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A  V I S I O N    e

Like a man raised up at night from the depths of his heart
by the terror of a dream,

thus I awoke from the slumber of my life, and behold:

All creation was as if immersed in a magical sleep,

within which everything restlessly works perforce. 

All the empty space of the world sleeps too, the celestial 
wheel as it turns, and time as it hastens away. 

Earth and everything on her slumbers: the greenishness
of the valley, the mountains, the water, the air. 

As heaven’s lightning flares on high, and the din of God’s 
thunder is heard on earth, everything sleeps. 

The entire universe drowses: the buzz of the bee in the field,
the chirp of the bird in the wood, and their echoes rest.

In sleep nations rise, in hibernation they murmur, their 
downfall comes in slumber. 

All the acts of man are slumber, napping is the heart’s regard.

And there are those, hastening as if to awaken: prophets,

masters of mysteries, bards, philosophers—all in vain;

from their repose there is no exit. 
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E  ה זֶ חֲ מַ

כְּאִישׁ אֲשֶׁר חֶרְדַּת חֲלוֹם מִתְּהוֹם לִבּוֹ בַּלַּיְלָה הֶעֱלַתּוּ,

כֹּה הֵקַצְתִּי קְצָת מִתּוֹךְ תְּנוּמַת חַיַּי, וְהִנֵּה:

הַבְּרִיאָה כֻלָּהּ כְּאִלּוּ הָיְתָה שְׁקוּעָה בִּשְׁנַת קְסָמִים,

נָּהּ עַל־כָּרְחוֹ הַכֹּל בְּלִי־מַרְגֹּעַ יַעֲבוֹד. מִמֶּ

נָם כָּל־הֶחָלָל הָרֵיק שֶׁל הָעוֹלָם, גַּלְגַּל הַכּוֹכָבִים

                  יָשֵׁן יָנוּעַ, וְנָם הַזְמָּן.

רוֹדֶמֶת אֶרֶץ וְכֹל אֲשֶׁר עָלֶיהָ: יְרַקְרַק הָעֵמֶק,

     הֶהָרִים, הַמַּיִם, הָאֲוִיר.

בְּרַק־שָׁמַיִם כִּי יַבְהִיק בַּגֹּבַהּ, רַעַשׁ רַעַם אֵל בָּאָרֶץ

     כִּי נִשְׁמָע  —  הַכֹּל יָשֵׁן.    

נָם הַיְקוּם כֻּלּוֹ: זִמְזוּם דְּבוֹרָה בָּאָחוּ, צִפְצוּף צִפּוֹר

בַּיַּעַר, וְנָם הֵדָם.    

בְּשֵׁנָה קָמִים עַמִּים, בְּשֵׁנָה הוֹמִים, נוּמָה מַפָּלָתָם.

שֵׁנָה כָּל־מַעֲשֵׂי אִישִים, נִמְנוּם שַׂרְעַף לִבָּם.

וְיֵשׁ אֲשֶׁר כְּאָצִים לְהָקִיץ׃ נְבִיאִים, מָארֵי דְרָזִין

          שָׁרִים, פִּילוֹסוֹפִים  —  הַכֹּל לַשָּׁוְא;

אֵין מִתְּנוּמָתָם מוֹצָא.
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Even upon our freedom of choice sleep has been decreed

for it is given to us against our will. 

Once again I have opened my pupils wide and behold:

All of creation resembles a woman in labour.

Baying in terrible pain, like a birthing mother in bitter despair,

and the angel Gabriel standing above, fiery forcep in hand.

He pulls the fruit of wickedness from her womb till her muscles
scream,

but the foetus cannot emerge because of its girth, for it is great. 

And all creation wallows in its blood, roaring like a lion

in its sorrow—and there is no help.
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וְגַם עֲלֵי חֵרוּת בְּחִירָתֵנוּ נִמְנוּם נִגְזַר עָלֶיהָ

יַעַן עַל כָּרְחֵנוּ לָנוּ הִיא נִתֶנֶּת.

עוֹד פָּקַחְתִּי בַת־עֵינִי וְהִנֵּה :

ה בְצִירֶיהָ. הַבְּרִיאָה כֻלָּהּ דּוֹמָה לְאִשָּׁ

בִּכְאֵב נוֹרָא שׁוֹאֶגֶת, כְּאֵם יוֹלֶדֶת בְּמַר־יֵאוּשָׁהּ,

ר עוֹמֵד בָּזֶה וּצְבַת־אֵשׁ בְּיָדוֹ; וְגַבְרִיאֵל הַשָּׂ

עוֹקֵר אֶת־פְּרִי־עַוְלָהּ מִתּוֹךְ מֵעֶיהָ עַד־ חֲרוֹק שְׁרִירֶיהָ

אַךְ הַוְּלַד אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לָצֵאת, מִפְּנֵי גָדְלוֹ, כִּי רָב הוּא.

וְהַבְּרִיאָה כֻלָּהּ מִתְבּוֹסֶסֶת בְּדָמֶיהָ, נוֹהֶמֶת כַּאֲרִי

                              בְּצַעֲרָהּ  —  וְאֵין מֹשִׁיעַ לָהּ.
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L I K E  T H E  D Y I N G  I N S I D E    e
(Sung in the Eastern European tune for Lamentations)

The sun has already set,

the last

twilight

of a spring evening

has ended and gone. 

Slowly the silence has donned the garments

of darkness and spread its wings over the garden.

With my companion the black sadness, who will never betray me,

onward I wander 

far from the clamourous city.

The moon’s luster decants its magic

in a whisper upon trees,

the nightingale in the distance

pours on the rosebush sorrow from its song.

And I continue walking, moving farther into the lap of the night. 

Silence upon everything—

the rustling of the tree has ceased,
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   E  . . . ה  מָ י ִ נ פְּ עַ  וֹ ג כִּ
)יושר בנגון איכה כמנהג הארצות(

אָה־כְבָר. הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ בָּֽ

דִּמֽדּוּמֵי

עֶרֶב אָבִיב

הָאַחֲרוֹנִים

תַּמּוּ סָלָקוּ.

אַט הִתְלַבְּשָׁה הַדְּמָמָה בִלְבוּשֵׁי

הָאֲפֵלָה וַתִּפְרוֹשׂ עַל־הַגָּן כְּנָפֶיהָ.

חוֹר, לֹא יִבְגָּד־בִּי עֲדֵי עַד, עִם רֵעִי הַיָגּוֹן הַשָּׁ

הָלְאָה אַרְחִיקָה־נְדוֹד

מִקִרְּיָה הַסוֹאָנֶת.

זֹהַר הַסַהַר מוֹסֵךְ אֶת־קִסְמוֹ

בְּלַחַשׁ עֲלֵי אִלָנּוֹת,

הַזָמִּיר בַּמֶרְּחָק

עֶצֶב מַשְׁפִּיעַ עֲלֵי־וַרְדִּינָה מִשִּׁירוֹ.

וְאָנֹכִי הוֹלֵךְ, הָלוֹךְ וְהַרְחֵק אֶל־חֵיק הַלָּיִל.

דּוּמִיָּה עַל הַכֹּל  —  

אִוְשַׁת הָעֵץ חָדָלָה,
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and the trilling of the nightingale in the distance

is dying down,

like the dying inside 

the heart of man—

tremours of a secret love

you dare not 

love

to the end. 
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וְסִלְסוּלֵי הַזָּמִיר בַּמֶּרְחָק,

הוֹלְכִים וְגֹוְעִים,

כִּגְוֹעַ פְּנִימָה

בְּלִבּוֹ שֶׁל־אָדָם  —    

זַעֲזוּעֵי אַהֲבָה חֲשָׁאִית

שֶׁאוֹתָהּ לֹא־תָהִין

לֶאֱהֹב

עַד־הַתּוֹם.
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T O  M Y  C O M P A N I O N    e

Just as the clouds scatter in the sky on high sometimes

and the ever-clear eye of a star looks down on earth,

thus did you appear to your lonely servant

and without knowing cause his desperate heart to quake.

—       —       —       —       —       — 

And when I saw your perfect pliant height,

strewing sparks of charming youth,

as I gazed in thirst at your faithful eyes, 

in which God impressed his endless depth

and there is no completion to the grief of his sweet secret—

then I sighed and my soul quivered

like a taut harp-string touched by a hand

and the song waves of my vigour washed towards you,

for you ignited the sea of my cold eternity

with the heat of your tranquillity—
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    E  י עִ רֵ ־ ל אֶ

כִּבְהִפַּזֵרּ לִפְעָמִים בִּשְׁמֵי־רוֹם עֲנָנִים

וְעֵין־כּוֹכָב צַח־לָעַד עַל־הָאָרֶץ תַּשְׁקִיף,

כָּכָה הוֹפַעְתָּ פִתְאוֹם לְעַבְדְּךָ הַגַּלְמוּד

וְאֶת־לִבּוֹ הַנּוֹאָשׁ בְּלֹא־דַעַת הִרְעַשְׁתָּ.

—       —        —        —         —       —

וְכִרְאוֹתִי קוֹמָתְךָ הַגְּמִישָׁה הַתְּמִימָה,

הַמְפִיצָה רִשְׁפֵּי־אֵשׁ שֶׁל שַׁחֲרוּת מַקְסִימָה,

בְּהַבִּיטִי בַצָּמָא אֶל־עֵינֶיךָ הַנֶּאֶמָנוֹת,

שֶׁבָּהֵן שִׁקַּע־יָהּ אֶת־עָמְקוֹ בֶן־אֵין־סוֹף

וְאֵין תַּכְלִית הַתּוּגָה שֶׁל סוֹדוֹ הַמָּתוֹק  —  

אָז נֶאֱנַחְתִּי וְנַפְשִׁי תִזְדַּעֲזֵעַ

כְּמֵתָר־נֵבֶל מָתוּחַ שֶׁנָּגְעָה־בוֹ הַיָּד,

וְגַלֵּי־שִׁיר שֶׁל־עֻזִי אֵלֶיךָ יִשְׁטוֹפוּ,

כִּי אֶת־הַיָּם שֶׁל־נִצְחִי הַצָּנוּן

הִצַּתָּ בְחוֹם רִגְעֶךָ.  – 
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and whenever I recall that hour of happiness,

the beauty of that night in which the two of us strolled
in the street,

and peacefully you placed your arm on my shoulder

—then I remember (as if shrouded in fog) 

an ancient fable tugging at the heart:

about the affection of two companions

who embraced each other with great yearning,

and in the inebriation of their embrace 
were silently elevated

to supernal worlds, to the gardens of repose,

in which there is constant light and love without end. 
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וְהָיָה כַאֲשֶׁר אַעֲלֶה עַל־לִבִּי אוֹתָהּ שָׁעָה שֶׁל־אֹשֶׁר,

יְפִי־הַלַּיְלָה הַהוּא, בּוֹ שְׁנֵינוּ הָלַכְנוּ בָרְחוֹב,

וּבְנַחַת הִנַּחְתָּ אַתָּה עַל־שִׁכְמִי אֶת־זְרוֹעֶךָ

—  וְזָכַרְתִּי זָכוֹר )כִּמְכוּסָּה עֲרָפֶל(

אַגָּדָה עַתִּיקָה, שֶׁתִּמְשׁוֹךְ אֶת־הַלֵּב:  

עַל־חִבַּת שְׁנֵי־רֵעִים, אֲשֶׁר בְּכֹסֶף גָּדוֹל

אִישׁ אֶת־רֵעֵהוּ חִבֵּקוּ;

וּבְשִׁכְרוֹן חִבּוּקֵימוֹ דוּמָם הִתְנַשְּׂאוּ

לְעוֹלָמוֹת עֶלְיוֹנִים, אֶל־גִּנּוֹת הַהַשְׁקֵט,

שֶׁבָּהֶם תָּמִיד־אוֹר וְאַהֲבָה בְלִי־קֵץ.



E N D N O T E S  O N  P O E M S 

A

A  V I S I O N

1. There are sixteen references to sleep in this poem, all 
variations of three roots/words in Hebrew: yūdshinnūn 
—sleep; nūnvavmem—light sleep; reshdaletmem heav
ier sleep. In order to avoid the clink of excessive repetition 
in English, we opted for seven variations in English: slum
ber, sleep, drowse, rest, hibernate, nap, and repose. 

2. The phrase “And all creation wallows in its blood” in the 
last line echoes Ezekiel 16:6: “ ... I passed by you and saw you 
wallowing in your blood” (translation, JPS Hebrew-English 
Tanakh, Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 
2000).

L I K E  T H E  D Y I N G  I N S I D E

This poem was written with cantillation marks, and, as noted 
by Langer in his epigraph, meant to be chanted in the Ashken
azi (European Jewish) tune for the book of Lamentations which 
mourns the destruction of Jerusalem, the temple, and the exile 
of the Jewish people. As mentioned in the Introduction, we did 
not include the cantillation marks in the Hebrew. 
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T O  M Y  C O M P A N I O N

This is the first of six poems in the collection in which the 
homoromantic content of the poem cannot be read from the 
translation, as English does not carry gender markers. In line 
three—“thus did you appear”; line four “and cause his desper
ate heart to quake”; line five—“your ... height”; line seven—
“your eyes”; line twelve—“towards you”; line thirteen—“you 
ignited”; line seventeen—“you placed your arms”; line twenty—
“two companions”; line twentyone—“each other”; and line 
twentytwo—“were ... elevated” all carry masculine markers in 
Hebrew. 

T H E  S T R E N G T H  I N  S P L E N D O U R

As he relates in his Introduction to Nine Gates, Langer was 
deeply steeped in the mysticism of kabbalistic literature 
through his association with the Belz Hasidic community, and 
the title of this poem is quite clearly kabbalistic. According to 
kabbalistic thought, the infiniteness of God interacts with the 
universe through ten energy emanations, known as the ten 
sefirōt, or the tree of life. Gevurah—strength, and Tiferet—
beauty or splendour, are two of these emanations or qualities. 
Gevurah is seen as a restrictive quality. Tiferet is the central 
emanation in the tree and is the quality which is said to medi
ate between the emanation of Hesed—lovingkindness and 
the severity of Gevurah—also translated as judgement. (See 
The Essential Kabbalah, by Daniel Matt. New York: Harper 
Collins, 1995.)

A  M E E T I N G

This is the second poem in which the English translation does 
not indicate that Langer is addressing a male: “you delivered” 
in line two and “you spoke” and “your lips” in line four carry 
masculine markers in Hebrew. 
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T H E  A R I E L I T E S  W I L L  S W E E T L Y  S I N G

Again, the translation does not reveal that Langer is address
ing a male in line three—“ ... my pure belovèd, ascend with 
me ... ”

M Y  S O N G !

Langer does not specify the name of the song by Gustav 
Mahler referred to in his parenthetical citation, but it is 
probably the first piece, “Drinking Song of the Misery of the 
Earth” (“Das Trinklied vom Jammer der Erde”) from Mahler’s 
celebrated largescale work for vocal soloists, The Song of the 
Earth (Das Lied von der Erde), composed in 190809 and first 
performed after his death in 1911: Both Mahler’s song and 
Langer’s poem feature drinking, misery, and the Earth. In his 
work, Mahler made use of translations of poems by T’ang dy
nasty Chinese wandering poet LiPo (701762), also known as 
LiBai or LiTaiPei. (See “Introduction” to The Selected Poems 
of Li Po, translated by David Hinton. New York: New Directions, 
1996). Langer was inspired by the same poet, as evidenced by 
his piece “On the Poems of LiTaiPei.” Interestingly, Kafka was 
also inspired by Chinese culture and literary motifs, as seen 
from his stories “An Old Manuscript from China” (“Ein altes 
Blatt aus China”), “The Great Wall of China” (“Beim Bauer 
chinesischen Mauer”), and “An Imperial Message” (“Eine 
kaiserliche Botschaft”).

O N  T H E  P O E M S  O F  L I - T A I - P E I

In the original Hebrew, the full title of this poem is “On the 
Poems of LiTaiPei the Chinese.” We decided to suppress the 
descriptor “Chinese” as it sounds awkward in English. See pre
vious note. 
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O N  T H E  D E A T H  O F  T H E  P O E T

It seems that the term “Hashmalonim” on line twelve is a vari
ation of Hashmalim. The second century text, Sefer Yetzirah 
(The Book of Creation)—the oldest and most mysterious of 
kabbalistic texts—enumerates ten classes of angels, one of 
which is the Hashmalim. (See Sefer Yetzirah, The Book of 
Creation in Theory and Practice, translated by Aryeh Kaplan. 
San Francisco, CA: 1997). The word “hashmal” in the singular 
appears three times in Ezekiel (1:4; 1:27; 8:2), each time in 
association with God’s revelation in fire and light. In modern 
Hebrew, the word “hashmal” means electricity. 

A L O N E

1. This is the fourth poem in which the translation does not 
reveal that Langer is addressing a male. Line thirteen—
“you sat beside me”; line eighteen—“I did not press you to 
my breast”; line nineteen”—“my arms did not envelop 
you”; line twentyone—“I did not tell you”; and line twenty
four—“And now you are gone” do not carry masculine 
markers in English.

2. In the third last line, Langer mentions “the strings of my 
violin.” As Frantiŝek relates in his Foreword to Nine Gates, 
Langer took up playing the violin after he returned from 
the Belz community to Prague at the end of World War 
One. According to his older brother, he had “remarkable 
talent” and played a variety of music with “ease and pas
sion” (pg. xxiii). 

T O  A N  E S T R A N G E D  F R I E N D

1. This is the fifth poem in which the translation does not 
indicate that Langer is addressing a male. The title words 
“Estranged” and “Friend”; line four—“ I opened up my 
heart to you”; line six—“ ... and you stabbed me”; line 
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seven—“ ... set a blackening fire ... ”; line twentyfour—“And 
you whom I loved so”; line twentyfive—“will never know 
it”; twentysix—“ ... you will never hear ... ”; line thirty—“My 
song you won’t hear ... ”; thirtythree—“ ... what angered you, 
and why you refused me”; and line fortyfive—“ ... for you 
forsook me”do not carry masculine markers in English.

2. The line “set a blackening fire to my bones” at the end of 
the first stanza recalls Lamentations 1:13: “From above He 
sent a fire to my bones ... ” (JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh 
translation) 

3. What we have translated “willing slave” in the last stanza 
is literally “pierced slave” in Hebrew. The source of this 
idiom is Exodus 21:56: “But if the slave declares, ‘I love my 
master ... I do not wish to go free,’ his master shall take 
him before God ... and his master shall pierce his ear with 
an awl; and he shall then remain his slave for life.” (JPS 
Hebrew-English Tanakh translation)

 

O N  N E W  Y E A R ’ S  E V E

This is the sixth and final poem in which the translation does 
not reveal that Langer is addressing a male. Line five—
“Distance stole you away from me ... ”; line thirteen—“ ... that 
you loved”; line fifteen —“ ... drink a toast to your life”; and line 
seventeen—“ ... you cross my thoughts ... ” do not carry mascu
line markers in English. 

R O B E D  I N  G R A N D E U R

The title of this poem is drawn from Psalm 93:2: “the Lord is 
kind, He is robed in grandeur.” (JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh 
translation).
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