Night, Morning






NI1GHT, MORNING

Selected Poems

of
Hamutal Bar-Yosef

Translated by Rachel Tzvia Back

With an Introduction by David Shapiro

THE SHEEP MEADOW PRESS

RIVERDALE-ON-HUDSON, NEW YORK



Copyright © 2008 by Hamutal Bar-Yosef
Translation copyright © 2008 by Rachel Tzvia Back
Introduction copyright © 2008 by David Shapiro

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or trans-
mitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system,
without the express written consent of the publisher.

All inquiries and permission requests should be addressed to:

The Sheep Meadow Press
P.O. Box 1345
Riverdale-on-Hudson, NY 10471

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bar-Yosef, Hamutal.

[Poems. English. Selections]

Night, morning : selected poems of Hamutal Bar-Yosef / Hamutal Bar-
Yosef'; translated by Rachel Tzvia Back.

p. cm.

Hebrew text and English translation on facing pages.

ISBN 1-931357-55-2

1. Bar-Yosef, Hamutal--Translations into English. I. Back, Rachel Tzvia,
1960- I1. Title.

PJ5054.B294A6 2007
892.416--dc22
2007061808



This book is dedicated to the memory
of Isaac Jacob Meyers 9"



vi

DWW 70

2 w17

(1971-1984) °RTPR D1V
6 "W NmRY

8  wymp

10 yagx

12 o302 'lt;i’:)i]
14 Sus

16 nys

18 =0
200X e
22 mwa wRa
24 oo7wy

26 omy 2w mpn
28 b

30 yana o
34 row

36 mavn oY

(1990) N1DD¥1
40 mpopyd

42 X2 179N

44 T 1inar

46 mi By oMndn 129 W Y



CONTENTS

Introduction by David Shapiro  xvii

TheWell 3

Early Poems (1971-1984)
Breathing 7

Primipara 9

Finger 11

Now in theYard 13
Raspberry Bush 15

Now 17

APot 19

From Fear 21

New Year 23

Steps 25

My Brother’s Funeral 27
Dove 29

The Tower of Tevets 31
Falestine 35
Kitchen Table 37

from In the Crush (1990)

In the Crush 41

We Were Born Here 43

A Childhood Memory 45

An Old Song & Twelve Reflections on a Dove

47

Vil



Viil

54 9 mR0m

56 1) Rina

58  20ax-%n PY o not Yy
60  rnowy

62 N7 XY

64 IR

66 mwIeng

68 77 °nx37

70 pram

72 ORYEn

74 R7TPOMT LN
76 Mo VY
78wy vw

80  2TyAW Dipnn

82  niao

84  oxne nYRIY ypIR ind XY
86  °niXk NYRY

88  nivn

90 w7

92 Tpa

94 oivn 7Y

96  Dpyix TR AV
98 77203

100 Aina 2y ¥

RLARS



Show Me 55

Bargaining 57

On the Tel-Aviv Beach 59
That the Lips 61

Leah Giving Birth 63

Its Me 65

Stretching Out 67

[ BroughtYou 69

Only the Green 71

Cry Out 73

Ah, the Terrible Bosom 75
A Song of Autumn 77

A Song 79

The Place Youll Leave 81
Vise 83

Not Like the Ground Suddenly Sinking 85
You Asked 87

A Dream 89

The Goat 91

Morning Song 93
Another Dream 95

I Forgot How to Scream 97
In the Library 99

Angel on the Shore 101



(1991) X911

104 =

106 mox wnwa
108 »xm) ya)x mywa
110 790

112 7%n

114 1p1 wPR2 187 2% 1177
116 n7iwn oy nwio
120 "ma oy

122 3977w v
126 Aien

128 onmy ind
130 o1 vIvdisiviX
132 »n

134 1i2°m2 mwa
136 »19>°n 02 720K Y
138 7 nx wRay
140 7279393

142 nyg e

144 PR

146 m3ip
148y %W i
150 2py %y oW 3w
152 momen o
154 2028-%n

156  2xi27 oipna



from The No (1991)
Confession 105

The Sun Reveals Itself 107

At Four-Thirty in the Afternoon 109
After the Wedding 111

Prayer 113

Portrait of the Artist as an Old Man 115
A Meeting with a Poet 117

On the Fence 121

Three Road Songs 123

The End 127

As One Gives Up 129

A Russian Auto-Portrait 131
Embrace 133

When I Was in High School 135
A Mediterranean Love Song 137
I'll Ask forYour Hand 139

The Tender Man 141

AYear Later 143

[ Said 145

Prove It 147

In the Clown’s Garden 149
Two Songs on Jacob 151

Into the Meddlesome Crowd 153
Tel-Aviv 155

The Painful Place 157



X1l

(2000) 722,777

168  ninn

170 2028 W

172 279 xia

174 [Dpad yoa7 manl
176 xR

178 [737 %y Toyn oXl
180  [79237 137 "y in3]
182 qwna a

184 =231 X

186  mpw

188 wpa ypiag 7l
190 nupama v

(2001) 7317

198 nwama mi23yin v1io

200 AnI21 NI 0N NUXMRY WORT
202 o7 mayiv

204 omn e

206 poon

208 23 0n

210 oopIpT R DO9RD KD

212 mwa wRna

214 9ma v



from Night, Morning (2000)

Gift 169

A Spring Poem 171

Come, Children 173

[Here is morning, it has arrived] 175
Waking 177

[If you stand on a hill] 179

[Like this leaf; the one high up] 181
Against the Dark 183

To My Man 185

A Mare 187

[The slight and barely breaking smile] 189

Songs of Aging 191

from Food (2001)

Sonnet of the Sun-Dried Tomato 199
Black Bread 201

When She Tastes 203

Like Dates 205

Bubble Gum 207

Chamomile Tea 209

The Gods Need No 211

On Rosh Hashanah 213

A Blue Table 215

X111



X1V

(2004) X727

218 137 NORYI VYD
220 xmum

222 owpa

224 7b

226 03

228  niny

230 AP N7 man
234 "317 mhun ARR o
238 npnswn 700> NEp
246

248 v wown
250 1inwa aYha nonb
252 NIy DN
254 w9 d

256 Snonm vya

258  minv nuna
260 o1y

264 2m W ol

266 X2 ONIW ARARYD
268 ©P0a7

270 °m1 TROR IT2
272 n7gon o9on AW

278  1pA



from Convalescence (2004)
When I am Left Alone 219
What is Impure 221

The Jackals 223

Here 225
Strength 227
Names 229

Our Own State 231

If You Can Manage to Remember
A Little History 239

A Present 247

Solomon’s Trial 249

Because of the Black Night 251
[ Thought Death 253

Because the Soul 255

The Pen and the Brush 257

In a Black Bed 259

To Hands 261

A Stream of Milk 265

When You Stay Here 267
Hibiscus 269

Into Your Hands I Entrust My Spirit

235

271

The Sea of Galilee’s Water Level Has Risen 273

Repair 279

Questions and Answers: An exchange between

David Shapiro and Hamutal Bar-Yosef ~ 281

XV






INTRODUCTION

BAR-YOSEF’S POETRY:
WO OwNS THE LAND OF TEMPORARINESS?

“Beautiful as the feet of the messenger of peace”

The Biblical translator David Rosenberg once opened a reading
of poetry by saying simply and severely, “I can think of nothing in the
world that could make me happier than the fact of Israel’s continued
existence.” The statement 1s like a jubilee itself. It reminds us of all
that is left out of the dogmatic perspectives, because it is not a funda-
mentalist nor extremist statement.

When I recently re-read the famous document on Zionism from
the standpoint of its victims by Edward Said, my colleague at Co-
lumbia, I remembered in each page what he was not discussing: the
historical right for a people to save itself. Of course, when he wrote
Orientalism, I told him he had written a good text on anti-Semitism.
“In what sense?” Edward cried. I said, “In the sense that we too as
Jews have lived through the reduction to Orientalism, of course.” He
paused and said, “You are right, of course.”

For years it was said that we must not say that the lands of the
Bible are filled with tragic conflicts. The word tragedy would lead
one toward the poetry of co-existence and not the prose of politics,
greed, or, what is and was inevitable, war. There are those among my
friends who think that nothing is clear about the State except that it
is a colony of our late complex Rome: America. But what Rosen-
berg was reminding us was that Israel is also a haven in a heartless
world, not simply an opium dream of homecoming. If we move at
all towards unfolding new projects of co-existence, then it will be on
the basis, perhaps, that the land saves us, but we do not own the land.
Michal Govrin speaks eloquently about laws of temporariness. We
are given the land only as far as we are just in it and treat the strangers,
now our neighbors, justly. And may all of us be willing to give up our
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sukkah pierced with holes to see the sky. And this sky and these stars
through which we see the Sabbath and the end of Sabbath—this is
what is called poetry. The language is sacred and profane at once, and
that 1s why the Hebrew Bible has sat on my writing table through-
out my life. In Bar-Yosef one finds again the religion that finds the
sacred in the secular, as Scholem used Whitman to explain his own
faith. Each of her poems adds up to a prayer-book, a niggun, and a
place in time. She is not a Platonist, and her poems are as concrete
as Shir ha-Shirim.

Thus, the poems, the night and the morning of Hamutal Bar-
Yosef. Rabbi Abraham Heschel has reminded us that our business is
with time not space. One senses the dangers of time, of miscounting,
of time’s optical illusions: “But the well is poisoned,/ And he with his
blue tongue licks me/ and says: Stars” (p. 3). Bar Yoset’s severe verdict
1s that we ourselves can be poison; we must warn ourselves about pol-
lution, concrete and allegorical poisoning, and when our task is not
to be finished, our task may seem oddest: to revere the unfinished,
incomplete, and the temporary booth upon the land: “calculated in
small parcels/ for time and distance known in the throat/ stretched
backwards to accumulate motion” (p. 7). These tasks are as sacred as
giving birth to a new baby, a new poetry, a new nation: “Round and
bald it tears me/ and pushes out/ to be free” (p. 9). As in the work
of Anna Swir and also of Gali-Dana and of Yona Wallach, the poem’s
creation is not dry and skeptical as in Montale but full as a cry of
prayer. It is the cantor’ privilege to be one alone who may repeat the
canonic words or hold them up melismatically to the whole congre-
gation. These are private poems, of course, but as public as a dream.
It is Meyer Schapiro who early rebuked the surrealists by reminding
them that even a dream is collective. How could Hebrew poetry not
transcend whimsy? She can make an image of wild birthing. She
1s also in a gender struggle as in Wallach but does not warn you so
quickly of the turbulence to come, nor does it have the intellectual
Rococo and Borgesian play of Gali-Dana. But it is nothing if not
embodying: “There is a great finger straightening my self/ like silver
foil you rub against the table” (p. 11).
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Even in her earliest poems, Bar-Yosef sings the stories of the wind
that blows through her: “not interested in stories of things buried
deep” (p. 13). However, it is the narrative drive of Bar-Yosef that
breathes even in these clipped poems and finally suggests stories of
the surface and depth. Of course poetry is lost, and of course poetry
also must be found—in translation, mistranslation, homage. And I
with an am-ha-aretz’s sense of Hebrew still find these poems pierc-
ing through imagery and structure. It would be a mistake to find
this poetry regionalist or limited like an easy domesticity which she
renounces. Benjamin says the true storyteller has either gone a long
way or stayed near. Her nearness is a voyage. Even fact 1s sacred, and
the sensuality is overt also: “we feed each other its unripe fruit/ leav-
ing red stains on our faces” (p. 15).

How does the poet develop from these fabulously direct begin-
nings? How does one develop from such a poem, as “Now”: “how
can we interpret the breathing/ now that we have no strength/ to cry
out/ and everything is dead” (p. 17). Only in a world where Zion can
be interpreted from the standpoint of the Jewish and other victims,
can these short poems wake. Her poems have the folded propriety
and wild nights of Emily Dickinson, another woman who needed
less “development” than the free range she could grant to her vision.
Listen to Bar-Yosef on a pot for fish:“There is a pot on the fire/ with
no bottom, no lid” (p. 19). This uncanny pot is like a great aggressive
Yiddish joke. The fish are compared to “babies buried in the pyra-
mids” (p. 19). From this poet, one cannot escape the wars, the dream
and its interpretation, exactly our ideals of wisdom sans bitterness.
And so many of these works are love poems, with an insistence on
difficult love: “What else can desperate/ people do when someone/
who i1s stronger/ slams off the alarm/ while you in his arms/ bet-
ter asleep than awake/ as in the lap of a beautiful snake/ your days
are slipping away (p. 21). There is late wisdom here: even her shoe
squeaks: “with such pleasure, such wisdom, with the exact melody”
(p- 25). This is the poetry of an exactitude. She speaks not to the
angelic orders but to her dead brother. Terrifying women tear her
clothes into mourning shape by a sudden knife that rips. She, like
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Cavafy and certain songs of Rachel (“Veulai,” for example), does not
exaggerate, though she sings. She has a good speaking voice, and, as
my mother used to say, therefore she also has a good singing voice.

Her late poems, as well as her early, have an astonishing direct-
ness. Only sometimes does she use the scenographic, as in a poem
in which the child Hamutal melodramatically reenacts in school the
baby Solomonic trials. Once in Riverdale at the house of Stanley
Moss, I told Yehuda Amichai that my favorite lines of his seemed
Homeric: “Living we wash the babies with water; dead we wash the
babies with the earth.” Police sirens and enemy lands and absent
children haunt the work that seems as simple and colloquial as Frank
O’Hara: “I am thinking of you.” When the young man has become
a father for the first time, she makes her prophetic twist a vivid one:
“On his head a female halo/ of wisdom” (p. 189). Who else would
find that halo sexual, as the cherubim kissing in the Temple were a
scandal to those who didn’t care for the mystical union, shadowed in
all our torn and wounded unions.

Her late poems expand and radiate. Her late Angel poem also
speaks of the “mildly sexed” richness of that full community. John
Hejduk, the visionary architect, spent his life trying to create struc-
tures that would be adequate to an age that murdered, he reiterated,
its own angels. Bar-Yoset’s work 1s the shadow of the Shadow. It is
sometimes as cutting and flamboyant and painful as Tsvetaeva. It is
Brecht who said: “Even a donkey must understand.” That was his
sign on the wall that so converted Benjamin. And one remembers
also Benjamin’s love not only for Scholem’s infoldings of the rose of
Israel, but also the Techina, the prayer-book in Yiddish for mothers
almost dispossessed of language. The woman, however, says the prayer
and lights the lights of an entire people, otherwise in relative darkness,
whether it is sung or not. The niggun must needs have its quarter-
tones. She sings the unheard note between the white key for B and
the black key for B flat. These constitute her wisdom and her rage.

Her latest works light elegies to aging. And a memory so light
that it encompasses children, the old and their wrinkles. If Israel and
its neighbors—*"“the only Enemy is the word enemy,” says Brecht—



intricately resolve what seems never to be solved, it will be in part by
the domestic grace and wisdom and baroque of this poetry. When I
am 1in Israel, I am still in exile because of a dissonance that is not yet
resolved. But it is not ours to give up the task. At the Ein-Shemer
kibbutz that houses my favorite greenhouse, Avital Geva, a great con-
ceptual artist, teaches Arabs and Jews together principles of plants
and science. I suggested also the principles of art, poetry, and music.
One has in the best poetry of Bar-Yosef, as in the poetry so poignant
of Harold Schimmel, a Jewish nobility with democratic imagery, as
I also love it in Avot Yesheron. Here is a completely fulfilling dream
of many languages, of a social alliance as in the dance of many, and
without the forgeries of American pluralism. No one owns the land,
but the poets, the children, and the mothers are closest in time.

Agnon says of his mother she looked like a prayer-book, and then
even more dazzlingly, Agnon says, so close to Bar-Yosef’s tones, con-
vincing historical and private: “And indeed my mother was a prayer-
book.” The surrealists quoted Lautreamont to say that beauty was
found in “the accidental encounter of an umbrella and a sewing ma-
chine on a surgical table.” We often return to this juxtaposition, but
Bar-Yoset’s sense of the beautiful is the unfolding of peace and the
work of mourning. In her, the umbrella and the sewing machine and
the surgical table are man and woman in love.

David Shapiro
Ruiverdale
2008

XX1






Night, Morning



R27

N9 W2 W
X7 AN
M IR 27T
2y A3 93]
DI¥ 07T 2°12K32

0YR2 TR NP
A3 DWRI2 U
oNR °132

nirona ,oba 972 ,nipin)
URCRIRIRK RN
Ralhinta

N7 2T 72K
;12792 22RY NuRI? IR
72 7Y W7

PR moNaT 113wha R’
2212 MY



The Well

[ am a poisoned well,

I told the ram

as he flared his nostrils.
Everything in me is poisoned.
Venom flows in my stones.
On the bottom

there’s a bag, almost sealed.

In it, silently putrefying,

are the clothes of the dead.

Far away, in day’s splendor, even the storks
warn each other

of the pollution.

But the well is poisoned,
[ whisper to the ram at night,

the well is entirely poisoned.

And he with his blue tongue licks me

and says: Stars.
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Breathing

Breathing in air for an emergency you must
raise your head above the waterline in order

to grab and store as much air

as possible it must be compressed and dense
calculated in small parcels

for time and distance known in the throat
stretched backwards to accumulate motion like

the archer’s tense bow.
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Primipara

Round and bald it tears me
and pushes out

to be free.

On its own now it can

scratch its own nose, its closed

eye.

To cut its nails you must

be sly.
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Finger

There is a great finger straightening my self
like silver foil you rub against the table
carefully

to give as a gift to a child

and it trembles and emits a very thin

ringing.

11
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Now in the Yard

Now in the yard when the guava tree like a young mother
with twenty ringed fingers caresses the morning wind

and the apricot tree brushes its lovely hair

Now when just the nod of a head shows
they agreed between them long ago

who would be first to ripen

Then in the arms of both, the wind falls asleep—

not interested in stories of things buried deep.
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Raspberry Bush

At night

when I breathe in your sweet and sour smell
and you suck on my bitterness

a raspberry bush sprouts between our ribs
with closed eyes

we feed each other its unripe fruit

leaving red stains on our faces.

15
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Now

When I pull back you caress

when I cover up you undress

who can tell now if the baby is crying
from cold or because he’s too warm
how can we interpret the breaths

now that we have no strength to cry out

and everything is dead.
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A Pot

When I woke I knew:
there’s a pot with fish on the fire
and the pot has no lid.

My bed was full of soft and red
fish pieces, and the fish had the plastered eyes
of babies buried in the pyramids.

There is a pot on the fire

with no bottom, no lid.

19
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From Fear

From fear of being late desperate children
bite their tongues or fingers,

they can rip the blue-fringed bedspread
to shreds. What else can desperate
people do when someone

who is stronger

slams off the alarm

while they in his arms

better asleep than awake

as in the lap of a beautiful snake

your days slipping away.

21
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New Year

The house

filling up with guests

resembles a tree

where new leaves replace withered ones.
When the bell rings

the threshold’s heart jumps

like a branch on which birds alighted

and the walls near each other, move apart.

Autumn winds lie down. They rest.

A weak sun touches the dust of the house.

A year departs. Another enters.

23
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Steps

I’'m walking, and my right shoe squeaks

with such pleasure, such wisdom, with the exact melody
[ haven’t heard in so long

the footsteps of who

or whose cradle is rocking

in my foot sole

inside my shoe today squeaking

exactly the tune of he

who knows where he’s going

alas, he knows he knows.
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My Brother’s Funeral

Not on the Sabbath they dressed me in white

and we drove to Jerusalem not to see the sights.

Bought flowers that don’t grow in fields

took me to a crowded place.

There the sky ran away

and the sun blocked up its ears.

In a sealed-off square a terrible woman

approached me with a knife and ripped my collar

another wanted to smash the coffin

shouting that mother was waiting

she scratched her face ripped into pieces

clawed and roared tearing herself open

Hundreds of owls with black glasses on their eyes

shrieked like a train without any lights

on no tracks in a forest of cries

crashing into screams and |

scream too. If T call to my brother

who will hear me who.

27
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Dove

When the sirens of ceasefire are heard in the hills
I'll fly out the ark window

to land on the top of the first

carob tree [ see, its sperm fragrance

will free me for a moment from

the history of ruined nests

and shattered fledglings.

29
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The Tower of Tevets

Avimelech proceeded to Tevets; encamped there and occupied it. Within
the town was a fortified tower and all the citizens of the town . . . took
refuge there. . . . Avimelech pressed forward to the tower, attacked it,
approaching the door of the tower to set it on fire. But a woman dropped
an upper millstone on Avimelech’s head, and cracked his skull.

—Judges 9: 50-53

A song for a tower which was in Tevets

I’ll sing a song for this power I wish were mine.
Turning and turning the millstone

how many years have we kept silent.

Who will ascend the tower in days of hard labor,
in these hot days of labor who can think

of carrying himself away from his lot?

In their distress they were like barley seeds

as crowded as barley seeds in a sack

men and women and all the field-owners together
one breath away from the fire

ground into one by the turn of a millstone

millstone how many years have we kept silent.

And the screeching of ravens. And the children.

Aah 1 screamed on the roof of the tower of Tevets
there I learned to scream.

A trembling seized the millstone

lightning entered the iron through my hands

a trembling galloped in my bowels

my teeth like horses in an iron chariot
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the foolish stone screamed

like an infant in the hands of ancient midwives.

There I wanted to sing.
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Falestine

In this narrow bed
beside a clay wall of tiny furrows
tunnels for spiders and lizards

if I turn over I’ll fall into the sea.

In this hard and narrow bed

have you come to know me, Ya Habibi,
or to smash my head

and the heads of my nurslings

against the wall?
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Kitchen Table

It’s already noon. In the kitchen
everything is laid

on the table edge to edge.

My fork almost touches your knife.

The ends of my hair are near the vein in your neck.

The fan moves the steaming air
from your head to my head.

[ too see the cracks

in the heavy kitchen table,
more old than new.

[ too see its thick legs.

Take the knife, slice the bread.
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In the Crush

And in the silent crush of a crowd rushing in
amid their idle and maddening push and pull

a strange woman suddenly touches

the fabric of the dress my mother sewed for me
she asks what it costs

and she never stops asking, all night long

she fingers the fabric with cracked nails
scratching my skin

with the knowing

pricked fingers of a short-sighted old seamstress
pale and thin-lipped

as she snips and trims.
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We Were Born Here

We were born here

to be young

in a young country

with no grandparents,

no parents at nights

in the children’s house

a large enamel pot

stood in the middle

of the space

waiting to be filled

and outside, near the eating hall,
the great lawn stretched out
short-rooted blades of grass

crowding together.
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A Childhood Memory

The secret, overflowing language of mothers

laughing like little girls in grown-up shoes

trampling through the affluent fields of their mother tongue—
[ nursed on its notes in my communal childhood

when the quietly barking darkness crept through the holes

in the mosquito netting and came to lie beside me

on one of the white iron beds of the children’s house.

In pleading whispers I tried to wake

my soft-cheeked friend

so we could speak secrets in the grown-up language
only we would understand.

But she stubbornly continued to dream

of her father, away in the army

two years already and he never came

to kiss her good night.

So I nursed darkness on the secret tongue alone
dasha masha kasha, a cajoling language

the grown-up darkness could understand.
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An Old Song and Twelve Reflections on a Dove

A wild dove, wide-beaked in the heat
near the dog’s leftover meat -
pecking, cackling, quarreling

with the ants, like a hawk.

1

You were lovely

with your fluttering lashes
and delicate neck

all covered in pure

silver.

2

Were you actually an angel?
How easy it 1s

to wave a dreamy hand

and make peace fly: Shalom,
Peace unto you.

Why did you want to leave
through the hatch?

To come back adorned?
Were you pulled by the pale blue emptiness
that looked like purity?
Did you want to faint

from the absolute?
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3

Your skin is too white.

The Jerusalem sun will caress you
one full day.

You’ll not sleep for a week from the burns.

4

Two by two they came out of the ark
blinking.

[t wasn’t right away that they started

tearing each other to pieces.

5

You proved that the flood did not destroy

the roots of the olive tree.

The roots of evil grow deeper in this earth.

On what apple of Sodom are you making love now?

And where are you building your nest?

6

To build a nest

to guard the fledglings
from the owl

from the hawk

from wind in the trees
from the lightning
from bees

from the evil eye
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from disease

from the plague of the firstborn
from death in war

from other doves

from their fledgling brothers

and from themselves.

7

And the land was full of ants

some flying, some writing, some building nests.
Come in, they’ll spread their wings over you
so you join in their stinging conversation,

find a family.

8

Count how many children are left.
Learn how to scream.

You’ll want revenge.

Your throat will toughen.

Your voice thicken.

9

They told how she maintained her dove-like look
even in the emergency ward, in spite of

the radiation, the infusions, and all.

Others spoke of screams

after the treatment was over.
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10

Get over yourself, spoiled dove!

Be sharp and piercing.

Dance to a new rhythm!

Fortify yourself with a comforting force!
Vote with your head to the wall.

Thus

they taught you to trust only madness.

11

And now turn on the TV:

women from all over the world are denouncing you
shouting in unison Arabieh Falastin!

They are younger, nobler than you.

There you are, as in a talking mirror,

speaking about love and war in a hoarse voice
pecking, cackling, quarreling

like a hawk.

12

When did I sit on the warm steps

the air full of dandelion seeds,

the dog stretched out beside me, well-fed and petted,
A wild dove, beak wide open

shifting the tin plate with her beak

very close to me.
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Show Me

Show me again those same photos
of people trapped in a car.

[ need to be ready.

Show me the eyes of the boy looking at his brother’s crushed face.

Don’t cover the pile of charred corpses.

[ need to be ready.

Not in dreams, not before sleep,

as [ used to get killed with my brother in that war,
night after night puking my battles,

maggots crawling up my belly

my voice paralyzed.

Show them to me while I'm awake. OnTV.
How a father says to his daughter Jump now, flee.
How a man grabs the gun of his enemy.

Show it to me again.

[ need to be ready.
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Bargaining

In give and take, as they say,

please give a little—that is the noble act
Muhammad practiced in the Seventh Heaven
under Moses’ skeptical smile:

“They’ll never withstand it. Take it from me.”
And thus, the fable tells us,

in calculations of five minus five minus five

Muhammad was born and in sanctity survived.

Our forefather Abraham was the prince of hagglers.

He didn’t scald his tongue on hot coals

and didn’t eat dung-cakes. He wasn’t nailed to the cross
nor did he walk on water. He was busy in the act

of calculating five minus five minus five

while trying to protect the rest of life.

So haggle, O Lord, haggle.
Manage your world by

teaching the soul how to bargain.

Don’t look too close at the green numbers branded on forearms

carrying bundles across the sad bridges

between the centuries of blood, over the flood.
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On the Tel-Aviv Beach

On the Tel-Aviv beach I see

them and more of them.

A faceless crowded moan

dragged along the narrow pier.

Look, you say, how nice -

the sea is washing their face

and their soul straightens in the wind.
Feel how they are drawn to that rocking
deck, sniffing the distance and height,
you say and say again and you

are more beautiful than the sea,

your eyes much wider.
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That the Lips

That the lips of a man are as soft
as the transparent belly of an abandoned chick
was what terrified me when a boy

kissed me for the first time.

Allow me today, ancient Goddess,
to praise the beauty of the swan’s neck

to caress its pampered pride.

Don’t stop me from exalting the fleeting softness
that blooms in secret
of the man grasping now

the almond staff.
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Leah Giving Birth

Her whole life she stumbled, apologized, struggled

to smile, bestowing beautifully wrapped gifts.

And when they weren’t well-received she’d go into a rage.
In front of the mirror she’d measure the swaying pace of the pretty girls
and when her stride wasn’t pleasing—what could she do but
deceive, then confess, and again, what was left but to weep.
Pregnant, she swelled up like yeast.

Take care, the old women told her,

take care of yourself.

She’s gotten fat, the younger ones said.

But now she’ really screaming. She’s in terrible pain.

She rips up the sheets. She roars despised despised.

And suddenly, with all her might, she pushes the grindstone
of a nation too heavy to bear

slowly at first, with groans, then

they are pushing her and in one shout she is ground

into ten babies of Israel.
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It’s Me

It’s me who carefully and with soft quick kisses
it’s me who wakes you from your dreams
pulling the blanket oft your sleep sweet

like a challah fresh from the oven.

Ah, my children’ light-filled sleep -

with my own hands I break it, crumble

and scatter it among winter mornings

that pass over our heads

like a flock of grey sparrows,

their chirping filled with expectations.
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Stretching Out

When I stretch out my hands to caress your heads
the soft, curly hairs straighten and thicken,

your odors laced with my blood slowly vanish.

When I reach out my hands to caress your heads
they bloom from my lap, bursting tall—
all that’s left in my fingers are soft falling figs.

When I send out my hands to caress your heads
keep them close and hold them to me,

they coarsen suddenly with bristles and beards.

When I open my hands to caress your heads
you fly to four winds, far and wide,

attracting wild foxes and butterflies.
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I Brought You

[ brought you a black and white cat from the street,
my daughter, so you could study her ways.

Here she is on the soft blanket

of your bed, polishing her nails

scrubbing and scraping every hair of her fur

licking her whole body with her tongue.

Slowly, slowly, her eyes close in the winter sun.
And at noon, when you wake together from sleep

she shakes herself and goes out to hunt a pink lizard.

And why, my daughter, why are you wearing all my jewels

and why are you weeping?
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Only the Green

Only the green of the grape leaf transparent to the sun
the green melting in gold, slowly melting

and sucked in by the air eyes closed with nods of the head
affirming drunken happiness

of a single vine leaf spreading its green willingly

blindly to be carried

on the golden and ringing air of the end

of summer’s troubles.
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Cry Out

Cry out, sheep

dumb in the darkness. Cry out

sheep, you’ve ruined the Sabbath.

In the industrial zone the sand lies clean, shining,
sparkling with golden buttons, changed into a beige suit
with pockets. And for whom on the Sabbath and why
does one sheep locked in a carpentry shop

lick the rolled sawdust, crazy and sick

with longings for water. Even if you walk

through the whole carpentry shop there’s not

a single soul there and in the entire industrial zone no voice
but hers, ruining the Sabbath

with bleats full of sawdust.
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Ah, the Terrible Bosom

Ah, the terrible bosom of storks unfurling like sails
declaring clearly: Autumn, and we’ll no longer refuse

the roar of wings beating before morning

under the swollen almost bursting membrane

in my ears. My ears! My lips! Under the roots of my nails
the commotion of new flight

and slices of bread burnt alive

fill the house asleep in my bosom

with thick smoke.
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A Song of Autumn

Summer is ending. And the dates.
The children are already brown and sticky

for birds and butterflies to taste.

In the pale rough-skinned pomegranates,

an assembly of seeds is hastily gathering in crowded cells
filling up with the diligence of pink and rebellious acerbity
fashioning a vast underground which will

overflow in autumn.

See: blushing crowns on their heads.
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A Song

The kitchen table I set up

has become enemy land.

The floor in which I was grouted
has become enemy land.

The walls plastered with my milk
have become enemy land.

The land I was born to renew
has become enemy land.

How does one live in a land

that became enemy land.
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The Place You’ll Leave

The place you'll leave for awhile,
say, for a temporary war,

will not stay the same.

From far oft, the old dog’s tail will wag like a yellow torch.

The crying baby will choke on the cheap stove's fumes.

Your tired horses will cross a red sea as high as their bellies.

The boring woman will be cut into twelve white pieces
to be skewered on the barbarians’ roasting spits
and devoured before your eyes

dripping oil and perfume.
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Vise

Immediately I grabbed the man, gripped him, pressed him
to me with all my stomach muscles, the way a carpenter,
after applying the metal vise to the cupboard that sudden-
ly collapsed, twists and tightens the tool’s handle, groaning
a bit from clenching his guts, that’s how I clenched the
man to me, standing there, with every angle of iron in
me, when the doctor came out and said our child was

not.
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Not Like the Ground Suddenly Sinking

Not like the ground of a whole neighborhood suddenly
sinking into the earth, leaving us wondering

where we will live,

and not like the leg from someone’s body, tossed

in an explosion into the middle of a street

and resting there, paralyzed,

not like the strange region of black outer-space

cut with silent malice out of the familiar landscape

photo in the museum of our consciousness.

That’s not how you disappeared,

that’s not how you are missing.

But rather in a block of magnifying glass
where you are trapped, flailing silently
repeating again and again all that you were,
choking and voicelessly shouting for help,
now you are very near our eyes, planted firmly
between us and everything else in the world

between everything in the world and us.
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You Asked

Pained, like an adult, you asked me why I still smoke
and I asked why you stopped playing your music

and I spoke, as though with an adult,

about the difticulty of being weaned

from dependencies, and of stubbornness

and [ promised you not to smoke, a promise

[ kept and you started again to make music of yourself

for my sake, its notes filling the house with life’s essence.

Now I am trying to wean myself from the pain of any music
and from the feel of your death in my arms and your life
from the moment I longed to give birth to you,

my laughing yellow duckling, from the sadness

that ravaged your eyes before my eyes,

from the tenderness, smiles, wisdom

and quiet force

with which I let you deceive me

and it’s hard for me now

to make you any promise

or to keep it.
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A Dream

There in the white porcelain sink lay

the dead boy, his body

transparent, still frozen.

[ closed my eyes tight and with a long knife
cut my fingers loose from his fingers

those fingers that made heavenly music

on the ivory keys.
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The Goat

On the bench in the cheap, foreign butcher shop
sat the not-very-large and a little bit curly head
of a black goat—

the kind that jumps on thin ankles

over the desert’s stone walls.

Its eye was open

and very

tired.

Its eye was open

and tired

to death.

Its eye was open

and in it, the world

of killers.
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Morning Song

Get up get up the diligent deep green forests are burning
the acrid abundance of the orchards is burning

flocks of geese in the coop gaggle not knowing

they are going to burn alive

get up get up

the delicate embroidery at the edges of the silk sheet

is burning and the pure white gown you wear

it too is burning fast

your face is already scorched in the ashes

while your mind flies through the air like the plague

you breath in and all you hear is

get up get up get up.
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Another Dream

[ was lying on a pile of diapers under corkscrew
apple peelings while large and small crawling
things climbed all over me and I was

soft and serene.
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I Forgot How to Scream

[ forgot how to scream and in what language.

Suspected always of crying wolf
[ lay on my back and whistled
the same empty song

on various flutes,

with glazed eyes studying

how the sheep nibble

each other’s ears.
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In the Library

Only today, and it’s already two years later

and the drill’s screeching has quieted, and the sound

of heavy objects falling into empty wagons at night has softened
and only random images are still the pull of a trigger, only the stain
from a distance still flows red,

only today in the library behind a row of bent backs

catching a glimpse of a sweater pattern

that I once knitted—

not for you, no

I never knitted a sweater for you!

And how is it that only for you I never knitted a single sweater?
Didn’t I kiss you more than I kissed your older brothers

and didn’t I speak more words of love to you than to your brothers
and comfort you and encourage you and allow you more of everything
than your older brothers, but a sweater I never knitted you

not a single sweater, and I never even thought of that

until today.
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Angel on the Shore

Now the wings of our thoughts belong to one angel

and the words before sleep or when walking on the beach

and the moments of fullness and emptiness
belong to that same mildly sexed angel

the one we fought day and night

swearing to enact heroic deeds

to prevent it from catching us

from binding our legs and heads

and we fled from it to the edges of hell

and we burned all our most precious possessions
until we were ash and dust and a spring of tears
giving birth to mud. And we drowned in the mud
and thrashed around in it until we crafted from it
a sort of soft angel, barely swaying on its legs,
ignorant of its surroundings

like a duck waddling on the beach

on a day the sky has no color the sea no horizon

and it 1s full of double-beaked longings.
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Confession

[ betrayed the tree that held the first cradle.

[ abandoned the narrow river, abused its glory.
[ uprooted the black oyster shells

that understood the water’s sweetness.

I erased the blue-shadowed hills, how

[ forgot

their departing song fragrant with za’far and wild thorns.

I denied the stone that holds
the world from above.
[ betrayed the basalt rock

and it rolls on and on.
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The Sun Reveals Itself

Again the sun reveals itself

behind our backs

holding up a vast coat of light, ready
again to help us put it on,

though not everyone at once.

Only the insults still burn
earth’s belly,
earth which cannot fall asleep

without flattery and sacrifice.

Listen: behind the darkness
the wheat-stalks sing,

or the rice, or the corn
which we eat, easing a bit

the longings and the anger.
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At Four Thirty in the Afternoon

At four thirty in the afternoon even the tree

stretches itself, like a child at daycare whose parents are late,
ready to embrace any strange adopting arm,

stretching its branches with all its might

reaching toward any passing cloud:

Hurry, enfold me in your step-wings,

don’t leave me to grow dark

with the sunset.

At four thirty in the afternoon even the tree—

how much more so people in need of love.
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After the Wedding

After the wedding let violet-winged angels

land in the new bedroom, able

to make peace.

Like virtuoso musicians

invited from abroad for a master class

rushing around in the slender space between the B and B-flat
stubbornly ascending and descending the changing scales,
gently correcting the rigid position of the shoulders
suddenly breaking into laughter (a private joke)

commanding the performers to listen, above all—just listen.
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Prayer

[ saw you, a man standing at prayer
your knee joints loose
your voice forgetting the bass, entering the strange

soprano of child or woman.

[ will never be able to touch what you have touched
[ can only watch you and imagine:
the surrender music arouses in me?

the bind and eternal faith in mother’s ready embrace?

No no. But rather that joy

in which I became a voluntary servant

body and soul melting in the heat of he whom
[ had chosen to be my beloved. Maybe

the happy seriousness
of the willing slave
to what does not exist

which we need above all else.
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Portrait of the Artist as an Old Man

His accomplishments, his troubles, his turbulent life
are all present in the dream

of water

clear and wary of flowing. Because his mother
is sitting there clear

in the water
limbless, alarmingly pale, he sprinkles
on her brow handfuls

of water

before entering it himself.
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A Meeting with a Poet

Why did I hurry to leave?

Why was there only one step in the air

and the rest marched

in a row knowing well

the hotel in this alien night

which knows nothing of the Sabbath eve

nor a phone call from home—

[ hurried

after the first, long-awaited rare meeting

with this woman who writes poems and nothing but
poetry, upright and lean like the ears of a squirrel,
in her eyes a soft and green fire,

and in her mouth seven languages, living and dead
which she doesn’t need

to speak out-loud

to be liked, feebly

she pulls out of her gray-greenish hat

Dante-style Christianity, frozen and burning,
shows me a photo of her Father-Confessor -

alas, this woman will never become my true sister!
Then, in the subway tunnel,

in the temporary space flickering under all things
two boys with guitars played devotedly

in the hard and dirty wasteland,

a lean and upright tune

and a third one leaned against the wall,
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a bit bent, and he listened

for a long time. And he listened for a very long time.
A deep presence echoed.

Why did I hurry to leave?
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On the Fence

We’ll sit on the fence
and You’ll hold me a little. Pay no attention to my tears
as predictable as the lumps of softness under my dress.

Embrace me quietly. Don’t buy me expensive jewelry.

And wasn’t I thrown out of all Your stories:
I didn’t roll out from under the Holocaust.
[t wasn’t my only brother who fell on his sword.

[t wasn’t my child bleeding on the cross.

[ jumped not into hell, but rather
into the kettle of boiling iron,

I became a bell.

Amicably I answer telephones
keep in shape and clear-minded,

enjoy music and food.

On the cold irons of will
beyond all the true stories
hold me tenderly

and don’t mind the tears.
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Three Road Songs

1 Settled

Settled in a new seat swarming southward

through the stunning spring dryness that expands and moves the mind

in air mixing the brown and the yellow butterflies

tossing at the car window thousands of promises

like hills and mountains torn away from their regular place
for one solitary hour of love in life

crossing with a crazy flutter the fast road southward

with an outburst of burning lightness

bursting with softness against the cheek of the washed windshield.

2 I Don’t Stop
Suddenly my heart
wanders past my face
with a whisper

on the highway

like a new car
air-conditioned, quietly
accelerating.

And how pleasant it is
to drive at night
entirely alone
abandoning

whoever expects me
never stopping

for any shadow of’

my self.
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3 Music

The eyelid muscles slacken

from light and traftic.

So weary grow the hands

on steering wheels.

Cold roads dream on. In the fast roundabouts
fascinating sound the serpentine

stereophonic headphones.
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The End

At last one doesn't have to hurry.

In mid-morning

the honeysucker hesitantly ofters an unresolved chirping,
a distant cricket does not insist on his love-shriek,

lights and shadows lick at the large large plate

and leave most of it

unfinished.

A dry leaf'in the garden rustles for a moment,
apparently crushed under the leg of a beautiful bird

who reads in it an encoded text.

The end will come.

It will ask permission of no one.
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As One Gives Up

As one gives up cigarettes

and starts smelling the air and the water,

as one stops eating candies

and starts tasting the sweetness of the carrot and tomato,

we remember, we know how to tell the difference.

These are my mother’s bedtime stories:
when rumors of pogroms reached them,

my great grandmother cooked up

a big pot of cabbage soup.

The fence was painted white.

A cherry tree stood in the yard.

The Cossacks sat at the table

and ate, sleep sweet darling

sleep, and later

one of them took out a gun

and shot all the men.

No reason to waste bullets

on the women, he said.

My father didn’t like telling stories

about his life, his childhood, his fears.

He wrapped my school notebooks in brown paper, sighed
in his sleep, sang me silly songs when I cried,
stroked my hands and my hair

and ate marinated herring.
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A Russian Auto-Portrait

A woman

brown as a heavy wooden door,

standing alone.

A woman in brown, already wrinkled,

standing all alone, straight-angled,

carved like the thick wooden door

of a cathedral in Moscow,

most often abandoned, only

on holidays they open her slowly, brown women
one by one come in headscarves to cry

there, together with the bells, abundantly.
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Embrace

The hike was an embrace of light and wild yellow weeds
and the earth in the whispering grapefruit orchard
folded and crumbled and melted

under the curved bowl of bare feet

and all the green nestled in our eyes

the air generous and trembling in the sun

flowed with milk and love.

This was back when grandfathers and grandmothers

were pictures in books

and uncles were all refugees.

Like most children in the world

we too had a mother and a father

from four to seven in the evening, in the parents’ hours

on the grass, where the adults watched movies and made decisions
before saying good-night at the threshold of the children’s house
and Gita the caretaker with her sharpened voice

sang of a cuckoo bird in the far and fading forest

floating by in the darkness was an anonymous figure with a gun,
the night watchman. He came if we cried.

Only the hike was an embrace of light and flowers.
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When I Was in High School

When I was in high school I swore

[ would marry and never again see
your wrinkled face

which always envied the other mothers.

Oh, how many red-faced vows I made!

In the morning I swore I would kill you,
ripping into shreds the pillowcase
embroidered with blue buds, enraged

by your fraudulent plot to stop me from going
on the camping trip just because I had a fever.
At noon I shaved my head

and swore I'd die tomorrow.

And what I felt in the evening

when I found out

you had added a few words

in your sloppy, monstrous scrawl

to the love-letter I had sent to a married man

[ really can’t remember.
I’'m too old now and my wrinkled face
which always envies the other mothers

is needed by no one but you.
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A Mediterranean Love Song

I’ll marry you, clever man

of twelve breasts

and one good eye.

I’ll marry you, your voice
tasting of dates

and your palms spread to catch

my head’s hard-shelled nuts as they fall.

By chance we met under the bridal canopy
thirty years ago. They took pictures of us
and we sat down at once to grind up
yellow and red spices,

to peck at each other’s coxcomb.

Now that my heart is soft and fragrant
and doughnuts swell up in my cheeks
[ say in my heart, I'll marry you

though you never properly asked for my hand.
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I'll Ask for Your Hand

I’ll ask for your hand
lovely man

whose limbs

are sweet as honey.
Will you be my man?
Ten days

I’ll wait, well-mannered, for your answer.

Ten days

[ won'’t eat or drink.

Ten days

I’ll lie around the stairwell
even if the neighbors beat me
with a rubber hose.

And then I'll try my luck
with another lovely man

he whose limbs

are woven from silk.

Will you be my man?
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The Tender Man

The tender man turned to me when the light dimmed on us
the palms of his demanding hands dripped water

his mouth was sealed with a stone.

[ wrapped the downy towel
around his loose fingers
between my warm hands

and he was close and closer.
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A Year Later

Will you remember the pure trough?
There was a trembling there
innocent as a donkey

smelling water.

Without moving our lips we drank
from the unceasing spring.

And the trough trembled

not from the cold of the desert

or from something bestowed.

No donkey brayed. No bull lowed.

An ocean of poppies possessed the high hill.

If you have no objection
I’d like you to stop

and remember.
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I Said

[ said: he’s a no-good man,
a thick and impervious person,

his head is a boulder,

his head is a catapult stone.

And at night I drew nearer to him
to caress his body
lonely as basalt stone

in the sweltering summer.
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Prove It

Prove it. Redeem me from the ignorance of truth,

beautiful or not. Show me that your love is hot

and exact like the equal space of geometric shapes

like the unfailing iron stairs of a fire escape.

Prove it to me today again
and in the evening, and tomorrow.

And several times at night, please, if you can.
Oh, do not tell me that this truth is vain,

a miracle—like manna which, once tasted,

melts away.

147



Tha 2w 132

T0P7 *32 OY 132 "7

BT T3 MW N3 0K T
,PiNn MBN 8% 1337 0°127 0°7R7N
PINEA PID 7220 ,7ND 1T PIY
P YD R 03 wpan

712 NIX PRIWD 1337 VIR

17 NIXY 02 WK Ny

N33} 7iwn 1337 201

DORT 12 79 3T DR A2
STIN DOYRIY PR PINT DRI
A7°YET INM23 X 1337 29
IRT T2 923 TV )

148



In the Clown’s Garden

[ wandered in the garden with my little boy,
his one hand in mine, his other in the clown’.
The clown had white curls, his nose was red,
he whistled a tune and pressed my boy’s hand.
Suddenly my son started laughing, on cue—
he wants to learn to whistle too.

The clown winks at me, I nod my head yes.
He takes out a saw from his oversized vest

whistling all the while and cuts off my boy’s hand.

Through the humming I couldn’t hear how it began.

The clown praises his courage and charm

and I keep holding to my son’s cold arm.
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Two Songs on Jacob

1

But in the end every meeting and every meal would
turn Jacob’s mind back

to that same pit which was a silence

in the center of a stunned world

carving a vast crater

in his body.

2
And Jacob always wore under his clothes,
on his skin, Joseph’s many-colored robe dipped

in Joseph’s scent.

At breakfast

and in the evening, at every feast,
he saw blood on the carpet
blood in the goblet

and blood on the plate

he was eating from.
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Into the Meddlesome Crowd

Into the meddlesome crowd I flee

from my beloved’s smiling web.

At the foot of printed paper pyramids

[ run without restraint, like the village madwoman
[ can scream, tear out my hair, scratch my cheeks

and curse at the top of my lungs.
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Tel-Aviv

Yes, with real delicacy, anonymous city,

you raped me.

You saw a large stone, sniffed it, were unimpressed.

Yes, every evening the sea held up, with Don Juan gallantry,

a revolving glass door,

never closing, opening

to a beautiful beach filling with people and the air like beer

in a large glass absorbed into the promenade’s blood,

a beach ringing in our ears, calling from a public phone booth, like
a desperate teenager declaring his love with rough

stubbornness, a beach become a dance hall, pressing together

all kinds of glances—

No! A small dog just jumped from a car
stopped at the traftic light, wagging her tail with desire.
How and when did you strip me of my griet—

Rapist city of balmy winds, whore?

155



156

28927 DipRs

MYYR? N2 NRYIY 779 7Y 3Wn? Aoln

N1 NOYY WRwd) A9 XTI TIKG OX
DUIPLY2 D°3YL3 2NIY WD YW 17 0 oy T
PR TRWA 2vNR WY 021 XY %12 oY
— Y27 22 792 Y¥T? P37 n3Rin)

n73apn 1723Y 0797 7Y 2NN
Bableviyia i phle

Diom 299 NRY TR¥Y 5Y 3UR X
oW XY Moy a1im) Twn2 123 72im
m%p NP TN PN 7777 2

NN YR A2 R¥IN OAK)

2307 72 %) MRY

WXIT N 77 NooinY N¥p NI7IvNn KO
VP2 122 APYR 007 "NY3

2x3127 DipRa DX % ARRY IR 22077 7B W A
2% R ARRY IR

793 ¥aW N2 °n7aYs 19321, 20083 YR A
1N PN 2172 APTR AW 109 2 W
NIviY P72 NINGE Y2IR A

T2 7Y 1 WIKIY 792) 0T 7Y 72
D°070T NX "W 7Y W37 AT

D377 1920 NI 2D WRIR D050l



The Painful Place

Try to think about a cow leaving the barn for pasture,

plodding into the light that tickles its back as it chews

on the sun, chews it up with the saliva strings of time until they fill
its udders, drowsing there in the half-slumber where burdensome

desire grows, to be sucked on by whoever wants—

Think of the shock the cow gets

from the electric fence.

Or think of yourself when you wake from a dream and you walk
and walk in the dark and return to a bed not your own

because the way to it in the darkness is shorter

and you find in it someone else,

someone you've wanted for so long to hold

and she wakes a little and grabs your head

in her two hands and slams it into the wall.

There’s nothing here to explain.
Either you know the painful place

or you don’t.

It was spring in the village, I was almost seven.

It was Passover eve and there would soon be a State.
I set four plates on the table.

I could feel on the nape of my neck the ribbons

from my hair escaping like pink bubbles.
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The windows still wept the dotted code words

from the crunched up newspaper, suckling cleanliness

from the loyal blood of women who yearly in this season
become half-crazed with lust for the work of purification.

I craved the mystery of those marvelously complicated words
that galloped daily across the paper like a trio of tiny black horses,
harnessed to a chariot rushing toward the country of right—

faster and faster, Equality, Socialism, faster my Love-Between-Nations!

For that was what my brother had promised me in secret:

we’ll have our own state and we’ll make the whole land a kibbutz.
(All the secrets he had told me I stored deep within,

tied up in pink ribbons, beneath flat nipples.)

And, to prove it, with his rifle-butt he drew

in the dirt path the cows used to go to pasture

the Mediterranean Sea, the Huleh Sea, the Galilee Sea, the Dead Sea,
threaded together on the Jordan River. Around my neck

my big brother gave me our own country to wear,

and he added in the moon above, so that every day at seven

we could greet each other, even if we were far apart.

He handed me Orion’s belt and the reins to his dogs

pulling in a hundred different directions.

And my father in the easy chair in the corner of the room
doesn’t want to talk or answer or sit down for the Passover meal.
Under his unbuttoned shirt his palm

1s forcefully sealing the mouth of the hurting place

pushing it back into his belly.
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Tell your father to come to the table

Tell your father to come to the table

Talk to him, cheer him up

like he cheers you up when you’re sad:
My little princess, sweet girl of mine,

why oh why do you cry and cry?

One day your prince will come

and he will bring you a pumpkin pie.

How can I make

a sad

father

laugh?

[ don’t know

his Yiddish wedding songs
What inhabits his hurting place?

A language from long ago.

[ refuse to cheer him up.

A stubborn girl leaves the house

and like a cow full of black sun

walks by the bus-stop where Shoshana the neighbor
is eating a slice of bread with salted butter

from America it has made her lips bright

she has golden earrings.

Sshhh...Shoshana is a refugee from Europe.
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There the little girls have big earrings and wear

women’s clothes. Shoshana has a silk dress. Touch

it, take it and touch it. American silk. What’s

the matter with you! Don’t pull it!

Something in her begging voice like in her bright butter
something in the friendship in her eyes clouded with conspiracy; a cautious
transaction, something in the bus-stop empty of my brother and full of
deceit pulled her silk dress with extra force, even though she is a refugee.

[ heard the sound of something tearing.

At home people dressed in uniform had come and gone.
The sun too had come and gone.

My mother’s eyes are too red.

It 1s impossible to look in them or ask what has happened.
My father is on the green couch with his legs

folded up toward his belly and his face to the wall.

Mother doesn’t ask me to cheer him up anymore.
The table 1s still set for four.

Father, come to the table

come to the table

to the table

laugh, Father, laugh -

lead the Passover feast for your family.
Father’s back is terrible to touch and also

his cheeks are sticky.
I think, maybe he needs a kiss.
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[ try, though I'm no good at this.
And then his legs with their shoes
slam into my belly. Unintentionally?
In his sleep? Now he rises.

If he opens his eyes, blood will flow out of them.

I’'m no good at singing or making people laugh.

Surely in time this pain too will lapse.

Think now only of cows, and the sun on their backs.
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Gift

Entranced by the beauty of the green vine leaf
shot-through with purple, I wanted

to bring it to you as a gift, proof

of the possibility of beauty

even in illness.

And I asked, why it is impossible for human nature
to be as magnificent as the vine leaf
when it ages

or fails.

The vine leaf was silent, revealing nothing,

covering the offended gaze of the dying man.
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A Spring Poem

This spring of ours

vacillates between dry winds
and clamorous rains

its sun a flat and shiny tin plate

dripping sweat and adolescent pimples.

This spring of ours

leaves huge piles of clothes on the floor
breathes out dust clouds and migrating birds
takes a bite out of our flesh

then slams the door and disappears.
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Come, Children

Come, silent children,

let’s speak evil of the dead:

They are tyrants
They are traitors
They are burglars
They are cruel
They are lonely

They are strangers.

Let’s purify the dead

then let them crumble.
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Here is morning, it has arrived.
The sky is stunned

by the sun.

[t is vaster than

the vastest ocean.

And here comes the sunlight.

We’ve never seen anything like it.

More generous than rain on boulders,
more generous than the rich merchant’s son

who gives away his entire inheritance in secret.

Here is the light of morning.
In its cloak it embraces what we’ve seen
and what we haven’t seen

in the night.

175



176

QLMY

YRI IR MIXPIYI

20 2 129-7D% PIX 1] D707
0219 SW ningy Mg non 2272
77721 NOX 798X W 2715 20X TR
REbEREI

m172 NI2e nivyIn oI

D°yaxg N Niwis

Mona-02 9yn MIUKI? Nipnl NipTI 1737



‘Waking

When I woke after the destruction

the boulders were the gray-white dust of salt,

and salt-dogs cracked open the bones of doves.

Then I saw one hidden chick

thrown into the air

its wings trembling like wind-blown flames
unfurling a colorful fan

its skinny legs lifting for the first time
above the Dead Sea.
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If you stand on a hill

and ask: Why?

If you stretch out your hand to the hills
for a long time,

for a long time you'll wait for an answer
without moving.

Only tears will well up.

Then a small bird will come
a straw reed its sky-oar.

It will place the straw reed
in the palm of your hand
and lay there an egg.

Stand on a hill in the desert
stand there in the heat and the cold

for a very long time.

Don’t move
until a soft chick asking for compassion

hatches in your hand.
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Like this leaf, the one high up

which the sun has made entirely transparent
moving through it

and coming out on the side of shadow.

Like this leaf, wild with splendor

that never stops sparkling

in the endless sky,

also in dust and darkness,

remember: like this leaf in the light
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Against the Dark

Before sleep

when thoughts of being buried alive

by candlelight by candlelight

become more real than the crumbs of darkness

on my lips and nose

my body then gropes around for the soft almond rod
turning red and starting to blossom in my hand.
Almond rod! Almond rod!

The candy rooster, transparent and sweet,

calls then to me

to fly away to the land of the sun.
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To My Man

For I am always

upon you

like a black butterfly
tattooed into the left breast
of the blind girl.

Under your shirt

[ flutter.
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A Mare

[ had in my belly a black mare whose skin trembled
as she galloped with wisdom, soaring high,
competing with the stars.

Then why did I hurry to birth this pink fetus?

In the sky, with the stars,

wisdom strides to its rightful place

as far away

as the light.
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The slight and barely breaking smile,
constricted and stunned in gratitude,

of the son who has suddenly become

a father, and holds now a baby in his arms.

The secret timbre of his new voice,
the expectant seriousness of his face.
The clouds of his arms lengthen.
On his head a female halo, a ladder

of wisdom.
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Songs of Aging

1

Much thinner, and how much slower
are the last decades of life

like the higher strata of air

slowly walking toward the moon.

From freezing distances
they will watch life’s ladder heating up,

adorned with clusters of rustling crickets.

2
Oh, the glasses have disappeared,
the keys are lost,
familiar names have melted away,
and the places—where are they?
They’ve fallen into black holes
softly etched into the map of things.

3

How heavy,

bursting with pressure

were the days of motherhood—
hard

as the ninth month belly.

They are light now

like an old woman’s breast.
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4

Suck up everything,

set your teeth into everything,
gluttonous age:

into the plum line of the cheek,

into the honey shock of the slumber,
into the rapid erection of desire

into the resplendent fountain of the juices—

but not into the night
pleasure

of the book

in the light

of silence.

5 Portrait

Look at the aging, wrinkled man:

is his soul also crushed

in a fist, like scrap paper,

or is it straightening and stretching
becoming transparent and light-filled and full
of secrets, like the parchment lampshade
above the bed of the boy

who cannot fall asleep?

6 Poem of An Old Chinese
For so many years I lived in one basket with life

and how we quarreled and refused to talk to each other!
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Now that we’ve finally learned to make up

it seems we must each go our own way.
7 Space

Old age is a long hand resting

on the loose breast of the ivory key.

Old age is the unexpected

space in a Bach fugue, haunting

the place between now and then.

Old age is the birth

of soft and sane time.

It 1s the soundless note, hidden

between the white B and B flat

black, it awaits the pianist’s hand

hovering in the space between

here and there.
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Sonnet of the Sun-Dried Tomato

Supine in a pan of poetry as golden
as the olive oil spilling over me
I do not move. I just swell gently,

supine within the goodness.

But soon I'll want to be between
the biting teeth, sprinkled
over the tongue, over the taste buds,

dripping with saliva from the lips.

Please tell me how to stay bathed in poetry,
not batting an eyelash, moving no muscle,

accomplishing nothing, languidly,
like this sun-dried tomato unconsumed

now curled in the jar with garlic and dill

so ignorant of the knife, the fork, the spoon.
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Black Bread

The man with half of his upper body amputated

sells loaves of black bread for a living.

Through his eyes fixed in their pale holes I saw
people approach the yard’s burnt hedge
grocery baskets in their hands.

And I saw the lettuce’s curled splendor,

the charred bench growing manic tendrils.

The man with half of his upper body amputated
helped me dare remember

the days when my hand

with all its fingers together

was whole in the dough

and after the meal,

when all the children in the room
with the piano closed the door

to play and sing together—

how I would find myself

crying with joy.
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When She Tastes

When she tastes from the pot of fish

her eyebrows raise archeological arches,
her pupils widen with the wonder of a bird
hatching treasures of certainty,

and her lips flutter over the sauce

like King David’s fingers on the harp

in Rembrandt’s brown painting

which I saw long long ago in The Old Museum.
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Like Dates

Like dates brown and swollen
bursting when pressed

at summer’s end

sucked clean

in a complete claiming

of longed-for things

sweet kisses, soft and sticky.
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Bubble Gum

No one saw what I did with the Arab girl near the fence
in the summer of 1948, Jaffa.

Strangers were busy moving pianos, rugs.

My mother boiled the drinking water.

Other people walked with their hands in the air.

It’s so dry in my mouth and the drinking water still boiling

so through the fence and in sign-language, I make a deal:

bubble gum from her wet mouth to my dry mouth in exchange
for a slice of bread with salted butter from the American care-package.
I look at her and she at me, chewing, not smiling.

Flies that fed on the pus near her eyes settle on my eyes.

The boiled drinking water has already cooled down.

207



208

31922 7R

NinYS MIPXI2 2NN X OXND
120 72 31932 710 )

Y287 7770

N2 bR 1270

J3ann Y ninm

T3 TPTR DY nawn2 ¥o0in

9 oUWy LnpRa ooyian Li90a2 0%
- APAYI? 7Y NI XD Dpya

- 1$2P2 2NNAYIT?

YD1 P PY 778122

NINPRI MY 7200 ,0%0 XY 0 0
DIRTIY RYDI AP 0 MY AwivY

- ogna

Roin XYY XY A1 NP

.07 Ninon ,ni"nY ,niomn vynaa
PR PR ,M732 IR ,7920 IR

DIXYXY NIYY DY 790 R W) 27 N2

D7RWR D°PD72X NODP NN A102

Kp7 92 X2 U9 N2 7,027 o PO X
nawv»3 AMmND 12 ANIR RYA

MTPNT N T MR7Y *107



Chamomile Tea

Suddenly he started drinking great quantities

of unsugared chamomile tea,

this talented boy,

this prodigy.

Adolescent caprice.

Appeared in the kitchen one day with his head shaved.

Everyone his age, all the bold ones, are doing it.

With unmoving eyes he says he wants to join—

Join what? A group—

A group? For therapy.

That’s what he wants, this award-winning boy

who makes the most wondrous music.

It’s free—

he says, and nothing else from his slack, bloodless

half-smiling lips.

What wisdom, what maturity, what responsibility!

In the well-lit empty house he waits two hours for the phone to ring.
Then he opens a can of preserved peaches but doesn’t eat a thing.
Maybe he wanted to vomit.

He leaves the can on the counter uncovered

before taking the gun from the drawer.
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The Gods Need No

The gods need no apparent reason

to be angry with human beings

and to torture them.

So too with partners, parents, children who have become people—
they are nothing like the rose bush

that will bloom even in August if tended

devotedly for two or three intensive weeks. No,

you mutter in a voice of thorns,

the hoses with which you water them

are made from the bones of the dead.
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On Rosh Hashanah

On Rosh Hashanah spread over me
an unwrinkled tablecloth

to cover this year’s stains

and my unsteady legs.

Spread over me a washed tablecloth
and make the blessing.

In your rage don’t smash the dishes

your children laid out for the meal.
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A Blue Table

We’ll have a large blue table,
a table set for us all,

a perfectly round table covered with light.

And we’ll sit at it on Sabbath eve

our elbows kissing

as Joseph kissed his younger brother Benjamin
after so many years

and voicelessly we’ll sing Shalom Aleichem

and we’ll all drink of the wine from one cup

together with the angels, according to age.

The table will then turn again on its axis,
a daily routine, and at night

we’ll all say together—amen.
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When I am Left Alone

When I am left alone I am sucked dry and want to die,
to wrap myself in the dusk’s downy feathers
sink into it like a broken submarine

and close myself in sleep.

When I am left alone my strength flows
out of all my orifices into the ground,
leaving me hollow, carried oft—

wicked chaff in the wind.

When I am left alone, I have no me
at all, I have only not this, not
that, not him and alas, alas—

and everyone is a stone to me.
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What is Impure

What is impure
in touching the dead?
A black magnet
soft
and so seductive
like the hole in a woman’s body—
other, forbidden, wonderful.
You touch it and are pulled into the pit
you want never to return
you want no friends
no food

no light.
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The Jackals

When day and night we feed
on the honking of unidentified cars
racing aimlessly down the road, helpless

their voices of lament rising and falling—

when outside we hear again the wailing
of our wild-haired neighbor, the crazy one
who runs in the street shouting, her voice

injecting us with communal terror—

when our brain is afraid like the eyes of a hen
snatched from her coop in mid-sleep
she struggles, flaps around uselessly

her beak open, silenced in confusion—

then the howling jackals of our childhood return
to prowl with poisonous fever outside the thin
shutters of the old hut, engulfing us

with the wilderness of their rage and ruin.
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Here

She was the teaching finger. From the maze she was the first
to hold the thread of my understanding gaze.
Ten believing fingers I wrapped around her

to guide me in Hebrew’s angular ways.

I bowed my head with obedient anticipation
when she ironed into my braids, with the kettle’s side,

blue and white ribbons, dampened with her spit.

She was the hand cracked from washing dishes,
swollen with pain,

crippled.

Her picture 1s over my bed.
She who birthed me.

She stands erect before me and teaches me
the first commandment:

Here.
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Strength

We had the strength of youth and refugees

to shout out songs before sleep in an iron-framed bed

and to fall on our backs, at their end, like Trumpeldor the hero.

We had the agility to ride bicycles along the narrow passages
between tombstones covered in damp pine needles

our hands spread out—"“Look at us!” we shouted.

From the pomelo orchard across the road,

the sleepy humming of hornets answered.
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Names

Names, names. Slippery, crushed, curved.
Names which he who speaks them whinnies like a horse

crying in his dream.

The names of streets, classmates and their sisters

that he who speaks them enters the realm of the shriek

flying and singing with strange stubbornness,
as though protecting a forbidden site,

beyond laughter and crying—
that’s what they sounded like, my parents’ conversations

with neighbors from there

on what was.
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Our Own State

We’ll have our own state—this secret
a man from the radio told my parents,
a scary man, omniscient,

weeping cantorial music Sabbath afternoons.

Only about this they never argued.

Together, and with a rare calm

they listened to the man who said The United States
of America yes Russia yes Guatemala yes

and spoke the names of other nations

even the stamp album had never heard of.

We’ll have our own state, they both told me.

Together.

In the morning I went out to see if we already had our own state
and I saw Ezra standing next to the orchard holding a rifle.

Ezra, I said, the State is already ours!

We don’t need caches and curfews anymore!

We don’t have to hide bullets

in my school bag.

Did Ezra hear me?

Uri Ganani, milk-truck driver, lay on the floor of the community center
covered in a black sheet, even his head,

two candles burning near him.
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They shot him on the road to Yahud, they said
again and again— Yahud yahud yahud
echoing off the walls.

From the bus traveling south

one could see the little Arabs girls of Yahud
in their very pink school-dresses

running and jumping in that horrible pink.

Strange girls of Yahud. Very strange State.
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If You Can Manage to Remember

If you can manage to remember how you fed me

half-cherries from your mouth

with the expertise of a cinema star

and after a year [ offered you a taste

of the warm milk dripping from my hard breasts

and what your face looked like when you did

and how you ate and praised my first half-cooked rice

and the chicken cooked with its entrails that first autumn

when we ate our first pre-fast meal together

and how you bought me with royalties a gray suede dress and purple suede gloves
and how in secret payments I bought you a woolen robe with a Chinese collar
and if you can remember my leather jacket

and your light-blue pajama bottoms

which we spread out in the hospital garden among the low shrubs
when I stole in to visit you at night because you phoned to say I must

and I already a mother of four children

and how you returned home from reserve duty in the middle of the night
and how happy and proud I was that you were mine

and if you can remember how you rested your head on my thighs

on the boulevard bench right after you signed the contract

and you closed your eyes before the lake glittering from between the trees
and [ understood that now you were truly happy

and if you can remember how I held you

with all the strength I could find in my brittle hips

when you wailed in the bath with the crying of a wounded bear

and how you held my shoulders and my pregnant belly at my father’s funeral
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when I wore my dress inside out and I couldn’t stop crying
and you courageously forgave me the lies and the vengefulness
and if you can remember the thorny berry bush

that insisted on growing even after the workers poured concrete on it

then tell me about it please

because I tend to forget things these days.
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A Little History

1

My grandmother Dvora supported her family by making soap

and plucking feathers.

My father was the first son born after two freckled daughters

and baby boys who died in all types of epidemics.

For a full year she kept him at home wrapped up in a feather comforter
never once opening the windows.

My mother claimed that he was and remains spoiled,

even when he scrubbed her panties on a wash-board.

As proof she tells how Grandmom Dvora would immediately spill out
the tea with milk when not to his liking and prepare a new cup for him.

From my father I never heard a single word about his mother.

2

My father courted my middle aunt—the skinny, talented one
who would become the head nurse of a Warsaw hospital.

She and her son Arthur perished in the Holocaust, as they say.
How my sweet-toothed mother, two years older than he was, seduced him
I don’t exactly know. Sometimes I try guessing.

Afterwards, she let him court her for eight years.

By the river there was an ice-cream kiosk

and the vendor there would always give them three portions.
And why not two?

“So I can tell your mother how you share,” the vendor

would answer my father.
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3

My paternal grandfather was known as “The Honest Jew,” and so was
entrusted with the distribution of travel certificates to Eretz-Yisrael.
My grandmother, as noted, supported the family with soap and feathers.
His eldest daughter, the one with the most freckles,

received a certificate in 1923

and after a year of hunger, disease and an earthquake,

emigrated with her family from Palestine to Argentina.

His beloved son, daughter-in-law and grandson waited in line until ‘39

and almost missed the boat.

4

In 1939, my grandmother, once a wealthy tradesperson, wrote

to my kibbutz mother, her eldest daughter: “Maybe I should immigrate
to Israel?” “Not a good idea,” my mother wrote back,

“No one will serve you here” There was no regret,

or anything else, in her voice when she told me this story.

5

When my young aunt Nyura,

the one who knitted and embroidered to support the family
as she never got an education

because of the situation after the revolution,

finally had a daughter after two sons

she named her Rivka after her mother,
she who traveled alone to Odessa for a month to bathe in the Black Sea,
immediately after she birthed her, the third daughter,
born after baby Ya’akov who died of dysentery.
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6

“Here on the second floor,” said the man with the beard, and marched
ten or twenty steps over the large and desolate lot, my parents walking
behind him. There my parents sat and wept over their only son.
Afterwards they went to the city center to buy flowers and a plaque
with his first name and family name and dates.

And then they started looking around and taking note:

what kind of plaque and flowers others had.

On that lot, then a temporary communal grave,
the government offices now stand.
And my brother’s tombstone, which was later moved to Mount Herzel,

is exactly like all the others.

7

When her jaws and hands were already covered with brown blotches,
after she tired of volunteer work in the hospital

and teaching cap-knitting,

when she understood that the Russian she had learned
in the gymnasia was nothing to be proud of,

my mother started learning Esperanto.

Only then was I told:

together with being a guide in the youth movement
and conversation about Schopenhauer,

Esperanto had excited her

more than seventy years ago, in Rovna.

Now she speaks Esperanto

with the angels, certain
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that all the others—
who speak only Yiddish—

are jealous.

8
“We have everything,” my mother would say
when we would ask if we had any

mustard, shoe polish, jam.

A fat woman, unrestrained, exaggerating,
boastful with promises,

my mother was.

Ten years after her death

during a night that lasted twenty four hours
the airline attendant said, “We have everything”
and I heard

the sweet milk in the clouds

which were large and squashed like her breasts.
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A Present

[ was nine when I decided to make my mother a birthday present,
to make it all alone and in secret, something I could manage
by myself, a surprise, something

she would like and that would make her a little bit happy.

In secret I sewed a handkerchief, a table-mat, a duster,
something resembling a wallet.
In secret I cut a doll’s blanket into colorful strips

and sewed them together with the stitch we had learned.

From my father my mother received a silver brooch from Bezalel
made of filigree threads, in the shape of twin mountains.

She pinned it to her blue dress, between her breasts.

About my present she said: It’s better to make one large thing.
More than 50 years I've remained stunned. I had no response.
“It would have been better to make one large thing.”

[ understood more and more.
She died a few years ago without my ever speaking to her about this.
But today I suddenly realized I'll see her soon,

Then I'll say: Mother, that’s what I made. That’s what I could.

A handkerchief, a table-mat, a duster, something resembling a wallet.
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Solomon’s Trial

Gripped by real terror, I wailed with all my might:

Give her the live baby, just do not slay it!

[ tore out the hair of my braids, I scratched my cheeks

I pounded my forehead against the classroom’s tiled floor

at the feet of King Solomon who was frightened by the screaming,

by my tears, my fists, my madness.

I was wrapped in the fringed and vast
red woolen shawl of my bereaved mother.
She sat still beside the other parents

as they praised my acting.
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Because of the Black Night

Because of the black night

pull the album from the bookcase
and find in it your child’s face.
Study its smoothness carefully,

its open mouth,

its unknowing eyes.

This is the image of your soul.

Call it by its name: Gabriel or Grace.

Show it a finger trick.

Tell it the tale of Cinderella.

Now it wants to see if your watch is ticking

and if your ring fits its finger.
Now it will let you carry it and cradle it

gently in your arms

toward the gate.
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I Thought Death

[ thought death would start in the feet,
from the cracks in the dried heels.
Or decay would fester first in the lower orifices

to humiliate me to the brink of despair.

No, my death will start in my head,
slim as an electric needle it will suddenly appear,
my twin towers exploding as one—

turning my tongue into dust.
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Because the Soul

Because the soul

is my little sister.

She sits on my lap

for a moment, on the grass, laughing,
wanting to play, teasing,

wanting to bother me,

never sleeping.

Because the soul is my sister
without repose.

She cannot manage alone.
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The Pen and the Brush

The ink-pen of insult is stronger
than the paintbrush of pleasure.
Its sharp voice cuts the map

with memory’s stabbing angles.

The paintbrush of pleasure sails on an unfinished lake
singing soprano and alto among the islands,

swaying with the ease of a boy running on deck
spreading rounded layers of water-colors,

almost transparent, liable to fade tomorrow.

Painting a map of a different country.
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In a Black Bed

In a black bed

floating on the river of sleep

[ found my brother,

his throat cut

his eyelids frozen—

my big brother, my only brother

nursing at my mother’s breasts,

carrying me on his shoulders,

drawing for me a map of the stars

in the desert's dust.

There on the black river of sleep

his neck cut

his eyelids frozen

[ felt around his privates

[ stroked his white-grayish organ

back and forth

[ fluted all my love for him

on that limp chord of life,

There I kneaded the miserable bread of life,
[ prayed over him the only prayer in the world:
Take pleasure! My lovely brother, take pleasure!
Between my thighs the dead rod blossomed.
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To Hands

A person’s hands, white, brown, freckled,

a person’s hands, groping around in the dark, grasping a handful,
holding, resting in the crease between the breasts,

closing tight, slapping, ripping out hair, scratching cheeks

leating through books, stirring, chopping onions, buttoning the blanket cover
filling pigeons with meat and rice with pine-nuts

connecting electric wires and computer chips

slamming doors and opening them again at once to reenter

holding a knife, bottle of perfume, diaper, test-tube,

the tiny thumb of the just-born baby, transparent like a chick’s stomach
and the huge thumb of his father, big-bellied like a wrinkled radish,
wise fingers and stupid ones, sensitive and clumsy,

soft as cheeks, coarse as a grater, transparent in the light, helpless,
spread wide after the football game victory or for the High Priests’ blessing
fingers touching a nipple, flame of a candle, a snail’s antennae,

strings of a viola, pressing together the dough edges of meat pies,
braiding hair, typing, reading Braille,

closing the snap of a bra, fixing a sewage system,

hitchhiking, embracing a shoulder

painting a park bench whose paint peeled oft in the winter,
protecting the cigarette flame from the wind as though building it a
small house, and later tossing it and squashing out the stub,
coquettishly pushing away the stray hair from a balding forehead,
correcting mistakes with a red pen or a sharpened pencil

crushed in the car door, performing surgery (in gloves!)

on the spinal cord, the arteries, the eyes, the caverns of the nose,
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fixing Swiss watches, writing the Five Books of Moses on an egg,
sticking Chinese needles into the bridge of the nose and behind the ear,
caressing, oh, caressing and caressing the shoulders,

the arms, the crying hair, the laughing thighs,

the hands, hands stretched out to make acquaintance or to be picked up,
resting under a thigh to make an oath, pressed to a chest in gratitude,
the hand of a blond girl in a hospital emergency room

her palm spread across a dark boy’s face,

and then, with a caress, as though she has gathered his image,

putting her closed fingertips to her lips

and kissing them, those hands which T've lost

and am always looking for.
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A Stream of Milk

A stream of hot milk strikes a woman’s breast like lightning
when she remembers her baby.

A man’s loins are charged with dazzling fireworks

when he thinks of his beloved.

Now the skies are dark
sounding muted thunder.

[ am thinking of you.
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When You Stay Here

When you stay here

[ weigh less.

When you eat with me

the carrots and corn are tastier.
When you come to me

there is non-stop Mozart

on the radio

and on Friday the dangerous market
laughs and shouts and yawns
shining in the sun

bubbling like a bottle of beer

when you are here.
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Hibiscus

Lovely Hibiscus!

You have stunned my spirits

with your amazing dimensions

the shining, threatening, laughing purple
of your lips.

Glorious you stood before me

a column of velvet inflorescence
dark, wonderful, confusing the night.
Wordlessly you said:

give me, give me

what is mine.

O Hibiscus,

you have filled me with burning.
What is yours? What is mine?
And who is the kindling

for the fire?
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Into Your Hands I Entrust My Spirit

Into Your hands I entrust my spirit
in the grips of wonder

like a toad

sticky and breathing from its belly
swelling up then deflating

in the firefly night suddenly carried
in the palms of a boy

holding its beating heart

before the eyes of his terrified mother.
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The Sea of Galilee’s Water Level Has Risen

The Sea of Galilee’s water level has risen

and it continues to rise, filling and comforting
the lack that accumulated here over the years,
lack that killed the fish and all living things,
crushing the blue-harp melody

making our moisture bitter.

The Sea of Galilee’s water level has risen!
I wanted to shout that out so all would hear
but I saw I couldn’t say it in an email sent abroad

or in any other language.

Our sea’s water level has risen.
Our rain fell in abundance,

rain whose mother tongue is Hebrew.

When did you first bathe in the Sea of Galilee?
[ did at five, my body was bare like my soul.
Smooth and hard stones

still toughen my soles

as they search for stability.

By the light of a moon yellow as a grapefruit
sweat-covered after a day of drafted labor

we swam in our loves' water.
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We stared at and couldn't believe
the Golan hills' transparency—

purple-pinkish amethyst scarves.

Later from a car speeding on the hilltop

the radiant embrace faded away, redundant.

For years the Kinneret was dying before our eyes,
like an adolescent daughter
refusing to live because of us,

her absent parents

But now, this year,

her face is filling out.
Today the ancient lashes
of our eyes

are moist with joy.
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Repair

The sweetness of a split fig and a crushed strawberry,
the sticky sweetness of wrinkled, brown dates,

even the sweetness of carob slivers

crooked and cut—

they were all there, at the edges

of the torn unraveled summer.

So, get up. In the dark, in the pain.

Say sweetness, like a soft tune.

Repair summer’s ruins.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

An exchange between David Shapiro and
Hamutal Bar-Yosef

DS: Bialik identified two great strands or motions in Jewish life—away
from the center in Galut and diving into the center, in aliyah. Could
you in some way underline what has been for you the experience
of being a poet without exile and one who struggles with the idea
of the very land she lives in—always threatened, always partly in
mourning?

HB-Y:This is an important question! Do Jews who live outside Israel
live in “Galut” or in “exile”? Nobody has exiled them.They (or their
ancestors) preferred to belong to a Jewish minority in a non-Jewish
country.

I have heard an anecdote about a Jew in Eastern Europe before
the Second World War who was praying for rain (as a Jew should after
Sukkot), while outside it was pouring with rain. When his son asked
him, “Father, why do you pray for rain? It's pouring outside!” He
answered, “This is not our rain.” Do non-religious Jews in Western
countries (including the USA) feel that way nowadays? I can imagine
that they feel strongly about their local nature, their local language
and culture. They feel strongly—sometimes negative feelings—about
local political matters. This non-Jewish country is their homeland,
even if they are angry at or ashamed of it. Of course, they can feel
“in exile” because of what seems to be an anti-Semitic attitude, or
because of any other expression of xenophobia (a universal, archaic,
elementary human feeling) which makes one feel his otherness.

Almost in the same way Israel is my homeland. I feel strongly
about its nature, about the Hebrew language, about Jewish history, I
am greatly concerned about its future.
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In 1936 my parents chose to immigrate to Palestine. Thus they
not only succeeded to survive the Holocaust, but they also gave their
children, me and my brother, a non-apologetic, self-evident Jewish
existence. [ am very proud of belonging to the Jewish people and to
the state of Israel. Both have collected a high price from my family
and from many, many others. Israel 1s a country full of refugees, of
mourners and inner invalids. But isn't the whole Jewish people at the
beginning of the 21st century still in a post-traumatic situation? I am
very proud that despite all the wars, immigration and constant tension,
Israel has produced and is still producing a wonderful culture, a new
Jewish culture, a living Jewish culture. Jewish identity in the West is
greatly based on the Holocaust, suffering being an important value in
the Christian world. But forced suffering is not an achievement.

[ am also proud when I see people who succeed to overcome
bereavement and trauma, and build a new life. There are many such
people in Israel and in other countries.

I do not know where Bialik wrote or spoke about these “two
great motions”. In his poems (most of them written at the turn of
the 20th century) Bialik sees Jewish life in East-European Galut (his
perspective of Jewish life was never extended beyond Eastern Europe
) as life in a desert, perhaps doomed to extermination. He concluded
his poem “Davar” (Word, 1904) with the terrible lines: “With shouts
of renewal on our lips, with gleeful cries/ of those at play/ we
stagger toward the grave” (trans. Gabriel Levin), and in his long poem
“The Scroll of Fire,” he sees Jews who have joined contemporary
non-Zionist movements as blindly marching toward death. Bialik,
together with Ahad-ha-am, believed that without a territory where
Jews are a majority, speaking their own language, there is no future for
the Jewish culture and spirit, even without anti-Semitism. Zionism
for him was a movement whose goal is to save the future life and
development of Jewish culture.

Nowadays, Jews who do not live in Israel are not “in exile”
Nobody exiled them. They chose to live where they believe life
1s better for them and for their children. They feel that belonging
to a Jewish minority in a non-Jewish country does not harm their
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Jewish identity, and maybe it even strengthens it. They should not be
concerned for the future of the Jewish people, at least as long as Israel
exists.

However, the fate of Yiddish language and culture in the US
proves that even without a Hitler or a Stalin, modern Jewish culture
in the 20th century could have been in great danger—without the
existence of the state of Israel. This is the only Jewish state, which leads
Jewish life, where Jews live as a majority, speak a beautiful old-new
Jewish language, the language of the Bible. I suppose being a part of
a Jewish majority is a different experience from that of being a part of
a Jewish minority, especially in countries where the majority receive
a Christian education. It is not about being in or without "exile.” It’s
about feeling that you live in your own country, the country of your
people, in the land which you love and feel faithful to.

DS: Do you have any rituals of writing?

HB-Y: I don't have any rituals. I write only when I feel this burst of
teeling or insight which I just have to share with other people, the
way you feel when you see a baby and you want to play with him,
make him laugh or caress him.

DS: Just as we would like to know which poets were the guiding
spirits in your early work, so we would appreciate your response to the
American poets of the last, terrible century. I do not know whether
Yona Wallach has interested you, or the experimentalist David
Avidan, or the learned poet Shabtai. We certainly don't know what
you think of the power of Eliot, Pound, Moore, H.D., not to speak
of our NYSchool (Ashbery, O’Hara, Koch, Schuyler, etc.) Harold
Schimmel has introduced me over the years to Yeshurun. To me his
work is like the Syrian-Aramaic Rift itself.

HB-Y: When I was in highschool, I admired Walt Whitman, and I
still respect his poetry. I like Wallace Stevens. In English poetry, I like
Hopkins and, of course, Shakespeare. But my English is not enough
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for swimming freely in the waters of non-Hebrew poetry. My favorite
Hebrew poets are: the writer(s) of the Bible (especially the Psalms),
Haim Nahman Bialik, Avraham Ben-Yitshak, Amir Gilboa, Leah
Goldberg, Zelda,Yair Hurvitz, Rivka Miriam. I do not appreciate
Wallach, David Avidan, Shabtai and Yeshurun.

DS: Franz R osewnzweig worked with Buber on a new German Bible,
but Scholem commented mordantly that its audience was gone. What
would you think of as the most difficult parts of your poetry and
your Hebrew to be translated? Is Hebrew our true State—a linguistic
Zionism?

HB-Y: Translating poetry is always very difficult, especially when it's
rich with musicality or with intertextuality, or when it has a rigid
form (a sonnet, for example). Rachel and I decided to omit from
translation poems which are too difficult for translation because of
their sophisticated form, allusiveness or musicality.

Hebrew is the language of the Jewish people, and it is spoken
by seven million people in Israel. I think every Jew should make an
effort to learn this beautiful language, if only for the sake of reading
the Tanach (it's much more beautiful in Hebrew than in English).
Although Hebrew was not created by Zionism—the idea of reviving
it as a “normal” non-religious language was born in the mind of
Moshe Mendelsohn, who was not a Zionist—modern Hebrew
literature (especially poetry) is the most trustworthy achievement of
Zionism. The amount of poetry books, poetry events and poetry
magazines in Israel is amazing.

DS: Some of your most vivid poems (“Raspberry Bush”) seem to be
ways of affirming the human body. Spinoza says we do not even know
the possibilities of the body. Has this been a difficult world inside the
world of your work? Not just a skeleton, but the lived body? Wounds
to the body and wounds to the child's ego, the shattering family
seder?
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HB-Y: My poetry tries to be concrete, to achieve a realistic effect
(it's an effect! [ sometimes invent facts, images, sensual experiences) as
a basis for the insight. The human body, physical feelings, food, smell
—all these are means of concretization, of strengthening the emotional
eftect. The poem has to “work” on the reader, to convince him. It will
not do so if it is not concrete. My poetry is not a confession in the
analyst clinic. It wishes to convey to the reader a secret truth which I
have suddenly revealed.

DS: In a recent poll of artists, very few were willing to say they were
feminists, but all of them had created works that were full of the
rights of women and their abuse. Do you see your poems as having
that political coastline or not? A young painter, Mirra Schor, has said
that she is sad more women do not permit themselves to be explicitly
feminist. Would you accept being in an anthology expressly of poets
who are women? A painter once told me I could come to a meeting
of women artists because poets are always honorary women.

HB-Y: Feminism is a political movement. It has created a quiet
revolution which improved the life of many women. It did not
solve the problem of aggressive human relations or the problem
of insensitivity or egoism or cruelty in family life. It certainly did
not improve literature or art. I do not see myself as a feminist. I
hate feminist activity. | would like to write poetry which expresses
universal feelings and ideas and which tells about my life in a way that
can interest everybody. I am a conservative.

DS: Your work is both of small scale and large. Are you full of
preferences for a particular size,like Emily Dickinson's condensations?
Your poetry reminds one in its sketches and “drawings,” of the realism
of the finest Israeli draughtsman, Avigdor Arikha.

HB-Y: On the one hand, I am an experimentalist; on the second
[ am a conservative. [ like to try new forms and to use old ones. I
am especially fond of “classical” forms, such as the ode, sonnet, the
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epitaph, the idyll and the long poem. I have written a few poems
with dactyls, which is very difficult in Hebrew, just to play with a
“heroic”tone. On the third hand (if there is any), [ am a realist, not
only in style, but also in worldview.

DS: Since you have lived through real and terrifying wars, as many
Western poets have not, what strengthens you to persist, survive and
grow? Is poetry heroic insistence or resistance? Are you disheartened
by the looming tragedies and past catastrophes? Your work seems as
urgent as a newspaper, the famous newspaper where news stays new.

HB-Y:Itis a grave mistake to think that wars are the worst misfortunes.
TV and newspapers create this impression. I think disappointed love,
loss of work, ideological crisis, divorce, the death of a husband or wife,
an unfaithful friend, a change of culture, immigration—these can be
no less traumatic than war. Don't forget that war is always a collective
experience, which people greatly need (more than modernism is
ready to admit). It is terrible only if you lose a member of the family
or a friend, not otherwise.

I have lost a brother who was killed in the War of Independence
when [ was 8.1 have seen the suffering of my parents, I have seen how
difficult it was for them to see me when they were grieving, and I
have seen how time healed their pain. I remembered this lesson when
I lost my son, who committed suicide at the age of 16.

I began writing poetry at the age of 8, as a way of speaking with
my dead brother, who also wrote poems. Writing poetry is neither
insistence nor resistance: it's purifying, it rebuilds inner equilibrium.

DS: Is there any way to avoid the question: How do you write
“afterwards,” after the camps, after the dislocations, after the turmoil
and building and unbuilding? Inside this political tragedy, your work
seems like a constant commentary. Can we invert the dictum of Adorno
and say that after, there is nothing but poetry, poesis, recreating?
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HB-Y: Human suffering did not begin in the Holocaust camps or
in the 20th century. Poetry is one of the signs, not the only one, of
humans’ miraculous power of survival and revitalization.

DS: It used to be that no man would ask for the Yiddish prayer-
book, the Techina, but it was beloved of Walter Benjamin. Do you see
yourself sometimes as a rare feminine bard of a certain generation of
women, of pioneer women and of those who were in mourning for
the destroyed greatness of Jewry in Eastern Europe?

HB-Y: Not at all. I don't see any special greatness in the Jewry of
Eastern Europe. I don't like pufting balloons.

DS: It seems that most of your work depends, after all, on a true
knowledge of Hebraic prayer and the sacred calendar. This is the
holiday ritual described profoundly by Agnon, and perhaps by every
truly Jewish writer like yourself or an Amichai. How do you see
your poetry serving this sense of beauty and holiness? Is the music of’
your poetry derived as much from the Tanakh as from the newspaper
and the colloquial? Does this change your readers by the fusion of
allusion and instantaneity? You think AND look.You are not just an
impressionist. Do you place, as I do, your work with Cavaty, a work
historical, personal, and fragile? Your work reminds me of one who
uses all the tenses: past, present and future.

HB-Y: In Israel we study the Tanach 12 years in school, which means
that parts of this wonderful text becomes flesh and blood, like Pushkin
for Russian speakers or Shakespeare for the English speakers. I am a
non-religious Israeli, but if you live in Israel you cannot avoid Jewish
tradition and ancient Jewish texts. You cannot avoid the presence of
Jewish holidays, Jewish history, Jewish literature. They are in the air
that you breathe, they fix the time, they are in the names of streets.
Jewish intertextuality is unavoidable in Israeli poetry. The problem is
how to transmit it to a non-Hebrew language? I hope my poems do
not depend only on intertextuality—Jewish or other.
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