Closing Words: In Bialik’s Garden

Doron B. Cohen

It would seem we cannot conclude this conference without entering briefly into one of the most
enchanting gardens in modern Hebrew literature, namely H. N. Bialik’s “I Have a Garden”. Among
the wide and varied oeuvre of the man who was crowned early in his life as the “national poet” of
the Hebrew nation, there is a group of what he named “popular songs”. These were mostly
adaptations of Yiddish folk ballads, often depicting the anguish and romantic yearnings of
unmarried girls, which he recreated in Hebrew and published under a separate heading in his
collected poetry. They were soon adopted back into popular culture and sung to various tunes.

“I Have a Garden” expresses the thoughts and emotions of a betrothed girl who fears that
her intended groom will not keep his promise to her. Simultaneously she is full of erotic yearnings,
which are expressed subtly through biblical allusions. The very garden in which the girl is waiting
anxiously for her groom, and the well where she expects to meet him, are well-known symbols of
erotic potential expressed in verses such as Song of Songs 4:15-16: “A locked garden my sister
bride, a locked well, a sealed spring [...] gardens spring, a well of fresh water [...] Let my beloved
come into his garden, and eat his precious fruits”.!

Eventually the boy comes and sits with her at the well, and although holding hands and
touching heads, the girl is still restless and worried. Her question “why does the jug run to the
fountain?” alludes to one of the group of verses in Ecclesiastes that are traditionally interpreted as
describing old age, but she uses the metaphor out of the original context, wondering about erotic
passion. She reformates the expression in 12:6: “...and the pitcher be broken at the fountain™ as
one of the anxious questions she poses to the boy. He tries to calm her mind with descriptions of
their anticipated wedding day, in which, once again, nature will join symbolically with its

abundance of fruits.
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Doron B. Cohen

Throughout most of Jewish history, Song of Songs was interpreted allegorically, and the
garden was used mostly as a mystical symbol, but Bialik revived the pure erotic meaning of the
abundance offered by nature. He did so in several of his “popular songs” as well as in the novella
“Behind the Fence”, in which the profusion of fruit again hints at erotic fulfilment. In this, as in
many other ways, Bialik was the great innovator who opened up the paths that many have later
followed.

Below, the song is quoted in the original Hebrew, in my own literal translation that follows
the original meaning as closely as possible, and in an anonymous, lovely rhymed and metered

translation which I happened to find on the Internet.
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Garden, Orchard and Nature

In Jewish and Japanese Culture, Literature and Religion

11X ThYR 1M
130 T WD 2
117 oW Y LWin AR

175% DY M30p VI

ns " 77 )
" 197 % YRy
XY DY T W

AVRaEn? AaRIpm

140

J0-T3T 1T
=073 72,7 IR
17977279 - 01,0 A

AW TY -

2RI N2 RN
? -3 9% ny2ing
SR TYRY MaRa i

20y 9 7327 72

29 R TIT MY
15291y pY X1
;M0 NY2 MY TV

Imng 723 790 7

IR P02 7oR-2Y b
,TD PYY YR Y
NIN730 W M

.ni79 1Yy 0°%y Nivl

CIRYA 71T ,97) 1R
WK L2173 Pap
OPR3-22 M1 29

DOPAY Y MHT

1395 w% / pINO2 1AM 20
S0 WP D W
3797 "190 K3 o)

700 X3 N2Y 0T

D730 AV 021 oM

log — W2 071vg-22
;0IR1 m8n 0]

;A DTN LTI AR

i Lt v o ka b

S 223729770
;827 °9-2% 1 i
;1272 qYiI) 18 A

290 0797 9910 07T

=011 YI¥773 132,00
777y 0379-0K K3 77
L7nn v — 1T 07T

27297 WOR %02 TR

0% Y3 npa 7y
;T8 T2 ,A02-7% WD
VITR 177 NP TN

2¥93n3-28 790 177



Chaim Nachman Bialik / I Have a Garden

I have a garden, and I have a well
And in my well hangs a pail

Every Sabbath my darling comes
Fresh water he’d drink from my jug.

The whole world is sleeping — hush!
Sleeps an apple, sleeps a pear,

My mother is sleeping, my father too,
Awake are only me and my heart.

And the pail like my heart is awake,
Dripping gold into the well
Dripping gold and dripping crystal:

Doron B. Cohen
(my own literal translation)

Brothers and friends, uncles and relatives,
A large crowd, each carrying a candle,
And musicians of all sorts

Will lead us on with attendants.

And the canopy will stand right here:
Between the well and the garden;
There you will extend to me a gift:
A little finger with a nail.

And I to you: “Thou art
Consecrated to me forever” —
My enemies will be there and see,

My beloved is coming, my beloved is coming. And they’ll burst up with envy.
Hush, a branch stirred in the garden:

Is my beloved coming, or had a bird quivered?

My beloved, my beloved, hurry up my darling!

There’s no one but me in the yard.

On the trough we’d sit down slowly,
Head to shoulder, hand in hand;

I’d ask you some riddles: why

Does the jug run to the fountain?

And why, pray tell me,

Crying silently, cries the pail —
Drip, drip and so incessantly,
From evening to evening?

And whence comes the pain

Like a worm into the heart? —
Was it true what my mother heard,
That your heart is no longer mine?

My beloved answered telling me:
My enemies have slandered me!
And in one year from now,

We will be wedded, foolish one!

A bright summer day it will be,
Pouring gold over our heads,

And from the fences will bless us
Branches of trees laid low with fruit.
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Chaim Nachman Bialik / I Have a Garden (an anonymous rhymed translation)

Two steps from my garden rail
Sleeps my well beneath its pail:
Every sabbath comes my love
And I let him drink thereof.

All the world is sleeping now
Like the fruit beneath the bough.
Father, mother, both are gone
And my heart wakes here alone.

And the pail awakes with me,
Dripping, dripping, drowsily:
Drops of gold and crystal clear.
And my love is drawing near.

Hist! I think that something stirred;
Was it he, or but a bird?

Dearest friend, my lover dear,
There is no one with me here.

By the trough we sit and speak,
Hand in hand and cheek to cheek;
Hear this riddle: Can you tell
Why the pitcher seeks the well?

That you cannot answer, nor
What the pail is weeping for?
Morn to even, drop by drop,
Fall its tears and cannot stop.

This then tell me, why my breast
Daylong, nightlong is oppressed.
Spoke my mother truth in saying

That your heart from me was straying?

And my lover answered: See,
Enemies have slandered me.
Ere another year be gone,
We shall marry, foolish one.

On that golden day of days
Shall the summer be ablaze.
Fruited branches overhead
Shall in benediction spread.
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Friend and kinsman, young and old
Shall be gathered to behold,

And with music and with mirth
They shall come to lead us forth.

And the bridal canopy

In this place shall lifted be.
I shall slip a ring of gold
On this finger that I hold.

And pronounce the blessing: “Thee
God makes consecrate to me.”
And my enemies shall there

Burst with envy and despair.





