. "13 S~oshanah apd her ... ars't'er~ent&d a ·room in 

Rechovot and beqan to learr Hebrew. They made a vow not t o 

speak Russian as they were intent on beinq reborn in their 

new homeland and wanted desperately to be able to speak 

Hebrew fluently.14 

Another sister, Bat Sheva, joined Rachel and Shoshanah 

in Recbovot after studyinq in a music Conservatory in 

Germany. Their father sent them enough money to buy a 

piano . Soon, their rt>om became the popular meeting spot 

and cultural center for paople ~rom all over the Moshav, 

and they would gather in the evening to sing and listen to 

Bat Sheva play the piano . 

In 1911 in Rechovot, Rachel met Zalman Sha,zar, who 

later became the third President of the State of Israel . 

Sbazar was a writer and intellectual educated in Europe. 

They developed a very close friendship. which continued 
. 

throughout the poet's life. He was her friend, critic and 

admirer· He translated many of her poems into Yiddish and 

many of her poems are dedicated to him.15 
. 

After becoming acclimated to the lanquage and the coun-

try, Rachel dec}ded to study agriculture. She attended an 

agricultural school for girls near the Sea of Galilee which 

-s-
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had been started by Channah Meisel. Eventually, Rachel 

joined a moshav in Degania, a settlement in~e Galilee and 

became a true pioneer. These were probably the happiest 

days of Racbei's life. The memories of her days spent 

working in the fields in the Jordan Valley fill the lines 

of many of her poems. tt was here n~ar the Kinneret that 

Rachel found her true purpose in life and was reborn .16 

Rachel met A.O. Gordon in Degania. Gordon was the 

foremost Zionist philosopher of the Second Aliyah. His 

philosophy influenced the members of this group of 

pioneers. He believed that only by returning to the soil 

and the hard work of making the land of his ancestors rich 

and fertile would the Jewish people actually be redeemed. 

His philosophy was fi-rled with a certain mysticism which 

greatly influenced Rachel and h&r poetry.17 Her very first 

Hebrew poem Halach Nefesh "Mood" was dedicated to Gordon.18 

In 1913 Rachel left Deg~nia for Toulouse, France to 

improve her knowledge of agriculture and to study agronomy. 

When her studies were comple~ed she was ready to return to 

her beloved Kinneret to implement her new skills, but her 

plans were thwarted by the outbreak of the first WorlA War. 

Because she . had a Russian passport, 6 he was not allowed to 

remain in France and was also not allowed to return to 

Palestine. For a short time she joined her brother in Rome 

and studied sculpture. She then returned to her native Rus-
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sia where she lived with family and worked with refugee 

' children. It was during her six years in Russia that she 

contracted tuberculosis. 

In 1919 in the aftemnath of World War I Rachel was 

allowed to return to her beloved new home in Palestine. 

She returned to Degania to ' the work she had left behind, 

though her ill health prevented her fr~m performing the 

difficult labor necessary on the Kibbutz . She wished to 

remain on the Kibbutz and tried to remain useful through 

childcare duties. This, too, became impossible because she 

was diagnosed with tuberculosis and was contagious to the 

children in her care. Rachel had no choice but to leave her 

happiest of homes. 

Thus the last ten years of the poet's life began· She 

spent a short time in Jerusalem, some time in the hospital 

in Safed and finally settled in a room in Tel -Aviv. I t was 

in this room that the majority of her poems were writt~n. 

Two volumes of Rachel's poems were published during her 

lifetime and the last volume was .published posthumously. 

Davar the newspaper in Tel Aviv published her books of 
J 

poetry . The first collection "Safiach" appeared in 1925. 

The title poem of her first collection of poems entitled 

"Safiach'' ( "Aftergrowth") expresses her joy for the poetry 

she was able to create. 

In 1930 "Meneged" "From Afar" was published and the 

posthumous volume,"Nebo" came in 1932. In 1946 Davar pub-

lished Rachel Veshirata which was a collection of essays, 

-7-

) 



memoirs and memorial tributes which was revised and 

expanded in 1971. Her collected poems, Shirei Rachel known 

as the "slender white volume" since it first appeared in a 

white hard cover, is now in its twenty sixt.h edition.19 

A collection of children's poems entitled Babayit 

U'vachutz had oriqinally appeared in 1930. According to 

Uriel Ofek20 the poems were rediscovered in 1974 and repub-

lished much to everyone's surprise . Most of Rachel's 

friends had no knowl~dqe of this poetry. After inquiring, 

Ofek discovered that some friends had given Rachel illus-

trati9ns upon which to base her children's poems in order 

to help her earn some money. Rachel was not pleased with 

the project and made the publisher promise it would not be 

reprinted. The rediscovery of these poems was an 

unexpected delight to everyone. The poems are charming as 

in Rachel's style she uses alliteration to imitate the 

sounds of cats, bees, birds, donkeys, and other animals as 

she describes simple settings in daily life.21 

Very little is known about the personal life of Rjchel. 

Good friends, when questioned, commented that she was a 

free spirit ' and had many friends and probably many lovers, 

but they didn't know for sure.22 Many of her poems contain 

an expression of jealousy, and unrequited love. 

In the poem "Ishto" ("His Wife") Rachel writes: "She 

turns and calls him by name,as always; hut I cannot trust 

my voice; speech betrays." She continues:"Sbininq securely 

-8-
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on her hand, she wears a rinq of qold; but my fetters of 

iron are stronger--seven~old".23 There has been specula

tion that "his wife" . was the wife of Zalman Shazar. We 

know that Shazar and Rachel were extremely close as men-

tioned earlier. He was "fond of her pOe.ms and translated 

many of them into Yiddish. Biographers have gleaned 

information from Shazar and from his collection of Rachel' s 

work. Their friendship was formed in 1911 Rachel left 

Palestine in 1913 and they didn't see each other again 

until Rachel returned after the War in 1920. By then Zalman 

Shazar had married Rachel Katzenelson. Their close bond of 

friendship is widely known, but anything else is conjec-

ture. Any conclusions are based on speculation . 

The poems nZemer11(''Song") a~d "Hatisbma Koli"(" Do You 

Hear My Voice"), portray a sadness and frustration of 

unrequited love. In a book entitled L'cboh V'alec~a by 

. . h1 · 1 · 24 h k f f' d. 1 1 t Ben)amin Hae l i, e spea s o in lng ove et ers 

written in Russian by a Michael Bernstein to Rachel between 

the years of 1915 and 1923 . According to Hachlili, Rachel 
) 

met Bernstein in Toul9use, France and it was there that 

they developed a deep and intimate relationship. The let

ters indicate that they had a deep and stormy relationship 

and Bernstein wrote passionately of his inabili~y to go on 

without her, his love for her, and spok.e of being tor-

mented . They both lived in Russia after 1915 and it was 

known that Bernstein was a teacher in Leninqrad. From the 
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• 
le~ters it appears that the affair was tumultuous and must 

have ended as Rachel returned to Palestine w!thout him, 
25 

though his letters to her are dated to 1923 . Hachlili 

points out that Ra·chel wrote poems in Russian around 1915-

1916 that resemble the poea i.n Hebrew .Hatisbma ,Koli" . 
·' . ........... ..... 

Perhaps they are the response to his letters as she .. 
wrote; " ••• Ani itach r' cboki shel i ·. itach ani •• 26 · "I am -- . 
with_you my distant one, with you am I" 27 Hachlili points 

out the similarities in the poem, translated from the Rus

sian into Hebrew to the famouf Hebrew' poem, Hatisbma Koli. 

It is interesting to note that in an article published by 
28 . 

Reuven Kritz , he comments that ·~ome of Rachel's poems 

dealing with love appeared under the pseudonym Michael 

Bernstein, which_ made critics speculate it was t~e name of 

one of he.r real or imaginary lovers." In light of the dis

coveries of Benjamin Hachlili we know that !U.chael 

Bernstein really existed and was involved with Rachel. 
' 

The personal nature of the poems make it difficult to 
I 

separate the poems from the life of the poet and leave many 

wondering for whom or to whom the poems were written. Con-
. 

sequently, there is a motivatio~ amongst some to search for 

more biographical information to explain the "who" in many 

of the poems. The themes are universal and written so simp

ly and personally that it is easy for the reade~ to identi

fy }l'ith their contents. The reaper's personal reaction to 

the poem is in the final analysis all that is important. 

-10-



It was known that Rachel was a beautiful and talented 

woman and thouqh we know she never married and did not have 

children< she had a life filled . with important rela

tionships and events. Her sadness about not having chil

dren appears in her poem "A>car0 •c •"Barren") wh~ch is dis

cussed in depth later in this work . 

The poems that ~ollow were selected for analysis 

because they form the basis for the recital that is con

nected with this paper. The musical compositions of these 

poems will be presented. This writer created translations 

for those poems for which English translations could not be 

found. It is hoped that the elucidation of this poetry will 

demonstrate the complexities orthese poems and the multi-

faceted nature of their author. ' 
The translations from Hebrew to English are unsatisfy

ing since the use of the Hebrew language is intrinsic to 

the rhythm and sounds as well as the expression of the 

poetry. The use of alliteration i n Hebrew cannot be con

veyed in English . The English translations , therefore serve 

-11-

as a means for the reader to begin to understand the poems J 

and to appreciate the_ poetic genius of Rachel. One charac

teristic of Rachel was to transcend her own world by using 

images and situations from the bible. An attempt has been 

made to point out the biblical references as they occur 

throughout the poetry. 



J 

Most of the musical compositions used in the recital 

were composed by Israeii composers. Of course, the 

intrinsic value of the Hebrew lanID!~e was utilized and 
• 

demonstrated in the compositions. The settings selected 

seemed to be extremely appropriate to the texts. 

The order of poems that follow is based on their 

appearance in the collection entitled Shirei Rachel pub-

lished by Davar in Tel Aviv. 

-1~ 



BAI.AI~ BA ~ER, 

At night came the messenger 
He sat upon my bed · 
His flesh.less bones protruded 
From sunken eye sockets 

Then I knew 

c:: 
... 

The 'ancient bridge was breached 
Between yesterd'y and tomorrow 
The hands of ti.lie were suspended 

He shook a skinny fist at me 
Malicious laughter pealing 
"Lo, in truth this song you sing 
Shall be your very last.• 

Carol Diament 

The Angel of Death is often portrayed in Jewish tradi-

tion. The messenger in Rachel's poem can be none othe~ 

than t.he ",)I/Jin rte~" 
the "angel of death" . 

I 

Rachel knew that she was dying. The poem is either a 
'j 

reflection of her imaginption or the retellin9 of a dream. 

It was her own poetic, creative way of dealing with the 

inevitable, the end. Perhaps this was her image of doom. 

She describes death as "the breach of an ancient br~dge 

between yesterday and tomorrow.• She goes on to say "the 

hands of time were ~spended," meaninq that in death . time 

is suspended: there is no past, present or future • . 

-lJ.-
) 

-,~ 



The poem ends: "LO, in truth this song you sing Shall 

be your very last." The poet knows that death will also 

bring an end to the writing of poetry. 

Though written in tile last ten years of her life, this 

poem was not by any means Rachel's last poem. It was 

included in the first group of poems published entitled 

"Safiach". "Aftergrowth." Thus it becomes somewhat evident 

that the poet had a dream or a vision of a visit from the 

Angel of Death, as she contemplated her own demise. 

'J 
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SAFJ:ACH 

Afterqrowth 

Yes, I did not plow, I did not sow. 
I did not pray for the rain. 
Suddenly, see now, my fields have sprouted, 
In place of thorn, sun blessed grain. 

It is the afterqrowth, provender of the old, 
Grains of delight harvested long ago? 
They have remembered me in days of calamity, 
Burst forth the secret way in me to grow. 

Burgeon, flourish, plains of wonder, 
Burgeon, flourish, ripen in haste! 
I remember the words -ef comfort: 
Aftergrowth and aftergrowth, you shall eat. 

R\}th Finer Mintz 

The poem 11 ~·~~" translated, aftergrowth has its basis 

in biblical texts . 

It says i n Leviticus 25:5 "You shall not r eap the 

aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your 

untrimmed vines; it shall be a year of complete rest for 

the land. 1129 
'J 

The reference is to the ancient law of the 

Sabbatical year for the land. 

There are three references in the Bible to the Sabbati -

cal year, each slightly different in terms of what food is 

available and who may eat it . The only food available will 

be the grain that sprouts from seed dropped during the pre-

vious harvest and the untended vines and fruit trees that 
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continue to bear.30 In Exodus 23:11 it seems forbidden for 

the owner of the land to use the products of the 

afterqrowth during the Sabbatical year. He must leave them 

to the poor and to foraging beasts. In Levit~cus 25:6-7 

the farmer is permitted to share the afterqrowth with all 

others.31 The th~rd reference is in Oueteronomy 1 5 :1-10 

dealing with cancellation of outstanding debts during the 

Sabbatical year. 

In the second Kings:l9:29 In a message from God to 

Hezekiah, "And t.his is the sign for you; This year you eat 

what grows of itself,and the next year what springs from 

that; and in the third year , sow and reap , and plant 

vineyards and eat their fru it. 11 32 A ref~rence is made t o 

the Jubilee year which comes every 50 years. The land must 

lie fallow for two years . The issue · of the sabbatical year 

for the land is discussed extensively in rabinnic sources. 

Understanding the biblical meanin~ of aftergrowth is 

extremely important when disc ussing the content of this 

poem. In brief, the afterqrowth is the grain that grows 

during the Sabbatica~ year when no planting is allowed. 

Tha~ growth results from the seed dropped in the previous 

years harvest. 

In Sholom Kahn's article about Raebel be says that 

Rachel's use of the term aftergrowth referred to her poems. 

Her saying; "that which bad risen up in (her), I know not 

how," gives one the idea that the poetry springs from ear-

-16-



lier experience rather than from the present . He also sug

gests that she was a l so referring to the national experi

ence of a remnant taking root again on ancestral soil. 033 

The poem begins wi~ a double negative like the poem 

"El Artzi"; "I haven't plowed , nor did I plant, and I 

did.n't pray for dew." and then the positives ; "And sudden-

ly! look! The fields are giving forth with sun blessed 

grain in place of thorns." 

The second verse attri butes this miracle to the 
.. ,, 

aftergrorth. Rachel's use of the word pekahduni '.!·/~ ~~ in 

the second verse is of interest here . The word implies 

being remembered in a very unusual way . This is the same 

word used i n Genesis 20:1 ) e.,' I c~ .. - -
,. 

J)'i 
\\ . ("\ 

... )))~( ' i) ~y I I 1N I C 
- r " The Lord t ook note of Sarah 

; r ; 

as He had promised, and the . Lord did for Sarah as H~ had 

spoken. 11 3 4 God remembered Sarah and gave her a son. Per-

haps Rachel feels the abilit~ to write poetry is a reward 

or gift from God. 
~ J 

There is a parallel drawn here between the aftergrowth 

of grain and the poems that spring from within . She says 

in the second verse "grains of delight harvested long ago, 

they have remembered me in my days of despair." Perhaps 

She is saying that the poetry which springs from past expe-

rience brings great com~ort to her . In the final verse she 

remembers the words of comfort, and ends with the phrase , 

-1?-
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"aftergrowth is what you ~hall eat." Here is the idea that 

the poems will offer some form of spiritual nourishment t o 

those who read them. 

The biblical refe~ences, the metaphors, parallels, and 

the language used in 'Chis poem provide the reader with end

less possibilities for analysis and deeper meaning . 

-; 
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ZEHER NUGEH 

Will you hear my voic~, my distant one 
Will you hear my voice, wherever you are 
A voice cal.linq stronq ly, a voice filled with tears 
Blessing you forever and ever. 

This world is qreat and its many paths 
Meet for a moment, part for ever . 
Man seeks, but his feet stumble. 
He cannot find what he has lost. 

Perhaps my last days are close 
The day of parting tears is nigh 
I shall wait for you till the end of my life. 
As Rachel awaited her beloved. 

translator unknown 

Like many of Rachel's poems, the first reading of the 

poem seems very simple anQ straightforward. However , upon 

rereading many ideas and possibilities come to mind. 

The first stanza seems to imply unrequited love. "Can 

you hear my voice wherever you are, I call to you with a 

strong voice and sometimes I cry softly, blessing-you 
. 

forever." The second verse is a metaphor for the chance 

meetings that occur in life . "The world is great and its 

many paths meet for a moment", reminds one of the chance 

meetings that occur between lovers. When the ' moment has 

passed the lovers may continue to search forever for the 

opportunity to recapture that glorious and yet fleeting 

-19-
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moment. " Man continues to search for that which be cannot 

f ind", that brief and glorious moment of happiness which is 

difficult to find or to sustain. 

-. 
In the final verse the end of life and , I suppose, the 

end of the quest seems imminent and yet there is still 

hope. She says,"I will wait for you until the end of my 

days," and then compares herself to the biblical Rachel who 

waited for a long time for her beloved Jacob saying "as 

Rachel waited for her beloved." 

Between the lines one can read of existential loneli-

ness and the wish and need to pursue the love that will end 

the Loneliness. The struggle is a universal one, a theme 

with which any reade~ can identify. 

The poem is evenly metered with four beats to each 

line. 
I I I I 

Hatishniah Koli. R'choki sbeli and this metrical pattern 

continues throughout the poem until the last line which has 

only three beats;Ka-chakot Rachel l'dodah." According to 

Rueven Kritz35 and other wri'ters, in the original version 
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the last line of the poems read " t.- h ' ,, iu:i.-as er Cl\lkta rachel Jdodah 
~ ,/ 

" )) ~ j l ~ c 'i\ j} 0 )J -!Y ~J:> ) ~-l_C:. =! "as 
T : • ' , 

Solveig waited for her 

lover". Solveig was a character in an Ibsen novel "Pyr 

Gynt", and it ended with her waiting for her lover, Pyr 

Gynt. It is known that Ibsen was an extremely, popular 

writer at the turn of the Century and many literary people 

were influenced by the writing of Ibsen.36 
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We don't know why Rachel changed the ending of the poem ) 

though it appears that the change in meter as used to 
~ 

emphasize the change in the poea. Perhaps it was a desire 
'-..: on her ~art to give the poem a Jewish theme by making the 

refere.nce to Rachel in the Bible as she did in her poem ---"Raebel" where she comp~res b~r self to ~the Biblical. 

cha.racter, where she uses the phrase: "her blood runs in 

mine." She seems to identify strongly with the pain and 

longing present in the Rachel who desperately wanted the 

love of Jacob and to bear his chil¢ren.37 

Rachel also uses the phrase "ode acbakeh lo" , "I will 

wait for him" in her poem, "A)cara." as she compares herself 

to the biblical characters Hanna and Rachel who both com-

plained and cried out to God ~o give them a child and their 

' prayers were answered . The ppet seems to find comfort i n 

the stories of the Bible as they provide her with great 

hope . Like the biblical characters who continued tQ pray t o 

Goa and never gave up hope, her poems indicate that she 

will never give up hope and never stop waiting for her 

prayers to be answered. 

Maimonides used the phrase, "iJ> P!Jh/C S>3 £ .:O:" .. .... ._ .. ,. . . 
k.ol zeh achake lo, "even with all this I will wait for h im" 

in the Ani Maamin. as he referred to the Jewish people 

awaiting the arrival of the Messiah. Possibly, Maimonides 
• 

served as the inspiration for the use of "achake l'choh"" I ,.. 
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will continue to wait for you" in Zemer Nuqeb and " Ode 

achake lo"." I will continue to wait for him" in the poeJI:!.. 

A.kara . 

• 



.MY Motherland 

No deeds of high courage. 
No poems of flame, 
I bring you, my' country, ' 
To add to your fame; 
By Jordan I planted 
A tree in your soil, 
And I wore -out a path 
In the field of my toil . 

Well knows your daughter, 
My own motherland, 
How poor is her tribute, 
How weak is her hand. 

EL .ARTZ! 

But my heart shouts with joy 
When the sun shines upon you, 
And in secret I weep 
For the wrong that is done you. 

Maurice Samuel 

This is a key poem in Rachel's collection of poems. It 

is a hallmark poem of the Se~ond Aliya as it confirms their 

obsession with the land. For Rachel, making Aliya t o 

Israel was the fulfillment of a great dream. Having grown 

up in Russia, Rachel had to face a difficult adjustment to 

a new landscape and new way of life . The work was b~c5 

breaking, the landscape was relentless as she and other 

pioneers struggled to create gardens in the desert. This 

poem acknowledges the intensity of her feelings for the 

land. 

The poem beqi~s with two negative statements . "I have 

not sung to you, my land . I have not glorified your name 

with great battles," 
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she goes on with a positive statement; "I just planted a 

tree with my hands on the quiet shores of the Jordan, I 

simply conquered38 a path upon the fields." -Rachel seems 

to be saying that though she is a simple person and her 

contribution to the l~nd appears inadequate, it has great - -

significance. Planting and creating a path makes this 

dusty, unyielding landsoepe into a hoae.39 

The second verse is an elaboration of the theme pre-

sented in _the first verse, as she goes on to say, "I know , 

Mother, that this is a very meager offering from your 

daughter." Mother here refers to motherland. As we know 

this is not Rachel's motherland. But it is her newly 

adopted motherland and she is deeply committed to her sur

vival . As in other poems, Rachel refers to "vhJ N " as an 
~ : . 

offering which alludes to the offering of the high priests 

.in the Holy Temple. Her gifts tt> her land "El Artzi" are 

the tree that was planted and the path conquered. 

Notice the contrast as the poem opens with "I haven't 

sung to you my land , and ends with "Just a cry of joy for 

the first light of the day, a~d secret tears for your 

impoverished state." A song was hardly the appropriate 

expression of her feelings rather, "kol truat bagi '.1. 11 { "the 

voice cryinq out with joy ... " and "silent tears ... " not a 

lyrical expression rather a declamatory call of joy, and 

then quiet tears. 
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). 

The use of the word • t!1l • •Anyech• is interesting at 

the end of the poem. " 'J"'I • Qni_the Aramaic as well as the 
. T 

Hebrew word for poor is found in the Passover Haggadah 

•Ha lacbma anya• this is the bread of affliction. • The 

word " 1> ' J "I " can also •ean a poor woman. It was then an 
T · r 

important choice of words as Rachel refers to the land as 
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the "mother" and then as the "poor impoverishe~ woman" ---' . or '-......_ 

"land of affliction." 

I discussed this poem at great1.ength with Yizhar 
I 

Smilansky40. ' He said that poets of later generations 

wrote about time, and history, of groµps relat~ng to one 

a.nother and about wars , while the subjkct here is simply 

the land. He emphasized the words, "artzi". "shvi l". "my 

land" and "a path". He commented that there was no one 

fighting a human enemy here; rather the enemy was the ele

ments of nature, the ' lack of water, the hot dry sun and t he 

difficulty in coaxing the earth to give forth with even the 

simplest bit of nourishment • . 
Yizhar went on to descri be this poem as analogous to a 

large canvas where the artist strikes ~ line, a simple· 

line . A simple hand planting a tree, a path. It is the 

picture of a minimalist landscape. 

Finally, the poet is saying ~at ·in spite of her own 

simplicity and meager offering her actions are not without 

significance. She is saying that she will not leave "her 

land" without having left a sign that she was there. The 

path and tree will be her mark for futur~generations . 



' 

RACHEL 

For her blood runs in my blood 
and ber voice sings in me. 
Rachel, who pastured the flocks of Laban, 
Ratjlel, the mother of the mother. 

And that is why the house is narrow for me, 
and the city forei9ll, • 
for her veil used to flutter 
in the desert wind. 

And that is why I hold to my way 
with such certainty, 
tor memories are preserved in my feet 
ever since, ever since. 

Naomi Nir 

The biblical allusions in this poem are quite strong 

and cannot be overlooked. Rachel Blaustein likens herself 

to the biblical Rachel. The poem begins with the phrase 

' "her blood runs in my blood," and continues "her voice 

sings out within me, Rachel the shepherdess of Laban's 
. 

flock Rachel mother of mothers." Rachel the shepherdess is 

a simple, plain person yet mother of mothers indicating 

great internal strenqth41. 

According to Elie Schweid42 the connection of the poet 

to the biblical character is very ~eep and internal. He 

feels that the parallel drawn by the poet is intentionally 

in~imate. Schweid points out however, that the life of the 

poet, Rachel, is far more tragic than the Rachel of the 

bible. Rachel in the bible longed for her lover and after 
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seven years of waiting, her wish was fulfilled. She was 

able to marry Jacob, while we know that the poet Rachel 

never saw the fulfillment of her romantic dream. Rachel i n 

the bible desperately wished for a child and prayed to God. 

Finally her prayers were answered as she qave birth to her 
I 

son. As we know, Rachel the poet never bore the child s he 

longed for. 

In the ~econd verse Rachel explains why it is difficult 

for her to stay in a "strange town in such a narrow room" 

referring to her small room which she inhabited in Teel Aviv 

during her last years. "Rachel's shawl fluttered i n the 

desert breeze," and she contrasts her confinement to that 

scarf blowing freely in the breeze. This is powerful 

imagery. The Rachel whose veil flutters freely in the 

desert breeze is natural and free while the Rachel i n the 

narrow house in the strange town is constrained • . 
In the final verse she says; "And so I hold to my. way 

with such assuredness because the memories are preserved in 

my feet." This means that her blood connection to Rachel of 

the Bible enables her to keep alive that biblical charac-
J 

ter. It also enables R~chel to explain her own longing, 

and restlessness, as well has her inner strength, and 

ability to persevere. It is interesting to note that these 

words which end the poem Rachel ,"Ki sbmurim b'raglai 

zichronot minei az. minai az. "J>iJl?:J!J 'JJ.1 l' I) '/f IJl, '~ ·· 
: . - : - : . ; . 

"because the memories are preserved in my feet from now 

-27-

' 
) 



on," were used by Devorah Bortonov as the introduction to 

her dance cycle entitled Zicbronot Aa (Rememb~a:hce of the 

Nation).43 Not just the poetry and the song eternalized 

this memory for Rachel ~ut the words became associated to a 

folk dance as well. Joseph Tal composed the music for the 

dance cycle and chose a melody suited tor percussion 

instruments appropriately focu~ing on the rhythm of the 

feet in rel~tion to the earth thus preserving the memories 

as described in the poem "Rachel".44 

As mentioned earlier, Rachel was a friend of A.O. Gor-

don and was deeply inspired by his thinking. In Gordon's 

"The Immortality of the soul" he speaks of an eternal 

stream to which all beings are connected . " .•. The eternity 

he seeks is the same eternity that was in life and in exis-

t ence be fore his birth and will corttinue in the life and 

end in existence after his death .... that in his individu-

al form, is only one of the waves of which eternity i s com

posed. 114 5 He goes on to say that man aspires to "have made 

sollle imprint on life - to leave .their name as a memorial in 

life after their death. One wishes to preserve his memory 

in books which he has written; another in artistic cre.J-

tions, ... " 

By assuming the charac ter of the biblical Rachel she 

has not only immortalized herself and the b i blical figure 

but has also left her poems as a written memorial to life 

and eternity. 
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What appears on first qlance to be a simple biblical . 
metaphor, upon rereadinq takes on many other meanings that 

' .-
can be much deeper, which is, of cours~, one of the great 

charms of this particular poet. 
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Over there are the hills of Golan, stretch out your hands 
and touch them. 
In 'their stalwart ~tillness ~ey giye-

In splendid isolation grandfllther Hermon slwDbers . A cool 
wind blows from 
the peak of w~iteness. 

over there, on the seashore, a low topped palm tree stands , 
dishevelled like a mischievous infant that has slid down 
and splashes in the waters of Kinneret. 

When I become poor and I will go bent over, 
and my heart wil~ be like a stamping ground for stranger 
Could I betray you?Could I forget the 
affection pf my youth? 

Carol Diament and Fran Lawson 

This is a poem depicting contrasting pictures . In the , 
first stanza you see Mount Golan, you can almost reach out 

and touch it but are commanded to stop by a quiet self 
. 

assured command . "In shining loneliness the mountain (per-
' 

sonif ie d here as a grand£ather) sleeps and a bitter cold 

blows from the white peak." Conerast the bitter cold 

mountain to the second verse portraying a palm tree, along 

the shore of the sea, whor;e low, disheveled top app.;ars>as 

though it is a baby' who slid down into the water and 

splashes with his feet. 

Verse three describes· a scene that is critically impor

tant to Rachel and which is actually the central theme of 

the poem. /: 
The word " :~~f. " The "kerach" is a hillside 
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on the banks of the Kinneret. Thfa was a favorite spot for 

Rachel who is also buried there.46 Here she describes the 

keracb, "how much qrew in the winter on the keracb. red of 

the kalanit. and the qold of the daff9dils, There are days 
• 

- when the green is .seven times greener and the blue is 

seventy times more blue." This then , the kerach 

illustrates Rachel's favorite home. 

The final verse concludes : "When I become poor and walk 

bent over, and my heart will be like a stamping ground for 

strangers, could I betray you? Could I forget the affection 

of my youthn4 7 The use of the term chesed neurim is i nter

esting as is appears in Jeremiah 2:2 and is translated in 

the Jewish Publication Society Bible as the devotion of 

your youth. Yizhar Smilansky described chesed neurim as a 

deep emotion between young lovers.48 It also has the bibli-. 
cal overtones of the devotion of Israel t o God in as found 

in Jeremiah. It seems in the end of the poem, that she . 
fears that her memory will fade making her a veritable 

stranger, thus betraying the sacred memory of this place, 
, > 

her devotion to Israel, and the keraob beside the Kinneret. 

The entire poem describes the view while standing on 

the kerach . From there one can see Mt. Golan and a palm 

tree at the waters edqe . This was a familiar scene and 

favorite spot. It gave Rachel qreat pleasure to describe 

the richness of the colors and the fee1inqs which bound her 

to .this place . The bitter cold of Mount Golan contrasted t o 
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the tranquility of the palm tree lanquishing in f;'~ Kin
~ . . 

neret and the beautiful setting on the )ceracb fiiled with 

muiti~colored flowers, represent the contrast between the 

icy winters she once knew in Russia _,......._~ 
' . / 

experienced on the keracb in her beautiful G&l.iJ.ee- home.49 
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\TEULAI 
- Perhaps 

Perhaps it was never so. ~------........... 
Perhaps ' • '-
I never woke early .and went to the fie~ds 
To labor in the sweat of my brow. 

Nor in tha lonq, blazinq days 
Ot harvest 
on top of the waqon, laden with sheaves, 
Made my voice rise in sonq. 

Nor bathed myself clean in the calm · 
Blue water ' 
Of my Kinneret, o, my Kinn~ret, 
Were you there or did I only dream? 

A.C. Jacobs 

This entire poem is a s~nqle~onq sentence askinq a 

rhetorical question. There are three parts to the sentence. 

The first line, comprising t~e first section, is short con

sisting of five words. The second part is long consisting 

" of th·irty three words, lines two throuqh eleven; and the 

third part is short, a mere three words . 

The poem beqins with a general rhet~rical ,questi~, as 

the writer laments: "Pe'rhaps these tliinqs never occurred." 

In the second part, three examples are discussed 

depictinq a scene that miqht have occurred lonq ago . "Per

haps I never awoke to the early morninq qarden, to work 

with the sweat of my brow. Nor in the ).onq hot days of' the 
f 
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harvest as I rode above the cart filled with sliep s did I 

not give my voice in song?" Fina~ly, "I never cleansed 

myself in the pure quiet ~eep blue waters of the · Kinneret." 

The poem· ends with the same rhetorical question with 

which it began: "O~ my Kinneret, d~~..-ft-r~lly - happen, or 
.... 

was it just a dreali?" .. 

The poet says, did it really happen, was I really there? 

She is trying to. recall her experience on the kibbutz in 

Dega.nia where she spent such happy fulfilled days . 

Yizhar Smilan' ky suggested, in a conversation with me, 

that he associated Rachel's religious zeal with a Kab

balistic notion. He likened her references to toili~g in 

the garden in the e~rly morning, to what The ~ 

Hak"?esh,50 called his going to .the ~ountain early in the 

morning to hechal tapuchim. orchard of apples or the gar-

den. 

The use of the verb "'.t\1;> {;" taharti, purify, to 
• : - 'T 

express the feelings of being immersed in the cool, quiet 
I 

waters. of the Kinneret carry the religious implication of 

purification in the Mikva . > 
The language in each example paints such a clear and . 

• powerful picture that the reader can almost experience the 

freshness of the early morning garden and the heat of the 

day as t:he sun bakes the cart full of sheaves and then the 

cooling soothing watel s of the Kinneret. 
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We have seen in other poems that Rachel finds comfort 
' 

in her memories of her time on the Kibbutz in Oegania. In 

this poem she fears her memory may be tricking her and 

wonders if perhaps it was only her imaq~nation or a dream . 
• 

It is likely that her infirmity adds to the feeling that 

she might never have done these things. 

This is one of the most popularly known poems of Rachel 

due in part to the sonq composed by Yehuda Sharret which 

seems to fulfill the poetry so beautifully. Even those who 

don't know the poetry of Rachel are often familiar wi th 

this song . 

\ 

) 
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ZEMEB.--... 
' • 

To You 

Morning and evening, toward you and' you only, 
Toward you...and you only •Y singing must strain; 
Wounded or healed, rejoicing or weeping, 
In storm or in silence, in comfort or pain. 

Instants may come when the magic seems broken 
My vision is b~inded, •Y compass untrue; 
Sudden awakensl •Y jubilant singing. 
Turns once again to its lode-star, to you. 

To you and you only, of you and you only-
My strings are a thousand, my song is but one: 
In storm or in silence,_in comfort or weeping. 
When sunlight is shining, when sunlight is gone . 

.. 

Maurice Samuel 
1 

. 
The poem represents many contradictory feelings of the 

writer. Perhaps it is her way of telling ber lover t)lat 

she has many conflicting feelings for him. 

The poem is a song to someone v~ry special . From the 

recent findings mentioned earlier in this work from the 

book L'cha Y'alecba by Benjamin Hachlili,51 we might assume 

that this is the poem that Rachel wrote to Michael 
,/ 

Bernstein, her lover, in Toulouse in 1915. the poet writes' 
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"I sing to you aorninq and evening, to yo and of you;" The 
~ 

next line begins to show the conflict, the word "'1'i 0" sa-ar 
~ 

indicates raging or' storm, while "~i1" domi signifies 

quiet. The word "~3" tzabal is a .cry of joy while the 
-~ ----- . . . .. ............... 

word " 5).:>? " ve:-cheh is a cey of sadhess. ";l~~" petza is 
. ~ 

a wound while "'?13" tzori indicates balm. ".J>/>J " nachat --
is a peaceful quiet and " '/ ~ " d 'vai indicates sorrow or 

distress. 52 

Verse two expounds on the conflict by telling her 

beloved thalt "there are times when she is unable to hear 

the ~ound of his a.newer. • • the chain is almost severed ••. 

then in a moment ••• _!- return and sing of you, of love and 

hate . n Perhaps she is saying that the memory of him begins 
' 

to fade and then it returns filling her with emotion. 

In the final verse the writer returns to the theme of 

the first verse with some embellishments. She wr~te5" to 

you and of you, a single song to one hundred violins, 

stormy and peaceful, rejoicing and weeping with pai n and 

salvation, darkness and light . " 
' • . J 

I 1 't- ·/ 1 t, n 
- • T 

sharu In the first verse the poem says " 

shirai .referring to her own simple song and in the final 

verse she says ")iJ':, crr,!-t ICJJ) · ~·t>.' i/l.h "a single sound ·: .·' . . :· :-
to a hundred violins, which is a richer orches~ration of 

her original simple song. 
r 

Based on the letters of Michael Bernstein to Rachel, it 

appeared that their love affair was fraught with conflict, 

he felt he couldn't exist without her yet they were not 
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53 . ,i· 
together~ Thia poem is a reflection of her mood toward 

\ 

him, her passion was qreat and yet we see a qreat deal of 
• ""'4' 

conflict in her feelinqs as portrayed in this poem. 

Note the liberties taken by the poet with the Hebrew in 
' . /-.. 

order to create a rhyae and r~ythll. Stte uses the word "~»Jc 

" abav instead of ahAYA .~ vrS>tc•, tzori • 1
)

0

s" instead - - -
of tzari• '?.J •doai • 'NFI " inst~d of dmamah" i>NN 1 " 

ofel" ~-le .. · ;nstead of ~flah"'.i>J}IF" and tzahal "Ji>~~ 
.. . 7 .. -7 

instead of tzahala"»d~"· .This use of short words with 
) rrT 

the accent oh the penultimate syllable produces a unique 

rhythm which resembles the style of the liturqical poem 

known as the piyyut.~ 

-JS-
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Barren 
Oh, if I had a ·son, ~little son, 
With black, curled hair and clever eyes. 
A little son to walk with in the garden 
Under morning s~ies, 
A son, 
A little son! 

I'd call hj.m Uri, little, laughing Uri, 
A tender name, as light, as full of joy 

• 

As sunlight on the dew, as tripping on the tonque 
As the laughter· of a boy -
"Uri" ) 
I'd call him. 

And still I wait, as mother Rachel waited, 
or Hannah in Shiloh, she the barren one, 
Until the day comes when my lips will whisp~, 
"Uri, my son!" 

Maurice Samuel 
' 

The title "Akara" means barren, childless. The poem . 
begins, "Oh if only I had a little boy . With black curls, 

clever. To hold his ' hand and walk slowly through the path 
. 

in the garden. Boy. Small." It continues in the second 
,. 

verse; "I would call him Uri, My Uri; gentle and clear is 
~ 

this short name . Fragmented light. Him, my dark son, I 

will call him Uri . 

The last verse of the poem refers to the Bible when she 

says, I'll continue to complain like_ Rachel the mother. I 

will continue to pray like Hannah in Shilo. I'll continue 
. I 

to wait for him . As in the poem Rachel. and Zemer Nuaeh· 

Rachel refers to the biblical characters with whom she 

strongly identifies. 
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The first two verses describe the child quite clearly. 

It is obvious that the poet intended not just to wrtte 

about her wish tor a child, but a very specific child of 

her own creation. He bas dark curly hair and be is clever 
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and he would be named Uri. The name O~i means "•Y lit~l ~ 
light." 

Rachel in Genesis 30:1 compla~ns to God and to Jacob 

that she has no child and finally is blessed with a child. 

Hannah in Samuel 1 prays for a child and her prayers are 

answered. Likewise the poet will continue to 'wait for her 

prayers to be answered? Is this, then her prayer to God? 

The emotions of the two biblical characters are unusually 

intense a.nd obviously Rachel intended was to t!onvey this 

same kind of inte.nsity of feeling in her poem. ' 
It is interesting to note that the poetry itself is 

barren. The sentences are quite incomplete, almost .as if 

spoken in a sob of pain or sorrow. Perhaps this was anoth
... \ 

er way of emphasizing her intense feelings of longing for a 

child. 

The last line " j r ~3 r> IC ~ j "1 " "ode achake lo .. .. _. -' . . 
resembles the line in •zemer Nuaeh·" "I ,will wait for 

you . nSS 

This is an extremely popular poem. Several songs have 

been written to the text indicating the level of inspira

tion contained in these words. 



SBABBAT ~ 

SABBATH 

The Jordan's snores. The day full bright . 
-A fisher boat. I lie and drink 
My peace and light. , • 
I look aloft. Oh how much light! 
Yet in the heart, as in infa.ncy, 
A cloud in siqht. · 

I know it now. For all is here. 
Beqinninq, endinq. Whoever needs-
Take without fear. 

I . .M. Lask 

The firs~ two verses paint a picture . The poem begins; 

"On the banks of the Jordan; _the day is filled with 

sunshine . A fishing boat: I recline and drink the drink of , 
peace, or drink in the peacefulness of the moment." Thus 

the scene is set. The writer is drinking in the beauty and 

peacefulness of a beautiful sun-filled day along the shore • 

of the Jordan and there is a fishing boat . (It's hard to 

tell whether the writer is in the boat or ori the shore 

observing the boat.) 
' 

Verse two expands the scene including a personal 

~esponse to the· tranquility pictured: "I look out over the 

scene and there is an abunda.nce of light. Also, in my 

heart it is as though I was a young gi~l, (not a care ! n 

the world) there isn't even a shadow of a dark cloud . " 
/" 

-41-

.· 



-42-

Verse three concludes: "an~ now I know, that here, this is ) 

everything. The beginning and the end. All wh6 are in need 

may take." 

The title of the pt>em Shabbat tells us all we need to ~ 

know. What we have here is a description of the perfect day 

of rest. The setting is ldeal-, 'tranqui .._ bright and light 

hearted, free of even a shadow or hint of trouble. It is a 

day of complete fulfillment. There is no mention in this 

poem of the work done by the pioneers of the Second Aliyah; 

no trees planted, no harvest, just the appreciation .of the 
' . 

' natural setting created by God. The Shabbat originates in 

the story of the creation in Genesis 1 where it is written 

that the world was created in six days and on the seventh 

day God rested. 

The poem ends with Kol dichfib ve-eteh.yitol. whoever 

is in need may take, which is like the line in the Passover 

Haggadah in the Aramaic prayer, "Ha I.acbma Anya."" the 
\ 

Bread of Affliction," which says kol dichfin ve:eteb v'yay

chul. let all who are hungry come and ~at. Rachel uses the 

verb "f <2i " n~tal to take instead of the verb itic•~ 
- T ' " 

nochel ·" to eat, but h~r us~ of the Aralliaic is de't!nitely a 

reference. to ·this text in the Haqgadah. It emphasizes the 

beneficence, hospitality or munificence of nature . The 

setting described is filled with 

the taking. 

so much beauty, just for 

\ 



This is yet another example or the poetic genius of 

Raebel. She creates, in incredibly shlple terms, a picture ,-J. 
~ 

of a most spectacular S~bath settincj, the. purity of the 
* • 

heart- accompanying this day, and the tiae to drink in and 

appreciate the JiOnders of nature. 
. ' . ,,,,,-.............. 

This poem like El Artzi demonstrates the poet's ih::t-
. ' 

istic talents. Her descriptio~ creates an~ imaginary paint-

ing ·in the mind of the reader. Included in the Appendix is 

a copy of a sketch by the Israeli artist, Abba Pnicbal who 
• 

was inspired by Rachel's poem,"Shabbat."56 
\ .. 
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, 
The cry ot the pick ax rinqs out in the hand of a 

dyinq person 
in the depths of t!he mine shaft. ~ 

"--I aa still alive! where are you comrade? 
Answer me, qive me a siqn.• 

--, 
Another day, anotber. niqht -- no Sound, no. one to 

listen. 
Another day, another full niqh~, 
The pick ax will tall from the weakened hand, 
it will stop forever. 

I am a refuqee of a disaster like him 
Pininq away, waitinq 
My lot has been to cry out into these depths 
"I am still alive'." · 

Each momerit is an hou.r, each moment wounds 
tpe hope of a tomorrow. 

The help of a friend, a weary miner 
Will come too late. 

Frances Lawson 



The poem tells a story of a miner bl,lried deep in a mine 

shaft due to a cave in. The miner picks away with his ax 
' 

trying to free himself. The sound of the pick ax per
~ 

sonifies the miner's cry for help saying: "I ~ still . 
alive. Where are you my comrade? Answer me. Give me sign . " 

In this first verse there is still hope._ The miner is still . 
alive, awaiting the rescue of his friends. 

In the second ve~se, hope begins to fade as days and 

nights pass without help and in time the pick ax will fal l 

from the miner's weakened hand forever. 

Verse three explains the metaphor of the buried miner. 

Rachel now speaks for herself. She says,"! am like that 

survivor of a caved in mine shaft; pining away in wait-

ing." She continues, "My !,pt is like that of the man 

trapped in the depths of the cave, where I cry out, I am 
' 

still alive . " 

In verse four we are told that each moment that passes 

without rescue dimini shes the hope for the future , and that 

help will come too late. 
. 

The poet likens her fate to that of the miner. She is 

initially hopeful that ~ she will be saved from her f~te and 

then becomes resigned to the fact that hope of survival is 

dimmed and that i t will soon be too late. Knowing as we do 

that Rachel was dying of Tuberculosis, for which there was 

no cure, and that she spent many lonely, des pairing days in 
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her room in Tel Aviv, it is quite convincing :that her 

loneliness is akin to that of a miner bu.ried ~the mine 

shaft. 

There is the possibility here of a Biblical reference ~ 

to the language in Jonah 2:3-4. Jonah says that "In my ---------........_ . . /. 
trouble I called to the Lord, an51 He ans ered me; from the 

belly of Sheol I cried out, an'a you ,heard my voice, you 
. 

cast me into the (" · I ~.h ") ( "tobu") .depths ••• " There is an 

interesting parallel as one contrasts the idea of the belly 

of the whale to the deP.thS of the ea~, or the belly of 

the earth wherJ the miner lies following the cave-in await

ing a sign or an answer. The buried miner, like Jonah in 

the whale, appears to be a metaphor describing the poet's 

feeling of desperation and entrapment, as ·though she i s . . , 
being buried alive, while clinging to a hope for life. 

This association is reinforced by the use of the word 

shayat57 .J)-i Ii a cry for help, which can be found in .;ronah ·- . 
2:3 " Prom the belly of Sheol I cried out, and you heard my 

voice." '[i·u f!Jf.~ 'J1Y/l fi1c~ 1fl!J:" 
The word Tobu · J~:./J translated in this poem as { the 

' . J 
depths) is found in the .expression Tobu Va-yQbu " 

"· It is i.Jnpossibie to translate Tobu into English. In the 

Jewish Publication Society translation of the bible, the 

expression Tobu Va-yobu. Genesis 1:2, is translated as . 
being "unformed and void." one might also think of this as 

I 
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a state of chaos. Rachel was certainly experiene!~g chaos 
~ 

is her life as sbe struggled with the laitations of her 

illness. 

Thus we can see that the poem is a metaphor comparing 

the state of a burled •iner \:o the' poet's appy lot in 

life. ~ 

· ~ 



MDiEGED 

The heart is very attentive 
The ear is listening sensitively 
Has he arrived? ~ .----......... 
Will he COJDe? ' • ~ ' 
In all longing ·is the. sadness of Nevo • .. 
One is facing the· other - the two shores 
Of one riv•r. 
The ston'ebearted decree 
Forever apart. 

Stretching out ones hands 
Looking from across the way 
No one comes. l 
Each man has his Nevo 
on the face of the earth. 

Frances Lawson 

I• 

The poem Mineqed, thoug~ not,one of the poems used in 

the recital related to this project, is thematically impor

tant to the collection of Raghel's poems and therefore 

included here. Rachel identifies str-0n9ly with Moses ' and 

his fate. Her last collection of poems entitled Nevo was . 
p~lished posthumously, and though there is no poem with 

that title, this poem "Mineqed" sets the staqe_Jor Neyo. 

The poem deals specifically with the situation of Moses 

on Mt. Nevo found in Deuteronomy 32:48-52 . God tells Moses 

to go to Mt. Nevo and behold the land of Canaan and then 

ins~ructs him to die there. He is not permitted · to enter 

the promised land The general application or meaning of 

this poem really has to do with Man's eternal unfulfil-
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•~t58 The verse troa the Bible states: • ••• Mineged tireb 
. 

et ha-aretz y 1 sb191 lo tayo.• • ••• view the land from a dis-... 

. tance, but you shall not enter it ••• "59 EVery expectation 
< 

carries with it the possibility of the disapp~ntment of 

Moses on Mt. Nevo . 

The translation of "Mineqed• that is found above 

emanated 'from a discussion of this poem with Yizhar 

Smilansky. • 
verse one describes a person intensely waiting for 

someone to arrive whether it be a real person or a metaphor 

of hopeful expectation. The last line imparts the sense of 

impending disappointment. 

In verse bJ'o we have the river. There are two shores 

which face each other though they never meet. They are 

forever · apart as th~ugh there had been a stone hardened 

decree. 

Finally you may reach ou~ to ~cquire that which you 

want and you never quite reach it. It isn't really there. 

This is the fate of Man or, as the poet says, Man and his 

Nevo exist everywhere • ... 
This theme of Nevo runs throughout much of Rachel's 

' poetry as she discovers and learns to accept her fate. She 

longs for a child and it doesn't come th9ugh s~ imagines 

exactly how her l~ttle Uri will look. She awaits her 

beloved and longs for him yet she never satisfies her 

yearning. Her work on th.e Kibbutz wh.ich fulfilled her 
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' Zionist c:lreaa is interrupted by illness. How well she knows 

the sa~ess of Neyo. yet, stie fulfilled he~self in-spite of 

her disappointmepts by leaving her won~rful legacy of 

poems to nµrture the generations that followed her. 

' • 
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Like .the qatelirinq of the remnant of the vine 
I will send you the remaining 
WbisP.er of •Y heart as my qif~ • /- , , 
From the song in my .heart . "'-
All that the hand of suffering 
Did not uproot, and 
The angry dry winds ditt not leave 
Dry inside of life. 

I will line the basket with 
Memories of the Kinneret, 
The rose of the morning sq 
Amongst the trees of the garden, 
The gold of the noon over the 
Calm expanse and 
The purple Qf evening 
On Mount Goldan. 

The memory of the moonlit night 
over the water. 
This .t.s the cry of joy of 
My youth, with it as 
With a crimson ribbon 
I will tie the basket 
And I'll send it. to you--
Will you be happy with my gift? 

Frances Lawson 

~ · 

' 

r-l. 

' 

A biblical 
..,. 

allusion op~ns this poem. Ih Jeremiah 6:9 

it says . \,.~;~: .h'1!~~ ,,~~ ·1ffi1:. f8.'"1 
"Let them glean over and over, as a vine The remnant of 

Israel. n 60 

suggesting the practice of gleaning the remnant of the 

vine . I 
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The title of the poe.a, •shai• means "a gift." We do 

not know whether the gift is a poea to a lover or'iin offer-
l 

ing to God? In the third line · the poet writes " 

"I~ill send you a gift. 'the use of the word mincha 

alludes to the sacrifices to God by the High Priests in the 

Holy Temple giving one the id~ tha1: -~~uld. be a prayer 

or offering to God. 

The first stanza of the poem is one long sentence, 

detailing the nature of the gift ( 1 e,) Shai. I will glean 

the vines, the remaining r'!lstle, and I will send you a gift 

' ( 90,Jt.J) mincha from the song in my heart, all that the 

hand of suf~ering did not uproot and the angry dry winds 

that did not leave me dry inside. In other words I'll send 

you whatever I have. 
1 

Verse two; another long sentence continues to describe 

the gift, "I will line the basket with the memories of the 

Kinneret, the rose color of the morning sky between the . 

trees of' the garden, the golden noon of the calm expanse 

and the purple of eyening on the Mduntain of Golan, •• ". 

In the last verse, the first two lines complete the 
. ..., 

description begun in verse. 2 . Included in the lining of 
. 

the basket are the "memory of the moonlit night over the 

water,"the cry of joy of when I was young," and _the crimson 

ribbon . 

r 
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Again, as in •yeulai.• "El Artzi" and other ·poem.,; of 
r-1 

Rachel she is comforted with the ~emory of the beautiful 

days as a young woman in the ltinneret. The parall,el drawn 

compares what ·is left of her to the re111nant of the vine, an 

interesting Biblical reference. ,----
' . . / ~ 

In the final verse she says')tlcJJ/'./>7.,/J'l /,!, ••zo truat 
.. , T - I 0 

ha-osher" the shout or· cry of joy as coJlipared to "'Pd .JJ1~~ .. . . 
"·zimrat libi" the song of my heart perhaps to create a 

richer orchestration of expression. 61 We have seen Rachel 

allude to a richer orchestration in the poem Zemer. 62 The 

use of the cry of joy as compared to a song as in the poem 

"El Artzi." ·demonstrates different expressions of emotion. 
-Rachel's use of the word "fi-1/11 .5 " zimrat has the dual mean-- . . 

ing of song and agricultural harvest, a frequent dual motif . ' 
in her poetry. In the poem "Chag" we re-call her using the 

word " ?'~if. f ~ " melilotayich. ,. your fields of corn, in a 

"milotayich" " { · ~ i j.' }I_ " your play on words for words. The 
-... 

use of the word " j ))'/ J " "zimrat" is used in Genesis - : . 
43:11 as 

as " 

The 

Jacob refers to the "choice products of the land" 

f1 I ( 5) .P )},I~ N "mizimrat ha-a5etz" • 

express~~n .. "71 
fl)' ; i S'~ ~ " "ba-alot yamai" is the . ,_; --

· opposite of an expression in Hebrew " 

" "ba-arov vamin" which can be translated the end of my 

days. Though the expression used here by the poet is not a 

common expression it )JAY be her use of word play to coin a 

phrase, in other words, taking poetic license.63 

... 

•53-



The qift, Shoi , is a special qift of self, ~

memories, and ,,iiatever remains. ot life • 

• 
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Expressions speak to me: planted 
in the f~ows of tlle heap, 
The day w~ll arrive when ~ey will become 
sheaves of gol'd. 

A young boy 'will come to you 
to pick wild flowers 
and a poor wayfarer will fill himself 
on ears of corn. 

Harvest oh harve~ter, sow oh sQwer, plant oh 
planted, ) 
-in the fhrrow of the heart, 
and come, come stranger and friend 
tQ the approachinq holiday of harvest. 

Fra.nces Lawson 

The poem is a play on words. The crops that are 
1 

planted are actually a metaphor for th~ words of the poet 

which she feels inside and hopes one day will sprinq forth 

and ripen into beautiful poems. 

In verse' two she refers to the ears of corn providinq 

nourishment to a qentle boy and a poor 'wayfarer. Here as in 

"Safiach". there is a note of hope that her poetry wil l 
. ..,. 

qive spiritual nourishment to all who will read it; includ-

inq a younq boy or a poor' stranqer . 

The final verse plays with words, Cbarajb. Cboresh . 
. 

U' zra. zorea .. The words when spoken create an allitera-. 
tive sound that could be likened to the sound of the har

vestinq of qrain. The la.ft verse is filled with sound and 

rhyme ii} a playful melody when recited aloud. 
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The last line speaks of the holiday of harvest drawing 
t 

near. Perhaps, for this reason this is a popular poem and 
~ 

is read often on the Kibbutzia in Itrael on Sha"{Uot, the 

Feast of Weeks.64 

An interesting play on words is the use of 1Um-

i 11otayich ~t~;j~~~ (•o( your ear9 of co~ 
like milotayicb; ..)'~;Rtc•yom-Worcjs•), Which st~enqthens the 

~ ~ . ' 
argument that th'!_ poem ts about the expression of the 

poet's verse rathe~ than actually about the crops alluded 

to in the text. 

) 
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CQNCLOSION 

Now we can readily see that the poems of Rachel are 
• filled with sufficient depth and complexity to stimulate 

further academic study . In order to do justice to the 

study of Rachel's glorious poetry, one needs a complete 

understanding of poetry in general, and specifically the 

poetry and literature typical of the late nineteenth and 

early part of the twentieth Century in Europe. Biblical 

knowledge is a must as well as a good working knowledge of 

Hebrew, biblical and modern. 

Biographical material for this paper was culled from 

' numerous sources as there is no complete biography yet 

written on the life of Rachel. As mentioned earlier, i t is 

difficult to separate the poetry from the life of the po~t , 

thus the need for a complete biography. Yet the real geni us 

of Rachel was her ability to create an int.ensity in colors, 

moods and feelings through the medium of words . Her poetry 
.,. 

is a richly orchestrated expression of many universal 

themes in life including, existential loneliness , 

unrequited love, despair, hope and joy and the ability to 

come to terms with ones fate . 
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The vast talents of this woma~ are reflected in her 

writinq. The artist in her paints pictures with wol1'di and 

her musicality created a rhytha in her poetry which 

inspired many composers to set her poellS to music. The 

~usical compositions to Rachel's poeas are sufficient to 

fill many musical proc.ira..s. Thd n the qamut 

from Abraham Daus' sonq cycle for v~ice, ~lute and viola to 

the beautiful "Atara" by Paul Ben-Chaim, the mysterious 

"Balaila Ba Hameyaser" by Lawrence Avery to the simple and 

yet classic folk sonqs of Yebuda Sharret and others. Most 

of the music availabl e is composed and published by Israeli 

composers as they seem to possess the qreatest ability to 

set the texts to music appropriate and fittinq. A selected 

musical biblioqraphy is included in this work. 

Rachel is considered a tragic f iqure by many of the 

people who knew her or wrote about her poetry. Perhaps her 

OWJ1 suffering enabied her to write convincingly Of the 

struggle man bas with bis own fate. Her writing is filled 

with a romantic fatalism, capturing t.he most . intense, 
/ 

intimate human experience in her poetic lines. We are left 

with a wonderful legacy of po-:try that is still universal 

and widely app~lin9. Indeed the poetry of Rachel con-. 
tinues to spiritually nourish all who read it, or as Rachel 

would probably say, •enjoy the fruit of the harvest" of 

this pioneer woman. 
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