
Saul Tchernichovsky

and large passages from the national epic of 
Serbia and the Icelandic Edda.

In general, both Tchernichovsky’s sense of 
life and his experience of Hebrew culture set 
him apart from other Hebrew writers of his 
generation. He was born and reared in a 
prosperous village in the border region be- 
tween Crimea and the Ukraine. The setting 
—both its fertile fields and the forbidding 
stretches of its great plains—loomed large in 
the poet’s spiritual landscape throughout his 
life. ( A poem written in 1923 begins: “Man 
is nothing but a little plot of land,/ Man is 
nothing but the image of his native land- 
scape.”) While nature often seems to be a 
consummation devoutly wished but rarely 
experienced by the ghetto-bred writers of 
Tchernichovsky’s generation, his poetry re- 
mains more continually in touch with the 
rhythms and feeling of the natural world than 
theirs or that of any modern Hebrew verse 
before it.

Tchernichovsky did not undergo the in- 
duction into culture almost universal among 
his Jewish literary contemporaries—the one- 
room elementary school followed by the 
talmudic academy. Whereas Bialik, and 
virtually all European-born Hebrew writers, 
absorbed the language through the study of 
sacred texts, Tchernichovsky was taught the 
formal elements of Hebrew by private tutors 
and then was introduced to biblical and—in 
defiance of all tradition—modern Hebrew 
texts. As a result, his Hebrew lacks some of the 
indigenous quality of Bialik’s. The sources of 
its vocabulary and the models for its syntax 
are sometimes foreign. This degree of inde- 
pendence from traditional precedents may 
have made it easier for Tchernichovsky to 
adapt Hebrew to so great a variety of Euro- 
pean prosodic forms. Because of the remark

Saul Tchernichovsky (1875-1943) is gener- 
ally acknowledged to be the most impor- 

tant poet after Bialik in the generation of 
Hebrew writers who first became active in the 
Odessa of the 1890’s. Among the poets of this 
so-called Renaissance Generation, Tcherni- 
chovsky is perhaps the one truly renaissance 
figure: a man of immense vitality with a 
voracious hunger for life. Physician, natu- 
ralist, linguist, translator, he significantly 
broadened the scope of Hebrew vocabulary 
and of its verse forms in his attempt as poet to 
embrace the external world in all its minute 
particularity.

His whole literary career constitutes a 
similar effort to embrace Western literature 
and, as it were, to transfuse it into Hebrew 
poetry. The astonishing variety of Tcherni- 
chovsky’s activities as translator gives some 
indication of the diversity of literary modes 
which he sought to naturalize to Hebrew. 
Though best known for his renderings of the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, he translated poets from 
fifteen different literatures, ranging from Soph- 
odes and Horace to Shakespeare, Moliere, 
and Pushkin, from the Kalevala to Hiawatha. 
The translations also suggest that Tcherni- 
chovsky was no modernist, at least not in 
technique. As a contemporary of Rilke, 
George, Yeats, and Eliot, he chose to trans- 
late Goethe and Heine, Byron and Shelley. 
In many of his own poems, we find him 
responding to the impact of twentieth- 
century violence, yet the poetry to which he 
was continually drawn was the kind that 
affirmed the stirring possibilities of human 
achievement. He was therefore especially 
interested in national epics and in the litera- 
tures of the Renaissance and Romanticism. 
He devoted many years to rendering into 
Hebrew such works as the Gilgamesh cycle 
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under the Soviet regime; and he left Russia 
in 1922. An unsuccessful attempt to get a 
medical post in Palestine led to a nine-year 
stay in Germany, interrupted by several 
temporary moves in the hope of finding more 
satisfactory positions elsewhere in Europe. 
Like Bialik, Tchernichovsky managed to 
settle in Palestine for only the final decade 
of his life.

But while the dark experience of exile— 
personal, national, and metaphysical—re- 
mains central to Bialik’s poetry, Tcherni- 
chovsky’s work generally conveys a sense of 
being at home in a natural world despite the 
physical uprootings and personal difficulties 
experienced by the man himself. It is not 
really surprising that Tchernichovsky was 
able to acclimatize himself poetically in 
many ways to the Palestinian setting after 
his arrival there in 1931. Unlike Bialik, he 
strove to adopt the Sephardic accent for his 
serious poetry, and some of the best work of 
his last years is a response to the physical 
presence of the Land of Israel and to the 
human effort of its rebuilders.

able continuity of ancient and modern 
Hebrew literary experience, all Hebrew 
poetry tends to be allusive—but this is far 
less true of Tchernichovsky’s work than of 
Bialik’s. As one critic has observed, the 
poetry of Bialik brilliantly recapitulates all 
the successive historical stages of Jewish 
experience and fuses them into the poet’s own 
deepest needs of expression. Compared to 
Bialik, Tchernichovsky was only superficially 
acquainted with the Talmud, the Midrash, 
the medieval commentators, and the mystic 
writers. The only Hebrew literary past to 
which his early poetry alludes with any im- 
aginative richness is the Bible.

Circumstances forced Tchernichovsky to be 
even more of a wanderer than Bialik. Because 
of the restrictions against admitting Jewish 
students, he had to study medicine outside 
Russia, first in Heidelberg, then in Lausanne. 
After working within Russia as a doctor 
during the trying years of war and revolution, 
he discovered—as did everyone else connect- 
ed with the Odessa literary group—that 
there could be no future for Hebrew writers 
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אפולו פסל כוו1ל

 מעולם, נשכח אל עדיף, באתי
 אחךים, רמים ןךחי־קךם אל

 רעננים, בני־אדם זךמי על מולך
 !עלומים בשפעת משבךי־אתם

 בארץ, מפילים אדירים דור אל
 רמים שוכני גבול גם בזרועו כרבע

 בעטרת בבניו גבורים למושב
 הגאה, מצחם על עלי־הדפנה

 להמה, ונדמה באליליו רודה
 תבל; מושלי פוד על נוספות ית5ל

 החךם, שפע יסבור בארץ, אל דור
 הכואבים. ולבית חולה לגוי נכרי

 כליל־יפי. רענן, נאדר, אל־נער,
ומסתו־י־חיים עמע על חולש

 ובגנזי־גוניה, השידה 'בערפלי

 גלימו; באלפי המונים בים
 והדרם, עשרם בכל החיים גיל אל

 גוניהם. משכיות וצפוני תקפם
 ז הכרתך האם - עדיף באתי

 !...לעולמים לנו ריב :היהודי הנני
 קנשת חלקי בין ממי־אוקמום

 ןבצר בינינו הרובצת תהום
 והמונם. בשאונם פיך, עד למלא

קצרו הן ורחב־ערבות שחקים

86

 המפריד בפרץ, מהשתךע
 מעו־יציף. מדת אבותי תורת
 הרחקתי יען !בי הרואה עינף
לפני היו אשר מכל לכת

 - בן־־תמותה, אדם יתע בנתיב ואחרי
 אליף, לעבים הךאשון הנני
 לדורות, בגסיסה קצתי בו רגע

 הופע, אזקי אשצר בו במועד
 בארץ. הדבקה החיה, נפשי

 !עמו זקנו העם-אלהיו זקן
 חךלי־אונים בידי נצמתים רגשות

 דורות. מאת ממסגר לתחיה קמו
 כלגרם, קורא !-בי אורקה !לי אור־;ה

 עורק. כל עצם, !-כל חךם הוי חךם,
!וחךם אור־ןח

 אליף. ואצא
 אקדח, פסלך מול עדיף, באתי

 ;בדדים המאור פסלף־סמל
 ולנעלה, לטוב אכרעה אקד,

 העולם, כל במלא נשא הוא לאשר
 הבריאה, כל במלא נהדר הוא לאשר
 הןצירה. סודות—בסח מרומם יש לאשר
 וליפי, לגבורה לחיים, אכרע
 ששדדו שכיות-החמדה, לכל אכרע

 אדם, זרע וךקב אנשים פגרי
 שדי, צורי מיד החיים, מורך׳

הפלי, מדברות אלהי אל

87

2^



Saul Tchernichovsky

MY ASTARTE - ASTORTI LI* • יל

Astorti li, halo tasihi li: mean
Hagay eyleynu vat ? halm beyad knaani
Meir lemaoz yam, beyn galey svo [tsidon 

[vehaltsidon ?
4 Hearvu lo bahar veim-leyl alufey dan?

 מאן לי: תסיחי הלא לי, עשתרתי
 צידון כנעני כיד האם באת? אלינו הדא

וכלצידון? שבו גלי בין ים, למעז מעיר

דן? אלופי ועם־ליל בהר לו הארבו

drumbeat in Tchernichovsky’s poetry. Like 
his younger English contemporary, D. H. 
Lawrence, Tchernichovsky had an unusual 
gift of imaginative response to the idea of a 
free life of the instincts. And for him, as for 
Lawrence, the pagan world was a vivid 
embodiment of the natural existence men 
supposedly had led before they were maimed 
by repression and inhibition.

“My Astarte,” subtitled “an idyll,” is in 
a quieter mood than most of his pagan poems. 
The speaker is a woman, praying to the 
fertility goddess Astarte. Apparently a village- 
dweller, she addresses a newly acquired 
statuette of Astarte which has been brought 
from afar:

(1) My Astarte, won't you tell me: from where 
(2) Did you come to us in the valley? Was it in the 
hand of a merchant (Canaanite) of Sidon (3) 
From [the] city stronghold of the sea, through 
waves of agate and chalcedony? (4) Did the chief- 
tains of Dan lie in ambush for him [ the merchant ] 
on the mountain (and) at night?

The pagan world exercised a continuing 
fascination over Tchernichovsky. He 

spent much of his life imaginatively exploring 
the pagan roots of many cultures: Egypt, 
Babylonia, Greece, Russia, even Finland. 
But it was to the ancient Canaanite cult 
that he gave the greatest place in his poetry, 
for it offered him a clear alternative image 
of what the later Hebrew-speaking inhabit- 
ants of Canaan could have been if freed from 
the limitations imposed by Judaism and the 
God of the Jews. Tchernichovsky, then, some- 
times uses the pagan gods for strictly polemic 
purposes in protest against Jewish tradition. 
Thus, in “Before the Statue of Apollo” 
(1899), the first important statement of his 
pagan “program,” he describes the Jewish 
people as rebels against a Nietzschean god of 
life, a “God, Lord of the wondrous deserts,/ 
God, Lord of the conquerors of Canaan by 
storm—/ And they bound him in phylactery 
thongs.”

But paganism is more than an ideological 
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Haim bitsr6rot bad al dabsot gmaley dedan 
Uneakot maalot hoi hapaz benfan venfdan 
Niset im orhat sva, noseket roma ki'don,

8 Velifneyhem metarter koi rimonim 
[vesaharon ran?

Niflaot li, ma-niflaot eynayih ismaragdim, 
Af kulah asuh sen, yetsurayih ko mitlakdim.

11 Veeyn is megale sod, mi netaneh li—eyn is!

Salsilat teeynim lah—hafanti kemah solti,
13 Misemen zeyti log —-------- eylayih hitpalalti:

“Nahagihu, naar tsah, eylay teviihu his!”

 דדן גמלי ות8דב! על בד בצרורות האם
 ונידן בניען הפז חול מעלות ונאקות

כידון. רומה נושקת שבא, ארחת עם נשאת
רן? וסהרון דמונים קול מטרטר ולפניהם

 אסמרגךים, עיניך מה־נפלאות לי, נפלאות
מתלכדים. כה ןצוריך שן, עשוך כלך אף

איש! אין — לי נתנך מי סוד, מגלה איש ואין

 סלתי. קמח חפנתי — לך תאנים סלסלת
התפללתי: אליך---------------לג זיתי משמן

« חיש! תביאיהו אלי צח, נער נהגיהו, »

sonnet. And while he observes the Petrarchan 
conventions scrupulously, he also seeks to 
endow his Canaanite woman with convinc- 
ingly dramatic speech.

Her first words sound naturally direct in 
the Hebrew, though the language is, appro- 
priately, biblical rather than modern. (The 
vocabulary in general evokes the more exotic 
and archaic usages of the Old Testament, 
although there are a few post-biblical words 
in the poem.) Enjambment is used in at least 
half the lines of the octave, and all pauses are 
dictated by the dramatic sense, so that the 
sonnet form is not felt as an impediment to 
the speaking voice which dramatically ques- 
tions Astarte. The sestet is more symmetrical- 
ly formal. As the speaker moves from ques- 
tioning to fervent praise and supplication, 
the lines are all strongly end-stopped, with a 
cesura occurring regularly after the third 
foot, suggesting the choreographic rhythm of 
ecstatic ritual.

The poem selects its “idyllic” details with 
the greatest effectiveness. The speaker won- 
ders (1 -4) whether the Astarte originally 
came by sea from Sidon in the north, or 
overland from Sheba in the far south (5-8). 
Thus the octave calls forth a whole ancient 

(5) Was it with (in) bundles of linen on the 
humps of Dedanite camels (6) And she-camels 
raising the golden sand with their swinging and 
swaying (7) [That you] were borne with a 
Sheban caravan, armed with spears lifted high, (8) 
And before them the sound of pomegranate [ bells ] 
tinkling and singing crescent [ornament]?

(9) Wondrous to me, how wondrous to me are 
your eyes that are emeralds, (10) Indeed all of 
you they have made of ivory, your limbs link together 
so. (11) And no one reveals the secret, who gave 
you to me—no one flit, no man]!

(12) A little basket of figs for you—I have 
scooped up my best flour, (13) A log [a biblical 
measure] of my olive oil----------- 1 have prayed
to you: (14) “Lead him, a shining (pure) lad, 
bring him to me swiftly.”

Tchernichovsky seems to have deliberately 
set this poem as a challenge to his own vir- 
tuosity. He wrote many idylls both early and 
late in his career, but the form as he used it 
was expansive and narrative; typically, he 
would take many hundreds of hexameter 
lines to give a leisurely, detailed account of 
the pleasures of village life. Here, on the 
other hand, he tries to convey the idyllic 
sense of broad, sun-warmed vistas through the 
rigorously restricted form of a Petrarchan 
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represents her. The poem has captured a 
distinctive mode of ancient Near Eastern 
poetry in rendering the work of nature in 
terms of the splendor of art. Compare the 
description of the lover in the Song of Songs, 
5:14-15: “His hands are rods of gold set 
with beryl; his body is polished ivory over- 
laid with sapphire; his legs are pillars of 
marble set upon sockets of fine gold.” At the 
same time, the sexual images are inescapable 
—the undulating female camels, the pome- 
granate shapes, and the intertwined limbs.

Only the last tercet places the idea of 
artifact in the background. Here the poem 
passes from visual and auditory images to 
taste and smell as the woman enumerates the 
items of her simple sacrifice—fine flour and 
olive oil (a standard offering prescribed in 
the Pentateuch), and figs, associated with 
fertility. The change in sensory focus is 
appropriate, for this is the most humanly 
immediate moment of the poem. The woman 
prays for a “shining” (tsah) lad, like the 
“shining and ruddy” lover of the Song of 
Songs 5:10.

---- ROBERT ALTER

Near Eastern world, where after disembarking 
Tyrian merchants run the danger of attack 
from Danite—significantly, Israelite—ma- 
rauders, and where armed caravans cross the 
Arabian desert, to the tinkle of pomegranate- 
bells (suggesting fertility) and crescent- 
shaped ornaments (again associated with 
Astarte, often thought of as a moon-goddess).

The general effect the poem aims at is to 
crystallize the magic lights of an exotic world. 
There is a cultivated quality of strangeness 
in the vocabulary—“chalcedony,” “she- 
camels” (ndkot, derived from the Arabic), 
the biblical epithet “stronghold of the sea” 
for Sidon.

Until the final tercet, almost everything is 
seen as artifact: the sea is a jewelled surface, 
the sand is gold, the caravan is a parade of 
finely wrought ornaments. Astarte, of course, 
is literally an artifact (9-10), but the poem 
establishes an equation that works both 
ways. The Canaanite woman, we sense, is 
addressing the real Astarte, not just a piece 
of carved ivory, and the real Astarte is as 
exquisitely beautiful as the statuette which
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Saul T chernichovsky

lasemes* • לשמשTO THE SUN: 7,8 • 

Beomdi veyn hahay uveyn hagoses kvar 
(Umanut ma-noraa!) veizmel had behapi, 
Yes bohe mitoh gil veyes mekalel beapi,

4 Safagti aharon or toh ison goses zar.

El raam tothey-on mitgalgelim bakar, 
Lees notsetsa veesun minharti li vegapi 
Hitveyti aharon-kav, mahakti hay midapi

8 Misaf mesoham kah teaker even-yekar.

Veiilam bed to zik baayin haomemet, 
Badr hasofeg or uvterem kam laad;

11 Veulam bedto brak es kddha vetsoremet,

Baes hakdr’a lees, hamtsava eyd usmad,- 
13 Hayita ata vam; ze hddha hamamani;—

Halm kidamti vo o ehar tsur braani ?

כבר הגוסס ובין החי בין ,בעמך
 בכפי חד ואזמל ־■מה-גוראה!( )אמנות

 באפי מקלל תש גיל מתוך בוכה יש
זר. גוסס אישון תוך אור אחרון ספגתי

 בכר, מתגלגלים תותחי־און רעם אל
 בגפי לי מנהרתי באשון נוצצה לאש

 מדפי, חי מחקתי אחרון־קו, התויתי
אבן־יקר. תעקר כך מ^זהם מסף

העוממת, בעץ זיק באותו ואולם
לעד; קם ובטרם אור הסופג באור

וצורמת, קודחה אש ברק באותו ואולם

 ושמד, איד המצוה לאש, הקוראה באש
 — הממני; ך הוד זה בם; אתה ה״ת
בראני? צור אחר או בא קדמתי האם

“To the Sun,” the first and most impres- 
sive section of the Notebook, is composed in a 
particularly demanding form: the sonnet 
corona. A corona is a cycle of fifteen Petrar- 
chan sonnets in which the last line of each 
poem is repeated as the first line of its succes- 
sor; the fourteenth sonnet ends with the first 
line of the first poem and is followed by a 
concluding sonnet made up of the first lines 
of all the previous poems, in sequence. The 
cumulative power that can be generated by 
this difficult form with its virtuoso conclusion 
is extraordinary; one understands Tcherni- 
chovsky’s pride in reminding us, in his 
dedicatory note, that “this sonnet corona 
[is] the first in our literature.”

Ideally the first cycle should be read with 

The sonnet has almost as long a history in 
Hebrew poetry as it does in Italian; it 

was introduced to Hebrew literature in the 
14th century by Immanuel of Rome, a con- 
temporary of Dante. But for all the venerabili- 
ty of the Hebrew sonnet, no poet had put it 
to so wide a variety of uses or displayed such 
virtuosity in handling the form as Tcherni- 
chovsky. He published in Berlin in 1922 The 
Notebook of Sonnets, a volume of verse which 
also included a historical essay on the sonnet 
and a poetic tribute “To the Hebrew Son- 
net.” In both the essay and the tribute, 
Tchernichovsky makes clear that he turned 
to the sonnet partly in response to the neglect 
of formal beauty which he felt was encour- 
aged by critics of modern Hebrew verse.
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(1) As I stood between the living and the al- 
ready dying (2) (What a terrible craft!) and a 
sharp scalpel in my hand, (3) Sometimes weeping 
for joy and sometimes cursing in anger, (4) I 
soaked up the last light from the pupil [ of the eye ] 
of an alien (stranger) dying man.

(5) By the thunder of mighty cannons flit. 
cannons of might] rolling through the meadow, (6) 
By the fire flashing (flickering) to me alone in the 
darkness of my tunnel (7) I marked the last line, 
I wiped out a living creature from my page, (8) 
So from an onyx threshold a precious stone is 
ripped out.

(9) And yet in that spark in the fading (dulling) 
eye, (10) In that light soaking up light and before 
it goes blind; (11) And yet in that flash of scorch- 
ing and screeching fire,

(12) In the fire calling to fire, commanding 
disaster and destruction— (13) You, You were 
in [all of] them; this glory of Yours stunned me; 
— (14) Have I come too early or was the Rock 
[God] late in creating me!

To the reader familiar with the reference 
in line I (to Numbers 17:13), the poem 
begins on a note of great breadth and gran- 
deur: “And he [Aaron] stood between the 
dead and the living and the plague was 
stayed.” The underground operating room 
of the octave is a kind of grave. The doctor’s 
craft is terrible because futile: he is forced 
to be a macabre parody of God, helplessly 
crossing out lives from his book. But the 
“darkness of the tunnel” is punctuated with 
images of light—the dying light in the eye, 
the lantern, the flashes of artillery, the hard- 
ened flame of the jewel—which will flare 
up in the sestet.

The turning from despair to affirmation is 
signaled by the initial “And yet” of the 
sestet. Lines 9-12, as the progression of 
images indicates, should be read in a crescen- 
do, reaching a peak in line 12, with its heavily 
accented long-9׳ sounds and final thud of 
eyd usmdd (“catastrophe and destruction”). 
Lines 13-14 bring a marked rhythmic change. 
The sound and sense of line 13, with stressed 
alliteration of h’s and m's, force us to read it

“On the Blood,” a corona completed the year 
after the publication of “To the Sun.” The 
two titles, in fact, are in a sense interchange- 
able, for “To the Sun” develops an equation 
between sun and blood, or fire and blood: 
“You Who are present in the hiding-place of 
being, I beseech You, guard the blood for 
me./ Do not put out Your fire, which You 
kindled in me, with Your compassion,” (Son- 
net 5). “On the Blood” wrestles with history 
while the poet of“To theSun” wrestles with his 
own soul. But it should be kept in mind that 
the historical foreground of the later corona is 
a dramatic background for the earlier one: 
Russia and Europe from 1914 to 1922, world 
war, revolution, pogroms, civil anarchy, a 
widening circle of uninhibited violence. “On 
the Blood,” in proposing art as the answer to 
the madness of history, suggests one possible 
reason for the adoption of the difficult corona 
form in both cycles: the poet is trying to 
shore up his sense of beauty against the moral 
chaos around him with an artistic convention 
that demands restraint, control, balance, 
complex interweaving.

One of several themes that is repeated 
with fugal intricacy in “To the Sun” is the 
speaker’s vacillating sense of himself as a 
sun-blessed creature rooted in the earth’s 
timeless life-energies, and as an outcast in 
time, engulfed by the violence and heartless- 
ness of an alien age. This double sense of 
self is perhaps hinted at in the opening line 
of the cycle: “I was like a hyacinth and a 
mallow to my God, ...” Mallow, according 
to the Talmud, is a flower that turns and 
opens to the sun; the hyacinth, according to 
Greek legend, springs from the blood of 
murder, and its petals bear the letters Al Al, 
the syllables of woe. Sonnets 7 and 8 of the 
corona present an exciting transition from 
lamentation to sun-fired song. The speaker 
of Sonnet 7 is an army doctor, working by 
lantern light in a makeshift underground 
operating room. (Tchernichovsky saw con- 
siderable frontline action as a medical officer 
in the Russian army from 1914 to 1918.)
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Haim kidamti vo o ehar tsur braani? 
‘Elohim’ saviv li umleim koi haykum. 
Kohavim elohay, etpalel lamo, ksum-

4 Pneyhem, meor-yom vesahar hivaryani.

Ki vilteha eyn klum, hoy semes himemani! 
Bney-semes atem li, haglamim tluyim rum, 
Bney-semes—ets hapil uklipot koi hasum,

8 Gilguley or vahom—hapeham harathani.

Vehaya hoi haykum koi tfila, tfilat-kol:
Lah korot imot-tanim, gureyhen ki tefalahna,

11 Lah yaron sofar-krav im hanets or bamahne,

Hasmasot begalgal-al, ki yigrefem hakol.
13 Bemakhelat eyn-hasof arona veld edom: 

Od belibi lan hatal, hayored al sde-edom.

 בראנה צור אחר או בא קדמתי האם
 היקום. כל ומלאים לי סביב 'אלהים׳
קסום־ למו, אתפלל אלהי, כוכבים

הוריני. וסהר מאור־יום פניכם,

הממני! שמש הוי כלום, אין בלתך כי
 רום, תלוים הגלמים לי, אתם בני־שמש
 השום, כל וקלפות הפיל עץ — בני־שמש

הרתחני• הפחם — וחם אור גלגולי

תפלת־כל: תפלה, קול היקום כל והיה
תפלחנה, כי גוריהן אמות־תנים, קוראות לך

במחנה, אור הנץ עם קרב—שופו ירן לך

הקול. יגרפם כי בגלגל־על, השמשות
 אדם: ולא ארנה אין־הסוף במקהלת

שדה־אדום על היורד הטל, לן בלבי עוד

moribund age and the eternal sources of life 
which were accessible in the past and, hope- 
fully, will be so again in the future. Sonnet 8 
repeats the question which ends the previous 
sonnet, then goes on with the affirmation 
of life:

(1) Have 1 come early or was the Rock [God] 
late in creating me? (2) “Gods” are around me 
and Jill the whole universe. (3) Stars are my gods, 
I pray to them, bewitched (4) By your faces, light 
of day and pale moon.

(5) For there is nothing without (except) You, 
0 Sun that has warmed me! (6) You are children 
of the sun (sun-creatures) to me, [you cloud] 
masses hung on high, (7) Children of the sun (sun- 
creatures)—the elephant tree and all the garlic 
skins, (8) Avatars of light and heat—the com- 
bustible coal.

(9) And the whole universe will be a voice of 
prayer, the prayer of all: (10) To You, mother- 
jackals call as they give birth to their whelps, (11) 
To You, the battle horn sings as light breaks in the 
camp,

(12) [To You] the suns in the sphere above, as 
the sound (voice) sweeps them. (13) In the choir 

much more slowly, at a lower pitch, than the 
preceding line. “Stunned me” (hamamdni) 
implies a physical blow, and one hears a 
kind of muffled thunder in the whole line. 
Despite the dominance of death, the presence 
of light—even dying and destructive light— 
avows the existence of vital, inexhaustible 
energy. The cannon fire calls for answering 
fire and it also calls to the fire or light in the 
dying eye (9), and, echoing the “abyss calling 
to abyss” of Psalm 42, it imposes itself in the 
poem as a force of cosmic dimensions.

The speaker concludes the sonnet with a 
sudden, and for the moment, enigmatic, 
question. As the child of an age to whom fire 
means only destruction, should he have been 
born in a much earlier period when the vital 
principle of fire (or sun) was worshipped ? Or 
perhaps he has come to the world too early, 
before the fulfilment of the vision when “a 
generation will create ... its next god, and we 
shall worship Him in exultation” (Sonnet 
10). Standing “between the living and the 
dying,” is not only dramatic but symbolic as 
well. The speaker finds himself between a 
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be” in prophetic future, as if the speaker were 
setting out to say, “And it shall come to pass 
on that day . . The poem’s vision of unity 
becomes so intense that its language ap- 
proaches the language of eschatology. The 
epiphany of the sun-god came, we remember, 
in the blast of cannons. The vital energy that 
is praised in the poem exists beyond all 
moral categories: the same force is present in - 
the dimming eye of the dying man and in 
the first trumpet of war.

Line 14—like many of the terminal lines 
in the corona—is a sudden reversal in tone 
and perspective. Line 13 triumphantly ends 
with a jubilant trumpet-blare: arena veto 
edom (“I shall sing and I shall not be still”). 
Line 14, by contrast, is a still, gentle voice. 
From the celestial grandeur, the speaker 
turns to his own heart; from fiery cosmic 
power to the dew on a Near Eastern desert; 
and from a vision of life-present to a fantasy 
of life-past. The “field of Edom” is the desert 
through which Moses led the ancient Israel- 
ites. In the next sonnet the speaker will 
identify his own religious consciousness with 
that of his desert-dwelling ancestors, whom 
he imagines as having lived close to the 
primitive vital forces of nature.

— ROBERT ALTER

of infinity I shall sing and I shall not be still: (14) 
In my heart the dew still reposes that descended 
/"lit. descends] on the field of Edom.

Many of the English equivalents offered 
here are inadequate. The diction and gram- 
mar of the poem are more elevated, more 
biblically poetic, than our version can indi- 
cate. Note also that the Hebrew here for 
“gods” (eldhim), which the speaker, living in 
a post-pagan world, feels compelled to 
enclose in quotation marks, does not suggest 
an absolute cleavage between polytheism and 
monotheism, for this plural noun is used in 
the singular sense for God throughout the 
Bible.

After the credo of the first quatrain, the 
poem runs up and down the scale of sun- 
saturated creation in two series—5-8, 9-13— 
culminating in the “choir of infinity” (13). 
Everything that exists is an “embodiment 
of light” (8), containing seeds of the sun’s 
life-energy, from the cloud masses (gldmim 
implies formlessness) and the aromatic ele- 
phant tree down to the garlic skin, a prover- 
bial equivalent in Hebrew for something 
worth next to nothing.

The second series, which ends in a sun- 
worshipper’s version of the music of the 
spheres, is appropriately more elevated in style 
than the first. It begins (9) with the verb “to 
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