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id foam (28) Al
the abyss in the
— (31) Withow
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t right today,
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on’t know why
w, for it comes
5) Blessed be he
t. moons moons |
of man together |
On the beach of
night (40) With

internal rimes,
is treated as a
ish—as sections
re all resolved
stanza, with its
Note the repeti-
oldm (*‘world,”
(“days,” 19),
(*“dreams, 25),
uso the repeti-
ng “together”:
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Nathan Alterman, for a time the most
influential Hebrew poet since Bialik,
was born in Warsaw in 1g910. The son of a
Hebrew educator, he was reared in Kishinev,
arriving in Palestine in 1925 where he com-
pleted his studies at a Tel Aviv gymnasium.
Somewhat later he went to France to study
agronomy.

A disciple of Shlonsky (see pp. 82 ff),
Pasternak, and of French Symbolism, he
became the most prominent exponent of the
“imagistic” trend in Hebrew poetry. His
brilliant wit and fantastic imagery, his
mastery of language and meter, the seemingly
“spoken” flavor of his charged rhetoric,

LEYL KAYITS
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Durtiiya bamerhavim soréket.

Béhak hasakin beéyn hahatulim.
Layla. Kama layla! Basamayim séket.
Kohavim behitulim.

Zman rahav, rahav. Halév tsiltsél alpayim.
Tal, kemo pgisd, et harisim hits’if]
Bemaglév zahav panas mapfl apayim
Avadim shorim leréhav haratsif.

Ruah kdyits sata. Amuma. Rogéset.
Al kitféy ganim sfatéha nispahét.
Réa yerakrak. Tsisit orét vahésed.
Retihat matmén bakétsef hasahér.

Veharhék lagéva, binhim4 mur’évet,
Ir asér eynéha z6hav metsupét,
Mit’ad4 bezaam, betimrét haéven,
Sel hamigdalfm vehakipét.

brought him two generations of admirers and
imitators. It was only natural, then, for his
“line” to become the main target of attack
in the 1950’s when a new trend, influenced by
Anglo-American poetry, proclaimed the
virtues of understatement, irony, prosaic
diction, and free verse.

Alterman’s writing is extremely rich and
varied. Besides his four volumes of lyric
poetry, he is the author of a large collection
of satirical, topical verse and songs, two plays
(one in verse), children’s hooks, and trans-
lations from English, French, Yiddish, and
Russian. (Shakespeare’s Othello, Fulius Caesar,
The Merry Wives of Windsor, Antony and




Cleopatra; a collection of Ballads and Songs
of England and Scotland; Racine’s Phaedra;
Moliere’s Le Misanthrope, Le Malade Imagi-
naire, etc.).

Almost from its beginnings, Alterman’s
work was marked by two distinct strains
which occasionally intermingle. On the one
hand—his often brilliant, ballad-like topical
verse published weekly under the heading
“The Seventh Column”; these became a
running “poetic”’ commentary on the tur-
bulent thirties and forties and played a
remarkable role in expressing and shaping
the mood of a people caught up in the birth
of a country and the death of its European
communities. On the other hand—his lyrical,
hermetic, and ‘“literary” poetry made no
overt references to actual events or to
personal biography. His first book, Kohavim
Bahiits (The Stars Outside, 1938), with its neo-
romantic themes, highly charged texture,
and metrical virtuosity, immediately estab-
lished him as a major force.

Our selection from his first volume is a
poem characteristic in mood and technique.
A mysterious atmosphere surrounds the
speaker who waits as if lost in time and space.
No other people, no specific events appear,
yet something is happening around him in

the warm summer night. The poem is set |

between two fields of light: the “inno-
cent” stars far above in the quiet sky
(stanza 1) and the fuming stones of a distant
city evaporating in the ‘“rage” of its illumin-
ated towers and cupolas (stanza 4).

(1) Silence whistles in the ( wide) spaces.
(2) Glitter of a knife in the eye of cais. (3) Night.
So much night! In the skies: quiet. (4) Stars
in swaddling clothes.

(5) Wide, wide time. The heart rang two
thousand. (6) Dew, like an encounter, veiled the
eyelashes, (77) With a golden whip a street-lantern
throws doum (prostrates) (8) Black slaves across
the width of the platform.

(9) A summer wind roams (floals). Mouted.
Agitated. (10)- Her [the wind’s] lips are poured
out upon shoulders of gardens. (11) [A4] greenish

¢« 112 »

malice. Seething of light and of suspicion.
(12) Boiling of a treasure in the black foam.

(13) And far, toward the height, with famished
growl, (14) A city whose eyes are plated with gold,
(15) Euvaporates in rage, in the stone billows
(16) Of the towers and the cupolas.

Dimensions of time and of space overlap.
The lorie speaker feels that time is motionless
and almost unreal. It is a matter of “So
much night!” (3) and of “wide, wide time”
(5)—rahdv (“wide”) repeats the root of
merhavim (“spaces,” 1), literally meaning
“widenesses.”

The silence is so overpowering that one
can hear it. Dumiyd (patterned on the stock
oxymoron hadmamd zoéket, “‘silence shrieks’”)
is a more unusual word for “silence”; and
soréket (“‘whistles”) suggests a silence roaming
like a wind whistling over the plains. '

Line 2 is a typical Alterman device: creat-
ing abstract qualities by manipulating con-
crete elements. The cats—a traditional
accesory in magical circumstances—are not
individualized; they are endowed with one
collective, menacing eye. The “glitter of a
knife”—later echoed by “greenish evil” (11)
—is at once contrasted with the “quietude”
of the skies.

This quiet is almost idyllic, so that
the stars are seen as innocent, sleeping
children swaddled in diapers (4). The con-
crete image of a hazy halo surrounding the
stars on a hot southern night is presented by
its implication for the speaker: the stars,
traditionally a symbol of eternity, appear as
new-born. '

Time is not old but “large” (5). Only the
heart marks the passage of time by its fateful
“ringing.” The number ‘“two thousand,”
which refers to the span of the Diaspora, is an
extremely hackneyed phrase in Israel—linked
with kedreh hagalit (“as long as the Diaspora”),
a proverbial expression for interminable
duration. Hence, for the heart, the length
of time seems unreal, immeasurable.

The sudden “encounter” (6), answering,
as it were the heart’s expectancy (5), is in-
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troduced by an inverted simile—a method
often found in Alterman’s verse: instead of
comparing the less known to the better
known, he does the reverse. Thus even the
encounter is not explicitly embedded in the
setting but merely hinted at by means of a
simile. With line g the emotional tone
intensifies, as the detached adjectives body
forth the feeling. But the erotic element (10)
is not individualized: the lips (feminine in
Hebrew) pour out upon the gardens (mas-
culine). The entire setting is suffused with
wind and with unreal imagery: greenish
malice, seething lights and suspicion,
foam that is black, a boiling treasure. The
strangeness is reinforced in Hebrew by the
use of a neologism (hésed, “‘suspicion”) and
less common forms réa (“‘evil”) and yerakrik
(“greenish”). Moreover, the sonal effect of
lines 11-12 is remarkable for its onomatopoeic
quality and for its intricate orchestration of
groups of consonants in changing orders
which are echoed in neighboring lines. The
closely related sounds of 7, 4 and of ¢, £ occur
18 times in obvious interplay with 5 sibilants.
Though the setting in the first 3 stanzas is
specific, there are hardly any concrete details.
Everything around the man on the platform
is caught in motion, yet there is neither
succession nor development. This effect of
“timelessness” is emphasized by the pre-
dicateless sentences (2-5, 11-12) and the
preponderance of nouns (almost five times as
many as verbs or adjectives). Though the
sensuous elements are present, they are

generally divorced from their normal en-
vironments. Thus each introduces a realm of
its own, rich with overtones, but the resulting
images are vague in outline, emphasizing the
diffused haziness of this summer night and
the unexplicated feeling of something vague,
strange, ominous.

The traditional quatrains, riming abab and
alternating feminine with masculine rimes,
have a slow movement of trochaic hexameter
(with the exception of lines 1, 4, 12) but only
line 5, where time is being “measured,” has
all 6 stresses. The final stanza, with its single
inverted sentence and the cesuras after un-
stressed syllables, is in strong contrast to the
segmented movement of the preceding lines—
as though one breathless sweep were carrying
the strong finale of the poem. The last line
is the only one where two consecutive stresses
are skipped; the whole line is reduced to two
major stresses.

The rimes, when not identical, are com-
pensated for by preceding sounds. Thus in
mur’évet-haéven (13-15) the identical sound is
éve but the sounds m, r, ¢ of the first rime-
word appear in the word preceding the
second rime: betimrét; and the 4, n sounds of
the second rime-word are present in the word
preceding the first: binkimd (binkimd mur’évet
—betimrét hadven). Actually all consonants of
both pairs are involved in the riming, but in
changed order. Such sonal patterns linked to
rime often run through entire stanzas in
Alterman’s first book,

— BENJAMIN HARSHAV




Nathan Alterman

THIS NIGHT

g 70

APRD IRD nMIna

.y bm Ama nipnY MEN7R
kil

a%00 M k-

AR 0D AWTPR by nymy P
niomp niaTy TIRY AponR B
npn ) oY) NELY)

Ny nwd oo aYIm

8%y 3w by Ap™Mn 7223
n2%in Ty A7a% Yy n'nn
,obivy 99y M"N2TR P N2YH by
by DY BTN S Ny

R n27en

n9RD niPD MNP

Npap 3R bip iz Ty ip
AYn PR iR AW npwwh
inimy ™0

ahna oY

MYy nispp whave 0 W

,a°pir by ninp any by jivn by
7203 128D TRIVY P oy
.o°pim Pty Y nimby % *13

“rghis Night,” from Alterman’s first

volume, brings us into a world of
metonymy in which man is expressed by the
objects surrounding hirn, without any direct

defining of his feelings:

HALAYLA HAZE - Md 17720

Halayla hazé.
Hitnakrat hakir6t haéyle.
3 Milhémet stikét behazé mul hazé.
Hayav hazhirim
Sel ner hahélev.

Rak sniué sel eyn-néham, kertiah krira,
7 Po hehlika leéreh gdeyrét harusét

Velitfa retsifim netuléy hakara

Veheynia gsarfm kesurat arisét.

10 Bakikar hareyka tsel ovér. Neelam.
Hamulat tseadav levada od holéhet.
Al tiskah, al tiskdh-na, afar haolam,
Et ragléy haaddm sedarhi aléha.

14 Halayla hazé.
Metihtt hakirét haéyle.
Kol neér vesoél. Kol meysiv umhasé.
Letifs muzara. Or hiyih meusé.
18 Hayav umoté
Sel ner hahélev.

Az yaréah malbis maseh6t saava

Al halén, al eyndyim karét, al nofim,
22 Al hastik haoméd meuban basavats,

Bidéy gélem sluhét sel kronét umnofim.

(1) This night. (2) The estrangement of these
walls. (3) War of silences in chest (breast) con-
fronting chest (breast). (4) The cautious life
(5) Of the tallow candle.

(6) Only a rumor of non-consolation, like a cool
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caressed unconscious quays [lit. which Jainted]
(9) And rocked bridges as [ though they were] a
line of cradles,

(10) A shadow pbasses in the emply square.
Disappears. (11) The tumuls of its [lit. his] steps
still walks on by uself. (12) Don’t Jorget, please
don’t forget, dust of the world, (13) The JSeet of
the man that trod on you.

(14) This night. (15) The tenseness of these
walls. (16) A voice awakes and asks. A yoice
answers and hushes. (1) 4 strange caress. Light
of an artificial smile, (18) The life and deash
(19) Of the tallow candie. .

(20) Then the moon clothes in masks of wax

wind, (7) Glided here along ruined fences (8) And'

same device, much as Rilke does, to elevate
spiritual and non-material elements above
specific events and objects—which are seen as
adventitious. Moreover, there is often a
pronounced element of horror jn these non-
material nouns, detached from their normal
framework, from any chain of events. The
naise of steps (11-1 2) lives on after the shadow
of a man has disappeared from the square—
and perhaps from life.

The emotional appeal to “the dust of the
world” (afir haoldm, 1 3-14) after the dis-
appearance of the footsteps, is rich with
connotations; for sohén afdr (“the dweller in
the dust”) is a traditional figure for the dead,

(21) A window, cold ¢yes, landscapes, (22) [And]
the ‘market that stands betrified in a strope
(23) [Closed] in the extended hands of 4 monster,
(golem), [ hands] of wagons and levers.

The objects that “fix” the emotions of the
participants are introduced by means of
demonstrative pronouns and definite articles
(literally “The night this one,” “The
estrangement of the walls these ones”). Itis a
specific night with specific walls and a specific
candle yet the total effect is indefiniteness,
estrangement, mystery.

As in the preceding poem, the unidentified
voice does not describe the setting directly,
It is the unmaterial objects and spiritual
qualities . that hold the stage: alienation,
silence fighting silence, the cautious breath of
a candle (stanza I); rumor roaming like a
cold wind, an anonymous shadow, the in-
dependent noise of steps (stanzas 2-3);
tension, a disembodied voice, a weird caress,
the unspecified light of a deceptive smile
(stanza 4). Such non-material things, or
rather the relations between them (the
silences of a heart, the ghostlike steps and
voice), populate Alterman’s poetic world. As
€0 Spitzer pointed out, the grotesque effect
of Christian Morgenstern’s verse is dependent
on the relational nouns detached from their
Normal relational framework—-e.g., Ein Knie
8eht einsam durch ds, Welt, “A knee goes by
itself through the world.” Alterman uses this
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but oldm (“world”) also means “eternity.”
The fourth stanza js Patterned on the first.

The “estrangement” becomes “tenseness” ;-

the “silences” are replaced by detached
voices; and the “cautious life of the tallow
candle” is now the “life and death” of the
candle. The candle is “cautious” because the
winds of tension are about to break out. The
menace is everpresent and the talk (16), the
strange caress, and the artificial smile usher
in its death. A recurrent symbol in Alterman’s
poetry, the candle, bears overtones of a poor
and simple setting, folk superstitions, fata)
circumstances. Here the death of the candle
Is an omen for the death of whatever lived
between the opposed personae in the scene,
The poem moves from the “‘interior”
(stanza 1) to images of weird motion in the
“exterior” (stanzas 2-3) and back again to
the room (stanza 4) where the “strange
caress” echoes the “caress” of “despair” (6-7).
Though the poem has come full circle with
the repetition of its initial pattern, it does not
end at this point. The fifth stanza now
“freezes” the external world. Even the
“market-place”’—which in Alterman’s poetry
represents colorful, dynamic life—is here
petrified (like the quays of line 8); the “cold
eyes” become but another item in a list of
external objects. Thus, though the point of
departure was intimate, and the external
setting (stanzas 2-3) seemed to be an exten-




sion of the human situation, the finale reverses
the point of view, placing the poem in the
larger context of “nature.” Both domains,
the human and the natural, the internal and
the external, echo each other and both are
frozen in a “mask of wax” (20)— recalling
death and the eternity of a wax museum.

The anapestic flow of the poem is constantly
interrupted in stanzas 1 and 4 by frequent full
stops, feminine rimes, and missing syllables
(thus line 1 is amphibrachic; sel ner hahélev—
“of the tallow candle,” 5-——lacks an un-
stressed syllable after ner, which slows down
the reading).

The halting movement of stanzas 1 and
is counterpointed by the stanzas that follow
them (2 and 5): here the 4-beat anapestic
line is intact, running through the stanza in
one complex sentence without interruption of
missing syllables or feminine rimes.

Stanza g, at the poem’s center, is a kind of
mediate member. It begins with the curt,
factual tone of the first stanza, then passes to
a longer 2-line sentence which suddenly
introduces the direct appeal of a human
voice.

— BENJAMIN HARSHAV

. 116




