
TWO PERSPECTIVES ON ABRAHAM REGELSON’S  
“HAKUKOT OTIYOTAYICH” 

(ENGRAVED ARE YOUR LETTERS)  
 

Gideon Katz & Gideon Nevo 
The Ben Gurion Research Institute 

 
“Hakukot Otiyotayich” (Engraved are your letters), the “amazing”1 song of 
praise to the Hebrew language by the Hebrew-American poet Abraham 
Regelson (1896–1980) has received very little critical attention, none of it 
from a major literary critic. The system that filters, absorbs, and canonizes 
Hebrew culture has consigned the poem, as well as Regelson’s poetic corpus 
in general, to relatively minor critics who themselves were all but forgotten. 
The crowning glory of Regelson’s poetry remains forgotten, absent, unknown. 
“Hakukot Otiyotayich” is a poem of dense and rich rhetoric, wound in a tight 
web of philosophical concepts and ideas. The present article proposes a rhe-
torical and philosophical analysis of this long (twenty stanzas) and complex 
composition, one of the most unique and extraordinary poems in modern 
Hebrew poetry. 

 
1. RHETORICAL ANALYSIS  

 
Generally speaking, Regelson’s writing in “Hakukot Otiyotayich,”2 as in 

fact in all of his poetry, is one of highly developed process and style. His is 
quite the opposite of the “writing degree zero” espoused by Roland Barthes, 
that utopian, ideal, pristine kind of writing which, on the way towards total 
stylistic neutrality, sheds all ornamentation and frills, striving to become 
colorless, functional and egalitarian—a pure equation, as transparent and 
intangible as algebra itself.3 

In keeping with poetry that calls for enhancing and intensifying the liter-
ary or poetic nature of the utterance, the language of “Hakukot Otiyotayich” 
is tense, pushing Hebrew syntax and vocabulary to spheres and distances far 
and varied from the commonly accepted standardized language, far from the 
oral and written performance of daily discourse. This is grand and glorious 
literary language, high-headed, laden with ornamentation and device, a lan-

                                 
1 This is the word used by Dan Miron who mentions the poem flittingly in his essay הרפיה לצורך נגיעה 
(From continuity to contiguity; Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2005). 
2 A. Regelson, “Hakukot Otiyotayich” (Engraved are your letters) in his collection Hakukot Otiyotayich 
(Tel Aviv: Machbarot Lesifrut, 1964), pp. 7–26. The poem was first published in the journal Hatkufa in 
1946. All page references are to the 1964 edition.  
3 R. Barthes, Writing Degree Zero (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998).  
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guage clad in royal poetic cloaks, carrying itself with stately dignity, 
although not without a considerable degree of agility and nimbleness.  

The literariness, the stylization, the distancing from mundane, everyday 
language are expressed in both major aspects of language—the syntactic and 
the semantic.  

“Hakukot Otiyotayich” kneads Hebrew’s standard syntax, twisting and 
rolling it into non-standard shapes. This reshaping is achieved by such 
means as changing standard word order ( -using in 4,( ֶמְחָצבִלְמַלאְכִּתי ַעִיְךְסָל
transitive verbs as transitive ones (  employing 5,( ְיקֹודִהְבַהְקְּת, ְּבִריקֹות ִהְבַרִקְּת
“unnatural” or archaic prepositions and conjunctions (ֲאֶׁשר  ;ַהֶּנֱאָמן ִעם ֻאָּמתֹו

י ָאַהְלִּתִאם ),6 or, displaying regal indifference, simply dropping conjunctions 
altogether (י"ְּבַרִּׁש ִסֵּיר ִמי/ ֵיָדֵעם ַרק ;ִתינֹוקֹות ִעְבִרים ּדֲֹעכּו ְּבַיד ְמַרְּצִחים ),7 and 
utilizing a variety of elliptical, condensed grammatical forms, such as 
deleting verbs, copulatives, and other elements ( ֲהמֹוִנים ְיָהָבם-ֱאִוילּות ַעל ; 

עֹוָלמֹות ְמַמְּלֵאי עֹוָלמֹות ְלקֶֹטן,  ְלגֶֹדלעֹוָלמֹות ַמֵּקיֵפי עֹוָלמֹות ;  ַהֵּׁשֶׁשת ִמְצַות ִהְסַמְכְּת 
; ְלִמְצַות ַהְּׁשִביִעי ; ַּדִיש- סּוסְרָתקּוִני ַעִּמי ְּבֵני  8.( ְּבַאְקִליֵמְךָקֵלט ְנָצַרִיְך ְו-רֵא שְוֵׁשַעְרִּתיו

Also to be taken into account is the generous use of infinitives (  ְקצֹות ָּפֵרט
) constructs 9,( ְוַסֵהד ִצְדֵקְךִיְפעֹוַתִיְך ֶחְמָאה-ְּדלּוֵעי ְוָדֵרי בו, ָים ; )10 and the possessive 

form ( ָּמִיְך"ַּקִיְך ְוַג"ַר ;  in far excess of their use in common 11( ְוַתַּמִיְך.] [..ְמַׁשֲחַפִיְך  
Hebrew.  

The unusual syntax creates unique syntagmata which form the matting 
for the embedding and sprinkling of lexical gems, rife with exotic verbalism, 
coating the poems with gold beads and silver scales, cloaking it with crystal 
and sapphires and all manners of brilliant color. The exotic verbalism seems 
to emanate from two main sources. First, use of esoteric scientific-
professional or domain-specific glossaries. This use is expressed, for the 
most part, in the Homeric catalogues that Regelson uses (e.g., the botanical 
glossary in the first stanza: ַּכְרִׁשיָנה ְוֶאְפעֹון, ַאְבָרׁש ְויֹוֶעֶזר, ּפּוָאה ,12 or the 
zoological glossary in the nineteenth stanza: ּוְבנֹוָצה/ ,ְוָחְכמֹות ִעּמֹו ְלַפֵּזר ִרְצִּפית ,

ְלָהִפיץ ֵזְרעֹוָניו, אֹו ְגלּוִלית, אֹו חֹוַח, אֹו ֻלְליֹון ).13 The second source is a bubbling 
morphological creativity, expressed in the form of taking existing linguistic 
                                 
4 Hakukot, p. 25. 
5 Hakukot, p. 19. 
6 Hakukot, pp. 22, 26. 
7 Hakukot, pp. 21, 22. 
8 Hakukot, pp. 23, 24, 25, 26, 26, respectively. 
9 Hakukot, p. 22. 
10 Hakukot, pp. 20, 23, respectively. 
11 Hakukot, pp. 14, 25, respectively. 
12 Hakukot, p. 7. 
13 Hakukot, p. 24. 
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roots and placing them in nominal and verbal paradigms (mishkalim and 
binyanim) in which they are not usually housed (e.g.,  14ִהְזַּדְּבדּוֵתך from the 
root זבד); even more radical is Regelson’s extracting roots out of names (of 
people or objects) and pouring these new roots into familiar grammatical 
structures (e.g. 15 ִמְתַלְּׁשִמים ּוִמׁשָּתֲהִמים from the gems ם ֶׁשֶל  and ֹםַהׁש , akin to 
“opaling and onyxing”), a procedure that reaches its peak in the chain of 
verbs 16ַעְׁשְּת ְוָכַסְלְּת ְוַכְמּת (derived from the ancient biblical names [ ל יִסְּכ, שָע

היָמִכְו ] of Ursa Major and the constellations Orion and Pleiades). 
This combination of a “beheaded,” nonstandard, dense syntax, lexical 

esotericism, and morphological creativity yields a stubborn, abstruse text, 
riddled with opaqueness, which is reminiscent of the language of the piy-
yutim, notorious for its outlandish vagaries, idiosyncracies and obscurity. 
The poem seems to demand simultaneous on-line translation which will 
provide “down-to-earth,” “ordinary” paraphrasing for the tortuous formula-
tions studded with arcane vocabulary. 

In “Hakukot,” such language serves as a tool for the expression of heavy, 
uninhibited pathos, that turns its object—Hebrew—into a national and cos-
mic fetish. Reading the poem is like trudging through viscous rivers of un-
restrained emotional fervor. Within the framework of this pathos Hebrew 
becomes a huge cosmic entity, all-penetrating and meta-historical, and at the 
same time a sensuous erotic object, which the dazed and crazed poet—
fumbling desperately to find a linguistic vessel that would not burst from the 
intensity of his emotion17—burning with desire, buries his face, as it were, 
into its curves, inhaling it as if inebriated:  

 
,ַהַּגע ֶאְצָּבִעי ֶאל ְּפאֹות ִּדְקּדּוָקִיְך  

ֻעֵּזְך-ַׂשֲערֹותָיְפֵיְך ּוְבִסְגנֹונֹוַתִיְך -ְוַאְּת ֲהלֹא ִּבְפסּוַקִיְך ֵּפֶׁשר  
—,ְקרֹות ִמּלֹוַתִיְך ֶאְלקֹטָמה ִמִּי-ַמה  

18 .ֲחלּוֵליֶהן-ַצְלעֹוֵתיֶהן ְוָאֳהִליָאבּות- ִחּטּוב, ִסְתֵרי ְתמּוַנת אֹוִתּיֹוַתִיְךּוִמי ְיַׁשֵחר  
 

However, it is not the pathos as such that makes the poem unique, but rather 
the conjunction between the pathos and its object, as well as the way this 
object is presented and described. The Hebrew language has enjoyed its 
share of love songs and songs of adoration, although never before, it seems, 

                                 
14 Hakukot, p. 18. 
15 Hakukot, p. 14. 
16 Hakukot, p. 19. 
 .(his powers of expression do not measure up to his emotion) ִבּטּויֹו ָקֵצר ֵמִרְגׁשֹו 17
18 Hakukot, p. 8. 
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were these songs so voluminous and passionate. But “Hakukot Otiyotayich” 
is not a run-of-the-mill song of praise. In fact, the poem is a unique combi-
nation of the ode (as proudly and openly declared in its confident subtitle: 
“hymn” [המנון]) and of the anatomy—the literary form which is based on a 
careful, detailed, “microscopic” analysis of its subject. In a way, then, this is 
an “odatomy,” which branches out the large river of pathos into myriad 
tributaries of rigorous analysis of the language. This analysis is done ac-
cording to both familiar, well-established, “orthodox” parameters and totally 
unorthodox and idiosyncratic ones. The familiar parameters include univer-
sal ones, applicable to virtually all languages (tense, verbal system, preposi-
tions, conjunctions, and foreign words that have been incorporated into the 
language) as well as some that are particular to Hebrew (diacritical marks, 
biblical cantillation). The idiosyncratic ones include inverse semantic links 
between like-sounding words or those with identical roots ( , ִחֵּטאת—ָחָטאת

ְקדֹוִׁשים—ְקֵדִׁשים, ְּתִהָּלה—ָּתֳהָלה ), and “botanical” etymologies that suppos-
edly track down words referring to abstract or distinctly human concepts to 
elements in the world of flora: 
 

,ֵּתְך ְׂשִעִּפים ִמְּסִעיֵפי ִאיָלנֹותַקְח  
, ִלְדֵּתְך ִזְמַרת ַהָּגרֹון ִמִּזְמַרת ָהָאֶרץ  

, ַחְּתֵכְך אֶֹמר ֵמָאִמיר  
19 .ָׂשָדי-ְׂשָפַתִים ִמְּתנּוַבת-ָיְנֵקְך ִניב  

 
This unique amalgamation of the ode and the anatomy creates a some-

what paradoxical impression: On the one hand, the strict grammatical analy-
sis acts as a moderating and regulating Apollonian factor, a cold harsh island 
in the boiling streams of erupting lava of pathos (pathos is also moderated by 
the epic scientific-cosmic classifications in the text). On the other hand, this 
analysis contributes to enhancing and increasing pathos, even as its 
accumulation slowly but consistently generates in us a feeling of the un-
canny or the bizarre. This is the feeling that we experience when we come 
face to face with an emotional field completely taken over by a tyrannical 
principle of order, such as when, before our eyes, an object of desire is being 
systematically and carefully dissected, broken down into finer and finer 
elements, each of them—carefully classified, wrapped and stored—
congealing onto an object of desire in and of itself. 

                                 
19 Hakukot, p. 17. 
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Within this integration of anatomy and ode, “Hakukot Otiyotayich” 
contains a unique rhetorical figure or trope, in which, it seems, more than in 
any other element in the poem, lies the power of its wonderment. This is a 
figure that does not easily yield to description yet is perceived intuitively. It 
first appears in the fourth stanza and lives on in different guises in the next 
stanzas, alongside the anatomical dissection of the language that takes place 
in them. The fourth stanza is devoted to the seven verbal paradigms of 
Hebrew (binyanim), grantedly a rather “singular” thematic choice, although 
a fairly natural one for a poem that, like “Hakukot,” models itself, at least in 
part, on a Hebrew grammar book. But the crux of the matter is that the poem 
describes each of the paradigms using verbs conjugated in that paradigm: 

 
;[...]לֹוֶקה ְבֶחְטאֹו ְוָקם ְּבִצְדקֹו , ַקֵּלְך ָהעֹוֶׂשה ְּבַפְׁשטּות  

; נֹוָׁשע–ְוסֹופֹו , ֱאמּוָנתֹוְוִנְׁשָאר ֶּב, ְוִנְׁשָּבר, לִנְפֲעֵלְך ַהִּנְכָנע ַלֵּסֶב  
;[...]ה ְלִמְצוֹות ַוֲחָסִדים ַהְמַעֶּׂש, ִּפֲעֵלְך ַהְמַחֵּזק ָיַדִים  

;ּוִבְכָרָמיו ְיֻרַּנן ִוירָֹעע, ּוְמֻעָּטר ְּביֹום ְיֻדַּבר ּבֹו, ְמֻקָּטר, ֻּפֲעֵלְך ַהְמֻלָּמד  
, ְוַהֵּמיִטיבִּכילִהְפִעיֵלְך ַהַּמְׂש  

[...] ֵערֹום ּוַמֲאִכיל ָרֵעב ֵאין ָּכמֹוהּו ַמְנִעיל ָיֵחף ּוַמְלִּביׁש  
;ּובֹו ַהָּמֳחָלט ֻיַּבע, ּוָכחָמְׁשָזר ַּבּמּוָחׁש ּוַבּמ, ָהְפֲעֵלְך  

,ֶכב ְוֶׁשֶכב ּבֹו ִהְתַאָחדּוִּכי ֶר, ְמאֹד ֶאְׁשּתֹוֵמם ָעָליו- ַמה–ִהְתַּפֲעֵלְך   
 20 .'ֵּבין ְּתִמיִמים ִיַּתָּמם וכו, ִיַּדֵּבק ְועֹוָלִמית לֹא ִיַּטֵּמאְּבצּורֹו   

 
The fifth stanza refers to the future tense using verbs in that tense ( ּוַמְלֻכיֹות

ּכי ִיְהיּו ָּכל ַהְּלָבבֹות ֶאָחד ְוַיְמִליכּו ֲעֵליֶהם ֶאָחד, ָעִתיד ), to the imperative tense by 
using imperatives ( -ּוְלֶטַבע ּבן' !ְּגַוע'ָהאֹוֵמר ְלֶטַבע ְמֻׁשְעָּבד / ,ׂשִיִמיִני ֵהד ְלִצּוּוֵיְך ַהַּכִּביר

!ִהּוֵלד'חֹוִרין   21), and the Hebrew Pa’ul and infinitive are expressed by roots 
conjugated in these forms. The sixth stanza, which discusses root types 
 especially irregular ones, works wonders in referring to each ,(גזרות שורש)
type using verbs and nouns which belong to that type, etc. 

What happens with this rhetorical device then is that the sign functions 
simultaneously both as sign and as referent, as the meaning of the sign. The 
sign becomes the materialization of that which is signed, part of its own ex-
tension (of course, what enables Regelson to do so is, inter alia, the fact that 
language itself—or certain aspects of it—is his referent). This is a semiotic 
grammatical stunt of sorts, which continues in the following stanzas and 
which Regelson exhibits a great deal of virtuosity manipulating. The sign 

                                 
20 Hakukot, p. 9. 
21 Hakukot, p. 10. 
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crosses conventional semiotic lines, positioning itself on both sides of the 
line separating the sign and its referent.  

This semiotic line-crossing parallels what Gerard Gennette called, on the 
narratological level, metalepsis.22 Following Gennette, metalepsis—a term 
with a long and interesting rhetorical history—came to be identified with the 
crossing of boundaries separating various diegetic levels, levels that should 
be organized in a strict hierarchical order and sharply distinguished from one 
another (as each represents a different possible or “real” world). For the 
most part, the term came to be identified with a “transplantation” or 
“migration” of characters from one diegetic level to another, as in the mi-
gration or planting of the author (and possibly other elements from his 
world) in the world of fiction he created, or when a character moves “up” 
from its own diegetic level to the extra-diegetic one of the individual(s) who 
have made it up from the gossamer threads of literary imagination.  

In “Hakukot Otiyotayich,” the differentiation between the sign and the 
referent is blurred. In front of our very eyes the sign turns into a referent, and 
that which represents turns into the represented. With Regelson, this 
procedure does not carry the subversive implications it often has in narra-
tological metalepsis. Turning the sign into a referent does not undermine the 
system of signification or representation but rather thickens and materializes 
it.  

“Hakukot” is the supreme example of this semiotic trickery, and 
Regelson is revealed in it as the maestro of this rhetorical tool, the Yasha 
Heifez of the grammatical-semiotic metalapsis. He utilizes it with incom-
parable panache and inventiveness. The sign reacts like a tamed bear—when 
the wand is raised it dances a dance that is not its own, cajoled into doing 
that which it is not meant to do. By nature, signs are meant to refer to the 
referent, not be it. The word “red” need not be red, the word “table” need not 
be a table. A road sign indicating a steep incline need not be a steep incline. 
A momentous effort of taming, of reeducation, of going against the grain 
was required from the author to turn the sign into a referent, yet leave its 
symbolic function intact. Even as the amazed reader watches, Regelson uses 
this fantastic trick again and again, employing different language categories. 
The resulting effect is not unlike that obtained by a musician who can play a 
full Beethoven symphony on a saw, or by an acrobat who can carry out a 
routine activity, such as operating a machine, while juggling various objects 
in the air, including a plastic bowling pin, an apple and a machete. This is a 

                                 
22 G. Genette, Narrative Discourse (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1980), pp. 234–235. 
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grammatical calembour of sorts, an incredibly intricate Baroque-style jeu de 
grammaire. It is this rhetorical figure, of which Regelson is the great, 
perhaps the only artist, that turns “Hakukot Otiyotayich” into a poetic locus 
where the reader wanders in amazement, nodding his head incredulously as 
it were, a poetic locus which is a sort of a literary nature preserve, where this 
very rare beast resides, the dinosaur of the forests of rhetoric—the 
grammatical-semiotic metalepsis. 

 
2. PHILOSOPHICAL ANALYSIS  

 
“Hakukot Otiyotayich” presents Hebrew in two contexts, viewing it from 

a dual perspective. On the one hand, Hebrew is imbued with cosmic status—
it was there at the moment of Creation and will be there at the hour of 
Redemption. Hebrew is the key to all knowledge; it is the logos of the world, 
within which are encrypted the universal laws of nature. Hebrew is described 
as part of the universe and part of the Divine, at times as itself the universe 
and a Divine Being. Beginning with the seventeenth stanza, the poem takes 
on a more concrete tone. Regelson mentions the destruction of the Jewish 
people in the holocaust, the revitalization of the Hebrew language and 
Zionist settling in the Land of Israel, adding a sorrowful note that he himself 
does not live there. Such a concrete note is understandable, considering the 
historical context of the time of writing—the poem was published in 1946, a 
year after the end of the Second World War and not long before Israeli 
statehood was declared.  

As mentioned earlier, there is a paucity of writing on Regelson’s poem. 
Major researchers of literature ignored it or mentioned it in passing. Those 
who did address “Hakukot Otiyotayich” paid no heed to the relationship 
between these two contexts—the eternal-cosmic one and the historical-
current one—or made a feeble, often unfounded, passing comment on it. In 
an article about Regelson, Israel Zmora provided a rather schematic de-
scription of the first, abstract part of the poem,23 and erroneously misrepre-
sented the last stanzas. Thus, he described stanza seventeen, where the 
destruction brought about by the holocaust is the main theme, as follows: 
“This is a chapter full of joy and gaiety, happiness and rejoicing over the fact 
that Hebrew has turned into the common language of babes, a language of 
laugher and levity and a language of the bitter weeping of the holy flock.” 

                                 
23 I. Zmora, “בחבלי שיר”(In the throes of poetry) in his ספרות על פרשת דורות (Literature at a generational 
crossroads; Tel Aviv:  Mahbarot Lesifrut, 1949), 2:221–222. 
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Regelson’s personal history, which appears at the end of the poem— the fact 
that he himself does not live in the Land of Israel even as it is emerging and 
gaining life—is glossed over. Zmora does not address the relationship be-
tween the cosmic existence of Hebrew and its historical manifestations. 
Abraham Epstein is somewhat more expansive, and mentions that “an echo 
of the horrors of our generation emerges from the hymn-like notes, that 
generations-old mournful note that accompanies our poetry and is concealed 
in the very material of Jewish living.”24 He takes issue with Regelson’s more 
personal notes, stating that “the final bars are born of impure poetic origins, 
and are alien notes, marring the music. They are too bitter and contain harsh 
personal feelings of insult and account settling.”25  

It is our understanding that the relationship between both these contexts 
of Hebrew—the cosmic dimension bestowed upon it and the historical back-
ground in which the last stanzas root it—is the theoretical and philosophical 
focus of the poem. The main object of the present discussion is to explore 
this relationship. 

In general, what the reader is offered here is an analysis of the ideas 
contained in Regelson’s song of praise, an analysis that the very nature of 
this poem calls for. The poem has a clear philosophical atmosphere. In it 
Regelson presents a pantheistic perception, both directly (e.g., ֱאלַֹּה ִמְתַּגֵּלם-

ִמְתַאֵּלּה-ִמְתַעֵּלם ְועֹוָלם ִמְתַעֶּלה ) and indirectly, as will be demonstrated. The 
poem also makes abstract claims and statements regarding such matters as 
the nature of the Hebrew language, the virtue of its unity, and the relation-
ship between Hebrew and the world. 

This will be a three-part discussion. Sections 2.1 and 2.2 will describe the 
essential nature of Hebrew as expressed in Regelson’s poem, and will take a 
short look at two ideas which Regelson discusses in his theoretical articles. 
All in all, these two sections will address the cosmic or metaphysical 
significance that the poem accords to Hebrew, and the poet’s role as dis-

                                 
24 A. Epstein, סופרים עברים באמריקה (Hebrew writers in America; Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1953), p. 163. 
25 A. Epstein, Hebrew Writers, p. 163. Other references to “Hakukot” include: S. P. Hudson, 
Fragmentation and Restoration: The Tikkun Ha-Olam Theme in the Metaphysical Poetry of Abraham 
Regelson, pp. 109–112; D. Rudavsky, “Abraham Regelson: A Reflective Hebrew Poet,” HS 18 (1977): 91–
104; S. Halkin, “ וןעל ראשית שירתו של אברהם רגלס: בציצית ראשו ” (By the tuft of his hair: On the beginning 
of Abraham Regelson’s poetry) in his דרכים וצדי דרכים בספרות  (Ways and sideways in literature; Tel 
Aviv: Yachdav, 1984), pp. 39–43; M. Giora, “ייחוד שירתו של אברהם רגלסון” (The uniqueness of Abraham 
Regelson’s poetry), Ha’uma 11 (1965): 547–552; Y. Lichtenbaum, בתחומה של ספרות (In the realm of 
literature; Tel Aviv: Aleph, 1963), p. 102; Sh. Y. Pnueli, חוליות בספרות העברית החדשה (Links in new 
Hebrew literature; Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1953), pp. 54–61; Y. Peles, “ משוררם של משוררים: ןרגלסו ” (Regelson: A 
poets’ poet), Mozna’im 53.5–6 (1981): 390–394; and H. Liff, “  ” איש השירה והמחשבה:אברהם רגלסון
(Abraham Regelson:  Man of poetry and thought), Bitzaron, 3.11–12 (1982): 3–4.  
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coverer of the magnificent existence of this language. The last section, 2.3, 
will explore the relationship between this cosmic meaning of Hebrew and 
what is said in the historical parts of the poem. What is the relationship be-
tween historical events—the destruction of European Jewry—and the ex-
alted existence of the Hebrew language? Our overall argument is that in this 
poem Regelson endows Hebrew with a special theological, pantheistic 
status. He turns to the language as if it were a deity, attributing immeasur-
able power and presence to it. It is thus that Hebrew becomes a total, all-
penetrating entity which accompanies the Jewish people, “engulfing” it and 
providing the People of Israel with a solid subsistence. This song of praise to 
Hebrew also includes a literary reaction to the destruction of the Jews of 
Europe, and its theological-pantheistic nature relates it to some of the phi-
losophical attempts to grapple with the holocaust and search for consolation 
in its wake. In order to understand how Regelson finds comfort in Hebrew, 
its status in this poem must be understood—and vice versa. As we shall see, 
the Jewish destruction and the search for consolation in Hebrew reveal an 
important aspect of the language itself. 

 
2.1 Pantheism and Logos 

 
In his theoretical essays on pantheism in American poetry26 and on Ernst 

Cassirer’s and Heraclitus’s perception of language,27 Regelson presents two 
ideas that could act as a good point of departure for our understanding of the 
unique status of Hebrew in his poem. Neither idea is original, and Regelson 
correctly attributes them to others; their importance to our discussion lies not 
in their contents or origins per se, but rather in the way they are integrated 
into Regelson’s poem and in their role in formulating the special cosmic 
status accorded the Hebrew language. One idea is pantheism. Regelson 
claims that pantheistic thought is an attribute of American poetry:  

 
This pantheistic thought—recognition of the divinity of every inanimate 
object, everything growing and living, and each and every human being—
permeates the corpus of American poetry wherever it took off its Old World 
coverings and became independent.28  

                                 
26 A. Regelson, “ הטבע בשירה האמריקאית-אלוהי ” (God of nature in American poetry) in his  מלוא הטלית

מסות ושיחות: עלים  (A Tallith full of leaves: Essays and talks; New York: The Committee for the 
Publication of the Writings of A. Regelson, 1941), pp. 9–26.   
27 A. Regelson, “קאסירר על האדם בראי התרבות” (Cassirer on man in the mirror of culture) in his אראלי

האזנות לדברי אחרונים: מחשבה  (Angels of thought: Listening to the words of those of the late generations; 
Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1969). Cassirer’s book that Regelson discusses here is E. Cassirer, An Essay on Man: An 
Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1944). 
28 A. Regelson, A Tallith, p. 22. 
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Shortly thereafter he quotes from D. H. Lawrence and explains what 
pantheism is:  
 

Creation is an immense current, forever flowing with beautiful and awesome 
waves. In everything—there is the spark of creation and the process of crea-
tion, and never the end of creation, never something finite and immutable. 
There can never be a distinction between God and the works of God, nor be-
tween spirit and matter. Everything, everything is a little sparkle of creation.29 

 
The type of pantheism Regelson describes here does not content itself with 
the general identification of God with nature, but rather emphasizes the deep 
unity of nature, the identification of God and nature in the context of 
Creation. The Creator is not distinct from the Creation, he is not a finalized 
entity outside the world, but rather is completely integrated with all mani-
festations of nature and the dynamic life within them.  

The second idea related to our discussion is one that Regelson mentions 
in his discussion of Cassirer’s book, where he follows Cassirer’s develop-
mental analysis of language. The first stage is myth, when humans attribute 
active force to words and use them as a means to try and control nature. 
Next, people discover that nature does not obey their demands and language 
then takes on a different meaning: “If language has been drained of magical 
powers, it still has powers of meaning. The weight has shifted from the 
sound and resonance of the word to the logic within it.”30 Following 
Cassirer, Regelson finds that this change in the perception of language oc-
curred within Greek philosophy, most notably in Heraclitus, in whose 
fragments language has cosmic meaning. Language becomes that which re-
flects the deep order of the universe and therefore becomes the main key 
with which to unlock the mysteries of the universe.31 Regelson quotes a sec-
tion from Heraclitus and explains that “‘the Word’ exceeds its human 
boundaries and becomes cosmic truth. Heraclitus said, ‘Don’t listen to me, 
listen to the logos, and you will confess that all is one’”.32 The general idea 
expressed in the perception of language as universal logos deals with the 
relation between language and the world. Language expresses or reflects the 
world, and therefore has a very intimate relation to the objects symbolized 
within it. Language is not distinct from them but serves to conceal—and can 

                                 
29 A. Regelson, A Tallith, pp. 23–24. 
30 A. Regelson, Angels of Thought, p. 37. 
31 See also the discussion in A. Regelson, Angels of Thought, pp. 69 ff. 
32 In adapting this meaning, Regelson brings Heracleitus’s position closer to that of linguistic pantheism, 
which is actually Regelson’s attitude, not Heracleitus’s. 
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reveal—their secrets.33 In his article, Regelson attributes this perception to 
Heraclitus, although it clearly also has other philosophical origins.34  

However, our main focus here is not the ideas of pantheism and lan-
guage-as-logos in and of themselves, but rather the way Regelson integrates 
them in “Hakukot Otiyotayich.” These ideas have a common tendency—
unifying the universe and its various manifestations. The main point in both 
ideas is the identification and fusion of apparently separate entities—God 
and the universe in pantheism and language and the universe in Heraclitus’s 
perception of logos. In other words, these ideas are something of an equa-
tion. God equals the world (pantheism), language reflects the world (logos), 
and thus emerges in Regelson’s song of praise a broad, almost amorphous 
identity with far reaching metaphysical implications: language, God, and the 
universe become different facets of one and the same thing. This broad 
identity can be thought of as a triangle, each of its apexes being inextricably 
bound with the other two. In short, in his poem Regelson combines two dif-
ferent ideas, and the resulting broad unitarian perception is the intellectual 
foundation for the cosmic and theological status of Hebrew in “Hakukot 
Otiyotayich.” 

 
2.2 The Cosmic Status of the Hebrew Language 

 
The poem begins with declarations of Hebrew’s all-penetrating being. 

Cosmically ubiquitous, from the stars and constellations ( ַאְּת ! ַאּת ְּבֶצֶדק ְוכֹוָכב
עֹוֶלה ַעד ַאְרֵיה, ַאְּת ְּבאֹור ַהַּגְלַּגל!/ ְּבַשְּבַתי ּוַמֲאִדים )35 to the very last inhabitant of 

the world of flora—grasses, bushes, and precisely distinct plant species 
( ליאמזוג וכו, תות, מילה אחות זית, צפצפה, דפנה הררית ). Rhetorical hyperbolic 
questions that point to the futility of trying to describe the Hebrew 
language— ?ַמְנִּגינֹות ַלּכֹוָכִבים, ְוֵהם ְנָׁשמֹות ַלְּתנּועֹות/ ,ּוִמי ִיְרּגֹל ַעד ֶחְביֹון ְטָעַמִיְך —
emphasize its inexaustible and richly intense nature.36 This presence of 
Hebrew is expanded in the second stanza—Hebrew is found not only in 
every nook and cranny in space but also all along history and throughout all 
time. It accompanies the major events in the life of the Jewish people 
(leaving the land of Canaan to go to Egypt, the giving of the Torah on 
Mount Sinai), and spreads out to the beginning and end of time:  ַוִּתְהִיי ִלי ְלׁשֹון

                                 
33 A. Regelson, Angels of Thought, p. 68. 
34 The best known are Wittgenstein’s early ideas in his logical-philosophical tractate. 
35 Hakukot, p. 7.   
36 Hakukot, p. 9. 
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ַהָּיִמים-ְלׁשֹון ִהְתַּגּלּות ּוְלשֹון ֵקץ, ְּבִריָאה .37 This is further expressed in the 
sixteenth stanza. Half this stanza is devoted to the motif of “light” and the 
other to the revival of Hebrew and other historical events of the day. This 
stanza reiterates the ideas expressed in the first three stanzas, and so 
emphasizes—even as it turns to the level of actual historical events—
Hebrew’s cosmic mode of existence.  

As stated, the main term in this stanza is “light.” Hebrew is presented as 
the light of the world, that which in its very presence reveals all others:  אֹור

ַהַּמֲעֶׂשה-ַוָּתִאיִרי ַּבְּמאֹורֹות ַהְּגדֹוִלים ּוַבּכֹוָכִבים ְּבקְדמּות, ָהִיית .38 Immediately there-
after Hebrew radiates onto each of the mythical and historical chapters of the 
Jewish people: it shined like the noon sun on Noah’s ark, burned in the bush, 
gleamed over Moses, flooded Ayalon Valley with moonlight, and sparkled 
with brilliance from the Maccabeans’ menorah. Hebrew was present at all 
moments in Jewish history and in the formative text of Jewish literature. It is 
the light shining from generations of Jewish creation: ד ְסִפירֹות "ָּגַחְלְְּת ְּבַגְוֵני יּו

ִהְבַלְחְּת ְוִהְבַהְבְּת" ַהַּמְתִמיד"ָּפַנְסְּת ַּבַהְׂשָּכָלה ּוְבֵנר [...]/ , ת ְנִתיבֹות"ֵּבי-ד"ְוָלֶמ  (Thou 
embered in hues of ten spheres and two and thirty paths, […]/ Thou 
lanterned in learning and candly and brightly flickered for scholars).39  

From all that has been said thus far we could conclude that Hebrew’s 
unlimited presence endowed it with an autonomous standing. It is not a re-
sult of human use or creation—or at least that is not all it is. Hebrew was 
present at creation, at the making of the sun and the moon, and preceded the 
human race. It is therefore presented as an august entity, somehow parallel-
ing the world and God, an entity constantly shining and lighting history and 
all inexhaustible universal manifestations. These attributes—an independent 
existence and the revealing of the world—are the first moves toward per-
ceiving language as logos, as the essence of this perception is the fact that 
language is not limited to human existence but is a cosmic phenomenon. 

A more radical conception of language as logos is implied in the stanzas 
devoted to the structure of Hebrew. At some points in these stanzas Hebrew 
is not conceived as that which reveals objects in the world but as the source 
of the world itself. Things of the world are attributed to it. Hebrew is pre-
sented as the source of life and knowledge: ּוַבֲעָצֵתְך/ ,ַהָּׂשֶדה ָּבְך-ָּכל ָהָאדם ֵעץ—

ָּדַעת-ַאף ֵעץ, ַחִּיים לֹו-ֵעץ .40 In the Hebrew infinitive form ( רקֹוָמ ) the very source 

                                 
37 Hakukot, p. 8. 
38 Hakukot, p. 19. 
39 Hakukot, p. 19. 
40 Hakukot, p. 17. 
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( רקֹוָמ ) of life is to be found: ַהַחִּיים ְמַפֵּקד-ְמקּור, ִּבְמקֹוֵרְך . 41 In the same stanza, 
when dealing with the tense system, Regelson addresses Hebrew as the 
source of both song and nature:  ְמֻׁשְעָּבד ְלֶטַבע ָהאֹוֵמר/ ,ַהַּכִּביר ְלִצּוּוֵיְך ֵהד ׂשִיִמיִני

'!ִהּוֵלד 'חֹוִרין-ּבן ּוְלֶטַבע' !ַועְּג'  (Make me an echo to your great decree/ Which 
commands enslaved nature to perish and free nature to be born).42 Here lan-
guage is not only light, a passive entity whose existence merely reveals ob-
jects, but an active, godlike power. Language orders creation and death.43 
Similarly, the poem, the words, and the poet’s actions are all echoes of the 
language itself, and in their status they stress language’s primordial being.  

Viewing language as logos is the deep philosophical foundation of the 
figure described and analyzed in section one, that of the semiotic-
grammatical metalepsis. In fact, it is this figure, whose essence is breaking 
the boundaries between the sign and that which is being signed within lan-
guage, that becomes a model for the relation between language and the 
world that Regelson expresses in this poem. The permeation from linguistic 
sign to linguistic signed, typical of this figure, illustrates the wider rela-
tionship between language and the world as envisioned by the poet. 
Regelson rejects the separation between the linguistic-symbolic level and the 
ontological one (the notorious “arbitrariness of the sign”) and establishes 
deep bonds of inclusion (language is in the world), analogy (language is like 
the world), reflection (language reflects the world), causality (language 
causes the world), and identity (language and the world are one and the 
same). Here we may be able to find the basis for the tenacity with which 
Regelson repeatedly uses this figure and for the magic it holds for him. The 
linguistic arena offers him a locus where he can directly demonstrate his 
conception, giving it concrete form, providing it with a sort of objective cor-
relative. At the same time, the very virtuosity demanded, the very hypnotic 
acrobatics required to bridge or obliterate the gap between sign and signed, 
and the very power of this trick to amaze and astonish us, indicate that this is 
indeed a real gap, and that the boundary between sign and signed—even 
within language—is a deep-rooted one, a formative element in our 
weltanschauung.  

                                 
41 Hakukot, p. 10. 
42 Hakukot, p. 10. 
43 This is reminiscent of the midrashic tale that God created the world out of the letters of the Torah. This 
association could have well been on Regelson’s mind when he wrote these lines, yet is further from the 
overall viewpoint presented in the poem than would first seem. The main point is that in the midrash God 
is active, whereas Regelson does not see God as a separate entity but rather as being expressed by the 
Hebrew language.  
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What has been said so far has to do with the identity between Hebrew 
and the world, and is related to the perception of language as logos, that is, 
language as a cosmic issue, not a solely human one. We commented (in 2.1) 
that the ideological basis for the status of Hebrew in this song of praise is a 
very broad resemblance, broad to the point of being amorphous, between 
language, world, and God. We will now address the other identities entailed 
in this triadic relation, the godlike status Regelson accords Hebrew, the 
pantheistic spirit informing it, and the implications thereof.  

We have already mentioned some of the signs of divine status accorded 
the Hebrew language in “Hakukot Otiyotayich”: Hebrew is a cosmic, omni-
present active force; it accompanies Jewish history and is part of all natural 
creation; it is all-engulfing, was present at Creation and will be present at 
Redemption. In some part of the poem, Regelson addresses Hebrew in 
phrases and terms used for addressing the biblical God: ִמי ְבִמְׁשָּפֵטְך ָיקּום?  
(stanza eighteen),44 and in the next stanza he addresses those who are ab-
horred by Hebrew and those who sin against her—again, evoking the idea of 
the personal biblical God. Among the “abhorred” mentioned, there are those 
who ְקִּפיִאים אֹוָתְך ֶאל נַֹסח ֶאָחדַּמ ,45 referring to those who believe that Hebrew 
had already reached its apex and that henceforth all Hebrew writing will be 
nothing but imitation. Regelson’s argument against the “abhorred” is 
important for our discussion. He counters “those who adhere to one frozen 
version” with reference to 46 ְמנֹוַרת ַהְּיקּום ַעל ָּכל ְּפָרֶקיָה—the universal meno-
rah with all its segments—by which he means the great variety in all crea-
tion. It might be worthwhile to present an excerpt from this section in order 
to feel the power of Regelson’s rhetoric and the argument entailed in it:  

 
,ִמְקּפֹות רֹוֲעדֹות, ְסַנִּפיר ָוֶרֶגל ְוָגחֹון: ְוָדֵרי בו, ָים  

,ֵעין ַהַּמְרַמר ַהְּוַרְדַרד, ֵעין ַּדר ְוֵעין ֶּכֶסף—ְקִלּפֹות  
—,ַחִּיים ָסֵפק ֶצַמח-ַעלָסֵפק ַּב—ְׂשרֹוְך ָאדֹום  

,ָים זֹוְללֹות-ְוַכָּלִנּיֹות, ְוַאְלמֹוג ִמְׂשָּתֵרג   
,ָמִים-ַמִים ּוְנֵמֵרי-ִלְוְיָתִנים ְוַכְלֵּבי—יֹוְנִקים ַאִּדיִרים  

.ְוַכדּוִרִּיים, ּכֹוְכבֹוִּנִּיים, ּוְרִסיִסים ַנֲעלֹוִנִּיים, ַהְּׁשֵאָלה-ְזָנבֹו ְּכִסַּמן, סּוסֹון ָצף  
,ַוֲאֶׁשר ָּבּה ִמן ההֹוַלְך ְוַהּזֹוֵחל ְוַהִּמְתַּגְלֵּגל ְוַהְמַנֵּתר, ַיָּבָׁשה  

,ֶקֶרס-ִמְתרֹוֶמֶמת ַמֲעֶׂשה, ַאְרָּגָמן-ְותֹוַלַעת  
[...] 

,ְקדֹור-ּוִפיֵחי, אֹור-ַאְבקֹות, אֹור-ֵעְרְּבלֹות  

                                 
44 Hakukot, p. 22. 
45 Hakukot, p. 23. 
46 Hakukot, p. 23. 
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;ּכוָכִבים-ּכֹוָכִבים ֵמֵעֶבר ְלַמְמְלכֹות-ַמְמְלכֹות  
,ְּפָרִדּיֹות-ת ַּתֲעלּומֹות ַהַחְׁשַמל ַהְּפִניםמֹוְראֹו  

,עֹוָלמֹות ְמַמְּלֵאי עֹוָלמֹות ְלקֶֹטן, עֹוָלמֹות ַמֵּקיֵפי עֹוָלמֹות ְלגֶֹדל  
—,ְספֹור-ַּדְרּגֹות ַאין—ּוֵבין ַּדְרָּגה ְלַדְרָּגה, ַּדְרּגֹות ַעל ַּדְרּגֹות ְלעֶֹצם ָוֶׂשֶגב  

ְוַקְטנּונֹון ַּבָּדִגים, ִטָבֶעיָה-ָּלה ַמְׁשִריָצה ָדֶגיָהְוָכל ְמֻצ, ְמֻצּלֹות-ְמֻצֵּלי  
,ַאף הּוא ְמֻצָּלה ְמֵלֲאִתי ָדִגים ְטָבִעים   

   – –ְוֵאין ֶטַבע ּדֹוֶמה ַלֲחֵברֹו  
?ִאם ֵיׁש ִקְצָבה ְלַהְדַרת ֱאלֵֹהינּו  

!ַּגם ְלַהְדַרת ְלׁשֹוֵננּו ְיהּו ִקְצָבה ּוְגבּול 47  
 
The conclusion of this section is that there is no limit to the Lord’s glory. 

What Regelson expresses here is what he also attributes to American poetry: 
“Recognition of the divinity of every inanimate object, everything growing 
and living, and each and every human being,” and also, “in everything—
there is the spark of creation and the process of creation, and never the end 
of creation, never something finite and immutable.”48 The endless variety of 
the universe, the tiniest of creatures and the grandest of objects, the endless 
movement within creation—all bear direct witness to Him. In other words, 
because God and his deeds are one and the same, descriptions of the fullness 
and dynamism of the universe all necessarily apply to Him. Significantly 
this pantheistic mood ends with an analogy to Hebrew. Just as the universal 
menorah sheds light on God, so does it illuminate the Hebrew language. As 
there is no end to the majesty of the Lord, there is no end to the majesty of 
Hebrew. The assumption is that they are one and the same and that both are 
equally related to the “universal menorah.”  

An understanding of this assumption requires that we clearly define the 
role of pantheism implicit in this stanza. We shall, therefore, mention again 
the polemical context within which this epic catalogue is brought forth to 
spread its resplendent fan. This context is the attack against the “lingual 
sinners,” in particular those whose aim is to incarcerate Hebrew in a narrow 
cell of excellence that is presumed to be part of the history of the language. 
Their sin is the attempt to freeze language. Therefore, all that will be said 
against these “cryo”-sinners points to what is completely ignored by them—
the dynamic nature of the language. And why is the language dynamic? The 
answer can only be understood through the analogy to God. Based on the 
previous discussion (section 2.1) and on the present discussion, we are able 

                                 
47 Hakukot, pp. 23–24. 
48 A. Regelson, A Tallith, pp. 22, 23–24. 
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to reconstruct that which is missing, that which is hidden within the analogy. 
The concept of language-as-logos emphasized the cosmic meaning of 
language, and the pantheistic way of thinking related God with the world 
and identified Him with it. Pantheism, then, provides one of the equations 
required for the purpose of cracking the fortress of cryo-sin with the batter-
ing ram of the universal menorah. Pantheism does not only provide the nec-
essary “middle ground” which is needed to weld God and the language—it 
establishes a common dynamic character to both. It is pantheism that gives 
God His dynamic nature. God is not a finished entity, certainly not a tran-
scendental one, but rather bustles with the infinity of his manifestations, just 
as does its image—the Hebrew language. All this underlies Regelson’s an-
swer to the cryo-sinners. Hebrew is not static, and its very being—just as 
that of the pantheistic deity—is brimming with cosmic life. This argument is 
of special significance in the understanding of the last part of the poem. We 
will soon turn to clarify this point. At the moment, however, suffice it to 
state the main point: Despite the majestic existence of the Hebrew language, 
although it was there at the Beginning and will be there are the End, Hebrew 
is not detached from the world and its events. It is constantly being renewed. 
Hebrew is of metaphysical dimensions on the one hand and part of real life 
on the other. This “linguistic pantheism” is the key to understanding the 
relationship between Hebrew and contemporary events—the destruction of 
European Jews and the national rebirth in the Land of Israel.  

 
2.3 Hebrew vis-à-vis Contemporary Historical Reality 

 
Regelson devoted the last part (stanzas 16–22) of his ode to the revival of 

Hebrew, the destruction of the Jews of Europe, and the settling in the Land 
of Israel. The inalienable rock solid existence of Hebrew is the starting point 
for Regelson’s account of contemporary events:  

  
!אּוִרים ְוֻתִּמים ֲאֶׁשר ָלֻאָּמה  

49 ָנְגהּו ַסִּפיֵרְך ְוַאְחָלָמֵתך, ִהיא ַּכּכֹוָכִבים  
 

And yet, only a few lines later, this אֹוִרים-ְלׁשֹון , this inextinguishable 
flame which has accompanied Jewish history and has been alive since time 
immemorial, is presented as conditional, if not fragile. This is clear in the 
descriptions of the destruction (the annihilation of European Jews) and the 
revival (settling in the Land of Israel and the recrudescence of Hebrew). 
                                 
49 Hakukot, p. 19. 
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,ָקָדִׁשים-ֵמֲחַנטֵסֶפר ּו-ֶמְחַּבש, ַּגְחִּת ִמַּתְכִריַכִיְך  
,ִדּבּוֵרְך ָמְלאּו ִמֶּמּנּו-ָנַׁשְמְּת ֲאִויר ָּכחֹול ּוְכְֵלי  

 [...] 
,ַוִּתְפְרִׂשי ֶּכָעִלים ִמִּלים ְוָכֶאֶרג ֵצרּוִפים  

—חֹוֵׁשב-ֶחְׁשּבֹון ּוַמֲעֵׂשי-ַמֲעֵׂשי, ַמָּדִעים, ִמְסָחִרים, ִּכִּסית ְמלָאכֹות  
,ְזָמן ַּבַּמְחֶתֶרת ַהּכֹוָכִבית-קֹוםֶאָחד ַהּזֹוֵרת ַמְעְּגֵלי ָמ  
,ְסִעיִפים ְוִחּבּור, ְּפסּוִקים, ְּדפּוס ְלִמִּלים-ְוֶאָחד ַהְמַסֵּדר אֹוִתּיֹות  

,ָּתִאים ַלֲאָבִרים, ֻגִּפיִפים ְלָתִאים, ִּכְפָרִדים ְלֻגִּפיִפים  
;ַוֲאָבִרים ְלגּוף נֹוֵׁשם ְוהֹוֶגה   

,ּכֹוִלּיֹות ֶאל ֲחָבִלים ְרחֹוִקיםֶאְׁש-ֶאָחד ַהְמַׁשֵּלַח ֵּתבֹות  
אֹו ְמַרֵחץ ְרָגִבים ְמלּוִחים, ִוֶאָחד ַהַּמְׁשֶקה ֲחֵרִרים  

.ִצּפֶֹרן ָוֶוֶרד, ֶחְמָאה-ְּדלּוֵעי, ַעד ִיְּתנּו ֲעָנִבים ְׁשחֹורֹות   
,ָחִיית ִעם ְּתִחַּית ָהֲעָרָבה  

,ַגִּנים-ָּגִאית ִעם ְּגאֹון ָעֵרי  
,ַהּצֹוִפים-רָרם רֹאֵׁשְך ַעל ַה  

50 .ּוְבֶמֶלל ְיָלִדים ֻרַחְמְּת ְוֻרַעַנְנְּת  
 

Hebrew, which according to the first part of the poem is an eternal cosmic 
entity, is depicted here, quite surprisingly, as contingent upon the events of 
the day. Prior to this, it was inconceivable that such a grand entity could be 
actually wrapped in shrouds. We now suddenly learn that it is breathing 
“blue air,” and that the neologisms, the creation of words expressive of the 
life and work of the pioneers in their new land, breathes new life into it. 
Hebrew becomes a “living and breathing being,” completely enmeshed with 
the locale—be it the wilderness, the new garden cities ( גנים-ערי ),51 or Mount 
Scopus. How can that which was described in the first part of the poem—
Hebrew’s cosmic existence and extra-human being—be reconciled with that 
which the pioneers’ bold enterprises can imbue with such potent life? Why 
did the cosmic, eternal dimensions of Hebrew not place it beyond the con-
tingent vicissitudes of history? 

These questions become more poignant in the next stanza (17), where 
Regelson describes the holocaust of European Jews—which took place at 
about the time he was writing his great poem or very soon before it (the 
poem, we recall, was published in 1946). The stanza opens with the decla-
ration ַחַּיִיְך לֹא ַחִּיים ִּבְלֲעֵדי ֲהֵבל ִּפי ִתינֹוקֹות (Without babies’ breath, your life is 
not living). Regelson writes powerfully expressive lines to tell of the disaster 
                                 
50 Hakukot, p. 20. 
51 Alluding, most probably, mainly to Tel Aviv, which was designed by Patrick Geddes in the 1920s in 
accordance with Ebenezer Howard’s concept of “garden city.”  
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that befalls a language whose speakers are being massacred, ת ֶנְחְנקּו ַהְּגרֹונֹֹו
ִמּתֹוָכם ַיֲעלּו ִנּגּוָנִיְך, ַהַּדִּקים  and ִרּבּוֵעי ַאּׁשּוִרית/ ִּגיל ִלְקַראת-ַעִין לֹא ִתְתַלַּקְחָנה-ְּבנֹות ,

 At the end of this lamentation it is clear that the destruction .ְׁשחֹוִרים ּוְמֻנָּקִדים
of the Jews is a death blow to Hebrew:  

 
,ָלׁשֹון, ַעל ַעְצֵמְך ְּבִכיְו  

,ִנְפַרץ ָּבְך ֶּפֶרץ, ֵהן ִנְתַמֲעָטה ְדמּוֵתְך ָאְּת  
.ְּבִהָּקֵטם ַעם נֹוְׂשַאִיְך ּוְמַטְּפָחִיְך   

—ַּבְּׁשָלִדים ַהִּמַּדְרְּדִרים, ַּבְּגִוּיֹות ַהְּׂשרּופֹות  
,ָהַעִּמים ֶׁשל ָמָחר-ַאַחד, ֶמְנֶּדָלִאים ֶׁשל ָעִתיד   

—,ֹוְרֵׁשיֶהם ָיַחדַעל ּד   
52 !ָמה ֻחֵּלית ְוָעִנית  

 
It would seem that all we discussed previously regarding the first part of the 
poem is at odds with everything said here. The fact that Hebrew has a god-
like status, that it is perceived as logos, means that it has cosmic existence 
stretching far beyond the scope of its speakers, that it exists in the universe 
and even acts within it as a great force, somehow identical to the world and 
to God. All these attributes are not at all commensurate with the idea of a 
fragile entity dependent upon the actions and discourse of pioneers and di-
minishing with the destruction of its speakers—“the chopping down of its 
bearers.” The depiction of destruction and rebirth in two consecutive stanzas 
emphasizes the dependence of language on the events of the day, as the 
Hebrew language—presented as a majestic and eternal entity—is fiercely 
rocked by an inexplicable force between death and life.  

The answer to this contradiction can be found in the nature of the theol-
ogy of language we described in the two previous sections—the theology we 
called “linguistic pantheism.” God is the bustle of cosmic life. The pan-
theistic weltanschauung contains no independent transcendental entity, one 
which stands unto itself and exists outside of the world. God, and similarly 
language, are what they are by their very becoming so. Therefore, the cos-
mic dimensions of the language do not mean an eternal detached existence, 
but rather an existence that is immanent in nature. Hebrew’s cosmic char-
acter does not clash with its seemingly inferior dependence on present 
events, but rather dictates it: cosmic existence and historical dependence are 
manifestations of immanence. The fact that language has been around since 

                                 
52 Hakukot, pp. 20–21. 
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Creation does not rule out its dependence on what happens to it in the 
present.  

This pantheistic theology of the Hebrew language has two implications. 
The first relates to the role of the poet as well as to the understanding of 
Regelson’s personal address at the end of the poem. At the end of stanza 
seventeen which discusses the holocaust, Regelson succinctly defines his 
poetic mission: 

 
:ַוֲאִני ֶאל ְׁשִליחּוִתי ַהָּקִיץ  

53 .ָּפֵרט ְקצֹות ִיְפעֹוַתִיְך ְוַסֵהד ִצְדֵקְך  
 

This mission is also mentioned previously (stanza 11): 
 

,ְוִכי לֹא ַדְקִּתי ִלְסּפֹר ָּכל ַּתג ָוֶקֶמט ָּבְך—ֲהִכי ִנְקֵראִתי סֹוֵפר  
54 ?ִּכי ְלָקֵרב ָּכל ָקט ְוִנָּדח-ְוַאף  

 
Thus, it is the poet’s role to bear testimony to Hebrew, a testimony we may 
better understand if we refer to stanza seven which is devoted to nominal 
paradigms (משקלים). Regelson begins by stating: ֶאְרקֹם ַעִּתיקֹות ִרְקֵמי-
 :and continues to define what he means by these embroideries ,ִרְקמֹוַתִיְך

 
,ּוְבַמְעַּבְדִּתי ִַאִּתיְך ַמְּתכֹוַתִיְך ְלַמְטֵּבעֹות לֹא נֹוְצקּו ֵמעֹוָלִמים  

,ְסַגְלּגֹוֶלת ְורֹוְמּבֹוס, ֲעֻגָּלה, ְמֻׁשֶּׁשה, ַמְלֵּבן, ְּדפּוֵסי  ְמֻׁשָּלׁש  
  – –ָאְפִקּיֹות ְוָאְנִכיֹות ְוָנְׁשִקּיֹות  

ֹ55 !הֹו ַהֵּגיאֹוֶמְטִרָיה ַהְיִציָרִתית ֶׁשל ֶמְרָחָבִיְך  
 
The poet’s activity includes the creation of new words through smelting 

Hebrew’s linguistic material and pouring it into hitherto unused molds. It is 
interesting to note that this creative activity is not attributed to the poet but 
rather to “the creative geometry of thy spaces” ( ַהֵּגיאֹוֶמְטִרָיה ַהְיִציָרִתית ֶׁשל
-Hebrew includes not only empirical liguistic reality but also lin .(ֶמְרָחָבִיְך
guistic potentialities, which are tested in the poet’s volcanic “laboratory” and 
find their way into his poetry. It is thanks to the poet’s creative energy that 
this linguistic space is gradually unveiled. The poet, then, is entrusted with 
revealing the treasures of language. The poet’s mission is not merely a 
detailed, loyal, and affectionate description of a finished, external entity, 
rather, it is active participation in the constant creation and coming into be-
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54 Hakukot, p. 15. 
55 Hakukot, p. 12. 
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ing of that entity. The mission he is entrusted with is to give evidence, even 
as he actively participates in creating it, of the real and possible life of the 
language. 

It is clear, therefore, that just as language is not transcendent, so too its 
empirical realization is not pre-determined. It is contingent, among other 
things, upon the work of the poet who reveals what is concealed within it. 
The essence of this approach to Hebrew is a perception of the language as a 
cosmic substance that is not bound to a fixed, unchanging identity or a tran-
scendent status, but rather takes place within a free-forming, terrestrial cele-
bration of coming into being. It is this approach which brings Regelson to 
such a staunch support of the linguistic innovations formed by everyday use 
of the language. His opinion on this subject is voiced in the accounts he set-
tles with the sinners against the Hebrew language (stanza nineteen). We have 
already mentioned one type of such sinners, those who freeze the language 
into one formula. Others are ְנָיר-ַהּכֹוְלִאים אֹוָתְך ְּבֵעֶדן , forcing Hebrew into 

ֲעָקָרה-ַׁשַּבִּתּיּות ַעד —an eternal sabbatical of barrenness. This sin is not remote 
from the previous one, and both are types of resisting the immanent and 
dynamic character of Hebrew. Hebrew is created on earth and resides on it; 
Hebrew is within all manifestations of life. Those wishing to incarcerate it 
into some perfect formulation or limit it to live only within sacred texts, 
dedicated for nothing but liturgical purposes, really desire to kill it. Favoring 
the renewal of Hebrew is an expression of loyalty to its fundamental nature, 
to its immanent and dynamic existence. For Regelson, all this takes on 
overtones of a pantheistic theology, one that involves the unity of God and 
the world, the sacred and the profane, the eternal and the mundane: 

  
,ְלַהֲעלֹות ֻחֵּלְך ֶאל ָקְדֵׁשְך ּוְלהֹוִריד ָקְדֵׁשְך ֶאל ֻחֵּלְך  

,ָאָדם ְּדרּוִכים ֶאל ֵנַצח ַחְסֵדְך ְוהֹוֵדְך-ְלַמַען ִיְהיּו ָּכל ָּפֳעֵלי  
 ְלַמַען ֵיָאְסרּו אֹוַרִיְך ְוִניַבִיְך

,מּון ְוִזּבּול ְוִחְׁשמּול ּוִמּכּון ְוֵתעּוׂש ְוִׁשּוּוק ְוִׁשּכּוןֶאל ֵיעּור ּוִמְי  
56 .ַוֲהַגָּנה ַעל ַהּמּוָקם, ָּכל ִהְלכֹות ִקּמּום ְוִׁשּתּוף  

 
The poet’s role is in the constant effort to realize the possibilities offered 

by Hebrew and to bear evidence to its nature. In all these the poet harnesses 
his life to that of the Hebrew language, and his action is part of Hebrew’s 
dynamic existence. Clearly, such a description is based on the pantheistic 
approach through which Hebrew is presented. By means of dwelling on his 
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Hebrew Studies 48 (2007) 337 Katz & Nevo: Two Perspectives  

 

activity as a poet who harnesses his life to that of the majestic national 
entity, and who is conscious of the theological dimensions of such an 
activity, Regelson resolves his agony about being in exile. Thus, having 
resolved this issue, he uses the last lines of “Hakukot Otiyotayich” to 
proclaim his inclusion among the new pioneers in the Land of Israel: 

 
,ִּכְתִביִני ַעל לּוֵחְך ִעם קֹוְדֵחי ְבֵארֹות ּוַמִּניֵחי ִצּנֹורֹות  

,ִעם ָּכל חֹוֵרׁש ְוזֹוֵרַע ּוְמַנֵּכׁש ְועֹוֵדר  
,ְך ַיִּמים ּוְמַמֵחט ֲאִוירחֹוֵת, ִעם ְמַנֵּפץ ְסָלִעים   

,ַּבְּברֹום ּוָבַאְׁשָלג, ֶלטַּבִּסיד ּוַבֶּמ, ִעם עֹוֵׂשי ַבּכֶֹתן ּוַבֶּצֶמר  
—ַּבַּיֲהלֹום, ַּבַּבְרֶזל, ָּבֵעץ  

 ַהּנֹוְׂשִאים ְּתרּוָעֵתְך ַלְּתֵכֶלת
,ַהּכֶֹמסָהָאָדם ְּבַפְקֲעיֹות -ּוְמַגְּיִדים ִּבְגבּוֵלְך ְּכִביִׁשים ֶאל ַּתְכִלית  

57 .ִמְתַאֵּלּה-ִמְתַעֵּלם ְועֹוָלם ִמְתַעֶּלה-ָּבֶהן ֱאלַֹּה ִמְתַּגֵּלם  
 
Up to now we discussed the first issue that is a corollary of linguistic 

pantheism—the role of the poet and the meaning of Regelson’s personal plea 
at the end of the poem. The second issue is the public comfort that may be 
derived from this pantheistic perception. To reiterate, the poem was written 
during the Holocaust (or very close to it) and published in its aftermath. As 
we read them, the verses about destruction and rebirth are not an 
unnecessary appendage to this song of praise, as some critics have sug-
gested. Rather they are expressions of the distress and the hope for redemp-
tion that are at the basis of the theological significance accorded Hebrew in 
this poem. Regelson’s embracing of the godlike Hebrew language, with its 
cosmic power and immanent existence, is a way of finding solace in the face 
of the atrocities of destruction, and also acts as a tacit settling of accounts 
with the traditional God. Jewish theology—in any and all varieties of 
Judaism—is not pantheistic, placing as it does a transcendent God in center 
place. This is common knowledge which was also shared by Regelson and 
his readers. This traditional theology is hinted at in “Hakukot Otiyotayich,” 
for example, in the mention of Creation and Redemption.58 However, the 
poem accords no space whatsoever to this theology, and it was replaced, and 
totally so, by a pantheistic approach. The disappearance of traditional theol-
ogy and its replacement with a pantheistic theology of the Hebrew language 
cannot be without significance. Events of the present day rock the Jewish 
people, perching it between life and death, and Regelson places an immanent 
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god to face these events. The transcendental—and quite possibly the 
absent—God of the Jews is replaced with the divine power of the Hebrew 
language. Regelson speaks to the Hebrew language and says:  

 
,ּוְבעֹוד ַהֶּדַמע ַחם ַעל ֶלְחֵיְך ,ַׁשֻּכָּלה, ְּבִכי  

,ֵאּלּו ַהּנֹוָתִרים, ְיתֹוַמִיך-ֲעִׂשי ְלַמַען אּוַדִיְך  
, נַֹחם ְוֶלֶחם ּוֶבֶגד ָוֵסֶפרם ֶאלַהָּכִלי  

 59 —,ַרֵּפא ּוָבנֹה, ַקֵּים: ַתְפִקיָדִיְך-ְוׁשּוִבי ֶאל ֻעְמֵסי, ִהְתַחְּזִקי  
 

Cry, O you bereaved one, and with your tear still warm against your cheek, 
Act on behalf of your charred orphans, those who have remained,  
Who long for comfort, a loaf, a garment, a book,  
Regain your strength and return to your burdening duties: sustain, heal, and 

build,— 
 
Instead of an alienated entity, the reader is given a cosmic power whose 

huge force sustains and nurses the people. This power gives the reader the 
force of the universe, but does not remain distant, beyond everything. This is 
a god who partakes of life, comes into being in the manifestations of life, 
and is even fragile and vulnerable. The main rhetorical effect we discussed 
in the beginning of this article—the internal identification between the sign 
and the signed—receives a deep meaning here. The transcendental god, the 
hidden, non-existent god, is being replaced by a cosmic presence, palpable 
and immanent. The immanence of this entity is realized in the grammatical-
semiotic metalepsis whereby language is transposed from its status as a de-
tached, arbitrary mechanism of signification and—holding on to its full array 
of signification powers—is thrust into the realm of the signified, the realm of 
“things,” while its constant coming into being is displayed in the plethora of 
neologisms which are concrete and immediate instances of a linguistic life 
force. The present analysis then shows “Hakukot Otiyotayich” to be a site of 
numinous revelation. The divine entity which is the subject matter of the 
poem reveals itself or becomes realized in the very modus of its rhetoric, 
pulsates in its very words and sentences. It is through this pervasive, 
omnipresent, divine entity, that the poet tries to sweeten the pain of his exile 
in the aftermath of destruction; perhaps the public too may find in it a 
modicum of comfort. 

                                 
59 Hakukot, p. 22. 




