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Ekphrasis as Encryption: 
Lea Goldberg in Berlin

G I D D O N  T I C O T S K Y

The years spent in Berlin by Hebrew poet Lea Goldberg (1911–1970) on the eve of 
the Nazis’ rise to power were a formative period in her creative and personal life. 
Nevertheless, she rarely mentions Berlin explicitly in her poetry. In this article, I 
argue that ekphrasis (in this case, poems on paintings) served Goldberg as she 
worked through her Berlin experience, as an act of transmutation, translation, 
interpretation, and identity-building. Poems written during her stay in Germany 
recently discovered in the poet’s archive shed new light on the role ekphrasis played 
in her poetry, on her affinity with woodcut artist Frans Masereel, and on her 
approach to primitivist and modernist visual arts. Ekphrasis is revealed here as a 
mechanism of encryption in poetry that turned Berlin in the Götterdämmerung of 
the Weimar Republic into the Berlin of European and Jewish enlightenment, 
modernism into classicism, and the male gaze into female expression. 

I’m in Berlin—it’s been a month already that I’m in Berlin. This says so 
much, namely, I left Kovno; namely, no longer the gray boredom; 
namely, it is possible to believe that life does change and one can breathe 
with ease. With ease—for years I’ve been praying for some ease, for 
some simple joy, for days when one can smile for no reason at all, and 
such days have finally arrived.1

These are the first words that nineteen-year-old Lea Goldberg wrote in her diary 
after arriving in Berlin in October 1930. Her move from parochial Kovno to 
metropolitan Berlin in her pursuit of higher education was indeed evidence 

that life does change, to the point of bringing about a total transformation—from a 
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stressful family environment to relative anonymity and autonomy in a strange city, 
from an East European town of 200,000 people to a Central European metropolis of 
four million, from a place of (perceived) spiritual scarcity to one of the world’s most 
vibrant cultural capitals, if not to the contemporary hub of Western civilization. 

Goldberg stayed in Berlin for eighteen months, mostly in an apartment in the 
rear building on 99 Motzstraße in Wilmersdorf.2 (Else Lasker-Schüler lived in 
house number 7—did the two cross paths by chance before meeting in Jerusalem?) 
Goldberg completed her master’s studies at Friedrich-Wilhelms (today, Humboldt) 
University in March 1932, and then started doctoral work at the University of 
Bonn.3 It seems that the months spent in the capital of the Weimar Republic were 
among the most thrilling in her life. They certainly included many peak moments 
in which the young East European Jew believed she could refashion herself as a 
bona fide European intellectual if only she would follow—along those very same 
Berlin streets—in the footsteps of the founding fathers of Jewish Haskalah who 
had flourished there some 150 years earlier. At the same time, she experienced 
difficult disappointments and was forced to contend with external and internal 
obstacles on her way to realizing her aspirations (“Will I truly have to conclude 
that even the big city won’t rescue me from myself? That I am all—sorrow? . . . Is 
this you, Lea—in Berlin?”).4

Goldberg did not write much in her diary during those months, a point that 
perhaps attests to her generally good mood (she tended to write in her journal at 
difficult hours), or at least to the intensity of her life at that time. Extant letters 
that she wrote from Berlin are few, so direct biographic documentation of this 
formative period in her life might be in inverse relation to its importance and 
central role in both her life and writing. By contrast, she gave Berlin relatively 
extensive artistic representation in her early prose, written only a few years after 
she completed her studies there—in her epistolary novel Mikhtavim mi-nsi’a 
meduma (Letters from an Imaginary Journey) and her contemporaneously unpub-
lished novel Avedot (Losses), published on the fortieth anniversary of her death, 
whose plot unfolds mostly in Berlin.5 Her prose testifies indirectly to changes that 
occurred in her life in the big city, even seemingly minor and prosaic ones, such as 
the fact that she started smoking. In truth, this habit signaled a major change: 
smoking signified modernity, showing that she was liberated and a coquette, and 
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pointing to a certain deviation from the conservative social order. In her novel 
Vehu ha‘or (And This Is the Light) (1946), her fictional doppelgänger Nora Krieger 
vacations at home in Lithuania in the summer of 1931, after her first academic year 
in Berlin. Esther, Nora’s mother, had recently divorced her husband due to his 
mental illness, but still keeps in close touch with her former sister-in-law Lisa, a 
spinster who is the family’s black sheep. A visit by Albert Arin, who is, like Nora, 
also vacationing in Lithuania and is a boyhood friend of both Esther and her 
ex-husband, disturbs the three women’s peace, as they all consider Arin—even if 
they do not admit this to themselves—a potential partner. In one scene, smoking 
is associated with sexual promiscuity, or at least with sexual allure: 

Arin took out his cigarette case and offered it to the women. The mother 
refused with a smile and a shake of her hand. Lisa took one and imme-
diately started smoking, hastily and nervously, hurried like her walking. 
After some hesitation, Nora also reached out, took a cigarette, brought 
her face close to the flame and started smoking, glancing sideways at the 
mother, who hadn’t yet seen her doing that.
	 The mother said, “That’s something new. From when?”
	 “About a year ago.”6

Thus Nora Krieger, and apparently Lea Goldberg too, started smoking in Berlin. 
In that period, smoking was feminized; no longer reserved for men, the habit 
became popular among women, as evidenced, for example, by the fact that the first 
cigarette advertisements addressed to women appeared in Western newspapers in 
the late 1920s.7 Penny Tinkler writes that “in the interwar period smoking became 
a signifier of women’s modernity. . . . Smoking was, however, more than just a sign 
of modernity; the practice of smoking actually contributed to the making of 
modern women.” Tinkler also emphasizes how smoking came to connote feminine 
sexuality: a “sexual promise” was embodied in cigarettes, after having been a 
distinct signifier of manhood.8 Nevertheless, women smoking in public were often 
considered masculine or indecent,9 which explains Nora’s hesitation to smoke in 
her mother’s presence. In Avedot, a young German Jew’s smoking in her father’s 
presence signifies the open-mindedness of both, and was an act akin to sitting 
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together in a café or having a woman drive.10 The freethinking associated with 
smoking was essentially inconsistent with the Jewish petit-bourgeois attitudes so 
loathed by Goldberg. When she worked as a teacher in the Tarbut school system in 
the provincial town of Raseiniai, Lithuania—after her time in Germany and 
before she immigrated to Mandatory Palestine—she wrote to a friend in Berlin: “I 
do smoke here, spitefully, to exasperate the petit-bourgeois [ha-balebatim], and 
even they are no longer astounded by such things. Indeed, ‘we are progressive’.”11

Goldberg translated the social values associated with smoking into her 
writing, and created her early literary persona from smoke rings, as her first book, 
Taba’ot ashan (Smoke Rings), is titled.12 The ostensible matter-of-factness in which 
cigarettes appear in that book conceals her daring and defiance (or at least her 
desire to dare and defy), which were used as a means of differentiating herself from 
Rahel, Elisheva, Yocheved Bat-Miriam, and other female Hebrew poets of her 
time. Thus, the contemporary smoking-woman’s multi-connotative identity helped 
characterize the speaker in her poems who, albeit heartbroken, is evidently sophis-
ticated enough to soberly observe her tainted loves; indeed, she is an urbane woman, 

Fig. 1. Lea Goldberg, 1946.  Photo by 
David Anderman. Courtesy of the 
Ganzim Institute, Tel Aviv, and Yair 
Landau.
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romantic and post-romantic at the same time. In Taba’ot ashan, cigarette smoke 
became an almost existential signifier of emptiness and transience;13 smoke 
protects the speaker from the outside world, in the poem and outside it: “A tiger-
striped screen— / separating word from heart” (A, 85). In Taba’ot ashan, as in life, 
smoking brings lovers closer together while simultaneously creating distance 
between them.14 Thus, Goldberg took advantage of a range of potentials embodied 
in smoking, both in her writing and in her personal life. Smoking quickly became 
her trademark, occupying a key position in various representations of her—in 
critiques about her, in interviews with her, and in her visual images, in which she 
tended to appear holding a smoking cigarette (see Figures 1–2). 

As a modernist artist, and a smoker to boot, Goldberg was something of a neue 
Frau—”new woman,” who sought self-realization, equality, and independence, often 
at the expense of matrimony, and who was educated and opinionated.15 According to 
Israeli historian of the Weimar Republic Boaz Neumann, the neue Frau alternated 
“between the young and sporty, dance-loving, sexy girl who shows off her legs, and 
the boyish, self-aware, extroverted garçonne with her somewhat masculine attire.”16 

Fig. 2. Lea Goldberg, unknown year. 
Photo by Anna Riwkin-Brick. Courtesy 
of the Ganzim Institute, Tel Aviv, and Yair 
Landau.
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The reader may also be familiar with the witticism attributed to English parodist 
and caricaturist Max Beerbohm (1872–1956): “The new woman sprang fully armed 
from Ibsen’s head” (alluding to Athena, goddess of Wisdom and War, who was born 
fully formed and fully armed from Zeus’ forehead). Apparently it is no coincidence 
that the protagonist of Vehu ha-or who decided to take control of her own destiny is 
named after the female hero in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.17 

Indeed, through her poems Goldberg introduced into contemporary 
Hebrew literature a new feminine subject largely made in the likeness of the city of 
Berlin’s modernist ethos. However, Berlin as such is not mentioned in Taba’ot 
ashan, except in the epigraph of one poem to which I will refer below and in the 
text of another, where the city is mentioned parenthetically as one of many places 
where the poem’s “plot” could have unfolded.18 The book’s poems do not feature 
descriptions of the city, perhaps because the drama of modern urbanity is encapsu-
lated in the speaker’s room and becomes a chamber camera: the room’s various 
items are animated, echoing her reflections—the hands of the clock become 
eyebrows raised askance (A, 13), the lamp mourns the speaker and expects her to 
cry (A, 15), and so on. As astutely observed by Shimon Gens, this chamber drama 
is often reminiscent of a silent film: “These poems were not born in the sound film 
era; indeed, it seems as though the poet was inspired by the silent film, as revealed 
in its archetypal images and as dreamed. Most devotedly, she remarks on every 
gesture, shade of feeling and picturesque insight (the elements of film).”19 

Does the omission of Berlin from Taba‘ot ashan follow the symbolist ethos that 
informed Goldberg‘s poetry, to the point that her poems rarely refer to concrete loca-
tions? Or perhaps it has to do with the fact that her life in the city was limited to 
relatively narrow circles that blocked or screened many of the influences of the 
outside world?20 Allison Schachter’s interpretation of Vehu ha-or offers another 
explanation for this omission: “Women’s marginality amplified their modernist 
expression of alienation and displacement, which then gave rise to new literary strat-
egies.”21 Certainly Goldberg was marginal in the Berlin cityscape: an East European 
Jewish woman, a Hebrew writer of Russian descent who was also a poeta doctus—a 
poet with an academic degree (a combination quite rare at the time). 

In the following pages, I argue that one of the most significant literary strate-
gies that served Goldberg in working through her Berlin experience in her poetry 
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(as opposed to her prose) was ekphrasis. Ekphrasis as an act of transmutation, 
translation, and interpretation, although highly dependent on its source, is also 
highly personal and subjective; perhaps it gave her the only way to both filter and 
assimilate the effects of the metropolis on her personality and poetry. The city that 
promised personal metamorphosis, that “life does change,” was represented in her 
poems by way of a particular type of artistic metamorphosis.

Ekphrasis is the practice whereby one work of art, mostly literary, is inspired 
by and significantly refers to another concrete, musical, or plastic artwork, such as 
a sonata, painting, statue, or building (in Greek, ek means “fully” and phrasis 
means “explicate.” The original meaning of the term is “accurate description”). 
Ekphrastic writing typically challenges authors, as they attempt to displace a 
certain experience from one medium to another, usually from the visual to the 
written, from sensory input to its intellectual processing. Apparently, any such 
attempt is destined to fail since no “accurate” transition between media is possible; 
nevertheless, many ekphrastic writings manage to capture something significant 
of the works to which they refer, if only to a fragment of feeling, a mood—and this 
is a major achievement. Ekphrastic writing is challenging also in that it requires 
writers to formulate their position and perspective vis-à-vis the artists whose art 
they “describe,” and this is also no mean feat. 

Barbara Mann, Avner Holtzman, and other scholars have addressed the 
complex status of ekphrasis in modern and particularly early Hebrew poetry, given 
Judaism’s aversion to visual arts following the biblical injunction against graven 
images. Consequently, ekphrastic Hebrew poems are relatively few, compared to 
their quantity in European poetry, and their writers often felt a need bordering on 
didacticism to mediate the artwork—of non-Jewish origin, by definition—for 
their Jewish readers.22 

The two ekphrastic poems in Taba’ot ashan are actually the only ones ever 
published as such by Goldberg: “Khalom na’ara” (A Young Girl’s Dream, A, 71), 
inspired by Saint Mary Magdalene by the fifteenth-century Italian painter Carlo 
Crivelli; and “Isha tzo’edet” (“Walking Woman,” A, 73), inspired by the epony-
mous porcelain statue by the early twentieth-century German artist Ernst Barlach. 
As Mann argues in her article about Goldberg’s collage, “‘A Young Girl’s Dream’ 
is one of Goldberg’s most provocative poems, as it blends together gender and 
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Judeo-Christian categories. In the poet’s own words, ‘After one of the crises I 
experienced at the time, my poetry began flourishing again upon encountering 
and being impressed by Crivelli’s Magdalene.’”23 Goldberg became acquainted 
with this poem in a course at Friedrich-Wilhelms University by Jewish art histo-
rian Oskar Fischel (1870–1939), whose lectures were given at the Kaiser Friedrich 
(today, Bode) Museum. As she described it later, 

In Berlin I received a yearlong guided tour by the superb art historian 
Professor Fischel at the Kaiser Friedrich Museum: Romanesque and 
Gothic Art. He taught me things I still remember today. After his 
lectures I would stay by myself in the museum and go up mainly to the 
halls of Italian and Spanish artists. I specialized in medieval and 
renaissance history, and got to know the Italian art of Dante’s days only 
later. At that time, I was drawn to Mannerist Renaissance painters such 
as Carlo Crivelli and Bronzino, and I loved Ribera the Spaniard.24

Evidently, at the heart of the Weimar Republic and its political and cultural 
turmoil, Goldberg preferred to hearken back to the grand medieval and renais-
sance masters, and to Italy, the cradle of Western humanism, in a move that may 
also be interpreted as regression or withdrawal in the face of the ominous present 
(Goldberg would revert to this pattern at the outbreak of World War II, when she 
refused to write war poems and referred repeatedly to the classics of Western civi-
lization).25 However, the appealing identity-switching fantasy in the opening of 
“Khalom na’ara” (“I dreamt that I am—you”) and the animation of Magdalene as 
painted by Crivelli turn out to be a nightmare entrapping the speaker: “And there 
was no escape from the horror of the night / no refuge from Magdalene.”

Alternatively, this poem may be seen as expressing a theme that often preoccu-
pied Goldberg and found its expression in her prose about Berlin: prostitution. Ever 
since Pope Gregory the Great (540–641) identified Mary Magdalene—the first to 
lay eyes on the resurrected Jesus (John 20:14)—with the sinner who wiped Jesus’ feet 
with her hair and anointed them with precious perfume (Luke 7:37–50), Western art 
has offered countless representations of Mary Magdalene as a prostitute and images 
of her as hierodule or qedesha (holy whore). Art historian Marsha Meskimmon 
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referred to the “near-obsession” of Weimar Modernist painters with prostitution that 
essentially implied “both the fears and pleasures of boundaries transgressed. The 
figure of the prostitute crossed social-inscribed parameters between men and women, 
social classes, the public and private spheres and, of course, sexual desire and fear of 
disease and death.”26 Naturally, this theme was quite common in European paintings 
in general, but in the particular Weimarian context, representations of prostitutes 
were charged with additional socioeconomic and decadent connotations. Even if 
Goldberg did not see the prostitutes painted by Otto Dix, George Grosz, Franz 
Maria Jansen or others, she must have seen such women in the streets of Berlin. 

At the KaDeWe [department store] the lights were still on, large and 
frantic they looked at the street. For some reason, the building loomed 
like a mountain towering in the heart of town. I would pass by it on my 
way back from the theater, from friends. At night. Near the store windows 
posh prostitutes pranced in furs and knee-high boots. Red, yellow, 
black. I remember how my nineteen-year-old mind was shocked to 
discover that each color indicated a certain “type” of prostitute. Black 
boots—for sadists, yellow—for masochists, and red—”normal.” This 
typology haunted me like a personal disgrace. I was not very forgiving of 
mankind at that moment.27 

Most interpretations of “Khalom na’ara” viewed it as expressing the poet’s low 
self-image as a sexual object, or alternatively her fascination with—and aversion 
to—Christianity as a religion,28 and have apparently ignored the meanings of the 
ekphrastic move at the poem’s core. Thus it seems that in the poem, the ekphrasis 
represents an attempt to cling to a heroic past destined to crash on the rocks of 
present-day reality (Italian Renaissance vs. 1930s Germany), or, alternatively, the 
ekphrasis represents the displacement of a humiliating daily experience to its 
aesthetic and ostensibly attractive representation, which ultimately reveals itself to 
be menacing.29

In Goldberg’s archive, the manuscript of “A Young Girl’s Dream” appears 
next to another poem unpublished in her life and hitherto almost unknown, a kind 
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of sonnet, if we judge it by the number of its lines. Here, the city is mediated 
through an intriguing ekphrastic move: 

Berlin

A white seagull sat
On the gray stone of Wilhelm’s statue,
While two children in rags threw crumbs
And ducks sailed by on beauty’s surface.

Silent and still was the museum,
Its gates in unmoving stance,
The morning was shrouded in mist, 
And as sad as your final glance.

Leaning against the bridge’s railing
I gazed at the water’s carpet,

And from the river’s darkness
The wondrous face of Saint Sebastian
Gazed back at me with
Endless agony.30

As in many of the love poems in Taba’ot ashan, this early poem also expresses 
sorrow over parting from a loved one. However, here a certain substitute is found 
for the beloved: Saint Sebastian, as immortalized in the eponymous painting by 
the Italian artist of Spanish descent Jusepe de Ribera (1591–1652). Goldberg 
admired this painting, and was to describe in one of her journalistic essays her 
frequent “pilgrimages” to see it at the Kaiser Friedrich Museum: 

To this day I remember well that very special sensation when as a nineteen-
year-old I would run on Saturdays to the Museum to see Ribera’s Saint 
Sebastian once more. I would rush to it with the same excited joy as if I were 
about to meet a loved man. And I always felt satisfied and almost surprised to 
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see it still in its place on the wall, waiting for me unchanging. That unique 
sense of sharing in the “aesthetic misery” before me—the swept-back head, 
the dark golden shade of the flesh on a very dark background, had by then 
become part of my life, something special “between us”—between me and 
the painting. At the time I already knew that in that same museum there 
were masterpieces that the art reviews with their “ample proofs” preferred 
over my Sebastian, and I already knew that this Spaniard’s style of painting 
was inferior to the lucid and aesthetic expressiveness of the geniuses of the 
early and high Renaissance period, but I was hopelessly devoted to it, despite 
its pathos and although others were superior to him—he was more “my own,” 
and therefore enriched me more than the others—just like the poems of a 
beloved poet, that though we may be aware of their faults, we nevertheless 
love them as a wholeness surging within us.31

The sublimity of the Italian masterpiece is juxtaposed in “Berlin” with the German 
monument of Kaiser Friedrich Wilhelm, gray in both color and sensibility. In 
Avedot, Christian German student Antonia tells Kron, Goldberg’s fictional 
doppelganger: 

Sometimes . . . there’s this kind of madness . . . such hours, as if it is no 
longer bearable. If only this city had an Eiffel Tower to jump from . . . or 
an ocean . . . but go drown yourself in the Spree—let’s say . . . near the 
museum, and have that stupid Friedrich statue stand and stare at you all 
night long. This is very silly.32

As in “Khalom Na’ara,” here, too, the Italian work of art is a kind of transitional 
object that facilitates a symbolic relationship with an adopted and lost mother-
culture. Perhaps this is why in her essay Goldberg emphasized her aesthetic plea-
sure upon discovering each time anew that the painting remains on the wall, 
“waiting for me unchanging”—so essentially unlike the political upheavals she 
must have felt one way or another as an inhabitant of Berlin.33 In view of the 
concrete presence of the locked museum (it is difficult not to attribute symbolic 
meaning to it), of Wilhelm’s lusterless statue, whose motionlessness is highlighted 
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by the life teeming around it—the seagull sitting on it, the poor kids hanging 
about but indifferent to it—the speaker prefers the imagined view in her mind’s 
eye, reflected from the “water’s carpet / And from the river’s darkness.” The magnif-
icent face of Sebastian, the third-century Roman soldier executed with a volley of 
arrows for his Christian beliefs, thus turns into the face of Narcissus (and her 
own?) gazing at the speaker “with / Endless agony.” This may be considered ekph-
rasis once removed; that is, two concrete works of art (the statue and the museum) 
that remind the speaker of a third (the painting), whose imagined existence is 
more significant than the others’ physical presence.34

In “Isha tzo’edet” (Walking Woman), the other explicitly ekphrastic poem 
published by Goldberg, ekphrasis has a different function: 

Walking Woman

(after the Walking Woman porcelain by Ernst Barlach)

A pregnant woman is walking along a wall as hot as the day,
Beneath her feet the red sand burns in the heat.
She is walking along the wall, serene and slow
Her eyes know futures but reveal no hopes.
In her hand there’s no flower, on her forehead no star.
Passers-by will not smile at her from near or from far.
Behind the wall—a cemetery sits,
Were she to turn her head, she could see it,
But she’s immersed in life unfolding, the rustle of love and disease,
And Death, bowing before her, makes way and lets her be.

The statuette by Ernst Barlach (1870–1938; Figure 3) presents a pregnant woman, in 
a headscarf and dress, but it is obvious that the poem’s “plot” is entirely a figment of 
Goldberg’s imagination: she places the expectant mother near a graveyard, thus 
contrasting the “budding” life (in the figure’s womb, and in general) with death. The 
figure in the poem is decidedly not Mary: “In her hand there’s no flower, on her 
forehead no star.” Thus, Goldberg emphasizes the figure’s omni-woman, omni-
human status (as opposed to the Christian atmosphere dominating “Khalom na’ara”). 
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It seems that here ekphrasis is combined with literary allusion; that is to say, a 
different text had interpreted the sculpture for Goldberg, and her poem was 
inspired by both. I believe the other text is the opening of Die Aufzeichnungen des 
Malte Laurids Brigge (The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge) by her favorite 
poet, Rilke: 

I saw a pregnant woman. She dragged herself heavily along a high, 
warm wall, now and again groping for it as if to assure herself it was still 
there. Yes, it was still there; and behind it—? I looked for it on my map 
of the city: Maison d’accouchement [Maternity Hospital]. Right. They will 
deliver her; they can do that.35

Goldberg returned to explore that moment in later works—an indication of its 
fundamental importance for her—as in the following excerpt from Vehu ha-or: 

“It’s very simple,” said Nora. “Or maybe I think so, since I’ve always felt 
that. Here, for example, if I walk on a beautiful street and there’s a high 
garden wall there, I always think that behind that wall is the most 

Fig. 3. Walking Woman (Schreitende 
Frau, Schreitende Nonne) by Ernst 
Barlach, 1909 © Collection Stedelijk 
Museum, Amsterdam.
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beautiful thing. I always think that if I could peep in, I’d see something 
wonderful there. More wonderful than anything I’d seen so far.”
“Yes,” said Arin in his low, slow speech, whose hastiness had now 
vanished. “I do know that. And I even remember a summer day many 
years ago. I was walking alongside a red brick wall. There was a heat 
wave. The wall was high and long, maybe a kilometer long, and behind it 
treetops. And all the time I thought that behind that wall, there had to be 
something marvelously beautiful. Something magic as a legend. At last I 
climbed up on a pile of stones and peeped in.” He fell silent.
	 “And what was there?” asked Nora.
	 Arin twisted his lips in an unhappy smile. “A cemetery.”36

Later in the dialogue, Arin nevertheless adopts the positive outlook of Nora and the 
speaker in “Walking Woman”—both clearly mirror images of the young Goldberg: 

“But that story of mine isn’t a moral lesson, Nora,” he said after a short 
silence. “Not behind every wall is there a cemetery. I’m sure you’ll peep 
in and see a beautiful garden. And I’m sure this life deserves to be lived, 
warts and all, in spite of all the cemeteries. I believe,” he said warmly, “I 
believe that no ugliness and no suffering cancels the beauty and the joy. 
And in this life, Nora, there is beauty and joy. I’m not sixteen years old, 
Nora, and I say all these things to you as I would say them to myself.”37

Many medieval and renaissance poems, as well as paintings from that period (such 
as Botticelli’s The Annunciation; 1481), represent Hortus conclusus, an enclosed 
garden, as a figure of Mary’s virginity.38 The secret hidden on the other side of the 
wall, in both Rilke and Goldberg’s texts—be it a well-tended garden, a maternity 
hospital, or a cemetery—encapsulate, therefore, the enigma of life and death, the 
enigma of virginity, fertility and infertility, and, in general, femininity. Did Gold-
berg, when writing Vehu ha-or in the early 1940s, review her outlook as a young 
woman ten years earlier, as expressed in “Walking Woman,” only to reaffirm it?39 

Perhaps it is no coincidence that Barlach’s porcelain awakened such abstract 
contemplations about life and death in Goldberg’s mind. Given the impressive 
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harmoniousness of Walking Woman, the purity of its white and the serenity and 
perfection of the noble character, it is tempting to crown it as classic. As such, it 
was an unusual piece not only in the latter-day German art world, but also in 
comparison with most of Barlach’s other works. His porcelain statuettes have been 
and still are considered a secondary medium in his multidisciplinary oeuvre, which 
included not only visual art but also poetry and playwriting. The literature about 
him tends to emphasize his metal and wooden sculptures, with pacifist and 
socialist themes (many of which were inspired by his trip to Russia in 1906)—
beggars, gypsies, old or religious people. 

As indicated by the three plastic artworks that inspired the poems discussed 
above, Goldberg was attracted to relatively marginal works in the canon (as she 
herself admitted in the excerpt: “At the time I already knew that in that same 
museum there were masterpieces that the art reviews with their ‘ample proofs’ 
preferred”), as well as to works with classic elements. Her personal history explains 
this connection: her marginality in Berlin gave her the need to cling to something 
solid in the midst of chaos; and given her life as a foreign student in a relatively 
protected niche in the city, she was a passing guest not significantly affected by 
outside events in her daily life, so that Berlin remained an untainted cultural ideal for 
her. No matter what the reason, it seems that the poet’s attachment to these paint-
ings and sculptures was fundamentally emotional, in turn motivating her predomi-
nantly subjective ekphrastic representation, which is far removed from the artworks’ 
surface meaning and, precisely on account of that, so close to their secrets. 

Recently, eight hitherto unknown ekphrastic poems by Lea Goldberg were discov-
ered at the National Library of Israel, in a book of woodcut prints by Belgian artist 
Frans Masereel (1889–1972); the poems were all inspired by his works. It is impos-
sible to date these unpublished poems with precision, but it is reasonable to believe 
that they were written in the early 1930s, while Goldberg was studying in Germany. 
This dating is supported also by the somewhat angular handwriting typical of those 
years; later, mainly from the late 1930s onward, Goldberg’s handwriting became 
curvier and softer. It is reasonable to assume that these poems were stimulated by the 
young poet’s encounter with the big city, and that Masereel’s artwork helped her 
“translate” her experiences for herself; the distinctly masculine woodcuts were 
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instrumental in conveying the masculine spirit of the metropolis to the young 
woman, and her dialogue with them necessarily carried a gender aspect as well. 

Masereel’s woodcuts, hugely popular in the interwar period, typically depict 
the urban experience in terms of the individual’s humble struggle for warmth and 
humanity in an alien space. Particularly popular at the time was his collection 
Passionate Journey (titled Mon livre d’heures in the original French, 1919). In fact, 
this was one of the first graphic novels, if not the first: the book’s completely 
captionless 167 tiny woodprints describe a young man’s journey to and within the 
metropolis, his attempts to overcome its alienating environment, and his prema-
ture death. The book graphically describes a spiritual climate common in interwar 
Western and Central Europe using the time-honored woodcutting technique, but 
the precise and detailed lines typical of Rembrandt’s woodcuts, and the gray shades 
developed and refined by Dürer, are replaced here by black-and-white surfaces that 
became Masereel’s trademark. These surfaces were, in fact, the results of various 
practical constraints, such the speed in which the artist was required to typeset 
woodcuts for journals and newspapers at the time of his protest against World War 
I, his desire to express his views sharply and clearly, and the low-quality paper that 
led him to create basic designs with a thick brush and India ink.40 

This distinct style, both in form and in content, was quickly identified with 
Masereel and became fixed in contemporary consciousness as a succinct and 
faithful depiction of the Zeitgeist. “If nothing survived from our world,” wrote 
Stefan Zweig, 

No books, no monuments, no photographs or documents, nothing but 
the woodcuts created by Masereel in the course of a decade, anyone 
could faithfully reconstruct our life and times exclusively on the basis of 
his woodcuts: how people used to live around the 1920s, how we used to 
dress; anyone could experience all the horrors of war in the battle and 
home fronts, including all the diabolic weapons and their grotesque 
contours; anyone could experience the stock markets and the train and 
ship yards, the towers, the fashions, the people, even the characters 
themselves, and beyond all that—the quite dangerous spirit and the 
genius; the lifeblood of our times, only on the basis of his prints.41
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Here, Zweig follows German historiosopher Oswald Spengler, who in Der Unter-
gang des Abendlandes (The Decline of the West; 1918–1922) conceived of culture in 
all its manifestations as an essentially organic entity that could be reconstructed even 
on the basis of meager fragments. Zweig may be exaggerating, but clearly Masereel’s 
work left a powerful impression, certainly in that era. Paris, where Masereel lived for 
many years, was often identified as Masereel’s city, and some went even further: 
“The real Paris is a prosaic impression of his Paris,” wrote Avraham Shlonsky some 
two years after visiting the City of Lights (presumably, he had been acquainted with 
Masereel’s work before that, in 1925, when he stayed in Paris for several months). 
“The real Paris is a blooming garden of lights—Masereel’s Paris is already Nineveh, 
Babylon, Pompeii in the light of flames spewing out of Vesuvius’s mouth. The color 
of the end—that is its color. Black over white. Black-and-white. Sheer horror. After 
all. And over the end [me’al la’-kets] hovers love as a psalm.”42

Hagit Halperin has elucidated the intimate connection between the poems in 
Shlonsky’s Avnei bohu (Stones of Void; 1933) and Masereel’s work. This connec-
tion is particularly true of the poem cycle Kraki’el (City-el)43 which revolves around 
and celebrates urban life in its various manifestations.44 Shlonsky himself alludes 
to Masereel’s influence on his poems and at the same time expresses the belief that 
Masereel’s works are not visual but strictly literary, as if seeking to deny the writ-
er’s ekphrastic move:

He [Masereel] publishes his drawings-woodcuts in book form. Not only 
in the external sense. These are poems—in their literary sense. His 
drawing is mute literature. . . . All the hallmarks, all the attributes of 
literature are evident in his works: plot, psychology, ideas. So you find 
yourself reading his drawings. . . . And each time I see (read!) his 
books-etchings, my Creator and my creative instincts [yotsri ve-itsri] 
incite me to give them lips so they may speak, verbalize them, write 
them a text with poetic rhymes. And now ringing in my ears are quotes 
from my Kraki e̓l days and nights, which have thrown the stones of void 
at me— 
	 . . . And the city shudders from time to time. I have seen them in 
Masereel’s woodcuts as well—black over white—the ladder’s 
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acrobat—the cat—and the sinking alley. There he sits, Masereel (and 
perhaps it is I who am sitting there?)

Just as Shlonsky alluded to the influence of Masereel’s woodcuts on Avnei bohu, to 
the point at which he imagined himself sitting in the woodcutter’s place, so did 
Goldberg imagine that Shlonsky sang her own poems in Avnei bohu. At that time, 
she published an untitled poem dedicated “to Avraham Shlonsky, upon reading his 
Avnei bohu” (A, 82): 

[Untitled]

To sink and sail in these rhymes—
To remember the city’s dancing lights, 
And in a word-raft row to wonder’s shore, 
Toward lands where children’s tears shine bright. 

I see: here I am on city streets
Here I am in train-windows. . . . Bewildered:
Strange, why does another sing of my past
Pulling my soul from silence’s river? . . .

When reading Avnei bohu and reminiscing on these city sights and sites, the twenty-
two-year-old poet was living in Raseiniai, the provincial Lithuanian town; and from 
that backwater town, the city lights of Shlonsky’s Paris or Goldberg’s Berlin must 
have seemed particularly glamorous. Beside Goldberg’s praise for a poet who 
managed to put her inner storm into words, we sense a terrible fear of identity theft: 
her past has been poetized by another—her soul sunk in the silence’s river has been 
pulled from the deep. On first reading, this metaphor may seem positive (the soul 
has been salvaged), but on second reading we feel a growing sense of foreign inter-
vention in the world of silence. The water world here is both magical and threat-
ening, just as is the opening verse “To sink and sail in these rhymes,” simultaneously 
echoing “sinking” [lishko’a] into a book and drowning at sea. 

Both poets’ acknowledgment of their wellspring marks a chain of inspiration 
that begins with Masereel, runs through Shlonsky, and ends with Goldberg. Beside 
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the cultural sequence the trio outlines, we can sense the two Hebrew authors’ fears 
for the autonomy of their creations amid foreign influences—Masereel’s influence 
over Shlonsky, and the latter’s over Goldberg. It is perhaps Goldberg’s fear that 
prevented her from publishing her poems inspired by Masereel. 

Goldberg’s poems were written on the pages of Masereel’s woodprint book 
Landschaften und Stimmungen (Landscapes and Moods), published in 1929 by Kurt 
Wolff in Munich (Wolff was Masereel’s chief publisher in Germany at the time, and 
was known mostly as Kafka’s first publisher)—on the opposite sides of the prints. 
Landschaften is not a graphic novel with a sequential plot, but rather a selection of the 
artist’s best-known woodcuts. In contrast to his first books, it does not focus solely 
on the metropolis, but also offers a variety of pastoral landscapes, natural spaces, and 
domestic scenes. Interestingly, as in Taba’ot ashan the urban experience is not self-
sufficient, but rather repeatedly confronts the countryside and its open spaces.

The discovery of the eight ekphrastic poems written by Goldberg on the pages 
of Landschaften (henceforth, the Masereel Poems) sheds new light both on the role 
played by ekphrasis in the poet’s oeuvre and on her affinity to Masereel’s prints. 
Apparently, the artist’s woodcuts left a deep impression on her, at least at the time 
when she wrote those poems. It is therefore quite remarkable that she rarely mentions 
him—not in published poems, nor in diaries, letters, journalistic essays, or articles. 
This silence may suggest that her psychological attachment to Masereel’s works was 
highly limited to one period of time, so that the eight poems should be considered no 
more than “etudes” (which is why they were not published at the time). Alternatively, 
it may suggest that her attachment was so deep that she sought to conceal it—perhaps 
because she identified Masereel with Shlonsky and his Avnei bohu (an object of 
appreciation, as well as fear, as suggested above), and perhaps due to the artist’s huge 
popularity, which was incompatible with the poet’s exclusive taste through which 
she sought to distinguish herself in the contemporary Hebrew literary community. 
Mikhtavim mi-nsi’a meduma is emblematic of this taste and the attempt to translate 
it into aristocratic cultural capital, in the original Greek sense of aristocracy, meaning 
“government by the best”; such also are her choices in the three visual artworks 
discussed above, by Crivelli, Ribera, and Barlach. 

Yet another explanation for the shelving of the Masereel poems and for the 
paucity of ekphrastic poems that Goldberg published in general has to do with the 
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clear boundary she drew between the visual and verbal arts. In 1942, she wrote in 
the foreword to an album of Israeli painter Aharon Gil’adi’: 

Literature and painting are not the same. This is because while all arts 
move in the same direction, each has its own mode of expression. And 
only one thing is essential in these: those same diverse modes of expres-
sion, those same different angles of viewing and hearing the world called 
many different names—music, architecture, literature or painting—
always reflect the very same world, the very same time. In works large or 
small, if they are authentic, if they are not imitations, if they are 
enthused by true feeling, true sensation, we will always find the echo of 
our times.45

Goldberg kept drawing that boundary in repeated references to the subject, particu-
larly in the context of her first exhibition of plastic artworks at the Jerusalem Artists 
House in 1968. In a subsequent interview with Talma Alyagon, she stated, “Although 
it is true that the experience which inspires creation is the same experience and that 
my personality is the same in both cases, this is where the comparison ends. In any 
form of art you think with the medium you work with, and it is dangerous and even 
inaccurate to compare and borrow terms from one art to another.”46 Indeed, the wall 
that Goldberg erected between the two art forms was founded on personal experi-
ence, not only in her later years (when she wrote little but painted much), but already 
from the days of her youth; as a sixteen-year-old she thought to start a career as a 
painter and, according to her, it was only her family’s material difficulties that 
prevented her from doing so. She apparently had a flair for painting from an early 
age, at the same time or even before her literary talent was discovered.47

Ofra Yeglin wrote of Goldberg: “Her year of birth meant that she would miss 
the first heroic waves of European Modernism, and by the time she became a poet in 
the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Modernist avant-garde had lost the momentum 
of its inventiveness and had become Classical Modernism.”48 Yeglin quotes a state-
ment from an interview with Goldberg: “Already in my youth poetry had outgrown 
German expressionism, which had broken free of any yoke of shape or form.”49 
Goldberg tended to underrate German expressionist poetry, referring to it in one of 
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her journalistic essays as “outbursts . . . mostly lacking in profound artistic value.”50 
Since she felt that way about poetic expressionism, how could Goldberg feel any 
affinity to those identified as expressionists in the visual arts (all with deep roots in 
German culture)—Paul Klee,51 Barlach, and particularly Masereel?

I believe the answer to that quandary is found in a single factor: Goldberg’s atti-
tude toward the primitivist. In “primitivist” I do not mean the common connotation 
of the term primitive, tribalism or folklore, or even backwardness, but rather the 
meaning associated with the term in Western neo-romantic art. Ever since the late 
eighteenth century, when romanticism took hold in Europe, the figure of the noble 
savage was celebrated: he was man unspoiled by civilization, able to remain primal 
and close to the ancient and authentic roots of humanity and nature. As Europe 
became more modernized and industrialized, the number of intellectuals multiplied 
who were attracted to the primitive, and primitivism became a distinct artistic style, 
as represented in Gauguin’s sensual paintings from French Polynesia, Picasso’s early 
paintings, or the paintings of the Die Brücke group. Indeed, primitivism had a deci-
sive impact on expressionism and other currents in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century art. The attraction to the primitive is one of the hallmarks of the modern 
in art (as is the ekphrastic tendency).52 Scientists were also interested in primitiv-
ists, such as the French sociologist and anthropologist of Jewish descent Lucien 
Lévy-Bruhl. Upon Lévy-Bruhl’s death in 1939, Goldberg dedicated a fascinating 
essay to him, and I quote from it at length, as it illuminates the political context of 
primitivism in latter-day Germany, as well as the poet’s own approach: 

I remember well Lévy-Bruhl’s Primitive Mentality. As an investigation 
of humanity’s childhood, and thanks to its vivid examples—this is 
certainly the most important book. I remember it. It rested on my desk 
in the early spring of 1933.53 And at the time, it was more to me than a 
book: it was a mentor and a symbol. Its value was beyond doubt. This 
was after the demise of the Neue Sachlichkeit,54 and art was looking for 
redemption in the primitive, the primal, the primeval—to be closer to 
nature. It was then that the age-old debate raged, how can this be 
achieved? Where are the sources? What do you draw from? What is the 
path to the great simplicity, the closeness to earth, to nature, to the 
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mentality of the first humanoids? And in response certain voices were 
heard, which were not artists’ voices. The people of the political fist 
preached for a primordial, barbaric, mundane mentality. For the return 
to the Arian Primitive which could infuse new blood in the veins of the 
aging world. Against “verbosity,” against “Jewish decadence,” against 
“over-culturedness” which “distances man from a wholesome mentality.” 
They knew how to scream those slogans. And they won. They beat the 
“Jewish intellect,” which “destroys the primitive.” And the results of 
their victory are now evident and clearly perceived by all. 
	 And on my desk in those days, in those early days of these people’s 
victory, rested a different book by an old Jew, a man who had no fear of 
excessive intellect, who knew full well that there is no going back to the 
primitive, but rather that we must progress toward it, because the road to 
the primitive is the longest and most difficult of all, as it involves 
stepping up all the ladders of culture and civilization, the highest, the 
vaguest. But Lévy-Bruhl’s voice was not shrill. A civilized man is not 
vociferous. And they did not listen, they did not hearken. And the 
results—they are now evident. And they are clearly seen by all.55

It is thus plainly evident that Goldberg appreciated works by such artists as 
Masereel, Klee, and Barlach because their expressionism was basically informed 
by what she considered to be proper primitivism: that which seeks universal 
abstraction and maintains a civilized quality (“stepping up all the ladders of culture 
and civilization, the highest, the vaguest”), and not that which leads to the “polit-
ical fist,” as in the “Arian primitive.” We can sense her attraction to universal, styl-
ized, and acculturated expressions of the popular spirit even in her own oeuvre: in 
the poems of her book Shir ba-kfarim (Songs in the Villages; 1942), which is 
composed entirely of sophisticated adaptations of popular songs from various 
localities, as well as in other poems, such as “Ha-karpol ve-ha-vered” (The Carna-
tion and the Rose, B, 185–86), whose subtitle is “A Swedish Primitive”; in her 
“Legends,” published in the Hebrew press in Lithuania when she was eighteen and 
nineteen years old, and which are in fact short stories;56 and finally in her admira-
tion of ancient Chinese poetry. 
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Of additional relevance is Goldberg’s doctoral thesis on the Aramaic translation 
of the Samaritan Torah, in which she privileges the vernacular version that, according 
to her findings, played a decisive role in the formulation of the Samaritan Penta-
teuch.57 At the time described in the extract above, “early spring of 1933,” when 
Goldberg was studying in Bonn, and in the very days in which she completed her 
dissertation, Masereel’s works were removed from German museums, and his books 
(together with most other titles by Wolff) were banned and burned in town squares in 
what Nazi propaganda labeled “an action against the un-German spirit.” Germany’s 
celebrated woodcut artist was thus made a pariah due to his anti-Fascist activism. 
Other modernist artists whom Goldberg admired suffered a similar fate: from 1937 
on, works by Barlach and Klee were presented in the infamous “Degenerate Art” 
exhibition, and Barlach “died ostracized and excommunicated in a forsaken town in 
Mecklenburg. Nazi thugs would smash his windows, and the grocer dared not bring 
the sixty-eight-year-old man bread to eat. No German newspaper eulogized him.”58

Due to space limitations, I will offer only a few comments on the Masereel 
poems, which are reproduced in full in the appendix to this essay. It seems that 
Goldberg had originally intended to dedicate a poem to each of the book’s sixty 
woodprints; accordingly, the first four were each awarded a poem. She then became 
more selective, and the fifth poem appears beside the thirteenth print. 

Poem 1 centers on the romantic character of the wanderer. This is not the 
French flâneur, or urban stroller, but a person who has ventured from the metrop-
olis into a natural landscape, from regimented space to the frontier that touches on 
infinity. The search for harmony lost in the city is replaced here by disharmony: 
“Under his feet the earth breathes / Like a scorpion spitefully stinging.” Goldberg’s 
poem thus turns its back on the traditional representation of the wanderer. It is 
interesting to see how the poet not only “describes” the woodcut but also weaves a 
complete plot around it, in which each detail is ascribed with emotion, as in the 
verse “The grasslands have hidden their night.” This lets us refer to the Masereel 
poems, and perhaps to all of Goldberg’s ekphrastic poems, as psychological projec-
tive tests, akin to Rorschach or TAT, in which subjects are presented with ambig-
uous stimuli whose interpretation sheds light on their personality. 

The first half of Poem 2 is dedicated to “depicting” the print’s depth: the 
clouds and watercraft. The woodcut’s portrayal of the great gathering storm and 
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the two tiny boats is translated in the poem into a scene of loss: the clouds sink in 
(rather than touch) the edge of the sea, and “The boat will die between sand and 
wind.” The natural scene in the woodcut is charged in the poem with Christian 
significance, and the landscape, which could have been pastoral, becomes 
menacing. The boat is likened to “an offended heart.” The poem’s second half is 
dedicated to the front image of the artwork: two wanderers on the beach (origi-
nally, this woodcut depicted the two monks in Till Eulenspiegel coming to Damme 
to sell indulgences). In the poem, the two characters became “we,” the speaker and 
her beloved, who take part in the wake for boat / “offended heart,” realizing in the 
process that their own parting is nigh (“Here tomorrow was forever rent”).59

The opening verse of Poem 3, “And still,” contrasts the gloominess of the 
previous poem with the cautious optimism of those that follow. In a peaceful 
village, whose tiny houses crouch together in a snowy night, a miraculous event 
takes place: “A white God dancing around a church spire.” Perhaps this is a meta-
phor for the snowflakes (as in the beautiful metaphor appearing later in the stanza, 
“Soaring white stars that are gently poured / From heaven’s chalice into a cupped, 
silent choir”), but upon reading the Taba’ot ashan poems, it makes more sense to 
interpret the scene more literally. In that book and in Goldberg’s early writing in 
general, God repeatedly appears as fallen from grace, to the point of having to ask 
man for help (A, 24): “I saw my God in the café. / He was revealed in the cigarette 
smoke. / Depressed, sorry and slack / He hinted: “One can live still!” // He was 
nothing like the one I love: / Nearer than he—and downcast, / Like the trans-
parent shadow of starlight / He did not fill the emptiness. // By the light of a pale 
and reddish dusk, / Like one confessing his sins before death, / He knelt down to 
kiss man’s feet / And to beg his forgiveness.”60 

This conception of God necessarily relies on Nietzsche’s thought and its 
offshoots in poems by Rilke, “my poet,” as Goldberg called him.61 For example, 
her verses from Taba’ot ashan: “The town fell silent. Only the church clock kept 
praying / To its deaf God, fallen asleep on His stove” (A, 23), clearly echo Rilke’s 
on God: “You are the whispering sooty one; / Outstretched on every stove you 
lie.”62 In her poem “R. M. Rilke,” Goldberg writes: “He walks and ventures to the 
city as the organ sings at mass, / Untying the sandal of his tall and all-too-human 
God” (A, 154). 
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In time, Goldberg was to rewrite the poem and remove the divine character. 
The quasi-festive and energetic atmosphere that characterizes the early version 
would be replaced by a more “average” and ordinary presentation. In many senses, 
this alteration encapsulates the overall stylistic change in the poet’s writing 
between her years in Europe and Palestine, between the early and late 1930s.63 

God plays a dominant role also in Poem 4, in the legend the sky tells the 
lovers (seen in the woodcut’s front facing an open vista with clouds). The legend in 
the poem tells of God who created the world with all its good and evil, and who 
above all loved the lovers and love. Just as the snake in Genesis promised the 
woman that “ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil” (3:5; King James Version), 
in the poem the lover says, “ ‘Behold, I’ll be like a God!’” But he takes nothing 
from God; on the contrary, with his love he intends to return the azure to skies 
turned grey by the city’s smoke and soot. The lovers settle for this naïve legend, but 
the line “and there are also those” may indicate eccentricity: indeed, even in the 
modern warlike world there are those excited by every sunset and panorama, who 
believe that “Once upon a time there was a God, honest and good.” According to 
this interpretation, the poem challenges not only the lovers’ naïveté, but also their 
naïve representation in the woodprint. Of the eight poems in Landscapes, this is 
the only one published in Goldberg’s lifetime: she included it in her book Shibolet 
yerukat ha’in (Green-Eyed Stalk) published on the eve of World War II (A, 150). 

The cat woodcut that inspired Poem 5 (see appendix) was also admired by 
Shlonsky, who wrote about it in an essay devoted to Masereel: “I recall a spiral stair-
case in a Parisian hostel. A cat treads gracefully on stairs draped with a faded carpet. 
It also seems that its highly elongated body is twisted and arched like the limbs of a 
domesticated panther.”64 As if unrelated to the poem’s first four stanzas, which focus 
on the cat as a kind awe-inspiring deity, the final stanza reads: “And an old woman 
with a dried tear on her cheek / Alone in the attic room and bed / Understood 
suddenly a letter written a decade before: / ‘Your son is dead.’” Clearly, the son was 
killed in World War I, a piece of information that thus dates the poem (and the 
woodcut’s “plot” as imagined by the poet) to about a year before Masereel’s book was 
printed, or 1928 at the latest (since the letter was written “a decade before”). 

The bereavement and other losses of the war, both physical and psychological, 
were clearly evident in the daily life of Germany in Goldberg’s years there. At the 
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same time, leisure culture flourished in the Weimar Republic, with the café serving 
as a sociocultural center par excellence. Indeed, the unpublished novel Avedot, whose 
plot unfolds in 1932–1933 Germany, opens with an episode in a Berlin café: “This 
solid city suspending over nothing, the city of peace and freedom over the precipice 
of blood—it alone is home to four million. Have some respect, gentlemen! Four 
million people! Each with a pair of legs, a pair of hands, a pair of eyes, ears—for 
heaven’s sake, how many are these altogether?”65 And these words are also related to 
the opening of Poem 6, “At the Café”: “Tufted hair, forelocks, hats, caps, / And 
hands, hands, and hands . . . / The city in the window not knowing if / The coming 
hours will die here unplanned.” The unpublished novel may have grown out of a 
short story called “Ore’akh” (Guest), the first prose text published by Goldberg after 
she immigrated to Palestine in April 1935 (that is, three months after she arrived).66 
The protagonist comes to the town for several hours and decides to visit a room 
where he used to live. The basic situation is the same in both the short story and the 
novel—both are about returning to a metropolis that is both foreign and familiar at 
the same time. Interestingly, in “At the Café” the man visiting the café “wants only 
to be friend and guest” and he, too, has “that room,” but we later find out that at the 
café he seeks a vacation from his home; at home he faces a weary wife waiting 
without hope, with his child and his woes. In the woodcut, we see a group of people 
engaged in lively conversation, and a couple looking at them from behind; thus, the 
poem seeks to penetrate through the façade of joy and liveliness, inquiring into the 
heavy load carried by one of the pretending partiers. Unlike the woodcut’s group 
character, Goldberg focuses on an individual situation and story, adding a child and 
a weary wife that are nowhere present in Masereel’s print. She looks upon the poem’s 
protagonist with the eyes of one sitting in front of him (it is naturally impossible to 
identify him in the woodcut), who despises his attempt to flee his wife and child—
and who may be the protagonist’s alter-ego.

In Poem 7, the “oppositional” stance of some of the poems reaches its peak, a 
stance evident through the deliberate distance from a sugary interpretation of certain 
woodcuts, as in that depicting two lovers gazing at the open vista (which inspired 
Poem 4), and here of a mother putting her child to sleep. In “Shir eres le-yeled zar” 
(Lullaby to a Foreign Child), the speaker presents herself as a nanny, perhaps a 
Jewish one (her mother is expecting her letter on the Sabbath), hungry for a man’s 



Ekphrasis as Encryption    y  27

Winter 2014

love. Most of the “Masereel poems” are written in iambic meter, but Poem 7 follows 
the trochaic meter typical of nursery rhymes. In terms of its form and certainly in 
view of its title, it could be considered a lullaby, although it is far removed from one 
in its content. Conversely, in the time-honored lullaby tradition, we find quite a few 
miseries and catastrophes that would make it is hard to fall asleep; thus, in the final 
analysis, this poem does indeed comply with genre conventions.

The final example—Poem 8—also deals with the difficulty of finding love in 
the big city, and implies that love can only be found at the edge of town, “In the 
outskirts, near a rickety fence,” perhaps only for money, and even then this involves 
ignoring the poor and destitute, “The homeless restlessly passing by, / Those 
exposed to the bared four walls / Who go out to the streets to die.” The “homeless” 
here may be reminiscent of those in Rilke’s “Herbsttag” (Autumn Day): “Whoever 
has no house now, will never have one. / Whoever is alone will stay alone.”67

These eight recently discovered poems are the fruit of Goldberg’s encounter 
with Masereel’s work, but in the background are two additional artists: Shlonsky 
and Rilke, who significantly influenced Masereel himself (thus, for example, the 
latter’s Mein Stundebuch (Book of Hours) is named after the former’s, which in 
turn is named after the Christian devotional book). “Masereel’s woodcuts were 
therefore Goldberg’s dreamland,” wrote Erez Schweitzer, 

without which she could not bear the real world. However, her choice of 
this art as a symbol and theme for her poems is not self-evident, but 
rather distinctly anachronistic. At the time of her writing, the art of 
visual representation had already undergone the greatest revolution in its 
history, with the advent of photography and film. In comparison, the 
woodcut was and still is poor in detail, colorless, apparently pre-indus-
trial, associated with memory and with the past, even when it does refer 
to the near present. The woodcut is modern in its deliberate two-dimen-
sionality, in the representation which reveals itself as such, and yet it still 
seems archaic, primeval and almost magic.68
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Inasmuch as the ekphrastic poem foregrounds something of the artwork inspiring 
it, it also erases it, seeking to replace or at least to rewrite it out of recognition. The 
poet’s focal lens tends to distort the proportions of the plastic artwork behind the 
poem, often emphasizing marginal details and mainly giving it a subjective inter-
pretation. In the particular case of Lea Goldberg, the erasure inherent in any 
ekphrastic move is also joined by additional erasure, as she shelved most of her 
ekphrastic poems, publishing only three, and even these were not included in her 
representative anthology Mukdam u-me'uÿar (Early and Late), published in 1959. 
In doing so, Goldberg abandoned a European, Christian, and highly elitist current 
in her writing that must have been very dear to her but which could have alienated 
Israeli readers. Perhaps these poems were destined for deletion in the first place, 
due to their double foreignness to Jewish culture—both in their Christian evoca-
tions and in their forbidden attraction to graven images.

Goldberg’s ekphrastic poems are thus a brilliant exercise in writing, erasure, 
and, above all, encryption. They have translated her historically charged Berlin 
experience into an aesthetic cultural one supposedly oblivious to the gathering 
storm already blowing through the city streets, erasing the city’s presence at the 
Götterdämmerung of the Weimar Republic and substituting it with Berlin in its 
full glory, the capital of both the European Enlightenment and the Jewish 
Haskalah. The modernism of most visual artworks—Barlach’s and Masereel’s—is 
translated in her poems into classicism, using among other things the Christian 
envelopment to shroud them. The masculine expression at their foundation has 
turned, through Goldberg’s penmanship, into a feminine gaze.69 As I have shown, 
the poems refer directly to a certain work of art, while also often having a dialogue 
with certain poems behind its proverbial back; and above all, these poems seek to 
translate, in all senses of the word, the general European visual artwork into an 
individual Hebrew textual work. Just as Goldberg sought to recreate herself in 
Berlin, perhaps her ekphrastic poems represented an attempt at creating a new 
cultural and personal identity, an attempt at Jewish emancipation in European 
culture and an expansion of the Hebrew culture’s horizons.
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It appears that in this context, encryption, translation, and erasure are 
distinctly symbolic mechanisms. When asked to explain to her readers how a 
poem is written, Goldberg answered thus, paraphrasing Rilke: “One must see 
many cities, men and things, and then forget them, all of them, and then maybe 
one is able to write poems.”70 At the same time, ekphrasis has psychological quali-
ties in Goldberg’s poems—displacement, regression, repression, and so on, as are 
evident from the examples offered here. Perhaps, in the final analysis, ekphrasis is 
no more than an external stimulation for something deeply psychological, and as 
such, its inherent erasure mechanism is destined to be erased itself: the work of 
art—and the metropolis—are mental constructs whose echo in reality is weak in 
comparison with their existence in the mind. Thus wrote the poet in the foreword 
to Mikhtavim mi-nsi’a meduma: 

In every soul there is a collection of ancient woodcuts, stored there since 
childhood—pictures of dream-cities, distant and precious. And it makes 
no difference whether man has actually seen all these cities after having 
collected the woodcuts in the pouch of his soul—the picture doesn’t 
change at all: it has nothing to do with reality. As a matter of fact, the 
whole world is to us a primitive and rather small wood engraving—a 
depiction of an imaginary city—for otherwise, how could we bear 
within us “the whole world,” with its multifarious details?71

Taube Center for Jewish Studies 
Stanford University
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C i t y  P o e m s  b y  Le  a  G o l d b e r g

Translated by Rachel Tzvia Back 

Images courtesy of Frans Masereel, untitled © 2015 Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

1

	 מֶשׁ. ֶ 	וְהוּא הוֹלֵךְ לְהִתְאָרֵחַ אֶל הַשּׁ And he wanders off to visit with the sun.
	 לְכָה מֵאֲחוֹרָיו, רֶךְ הֻשְׁ 	הַדֶּ The road is discarded behind him,
	 מֶת חַת לְרַגְלָיו הָאֲדָמָה נוֹשֶׁ 	 מִתַּ Under his feet the earth breathes

	 מוֹ עַקְרָב. טֵמָה עוֹקֶצֶת כְּ מַשְׂ 	בְּ Like a scorpion spitefully stinging.

	 	הָאִילָנוֹת דּוֹקְרִים אֶת הָרָקִיעַ  The tall trees pierce the skies
	 יאוּ אֶת לֵילָם.  אִים הֶחְבִּ שָׁ 	וְהַדְּ The grasslands have hidden their night.
	 יחַ  כִּ פְשׁוֹ רוֹצֶה הוּא לְהַשְׁ 	וּמִנַּ Memory of his soul’s worldly weight
	 מוֹ הָעוֹלָם.  בֵדָה כְּ הִיא הָיְתָה כְּ 	שֶׁ He wants to banish from sight.

	 סָגוֹת קַלּוּת אַחֶרֶת  י יֵשׁ עַל הַפְּ 	כִּ For on the hilltops a different lightness lives
	 מוֹ אַהֲבָה תּוֹסֶסֶת בּוֹ.  	וְהִיא כְּ And it’s like love within him taking flight.
	 רֶת,  ֶ 	וְהִיא בּוֹ אֻמְלָלָה וּמְאֻשּׁ And it’s unhappy and joyful within him,
	 אוֹר לִבּוֹ.  רָף בְּ שְׂ מֶשׁ הַנִּ מוֹ שֶׁ 	כְּ Like a sun ablaze in the heart’s light. 
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	 ם  קְצֵה הַיָּ 	הָעֲנָנִים טוֹבְעִים בִּ The clouds are drowning at the sea’s edge
	 ין חוֹל וְרוּחַ,  מוּת בֵּ פִינָה תָּ 	וְהַסְּ The boat will die between sand and wind,
	 ת מִרְיָם מְעַת יֵשׁוּעַ וּתְפִלַּ 	דִּ The tears of Jesus and Mary’s prayer
	 מְרוּהָ. יוֹן לאֹ יִשְׁ לָּ 	מִכִּ Its ruin cannot rescind.

	 לָב?  מוּת הַצְּ 	וּמָה אִם יֵשׁ לַתֹּרֶן דְּ So what if the mast looks like a cross?
	 עַר  ַ ח לוֹ אֶת הַשּׁ יְלָה לאֹ יִפְתַּ 	הַלַּ Night will not open for it the gate
	 עֱלַב נֶּ לֵב שֶׁ פִינָה כְּ 	וְהַסְּ And the boat, like an offended heart,
	 עַר.  לְוָתָהּ אֶל תּוֹךְ הַצַּ ַ שׁוּט מִשּׁ 	תָּ Will sail from its peace into pain.

	 אָן,  	וְאָנוּ הַהוֹלְכִים אֶל הַלְּ And we who walk toward the where,
	 אַיִן, 	וְאָנוּ הַזּוֹכְרִים אֶת הַמֵּ And we who remember the from where,
	 יל יָגוֹן קָטָן 	נָבִיא אֶל חוֹף-הַלֵּ We’ll bring toward night’s shore a small grief
	 דַיִם.  רָכָה עַל הַיָּ 	וְאֵפֶר הַבְּ Ash of blessing in our arms, and prayer.

	 פִינָה  גְוַע לְמוּלֵנוּ הַסְּ תִּ 	וּכְשֶׁ And when the boat perishes before us
	 יר אֶת קִינָתָהּ לָהּ, שִׁ מָמָה תָּ 	וְהַדְּ And silence sings for it her lament,
	 בָר מְבִינָה, ם אֲנִי כְּ גַּ דַע שֶׁ 	תֵּ You’ll know I too now understand—
	 ק לְעוֹלָמִים הַהָלְאָה. פּהֹ נִתַּ 	שֶׁ It was here tomorrow was forever rent.
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	 	וּבְכָל זֹאת  And still
	 לָגִים  	יֵשׁ עַל הָאָרֶץ לֵילוֹת מֻשְׁ There are snowy nights on the land
	 ה. נֵסִיָּ 	וֵאלהִֹים לָבָן רוֹקֵד סְבִיב צְרִיחַ כְּ And a white God dancing around a church 
		    spire.
	 	וְכוֹכְבֵי לבֶֹן הֶעָפִים נִמְזָגִים And soaring white stars that are gently 
		    poured
	 ה – חַק אֶל כּוֹס הַדּוּמִיָּ ַ בִיעַ הַשּׁ 	מִגְּ From heaven’s chalice into a cupped, silent 
		     choir—

	 תְאֹם הַחֲלוֹם  פָר מִתְעוֹרֵר פִּ 	וּבַכְּ In the village the dream suddenly wakes and 
		    gazes
	 יל,  פוֹר הַצּהַֹר אֶל לבֶֹן הַלֵּ עַד כְּ יט בְּ 	וּמַבִּ Through the window’s frost into night’s  
		    whiteness,
	 לוֹ  בִיב לְמִגְדָּ 	אֶל הָאֱלהִֹים הָרוֹקֵד מִסָּ Toward God dancing around his tower
	 תִיקָה הָאָפֵל.  ְ 	עַל מַרְבַד הַשּׁ On the darkened carpet of silence.

	 ם  לֶד הַנָּ 	אָז מֵעִיר הַחֲלוֹם אֶת הַיֶּ Then the dream awakens the slumbering boy
	 	וּפוֹקֵחַ עֵינָיו וּמַרְאֶה לוֹ,  Opens his eyes and shows him
	 חֵיק הָעוֹלָם  ם בְּ רְדָּ פָר הַנִּ הַכְּ 	שֶׁ How the village asleep in the lap of the world 
	 ךְ דּוֹמֶה לְפֶלֶא. . . ל כָּ 	כָּ Resembles a miracle brimming over . . .

לָגִים מְאדֹ	 ן יֵשׁ עַל הָאָרֶץ זִכְרוֹנוֹת מֻשְׁ 	עַל כֵּ Thus there are snowy memories on the land
	 מָה.  שָׁ 	וֵאלהִֹים לָבָן רוֹקֵד סְבִיב צְרִיחַ הַנְּ And a white God dancing around the soul’s 
		    spire.
	 ה לַחֲלוֹם וּלְאוֹת  גוּר מְחַכֶּ ב הַסָּ 	וְצהַֹר הַלֵּ And the heart’s closed window waiting for 
		    dream and sign
	 מָמָה.  	וְאוֹהֵב לִפְרָקִים אֶת מֶרְחַב הַדְּ And loving, sometimes, the expanse of 
	   silence.
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	 ה  אֵלֶּ ם כָּ 	וְיֵשׁ גַּ And there are also those
	 קִיעָה וְזֶה אֶת זֶה,  ְ 	הָאוֹהֲבִים אֶת הַשּׁ Who love the sunset and each other,
רָף עַל אַהֲבָתוֹ אוֹתָם, 	 אפֶֹק אֱלהִֹים נִשְׂ 	הָרוֹאִים בָּ Who see God on the horizon ablaze 

		    with loving them,
	 הוֹזֶה:  דָה כְּ ר אַגָּ חַק מְסַפֵּ ַ 	וְשׁוֹמְעִים אֶת הַשּׁ And who hear the heavens, as oracle, 

		    telling this legend:
	 ר וְתָם” – 	“הָיהֹ הָיָה אֱלהִֹים יָשָׁ “Once upon a time there was a God, 

		    honest and good” –

	 לַד אֶת הָאֲדָמָה,  יָּ 	“הָיהֹ הָיָה אֱלהִֹים שֶׁ “Once upon a time there was a God 
		    who gave birth to the land,
ל עַקְרָב וְאִילָן מְלַבְלֵב, 	 א וְדֶרֶךְ, כָּ שֶׁ ל דֶּ הּ כָּ 	חָמַד בָּ Desired each blade of grass and path, 

		    every scorpion and blooming tree,
	 טֵמָה,  ה מַשְׂ ל אָדָם מֻכֵּ ה, כָּ ל עֵגֶל מְדַדֶּ 	כָּ Every hobbling calf, each rancor 

		    struck man,
	 ם אָהַב אֶת הָאוֹהֵב.  לָּ 	וְעַל כֻּ And above all others, he loved the 

		    Lover.

	 	“וְהָאוֹהֵב הָיָה קָרוֹב לוֹ וְדוֹמֶה לוֹ,  “And the Lover, kin to him and so 
		    close,
	 אלהִֹים!’ 	וַיֹּאמֶר — ’הָבָה אֶהְיֶה כֵּ Spake thus—’Behold, I’ll be like a god!’
	 ן וָמֶלֶט  ין עָשָׁ וֹאֵג בֵּ רַךְ הַשּׁ לֶךְ מִחוּץ לַכְּ 	וַיֵּ And set forth from the city that roars 

		    amid cement and smoke
	 חָקִים הַדּוֹהִים”. ְ כֵלֶת לַשּׁ 	לְהוֹסִיף מְעַט תְּ To add a bit of blue to the fading skies.” 

	 ה, הַיּוֹדְעִים אֶת זֶה עַד הַסּוֹף  אֵלֶּ 	וְיֵשׁ כָּ There are those, very silent in their 
		    tranquil blessing,
	 לְוָתָם  ת שַׁ בִרְכַּ 	וְשׁוֹתְקִים מְאדֹ בְּ Who have all this understood—
	 קִיעָה וָנוֹף:  כָל שְׁ 	וְעֵינֵיהֶם קוֹרְאוֹת בְּ And their eyes read in every sunset 

		    and view:
	 ר וְתָם”.  	“הָיהֹ הָיָה אֱלהִֹים יָשָׁ “Once upon a time there was a God, 

		    honest and good.” 
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	 הוֹנוֹת רַגְלָיו  יְלָה יָרַד הֶחָתוּל עַל בְּ לַּ 	בַּ At night on the tips of his paws the cat 
		    padded
	 נְתִיב-הַר.  ל כִּ בוֹהַּ וְנִפְתָּ ם גָּ לָּ 	מִסֻּ Down steps tall like a mountain-trail and 
		    winding.
	 רַךְ מֻצְלָב  	עַל הַחַלּוֹן הָיָה הַכְּ On the window the teeming city was 
		    crucified
	 עֱקַר.  נֶּ מוֹ אִילָן שֶׁ נָס כְּ 	וְהַפָּ And the streetlamp was like an uprooted 
		    tree.

	 	גּוּף הֶחָתוּל הָיָה מָאֳרָךְ  The cat’s body was stretched and long,
	 חַד לאֹ נוֹדָע,  גַעֲגוּעַ אֶל פַּ 	כְּ Like longings for a fear unspied,
	 רַךְ  	אוּלַי הוּא יָצָא לִטְרֹף אֶת הַכְּ Maybe he’s left to prey on the city
	 ה.  	הַנּוֹעֵץ בּוֹ עֵינֵי חֻלְדָּ That stares at him with rat eyes.

	 יב לִפְסִיעוֹת הֶחָתוּל  ם הִקְשִׁ לָּ 	הַסֻּ The stairway listened to the cat’s steps
	 ד  יָּ מִּ 	וְנִדְמֶה הָיָה שֶׁ And it seemed as though very soon
	 מּוּל  מִּ לֶת שֶׁ 	יֵצֵא עוֹד אֶחָד מִן הַדֶּ Another would exit through the door 
		    from across
	 	וְאַחֲרָיו יָבוֹאוּ עוֹד מֵאָה.  And a hundred more would follow too.

	 ל  הוּא יְיַלֵּ תָה שֶׁ מָמָה חִכְּ 	הַדְּ Silence waited for him to start wailing
	 עוֹלָם,  מוֹ רוּחַ סְתָוִי בָּ 	כְּ Like an autumn wind in the wide world,
	 יל  לֵּ בָן בַּ קַע אֶת גּוּפוֹ הַלָּ 	אַךְ הוּא רַק תָּ But he only thrust his body white into 
		    night
	 ם.  לָּ חַד חָרַד הַסֻּ 	וּמִפַּ And the stairway shuddered with dread.

	 נִים,  מַע יָבֵשׁ עַל פָּ ה אַחַת זְקֵנָה עִם דֶּ ָ 	וְאִשּׁ And an old woman with a dried tear on 
		    her cheek
	 ג,  חַת לַגַּ תַּ מִּ חֶדֶר שֶׁ 	בַּ Alone in the attic room and bed
נִים: 	 ר שָׁ ב לִפְנֵי עֶשֶׂ כְתַּ נִּ ב שֶׁ תְאֹם מִכְתָּ 	הֵבִינָה פִּ Understood suddenly a letter written a 
		    decade before:
	 	“ בְּ נֵ ךְ   נֶ הֱ רַ ג “. “Your son is dead.” 
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	 	בקפה  At the Café 

	 עוֹת,  לוֹרִיּוֹת, כּוֹבָעִים, מִגְבָּ 	בְּ Tufted hair, forelocks, hats, caps, 
	 	וְיָדַיִם, יָדַיִם, יָדַיִם. . . And hands, hands, and hands . . .
	 חַלּוֹן לאֹ יָדַע אִם  רַךְ בַּ 	וְהַכְּ And the city in the window not knowing if
	 אוֹת.  עוֹת הַבָּ ָ 	פּהֹ מֵתוֹת הַשּׁ The coming hours will die here unplanned.

	 רַךְ עוֹד אוֹהֵב וְנוֹצֵר  	וְהַכְּ And the city still loves and closely stores
	 ל חֶדֶר אַחֵר:  	יְגוֹנוֹ שֶׁ The grief of a different room:
	 ה  לִיכָה חַכָּ 	קֶרֶן אוֹר בּוֹ הִשְׁ Where a light-beam cast a fishing rod
	 לֶד  ל הַיֶּ לְגֵי חֲלוֹמוֹ שֶׁ 	עַל פַּ Into the child’s dreams, deep-ebbing waves,
	 לֶת  ה עֲיֵפָה מוּל הַדֶּ ָ 	וְאִשּׁ And a weary woman near the door
	 ה. . . ה, מְחַכָּ ה, מְחַכָּ 	מְחַכָּ Waits, and waits, and waits . . .

	 ב וְשׁוֹכֵחַ  	וּפהֹ הוּא יוֹשֵׁ And here he sits and forgets
	 הוּא כּהֹ זוֹכֵר,  	אֶת זוֹ שֶׁ The one he so much remembers,
	 	וְרוֹצֶה לִהְיוֹת אוֹרֵחַ  And wants only to be friend and guest
	 ל אַחֵר.  ל כָּ ל עַצְמוֹ וְשֶׁ 	שֶׁ Of himself, and of any other.

	 	אַךְ אֶחָד מִמּוּלוֹ יוֹדֵעַ  But the one facing him knows
	 רַךְ  ילוֹת הַכְּ לֵּ 	מַה נּוֹצֵר בַּ What the city in its nights has begotten
	 תַר לְמַפְרֵעַ,  	וּבוּזוֹ פָּ And he told in advance with his scorn
	 ח.  כַּ הַחֶדֶר   הַ ה וּ א   לאֹ נִשְׁ 	שֶׁ How that room is never forgotten.
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	 	שיר ערש לילד זר  Lullaby to a Foreign Child

	 	על הַכּתֶֹל הַמּוּאָר  On the illumined wall beside 
	 	מִתְנוֹעֵעַ צֵל יָדִי,  My hand’s moving shadow beguiles,
	 ר,  י הַזָּ ע לְךָ, יַלְדִּ 	דַּ You must know, my foreign child,
	 י.  ה אֵינְךָ יַלְדִּ אַתָּ 	שֶׁ You are not at all my child.

	 ה וְהֵרָדֵם,  בְכֶּ 	אַל תִּ Don’t weep, you must now sleep,
	 שׁוּב,  א עוֹד מְעַט תָּ 	אִמָּ Your mother will soon return 
	 ם, יֵשׁ אֵם.  ן, אֵי שָׁ ם כֵּ 	לִי גַּ I too have a mother somewhere,
	 שׁוּט וְלאֹ חָשׁוּב. . . 	זֶה פָּ It’s simple and of no concern.

	 קָה  ם הִיא נָשְׁ 	לְפָנִים גַּ Sometimes she too kissed
	 ת  ל הַבַּ מְעוֹתֶיהָ שֶׁ 	דִּ Tears of the daughter
	 ה  ו הִיא מְחַכָּ 	וְעַכְשָׁ But now she waits and waits
	 ת.  בָּ שַׁ רֶת בְּ 	לְאִגֶּ For a single Sabbath letter.

	 יִת רֵיק  ו לָהּ בַּ 	וְעַכְשָׁ And now her house is empty
	 	וְלֵילוֹת בּוֹ עֲצוּבִים,  And nights in it forlorn,
	 ו דּוֹפֵק  הּ עַכְשָׁ לְתָּ 	עַל דַּ Only the postman still knocks
	 בִים.  כְתָּ א הַמִּ 	רַק נוֹשֵׂ On her lonely door. 

	 רוֹזְדוֹר – פְּ עַד בַּ מַע לַצַּ 	שְׁ Listen to steps in the hallway—
	 א אֵחֲרָה לָשׁוּב.  	אִמָּ Your mother is late on return.
	 ה לִזְכּרֹ  ן הַרְבֵּ 	לִי נִתַּ So much I now remember,
	 שׁוּט וְלאֹ חָשׁוּב.  	זֶה פָּ It’s simple and of no concern. 

	 א הַיּוֹם עָיֵף  א בָּ 	אַבָּ Your father returned weary
	 	אֲבָל הוּא צָחַק לְךָ,  But still he laughed with you,
	 לַבְלַב  	הוּא הֵבִיא לְךָ כְּ He brought the puppy you wanted
	 ה מְגֻחָכָה.  	וּבֻבָּ And a puppet in a cap of blue.

	 א עוֹד  	הוּא הֵבִיא לְאִמָּ He brought your mother gifts,
	 מְלָה,  	נַעֲלַיִם וְשִׂ Shoes and a dress brand-new,
	 	הוּא אוֹהֵב אוֹתָהּ מְאדֹ  He loves her very much
	 גְלָלְךָ וּבִגְלָלָהּ.  	בִּ Because of her, because of you. 
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	 מַן  מַן-מִזְּ 	וְאוֹתִי מִזְּ As for me, it’s been many years
	 	לאֹ אָהַב אָדָם יָקָר,  Since I’ve been loved and held,
	 עוֹלָם סוֹבֵב וָרַן  	בְּ In a spinning and happy world
	 	לִי לאֹ נוֹחַ קְצָת וָקַר.  I’m unquiet and a little cold. 
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	 דֵר רָעוּעַ,  רִים, עַל יַד גָּ רְבָּ פַּ 	בַּ In the outskirts, near a rickety fence,
	 	הֵם עוֹד יוֹדְעִים לִבְכּוֹת וְלֶאֱהֹב,  They still know how to cry and love,
כּחַֹ אֶת הָרְחוֹב –	 	הֵם עוֹד יוֹדְעִים לִשְׁ They still know how to forget the street—
	 רוּהָ  תְּ נָסִים כִּ פָּ רַךְ שֶׁ 	אֶת אֲפֵלַת הַכְּ And darkness of the city that lamps have 

		    crowned
	 זֵר קוֹצִים צָהֹב.  סּוּרִים, בְּ זֵר הַיִּ 	בְּ With yellow thorns, agony's wreath.

	 תּקֹ וְלאֹ לִרְאוֹת  	הֵם עוֹד יוֹדְעִים לִשְׁ They still know how to be quiet and not see
	 ג וּבְלִי מַרְגּוֹעַ  לִי-גַּ נֵי-בְּ ה בְּ 	אֶת אֵלֶּ The homeless restlessly passing by,
	 ירוֹת  עַת הַקִּ כְסָפִים אֶל צֵל אַרְבַּ 	הַנִּ Those exposed to the bared four walls
	 	וְהַיּוֹצְאִים אֶל הָרְחוֹבוֹת לִגְוֹעַ.  Who go out to the streets to die.

	 נִי,  מּוֹצֵא שֵׁ י יֵשׁ אֶחָד עוֹד שֶׁ 	כִּ For there is still one who finds another,
	 עֶרֶב.  רַךְ בָּ צֵה-הַכְּ 	נוּגֶה יוֹתֵר מִקְּ Sadder than the city’s edge as day fades.
	 דְמוֹנִי  חוֹק הַקַּ 	וּבוֹ זִכְרוֹן הַצְּ In him is memory of the ancient laugh
	 קֶרֶן אוֹר עַל חדֹ הַחֶרֶב.  	נִדְלָק כְּ Emblazed like sunlight on the sword’s blade.	
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