Wang Wei: the Wheel River
Poems

Wang Wei ([J0; traditional [J; pinyin, Wang Wéi; 699-761) was a
Chinese musician, painter, and poet during the Tang Dynasty
(618 to 907). He was a devout Buddhist and used the courtesy
name Wang Weimojie in homage to the early Buddhist teacher and
boddhisattva Vimalakirti (Chinese name [ Wéiméji).
Vimalakirti taught the practice of sunyata (Sanskrit,
emptiness; Chinese [J[] Kong xing), a meditative state wherein
the mind is emptied of the self and becomes one with the
universe. After a tumultuous life, Wang Wei retired to his
villa on the Wang River about 40 km southeast of the imperial
capital Chang’an (present day Xi’an). There he composed the
Wangchuan ji (000 The Wheel River Collection): a set of twenty
quatrains describing various locations near his villa. Each
quatrain was accompanied by a reply from his protégé Pei Di ([
[0 pinyin, Péi Di, 714-7).

A Poet of the High Tang

Wang Wei was born to an aristocratic family in Shanxi province
in northeast China. He was a precocious child and quickly
showed his talents for music and painting. By 721 he had
passed his imperial exams and was appointed as Court Musician
in Chang’an. Over the following years he continued with his
music and painting, while serving in various official
positions in the imperial court. In 755, the general An Lushan
instigated a revolt against the emperor. Within a year the
rebels advanced on Chang’an. The emperor and his court fled
over the mountains to Sichuan in the West, but Wang Wel was
captured and taken to the rebel capital of Luoyang some 350 km
to the East. The imperial forces regrouped and defeated the
rebels in 757, releasing Wang Wei. However, since Wang Wei had
been forced to serve in the rebel government, he was indicted
for treason. After finally being exonerated, Wang Wei retired
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to his villa on the Wang River, where he wrote the poems in
the Wangchuan Ji (Wheel River Collection). Wang Wei died in
761. Followers of An Lushan continued fighting against the
empire until 763.

Although plagued by intense civil disorder, these times were
remarkable for the glorious poetry that was written. L1 Bai
(701-762), Du Fu (712-770) and Wang Wei were the three
greatest poets of a period that became known as the “High
Tang” (Owen, 1981). Each of these poets had their own view of
life:

Wang Wei became known as the Poet-Buddha, Li Bai as the
Poet-Immortal, and Du Fu as the Poet-Sage, respectively
symbolizing Buddhist, Daoist, and Confucian approaches 1in
their poems. Accordingly, Wang Wei was characterized as the
contemplative, Li Bai as the visionary, and Du Fu as the
social conscience of the age. (Cartelli, 2019).

However, Cartelli notes that these differences are far from
categorical. The religious threads of Buddhism, Taoism and
Confucianism are fully intertwined both in Chinese society
(Ching, 1993; Hinton, 2020) and in the poetry of these three
writers.

Wang Wei’'s nature poetry simply describes his experience of
the world with little if any interpretation or metaphorical
explanation:

Wang’s quatrains often ended in enigmatic understatement -
a statement, a question, or an image that was so simple or
seemed so incomplete that the reader was compelled to look
beneath it for the importance. (Owen, 1981, p 38)

Owen (1981, p 45) describes Wang Wei's state of mind as
“unselfconsciousness” and relates it to the Buddhist idea of
sunyata (emptiness). Only if the mind 1is emptied can one



become aware of truth. And truth perhaps differs between East
and West:

in contrast to the West, in the Chinese tradition truth
usually lay not behind a mask of orphic complexity but
rather behind a mask of guileless simplicity. To draw on
this philosophical tradition was to alter entirely the way
in which poetry was read: what was said was no longer
necessarily all that was meant, and the surface mood might
not be the real mood. Particularly in the Wang Stream
Collection, we find poems that are visually complete but
intellectually incomplete, which tease the reader to
decipher some hidden truth. (Owen, 1981, p 39)

Yip (1972, p xi) remarks

In a mode of consciousness in which there 1is no disturbance of
intellectual impositions, no hurry-scurry to establish causal
relations, each object or moment is given the fullest chance
to emerge in spotlighting distinctiveness very much the way
everything appears keenly fresh in the orbit of a child’s
vision.

Paintings

Although Wang Wei was a renowned painter, none of his
paintings have survived to the present day. Nevertheless,
later artists made many copies and interpretations of his
work. One of his most famous paintings was a scroll depicting
the various locations mentioned in the Wangchuan Ji. This
essay will include images from three such copies: one by Guo
Zhongshu (929-279) now in the National Palace Museum, Taipei,
a copy of the Zhongshu scroll in The Freer Gallery 1in
Washington, and a much later scroll by Wang Yuanqi, dated
1711, now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. An
intriguing website provides images of a scroll together with
translations of the Wangchun Ji poems.
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Wheel River Poems

The Wangchuan ji (000) is a collection of poems containing 20
quatrains (0 juéju, literal meaning “cut-off lines”)by Wang
Wei and 20 replies by his young protégé Pei Di. Each line is
composed of 5 characters in a format is known as [ (Wdjué).
The poems describe various locations near Wang Wei’s villa on
the Wang River. The name of the river ([J Wang, a different
character from that in the poet’s name) specifically refers to
the rim (felloes or felly) of a wagon wheel, and Hinton (2006)
translates the title “Wheel-Rim River.” The river was so named

because of its small eddies and whirlpools which resembled
wheels, or because of the spot at the mouth of the river
where the current flowed around an island like a wheel
(Wagner, 1981, p 88).

Many authors have translated Wang Wei’s contributions to the
collection (e.g., Yu, 1980; Barnstone et al., 1991; Hinton,
2020), but only a few include the replies of Pei Di (Yip,
1972, Powell, 2019; Rouzer & Nugent, 2020). The general
evaluation has been that Pei Di’s poems were inferior to those
Wang Wei. However, Pei Di was a talented young scholar, and a
close reading of the poems shows that the pairing of the poems
enhances their overall effect (Warner, 2005). This essay will
consider five of the poems in the collection. For consistency
and because of the sensitivity and precision of the
translations, the English versions will all be from Hiding the
Universe by Wai-lim Yip (1972). The poems will be presented
with Wang Wei on the left and Pei Di on the right. The
translations will then be followed by the Chinese text, with
Wang Wei above and Pei Di below.

Deer Park

Empty mountain: no man is seen, Day in, day
out, cold mountain in view.
But voices of men are heard. A



wayfarer comes and goes alone;

Sun’'s reflection reaches into the woods

things of the pine-forests
And shines upon the green moss.
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The following is a reading of this poem from a website
associated with Zong-qi Cai’s book on How to Read Chinese

Poetry in Context (2018).

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/ww-de

er-park.mp3

The difficulty of translating this poem into English was the
subject of Eliot Weinberger’s book Seventeen Ways of Looking
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at Wang Wei (1987). Chinese characters often have many
meanings, and can be translated as nouns, verbs or adjectives,
depending on the context. One difficulty with Wang Wei is his
lack of a personal viewpoint. The ending of the first line 1is
therefore better translated “no one is seen” rather than “I
see no one.”

The presence of a deer park on Wang Wei's estate was probably
related to Buddhist teachings. Gautama gave his first sermon,
wherein he delineated the four noble truths and the eightfold
way, at a deer park in Sarnath in Northern India. The Chinese
character [J chai now means “firewood,” although it likely once
also meant a “fence,” such as that enclosing a park.

The opening word of the poem [J,kong means empty or emptiness.
Wang Wei is clearly alluding to the Buddhist concept of
sunyata (Yang, 2001; Stepien, 2014).

The characters [J[J translated as “returning or reflected
sunlight” might simply mean the light from the setting sun.

The complementary poem by Pei Di makes Wang Wei’s feeling of
emptiness extend over time as well as space. He also comments
on the difference between the human wayfarer who knows nothing
of the way of the forest, and the deer who are naturally
attuned to its secrets.

The following illustration of the Deer Park is from the
Zhongshu scroll in Tapei:


https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/k%C5%8Dng#Mandarin

Lakeside Pavilion

Light barge to welcome guests.

Freely from the lake.

Before windows, toasting bottles of wine.
Hibiscus blooms on all four sides.

The window is brimming with ripples.

The moon, by itself, lingers, back and forth.
At the gorge, bursts of monkey cries.

Wind sends them into the room.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/gz-deer-park-scaled.jpg
https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/lakeside-pavilion-text.jpg
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The Chinese hibiscus (Hibiscus x rosa sinensis) 1s the most
common variant of this showy flower. In China it often
symbolizes success. The poem by Pei Di seems to occur after
the party with the invited guests. The lake is now windswept,
and the lonely cries of monkeys echo through the night.

The following illustration shows the lakeside pavilion in the
Wang Yuanqgi scroll:
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Lake Yi

Flute music rides beyond water’s reach. Vast emptiness:
lake has no limits.

Sun at dusk: to see my lord off. Blue
glimmer: sky’'s hue merges.

On the lake, merely turning my head: Moor the boat
with a long whistle:

Mountain’s green—curling, white clouds. From four sides

clear winds come.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/lakeside-villa-from-mma-final-scaled.jpg
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The Chinese character [J ging can describe colors ranging from
light green to deep blue. Many languages do not discriminate
between green and blue, and the term “grue” has been used for
this range of colors (Bogushevsaya, 2015). One then takes the
color from the context: in this pair of poems, one assumes
that Wang Wei’s mountain 1s green and that Pei Di’s sky in
blue. Modern Chinese has evolved the terms [] lan for blue and
0 li for green, but the older word is still used. In following
illustration of Lake Yi from Wang Yuangi’s scroll, the colors
blue and green shade into each other. Pei Di mentions in his
poem how the colors of the sky and the lake merge.
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https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E8%97%8D
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E7%B6%A0

Wang Wei’s poem is set in peaceful weather. By the time of Pei
Di’s quatrain, a blustery wind has risen. The sound of the
flute has changed to the more strident whistle.

Bamboo Grove

I sit alone among dark bamboos, Have been to
the Bamboo Grove,

Strum the lute and unloose my voice. Daily to get
close to the Way.

Grove so deep, no one knows. In and out,
only mountain birds.

The moon comes to shine upon me. Deep solitude: no

men of the world.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/lake-yi-final-scaled.jpg
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The Chinese gugin is a plucked seven-stringed instrument
favored by Chinese scholars. The illustration below shows an
example (c 1700) from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The
upper board of wutong wood represents heaven, and the bottom
board of zi wood earth. The 13 studs (hui) indicate positions
for fingering. The strings are made of twisted silk.

The following is a reading of the Wang Wei poem from Librivox:

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/ww-ba
mboo-grove.mp3

Yu (1980, p 191) points out that the xiao referred to in the
second line was

a combination of Taoist breathing techniques and whistling
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which was said to express feelings and was associated with
harmonizing with nature and achieving immortality; the word
has also been translated as “humming,” “singing,” and
“crooning,” The tradition of the Xiao began during the Jin
dynasty and has always been linked with Taoism. Its most
famous practitioner was Sun Deng, a friend of the poet Ruan
Jiu whose Xiao was said to sound like a phoenix.

The ideas of solitude and emptiness in the Wang Wei quatrain
are extended in Pei Di’'s reply. He talks specifically about
the Dao ([]) commonly translated as “The Way” — the underlying
principle of the universe considered in Taoism. The character
0 wu, a negative term (“not” or “no”), is used in Taoism and
Chan Buddhism to denote “nonbeing” or “absence” (Hinton, 2020,
pp 49-55). Thus, the ending of Pei Di’s poem might be
describing the state of mind wherein the world and its people
have become nothing.

The following illustration shows the lodge in the bamboo grove
as represented in the Freer gallery scroll:



Poetry, calligraphy and painting — the “three perfections” -
are often combined in Chinese art (Sullivan 1974). The
following illustration shows Wang Wei’s poem about the Bamboo
Grove as written by different calligraphers. On the right is
regular script from Yip's Hiding the Universe: this presents
the quatrains of both Wang Wei and Pei Di. The other examples
show only Wang Wei'’'s contribution. From right to left:
calligraphy from the Wangchuan Ji scroll of Guo Zhongshu; from
the scroll of Wang Yuanqgi; modern cursive calligraphy by the
Japanese artist Nakamura Furetsu from around 1915.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/gz-bamboo-grove.jpg
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/853234
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Pepper Orchard

Cassia wine to welcome the Lord's child.
Sweet pollia to give to the Beauty.

Nectar of pepper for libation at a jewelled mat.

About to descend, Lord of Clouds.
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Scarlet thorns catch one's clothes.

Sweet scent stays with transient guests.
Happily, they are good for spice-cooking.
Please bend down and pick a few.
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Wang Wei’s quatrain alludes to some ancient Chinese songs used
to invoke the appearance of the Gods. Several of these songs
were incliuded in the Juejie (“Nine Songs”) which were
anthologized in the collection called Chuci (“Songs of the
South,” or “Songs of Chu”). The following is from the first of
these songs (as translated by Hawkes and Liu, 1959, p 36):

Song to the Great Lord of the Eastern World

On a lucky day with an auspicious name.
Reverently we come to delight the Lord on High
We grasp the long sword’s haft of jade.

And our girdle pendants clash and chime

Jade weights fasten the god’s jewelled mat.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/pepper-orchard-pinyin.jpg

Now take the rich and fragrant flower offerings
The meats cooked in melilotus, served on orchid
mats,

And libations of cinnamon wine and pepper sauces!
Flourish the drumsticks and beat all the drums!

Many different plants are used as gifts and food for the Gods.
Cinnamomum cassia 1s Chinese cinnamon, the bark of which is
used as a spice. Pollia japonica is a Chinese flowering plant
that gives a strikingly beautiful (but inedible) iridescent
purple fruit. Sichuan peppers are used to add spice to Chinese
dishes. Melilotus or sweet clover is a herb with an aroma like
vanilla. The following illustration shows Pollia fruit on the
left and Sichuan peppers on the right.

Pei Di’s poem describes the pepper trees in the orchard
without making any allusions to the invocation of the Gods.
The thorns on the pepper tree are very prominent.

The following illustration shows a zun and a ding, ceremonial
bronze vessels from the Shang dynasty (second millennium BCE).
The zun is from the Metropolitan Museum in New York and the
ding from the Shanghai Museum:


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/pollia-and-sichuan-peppers-scaled.jpg

The following illustration shows (on the left) the Pepper Tree
Orchard from the scroll in the Freer Gallery. The neighbouring
orchard (on the right) contains Lacquer Trees (Toxicodendron
vernicifluum), the sap of which is used in the production of
lacquer. These trees are the subject of another pair of
quatrains in the Wangchuan Ji.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/zun-and-ding-scaled.jpg

Illusion and Reality

Ferguson (1927, pp 73-74) suggested that the Wangchuan estate
described in the poems and depicted on the scroll was more
imaginary than real:

The poem and the picture both represent Wang Ch’uan as a
place of splendor and magnificence, but this was the
product solely of poetical license .. Wang Wei could only
have had a very humble cottage in this secluded spot. If it
had been otherwise he would have attracted the attention of
the rapacious myrmidons of the court, and the place would
have been confiscated .. Wang Wei’s imagination .. clothed a
barren hillside with beautiful rare trees, with spacious
courtyards, with a broad stream upon which boats plied and
on whose bank stood a pretty fishing pavilion, with a deer
park, with storks and birds—all of the delights of eye and
ear were brought together in this one lovely spot by the
fancy of a brilliant genius. Life had been hard and severe
for him, but his spirit was untamed. It reveled in all of
the sensuous delights which it could spiritualize, even
though it had spurned them when they were thrust upon it.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/pepper-orchard-scaled.jpg

However, Ferguson probably exaggerated the simplicity of Wang
Wei'’s country home. Wagner (1981) claimed that it was far more
than a “humble cottage”

The villa had previously belonged to the Early T'ang poet
Sung Chih-wen (ca. 663-712), but was apparently unoccupied
for about thirty years between owners. When Wang Wei
acquired the estate he had it repaired, and he may have
personally supervised the design and reconstruction of its
various houses, pavilions, gardens, and parks. Paintings
and poems depict the estate as a large piece of property
with elaborate residential buildings and landscape
architecture: it was by no means a simple rustic hut hidden
in the woods.

Nevertheless, the scenes that Wang Wei and Pei Di described in
the poems owe as much to poetic imagination as to reality. In
this regard, we must wonder how the poems relate to Buddhism.
The Buddhist idea of the perceived world is that it 1is
illusion (maya). What then is the imagined world? Does the
imagination exaggerate our illusions, or does it provide
insight into what might be the true reality beneath them?
Wagner (1981, p 140) remarks:

Wang Weli aspires to transcendence of the particular, and of
the visual physical world, at the same time that he is
attached to the sensual delights which he so sensitively
perceives in that world. Through visual imagery he achieves
metaphoric representation of that realm which cannot be
seen, a realm which transcends the material world, the
perceiving senses, the definitions of language, and the
discerning consciousness. Wang Wei’s vision, then, moves
through the world of concrete natural objects to attain a
glimpse of “distant emptiness.”

Epilogue

We can conclude this brief discussion of Wang Wei’s poetry



with another poem wherein he describes a trip to the Zhongnan
(“far south”) Mountain near his Wangchuan Villa (translation
by Rouzer, 2020, Volume I, p. 79):
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My villa at Mt. Zhongnan

In middle age 1 grow rather fond of the Way;

My late home is in a corner of Mt. Zhongnan.

When the mood comes, 1 always go out alone;

I myself know, emptily, of these splendid things.
[ walk to where the waters begin,

I sit and watch when the clouds arise.
By chance [ meet an old man of the woods;

We chat and laugh., no time we have to go home.

The Cleveland Museum of Art possesses a beautiful fan created
in about 1256. On one side 1is calligraphy by Emperor Lizong

(1205-1264) presenting the 5™ and 6™ lines of Wang Wei’s poem.
On the other side is a painting by Ma Lin (~1180-1260) showing
A Scholar Reclining and Watching Rising Clouds. The
illustration at the beginning of this essay is a high-contrast
rendition of the Ma Lin painting.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/zhongnan.jpg
https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1961.421
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Stephen Owen relates the description of the rising clouds to
another Wang Wei poem (Floating on the Han River) which
contains the lines

uu,fi‘li’,% The river flows out beyond Heaven and Earth
U.I@,ﬁ % EF' The mountain's color between Being and Nonbeing

what this describes is a mountain in a mist in that
peculiar way in which you can just barely see a color space
in the mist, and you think there’s a mountain there, but in
the Buddhist sense of the illusions of the world, you have
this huge thing, this mountain and all of a sudden, its
presence, its very existence, sort of half fades in and
out. It’s between being there and not being there.

The lines describe the ideas of you (o,
being/possession/existence) and wu ([J, simplified [J, nonbeing,
nothingness). A central idea in Chan Buddhism is sunyata: the
meditative practice of emptying oneself of being to become one
with the universe.
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Short Day with Sound

As I stated in my pre-Christmas post about On this Short Day
of Frost and Sun, I have made a copy of the file with embedded
sounds. For each of the poems, there is a recitation, often by
the author of the poem. While inserting the soundfiles, I also
corrected a few typographical errors in the original pdf.

The resultant pdf file is very large — 588 MB. Because of 1its
size it is only available on my google drive:

On this Short Day of Frost and Sun Text and Sound version 1.0

I have not been able to download the file on my phone, and I
think that it would too complicated to operate on a phone or a
simple tablet. It should be downloaded onto a computer. Your
browser may complain that the file is too large to check for
viruses, but that you can “download anyway.” There are no
viruses in the file.


https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/bitstream/handle/2123/27832/0000000608506855_a_r.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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Once you have downloaded the file to your computer, it should
be opened using Adobe Acrobat Reader (free to download.) If
the file is opened in other pdf-reading programs, the file
will either be rejected as too large, or the sound files won't
work. For example, Google may automatically try to read the
file using its Google-Doc programs but this will not work.

In order to listen to the embedded sound files, you must set
up the Adobe Reader to play multimedia files. To do this
follow these steps:

Edit > Preferences (bottom) > Multimedia & 3D (in menu)> tick
box for Enable Playing of Multimedia & 3D content (topmost
box) .

Like its soundless cousin, the file is best viewed using a
full-screen two-page viewing mode. To set this up in Adobe
follow these steps:

View > Page Display > Two Page View

This 1s a screen-shot of what it looks like when it works.
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Antisemitism

Hatred is directed anger. Though we can claim metaphorically
to hate

unconscious objects or abstractions, hatred is typically
directed at another person or persons. Hatred is evoked by
suffering that we perceive they caused. Since it leads to
actions against these persons, hatred can also be described as
“ill

will.”

Emotions can overwhelm reason. Passion is not logical. We
often hate

without any justification. Hatred must then be maintained by
fictions that describe the evil nature of those we hate.

Antisemitism is the most enduring and most unjustified of
human hatreds.

The ill will suffered by the Jewish people has lasted for
thousands of years, and has led to countless crimes, the most
terrible of which was the Holocaust wherein 6 million Jews
were put to death by the Nazi Government of Germany (Bauer,
2001; Marrus, 1987). ;

Antisemitism has been inspired by many fictions. This posting
considers the unfortunate power of some of the stories that
paved the way to the Holocaust.

Some Simple Psychology

Anger arises when we experience suffering, especially when we
believe it


https://creatureandcreator.ca/?p=2793

to be unwarranted, and when we are thwarted from achieving
what we desire,

especially when we believe that we entitled to it. Anger seeks
to attack these causes: to hit out at those who strike us; to
break those who obstruct us.

We tend to think of events as caused by persons. Even when
forces of

nature act against us we may attribute them to a divinity or a
devil, or to

those who worship them. Only in that way can anger find a
target for its

release.

Sometimes the causes of our anger are too complicated to
understand or too powerful to fight against. In these cases,
we may vent our anger elsewhere and attack other human beings,
while inventing plausible (though fictional) reasons for so
doing.

.every instance of suffering, every feeling of displeasure, by
whomsoever and in whatsoever way it may have been caused,
whether it arises from the guilt or from the lawful activity
of another person, or through the sufferer’s own fault, or
without any fault, or even without any human influence, tends
to transform itself into a feeling of enmity, to direct itself
against fellow-humans and if possible to express itself
against them. (Bernstein, 1951, p 85)

As we were growing up during childhood, we realized — at about
the age

of three — that we can exert some control over our
environment. We therefore created a self as the agent of this
control. At about the same time we realized that the world
contains other agents. These could either help us or hinder
us. We became comfortable with those that helped and learned
to cooperate with them. We feared the others.



The group appears to be a curious form of extension of the
individual. It seems as if under the influence of the
necessities of human communal life, human beings who need love
and produce hate combine into new, collective and collectively
selfish individualities of a higher order; directing their
love inwards, their hate outward, their social instincts
towards the insider, their anti-social tendencies toward the
outsider. (Bernstein, 1951, p 109-110)

Those who cooperated in groups came to have similar desires
and modes of

behavior. They followed the same rules and sought the same
goals. Those who

were different became isolated. These “others” challenge our
group-identification (Chanes, 2004, p 3). In our search for
where to vent our anger, we often light upon those that are
different from us. Especially if these people are small in
number and not inclined to violence.

While for normal group enmity a certain regularity in the
mutual expression of enmity is characteristic, the antagonism
between a powerful majority and a powerless minority 1is
characterised by a onesidedness of hostile actions which 1is
fatal for the minority. For the latter is exposed to continual
attacks and must confine itself to laborious attempts to
maintain its existence, without a chance to resist actively to
any extent; even its passive means of defense are totally
inadequate and its existence often has to rely on nothing but
periodical flight from place to place. This onesided relation
of

permanent attack and failing defense is called persecution.
Weak minority

groups are usually persecuted more or less emphatically.
(Bernstein, 1951, p 224)

The actual psychological mechanisms that lead to antisemitism
are not



really understood. Some believe that there are personality-
types that are more easily convinced to vent their hatred on
minorities. The role of authority and power is undoubtedly a
factor (Morse & Allport, 1952; Milgram, 1974). Those who seek
power or wish to maintain it gain great support by fomenting
hatred. Propaganda — invented stories — have a tremendous
power. For some reason the more incredible the story the more
easily it is believed (Baum, 2012). Dehumanization of the
victims serves to attenuate our inherent tendency to help our
fellows. (Bandura et al., 1975)

For millennia the Jewish people have allowed us to vent our
hatred. For
millennia we have invented reasons for our violence.

The hostility toward a minority exacerbates the feelings that
initially triggered. When persecuted, a minority does not fare
well in society and often comes to appear even more deserving
of denigration and oppression (Beller, 2007, p 5).

Antisemitism is not caused by the Jews but by the inadequacy
of those who need to hate them.

~two psychological characteristics are present in the
individual antisemite: excessive hostility and the need (and a
capacity) to project one’s aggression on other groups. Persons
who have these traits generally suffer from feelings of
inadequacy and from the feeling that their own personal
borders, psychologically speaking, are easily invaded by
others (Chanes, 2004, p 7)

We can perhaps conclude this section with two epigrams from
Jean-Paul Sartre (1948):

If the Jew did not exist, the anti-Semite would invent him (p
13)
Antisemitism is not a Jewish problem: it is our problem. (p



152)
The People of the Covenant

The Jews consider themselves God’s chosen people. In the
Hebrew

scripture Yahweh made a covenant with Abraham, and then
renewed the covenant with Jacob and with Moses. The Jews were
to worship Yahweh as the one true God and to follow his
commandments. The Jews would then serve as an example for the
rest of humanity

I the Lord have called thee in righteousness, and will hold
thine hand, and will keep thee, and give thee for a covenant
of the people, for a light of the Gentiles (Isaiah

42:6).

In return, the Jews would be considered special

For thou art an holy people unto the Lord

thy God, and the Lord hath chosen thee to be a peculiar people
unto

himself, above all the nations that are upon the earth.
(Deuteronomy 14:2)

And were promised as their home the land containing what 1is
now the country of Israel

In the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying,
Unto thy seed have I given this land, from the river of Egypt
unto the great river, the river Euphrates (Genesis 15:18)
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God’s covenant with the Jews was based on their keeping the
commandments that he revealed to Moses. Rembrandt’s 1659
painting Moses with the Tablets of the Law shows Moses holding
aloft the stone tablets on which the Ten Commandments had been
written. These were engraved on two separate stones (Exodus
31:18, 32:15). In the painting, only the second tablet 1is

completely visible giving the 6™ to 10" commandments (Exodus
20:13-17). These begin with: “Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt
not commit adultery. Thou shalt not steal:” (Hebrew
illustrated on the right).



No one 1is sure what moment in the story of the tablets
Rembrandt is representing. Is it when he first displays these
to the Hebrews? or when he is about to shatter them on the
ground because the Hebrews had been worshipping the Golden
Calf while he had been on Mount Sinai with God (Exodus 32:19)7
or is it when he returns to God and brings a second set of




tablets back to the chastised Hebrews (Exodus 34:1). Moses'’
face is shining with revelation rather than angry. Perhaps,
Rembrandt has painted the moment when Moses first displays the
commandments.

No group of people is perfect. However, the Jews have
contributed more than their share to the human endeavor — in
philosophy, science, medicine, politics, art, music,
literature. And for the most part the, laws that they accepted
as part of their covenant with God have served them well. They
are indeed an example to other people.

So why were and are they so often reviled? It is unlikely a
reaction to their chutzpah in claiming to be God’'s chosen. In
the Middle Ages this was called the Insolentia Judaeorum. Yet
every one of the world’s many religions claims to be just as
special.

One defining aspect of the Jewish religion is that it 1is
monotheistic. The first commandments state that a Jew must
obey Jehovah and not even pay lip-service to any other god or
idol:

I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.

Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any
likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in
the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.
Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them
(Exodus 20:2-5).

The Jewish religion thus combines the worship of one god with
strict obedience to his commandments. As Prager and Telushkin
(2003) have suggested, this ethical monotheism may have
offended those who followed other gods. Jews refused to follow
the proverbial injunction that when in Rome do as the Romans
do. For example, the outburst of violence against the Jews in



Alexandria in 38 CE (then part of the Roman Empire) was
triggered by their refusal to place statues of the Emperor
Caligula in their temples (Goldstein, 2012).

One should respect the beliefs of others. However, respect
does not mean obeying rules that go against one’s own moral
principles. The Jewish people’s refusal to acknowledge or
worship other gods has continued to the present. In particular
Jews do not recognize the divinity of Jesus Christ.

In addition to the Ten Commandments, Yahweh’s covenant with
the Jewish people involved numerous other rules of behavior.
These included strict stipulations about the types of food
that they might eat and the methods in which this food should
be prepared. Over the ages observant Jews have thus been
unable to share meals with those of other faiths. And although
some of the ancient Jewish philosophers — Hillel and
Maimonides for example — were open to ideas beyond the
Covenant, strict Judaism limited itself to the study of the
Torah and its interpretations.

The Covenant with Yahweh thus isolated the Jewish people from
the rest of humanity. They could not share the beliefs, the
food or the thoughts of others. They antagonized others by
their claim to be the chosen people.

So we have the idea that antisemitism is in part caused by the
very character of the Jewish religion. This would explain why
the Jews have been reviled by so many different people in so
many different countries. The following was written Bernard
Lazare in 1894. He was a Jewish polemicist who wrote the first
defense of Captain Alfred Dreyfus. Yet even he thought that
the Jews were partly to blame for antisemitism.

Inasmuch as the enemies of the Jews belonged to divers
races; as they dwelled far apart from one another, were
ruled by different laws and governed by opposite principles;
as they had not the same customs and differed in spirit from



one another, so that they could not possibly judge alike of
any subject, it must needs be that the general causes of
antisemitism have always resided in Israel itself, and not
in those who antagonized it... Which virtues or which vices
have earned for the Jew this universal enmity? Why was he
ill-treated and hated alike and in turn by the Alexandrians
and the Romans, by the Persians and the Arabs, by the Turks
and the Christian nations? Because, everywhere up to our own
days the Jew was an unsociable being. (Lazare, 1894/1903, pp
8-9)

This seems so reasonable. Yet it is false. It does not explain
the cause of antisemitism. It is just an excuse. It blames the
victim for the crime.

The Crucifixion of Christ

In the early decades of the Common Era, Jesus, a Jewish
teacher from Nazareth, brought new insight to the
interpretation of Jewish law. He simplified the commandments
by expressing them as the need to love the Lord and to love
one’s neighbor as oneself. He criticized the rigid adherence
to the Sabbath, and the commercialization of the Temple. He
proclaimed the idea of a Kingdom of Heaven. Many of the more
observant Jews were disconcerted by his teachings. The Romans
were upset that he was proposing a new kingdom. Jesus was
arraigned before Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea,
condemned and crucified.

A few days after his death and burial, the tomb of Jesus was
found empty. Many of his followers claimed that they
afterwards saw him in person. They therefore believed that he
had been resurrected. They continued to meet and discuss his
teachings. They were either tolerated by other Jews or
condemned as heretics.

A learned Jew named Saul was one of those that persecuted the
followers of Jesus. However, on the road to Damascus he had a



vision of Jesus that completely altered his thinking. He
changed his name to Paul, and began to provide an over-arching
theory about the death and resurrection of Jesus. His main
ideas were that Jesus was the Son of God, the Messiah
prophesied in the scriptures, that he died to release us from
our sins, and that we shall all be saved from death by having
faith in Jesus called Christ (the “anointed”).

For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also
received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the
scriptures;

And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day
according to the scriptures (I Corinthians 15:3-4)

Paul’s major teaching was that one could never attain
salvation by following the Mosaic laws. No one is perfect.
Everyone breaks the law. However, Christ offers salvation if
we repent our sins and have faith in him.

Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law,
but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in
Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of
Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of
the law shall no flesh be justified. (Galatians 2:16).

Paul’s letters describing these ideas are the earliest of the
Christian scriptures. Written in the years 50-60 CE these
predate by 20 to 50 years the four gospels, which describe the
life and teachings of Jesus.

The followers of Jesus in the 1°* Century CE differed in their
opinion about his relationship to the Jews. Some thought that
the message of Jesus was for the Jews; others that it was for
both Jews and Gentiles. Most of Paul'’s teaching was directed
to the Gentiles. In some of his letters he laments the
inability of many of his Jewish colleagues to understand God'’s
new covenant.



For ye, brethren, became followers of the churches of God
which in Judaea are in Christ Jesus: for ye also have
suffered like things of your own countrymen, even as they
have of the Jews:

Who both killed the Lord Jesus, and their own prophets, and
have persecuted us; and they please not God, and are
contrary to all men:

Forbidding us to speak to the Gentiles that they might be
saved, to fill up their sins alway: for the wrath is come
upon them to the uttermost.

(I Thessalonians 2:14-16)

Some of the gospels continued this criticism of the Jews
(Crossan, 1995). This is perhaps most evident in the gospel of
Matthew. He describes how the Jews forced Pilate to crucify
Jesus, and willingly accepted the responsibility for his
death:

When Pilate saw that he could prevail nothing, but that
rather a tumult was made, he took water, and washed his
hands before the multitude, saying, I am innocent of the
blood of this just person: see ye to it.

Then answered all the people, and said, His blood be on us,
and on our

children. (Matthew 27: 24-25)

The major event in Jewish history of the 1°' Century CE was the
Great Revolt of the Jews against Roman rule. This began in 66
CE and culminated in the Destruction of the Second Temple in
70 CE. The illustration below shows a representation in the
Arch of Titus of the Romans carrying the spoils from the
temple. Among the spoils is the great Menorah that once gave
light to the Tabernacle.



At this time many Jews fled their homeland and settled 1in
other countries. The Jewish people have been exiled at many
times in its history — the Assyrian conquest (733 BCE), the
Babylonian captivity (597 BCE), the Great Revolt (70 CE), the
later Bar Kokhba Rebellion (132 CE). Though some Jews remained
in Israel, most lived in the Diaspora (“scattering”) - far
from the land that from the days of Moses they had considered
their God-given home.

The Destruction of the Temple seemed to many Christians a
divine response to the action of the Jews in crucifying their
Lord. Though the Romans crucified Jesus, some of the early
Christians considered the Jews responsible. The Jews were thus
guilty of deicide and should be reviled and cast out from
Christian society. Even if they were not guilty, they should
be chastised for not recognizing the salvation offered by
Christ — for staying with the old dispensation rather than
following the new.

These ideas have long permeated the thinking of the Christian
Church. Many of the cathedrals illustrate these concepts by
contrasting sculptures of Ecclesia and Synagoga. The statues
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on the south portail of the Cathedral of Notre Dame in

Strasbourg from the 13" Century CE are particularly
impressive. Legend has it that these were created by a female
sculptor Sabina von Steinbach, though there is no real
evidence for this. Ecclesia with her crown, holds in her hands
the cross and the chalice. She looks with pity on Synagoga,
who is blindfolded and cannot see the truth. She holds in her
hands the tablets of the law and the lance that the centurion
used to bring the crucifixion to an end. The lance was
shattered by the resurrection.

The following illustration shows the complete portail.
Ecclesia and Synagoga are on the left and right sides. In the
center sits Solomon in judgement between the old covenant and
the new. Above him is Christ, Salvator Mundi (savior of the
world). The carvings in the tympanums represent the dormition,
assumption and coronation of the Virgin Mary.
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The statues of Ecclesia and Synagoga are impressive examples
of gothic art. Though superficially beautiful, they obscure
rather than convey the truth. The feelings against the Jews
that they evoke are a complete betrayal of Jesus, a Jew who
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taught in the synagogues of Palestine.

One might have hoped that the antisemitism of the Christian
Church would have been excised by the Reformation. But this
was not to be. Martin Luther was virulently antisemitic. In
his The Jews and Their Lies (1543, pp 39-42) he advises
Christians to burn their synagogues of the Jews, their houses,
and their books, prohibit their Rabbis from teaching, not
allow them to travel on the highways, and prohibit them from
lending money. Luther was a harbinger of Kristallnacht.

Wild Accusations

During the Middle Ages people could not understand why life
was so often brutal. An easy way to explain the various
disasters was to attribute them to the Jews. If the Jews could
kill God, there was no telling what other crimes they were
capable of.

On Good Friday in 1144 the body of a child called William was
discovered in the woods near Norwich in England. The Jews were
accused of murdering the child. No credible evidence was ever
found. However, a monk who had just converted from Judaism to
Christianity claimed that the Jews had decided to sacrifice a
Christian child to re-enact the death of Christ. Several Jews
were slaughtered. William was declared a martyr. Pilgrims
flocked to his tomb. Miracles occurred.

William of Norwich was the first documented case of Jews being
accused of ritual murder. As the years went by similar
accusations arose in multiple different regions of Europe
(Goldstein, 2012). Many of these cases included the idea that
the Jews used the blood of their victims to make the
unleavened bread used in the celebration of Passover. This
particular accusation was called the “blood libel.” It makes
no sense. Kosher regulations require that observant Jews never
eat food contaminated with blood. Jews go to great lengths to
remove blood from meat before it can be eaten.



The Christian Bible contains the Hebrew scriptures in what it
calls the 0ld Testament. Some of these writings described how
the blood of sacrificed animals played an important role in
the ceremonies of the ancient Hebrews, e.g.

And he shall kill the bullock before the Lord: and the
priests, Aaron’s sons, shall bring the blood, and sprinkle
the blood round about upon the altar that is by the door of
the tabernacle of the congregation. (Leviticus 1:5).

Other ancient Hebrew writings are even more disconcerting. One
of the foundational stories of Judaism is the Akedah
(“binding”), wherein the Patriarch Abraham, at the request of
Jehovah, takes his son Isaac to Mount Moriah to sacrifice him
(Genesis 22). Although an angel stays Abraham’s hand at the
last moment, this fails to attenuate the story’s horror. The
illustration below shows Rembrandt’s 1655 etching.
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The 0ld Testament contains other stories wherein children were
sacrificed. To defeat the Ammonites, Jephthah promised the
Lord that he would sacrifice whatever came out of his house
when he returned from battle. Jehovah gave the victory to the
Israelites. When Jephthah returned home, his daughter came to
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greet him, dancing and playing the tambourine (Judges 11).

There is also a suggestion that King Manasseh sacrificed his
son — the wording is “he made his son pass through the fire”
(2 Kings 21:6). These events and the idea that the terrible
place near Jerusalem called Gehenna or Tophet was actually a
site of human sacrifice are discussed at 1length by
Stavrakopoulou (2004). The practice was banned by Yahweh
speaking through his prophet Jeremiah:

And they have built the high places of Tophet, which is in
the valley of the son of Hinnom, to burn their sons and
their daughters in the fire; which I commanded them not;
neither came it into my heart. (Jeremiah 7:31).

One can perhaps imagine how such stories from the 0ld
Testament might have allowed credulous people to accept the
idea that the Jews might sacrifice Christian children and use
their blood for their ceremonies. When one’s faith requires a
belief in miracles, wild rumors are not easily contradicted.

The main sacrament of the Christian Church is the Eucharist,
wherein the congregation partakes of bread and wine that have
been especially blessed. According to the church, these had
been miraculously “transubstantiated” to the body of Jesus,
who was sacrificed to save the world. The sacramental bread is
called the host (from the Latin hostia for sacrificial
victim). In many places and at many times the Jews were
accused of “desecrating” the host. The following illustration
shows a 1469 sequence of paintings by Paolo Uccello that tell
the story of the Miracle of the Desecrated Host. Both the full
sequence and the particular panels illustrating the second and
fifth episodes are shown. The paintings were on the predella
to the altar in the Corpus Domin church in Urbino. The retable
painting above the predella by Justus van Gent presented the
Institution of the Eucharist.



The six episodes in the predella show

1. a woman sells a portion of the consecrated host to a
Jewish merchant

2. when the Jew tries to burn the host, it starts to bleed,
alerting the city guards

3. a holy procession is needed to re-consecrate the host

4. the woman 1is burned at the stake; she repents and an
angel descends from heaven to save her

5. the Jew and his family are burned at the stake; no angel
intervenes

6. two angels and two devils argue over the woman’s body

As the Black Death (Bubonic Plague) spread across Europe in

the 14 Century, Jews were accused of poisoning wells and
spreading the disease. Many Jews were condemned to death by
fire fort these crimes. No one noticed that Jews died from the
pandemic just as frequently as their Christian neighbors. Nor
that burning Jews at the stake had no effect on the spread of
the disease. A half century later, Jacob von Kdnigshofen wrote
a critical history of these times. The following is his
description of the massacre of the Jews in Strasbourg at the
height of the Black Death in 1349:

In the matter of this plague the Jews throughout the world
were reviled and accused in all lands of having caused it
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through the poison which they are said to have put into the
water and the wells — that is what they were accused of -
and for this reason the Jews were burnt all the way from the
Mediterranean into Germany, but not in Avignon, for the pope
protected them there. On Saturday-that was St. Valentine's
Day, they burnt the Jews on a wooden platform in their
cemetery. There were about two thousand people of them.
Those who wanted to baptize themselves were spared. Many
small children were taken out of the fire and baptized
against the will of their fathers and mothers. And
everything that was owed to the Jews was cancelled, and the
Jews had to surrender all pledges and notes that they had
taken for debts. The council, however, took the direct cash
that the Jews possessed and divided it among the working men
proportionately. The money was indeed the thing that killed
the Jews. If they had been poor and if the feudal lords had
not been in debt to them, they would not have been burnt.
After this wealth was divided among the artisans some gave
their share to the Cathedral or to the Church on the advice
of their confessors. Thus were the Jews burnt at Strasbourg.
(quoted in Marcus, 1938, p.47)

Forces other than the plague were at play. Debt caused as much
suffering as disease. As the historian notes, “The money was
indeed the thing that killed the Jews.”

Usury

The 0ld Testament contains several injunctions against usury.
Originally “usury” was simply any interest charged on loans.
The meaning of the term has changed as the relations between
religion and commerce have developed. At present, usury is
generally limited to exorbitant interest.

In one of the earliest mentions of usury in the Hebrew
Scriptures, the Jewish people are forbidden to charge interest
on loans to fellow-Jews although they may so charge strangers:



Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury; but unto thy
brother thou shalt not lend upon usury (Deuteronomy 23:20).

In the New Testament usury is only occasionally considered:

But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for
nothing
again (Luke 6:35).

Nevertheless, the Christian Church decided early in its
history that usury was a sin (Moehlman, 1934). In the council
of Nicaea of 327 CE it forbade clergy to collect interest on
any debts. In the Third Lateran Council of 1179, it decreed

Since in almost every place the crime of usury has become so
prevalent that many persons give up all other business and
become usurers, as if it were permitted, regarding not its
prohibition in both testaments, we ordain that manifest
usurers shall not be admitted to communion, nor, if they die
in their sin, receive Christian burial, and that no priest
shall accept their alms. (Moehlman, 1934, pp 6-7)

Thus for most of the middle ages it was difficult for people
in business to obtain financial support for their enterprises.
Jewish merchants, untrammeled by Christian prohibitions,
unable to own land, and often prevented from practicing trades
because of exclusively Christian guilds, gradually assume the
responsibility for lending money in return for interest
(Foxman, 2010). Some kings and princes found the linguistic
abilities and financial connections of the Jews appealing and
appointed them to their courts. However, most Jews remained
poor and unrecognized — traders, shopkeepers, pawnbrokers and
minor moneylenders.

In later years the Catholic Church found itself in need of
capital to build its churches, and revised its doctrine on
usury, founding its own lending organizations called Mounts of
Piety (Monte de Pieta). The oldest bank in the world, the
Banca Monte dei Paschi di Siena, derives from one of these



lenders. After the Reformation, Protestants re-interpreted the
scriptures and established their own investment banks.

Jewish lenders prospered and some of our current banks have
Jewish roots, the Rothschild banks and Goldman-Sachs being two
of the biggest. However, almost all of the world’s largest
banks were actually founded by Gentiles. The idea that the
Jews control international banking is ludicrous. Why one
should only consider the religion of a banker when he 1is
Jewish 1is invidious (Foxman, 2010). One never mentions the
Roman Catholic origins of the Bank of America or the
Presbyterian origins of Wells Fargo. Yet Jewish bankers have
long been game for hateful cartoons. The depiction of “King
Rothschild” by Charles Lucien Léandre shown on the right is
from the cover of Le Rire, April 16, 1898. Above Rothschild is
the Golden Calf that was worshipped by the the idea of
Mammon, the idol of wealth condemned in the New Testament:

No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the
one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one,
and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.
(Matthew 6:24).

The myth of Jewish greed has become a mainstay of antisemitic
thought. Richard Wagner (1850) cannot get away from it even
though he is supposed to be writing about music.
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According to the present constitution of this world, the Jew
in truth is already more than emancipate: he rules, and will
rule, so long as Money remains the power before which all
our doings and our dealings lose their force.

Even Jewish writers have been convinced of the myth

Thus, by himself and by those around him; by his own laws
and by those imposed upon him; by his artificial nature and
circumstances, the Jew was directed to gold. He was prepared
to be changer, lender, usurer, one who strives after the
metal, first for the pleasures it could afford and then
afterwards for the sole happiness of possessing it; one who
greedily seizes gold and avariciously immobilizes 1it.
(Lazare, 1903, p 110).

The Pale of Settlement

As the Middle Ages progressed, the Jews were expelled from
many European countries: England, 1290; France, 1306; Hungary,
1349; Austria, 1421; Spain, 1492; Portugal, 1497 (Baum 2012,
p. 18). Other countries required that the Jews live apart from
Christians in regions that came to be known as ghettos, from
the Venetian dialect word for “foundry” located near where the
first ghetto was established in Venice in 1516. Other ghettos
were later set up throughout Italy, and then in Germany and in
Poland (Goldstein, 2012, p 130)

Many of the expelled Jews moved to Eastern Europe. They
settled in the

regions that now form the countries of Poland, Lithuania,
Belarus, and Ukraine. Much of this area was then part of the
Kingdom of Poland. Polish nobles welcomed the new immigrants.
Many Jews were used as tax-collectors. This did sit well with
some of the Eastern Orthodox Slavic people who chafed under
the control of Catholic Poland. In 1648, the Cossacks 1in
Ukraine rebelled under the leadership of Bohdan Khmelnytsky.
During this war, tens of thousands of Poles and Jews were



massacred (Bacon 2003). The Eastern Orthodox Church was every
bit as antisemitic as the Roman Catholic Church. Ukraine
became independent of Poland and soon became part of the
Russian Empire. Later Poland itself would be partitioned
between Prussia, Austria and Russia and cease to exist as an
independent kingdom.

The “Pale of Settlement” was set
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i Iti up in 1791 by Catherine the
124 Great. This was an area 1in the
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Western regions of the Russian
Empire wherein Jews were allowed
to live. The term “pale” refers
to the stakes that delineated
the area

— the word was originally used
to describe an area in Ireland
under the control of the English
crown. Over the years many of
the Jews in central Russia were exiled to the Pale of
Settlement. As shown in the map (adapted from Wikipedia,
originally created by Thomas Gun) the Jewish percentage of the
population in these regions was significant. Around 1900, the
Jews in the Pale of Settlement numbered almost 5 million
(about half the total number of Jews in the world), and formed
about 10% of the general population of the area.
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The ghettos and the Pale of Settlement separated the Jews from
their neighbors. Their resultant isolation of the Jews
increased their “unlikeness” or “otherness.” By closing them
off in localized areas beyond the reach of normal civil
authorities, it also made them more susceptible to random
violence.

In 1881, Tsar Alexander II was assassinated in St. Petersburg
by a group
of revolutionaries. The group Narodnaya Volya (“People’s
Will”) was
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composed of Russian-born anarchists, but one young woman was
Jewish. The new Tsar Alexander III believed that the Jews were
behind the assassination and unleashed a series of pogroms in
the Pale of Settlement to avenge his father’s death.

The word “pogrom” derives from a Russian word for storm or
devastation. Christians in a community were encouraged to
murder their Jewish neighbors - killers of Christ and
assassins of the Emperor. The police were ordered not to
intervene. These pogroms continued into for several years.
Thousands of Jews were killed.

The pogroms returned in 1903-1906 during the reign of Tsar
Nicholas II. These appear to have been instigated by members
of the Tsar’s secret police. One political rationale for these
actions against the Jews was to rally the Russian people
around the Tsar and against all those that were promoting the
modernization of Russia.

The first pogrom of the 20™ Century began in Kishinev, Moldava
(then known as Bessarabia), on Easter Sunday in 1903. A child
had been found murdered, and city leaders accused the Jews of
his murder. Patriotism, blood 1libel and deicide worked
together to create a rampaging and murderous mob (Penkower,
2004). The following is an illustration from the French
Journal L’Assiette de Beurre of April, 1903, depicting the
aftermath of the Easter pogrom.



SOIR DE PAQUES

The novel The Lazarus Project by Aleksander Hemon (2008),
which tells the story of a survivor of the Kishinev pogrom who
immigrated to the United States, provides a vivid description
of the violence and its far-reaching consequents. The epic
poem City of the Killings written in 1903 by the Jewish poet
Chaim Bialik to commemorate the massacre begins:

Rise and go to the town of the killings and you’'ll come to
the yards

and with your eyes and your own hand feel the fence

and on the trees and on the stones and plaster of the walls
the congealed blood and hardened brains of the dead.

The Protocols

At about this time there appeared the first traces of The
Protocols of the Elders of Zion (Nilus, 1906/1922). This
document purported to be the secret plans of Jewish Leaders to
take over the world. The protocols describe how these elders
will sow dissension and confusion amidst the goyim and
ultimately step in to rule:
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In order to put public opinion into our hands we must bring
it into a state of bewilderment by giving expression from
all sides to so many contradictory opinions and for such
length of time as will suffice to make the goyim lose their
heads in the labyrinth and come to see that the best thing
is to have no opinion of any kind in matters political,
which it is not given to the public to understand because
they are understood only by him who guides the public. This
is the first secret.

The second secret requisite for the success of our
government is comprised in the following; To multiply to
such an extent national railings, habits, passions,
conditions of civil life, that it will be impossible for
anyone to know where he is in the resulting chaos, so that
the people in consequence will fail to understand one
another. This measure will also serve us in another way,
namely, to sow discord in all parties, to dislocate all
collective forces which are still unwilling to submit to us,
and to discourage any kind of personal initiative which
might in any degree hinder our affair. There is nothing more
dangerous than personal initiative; if it has genius behind
it, such initiative can do more than can be done by millions
of people among whom we have sown discord. We most so direct
the education of the goyim communities that whenever they
come upon a matter requiring initiative they may drop their
hands in despairing impotence. The strain which results from
freedom of action saps the forces when it meets with the
freedom of another. From this collision arise grave moral
shocks, disenchantment, failures. By all these means we
shall so wear down the goyim that they will be compelled to
offer us international power of a nature that by its
position will enable us without any violence gradually to
absorb all the State forces of the world and to form a
Super-Government. (Protocol 5)

The reader easily recognizes the confusions of the modern
world. OQur



natural paranoia quickly attributes this to outside agents
rather than to the

simple complexity of political forces. Human beings have long
imagined that our lives are controlled by secret societies
such as the Templars, the

Rosicrucians, the Jesuits, the Illuminati, the Masons, and the
New World Order (Eco, 1994, pp 132-139). The Protocols of the
Elders of Zion identified these clandestine agents as the
Jews.

The protocols are a complete fiction (Eisner, 2005;
Hagemeister, 2008). They were largely plagiarized from a
satire against the French Emperor Napoleon II written by
Maurice Joly in 1864 entitled The Dialogue in Hell between
Machiavelli and Montesquieu (Graves, 1921). The most widely
accepted story is that a Russian exile living in France,
Mathieu Golovinski, adapted Joly'’s satire into an antisemitic
tract at the instigation of the Tsar’s secret police, who
wished to impugn the forces of modernization in Russia, and to
whip up hatred of the Jews as a distraction from the
government’s problems.

Despite being proven a fiction, the Protocols have been
republished over and over again. The illustration at the right
shows the cover of a French Version published in 1934. The


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/peril-juif-1934-xb-scaled.jpg

design is loosely based on Léandre’s 1898 cartoon depiction of
Rothschild. The cover artist goes by the alias ‘Christian

Goy.” In the 20™ Century the Protocols are widely published in
Muslim countries, where they serve to foster animus against
Israel. Why do people still believe that this tract represents
the truth? It is easier to believe in a simple fiction than in
complex facts. The confusion of the modern world is caused by
the interactions of many different political

forces. It is simpler to believe it 1is caused by the Jews than
to try to understand the real causes.

Rootless Cosmopolitans

During the 18" and 19" Century nationalism became one of the
main forces in European politics. As the Age of Enlightenment
and the Age of Revolution undermined the legitimacy of
divinely ordained dynasties, the people developed the idea of
a nation — a community conceived or “imagined” in three ways:
shared culture, limited geographic extent, and governance by
the people (Anderson, 2016). Inherent in the concept of a
nation was the idea that all its citizens should have equal
rights. Nationalism gained its greatest impetus from the

revolutions in the United States and France in the 18”‘century,
and from the later Revolutions of 1848 in Europe.

According to the ideals of nationalism, no one should be
discriminated against on the basis of their religion. As part
of this movement Jewish citizens began therefore to be
accepted as equal participants in the new nations (Mendes-
Flohr, 1996; Barnavi, 2003, pp 158-9). This emancipation
occurred slowly: France in 1791; Prussia in 1812; Belgium in
1830; the Netherlands in 1834 the United Kingdom in 1858;
Austria 1867; the United States in 1877 (reviewed 1in
Wikipedia).

Although nationalism wants all its citizens, regardless of
their beliefs or background to be equal, it would prefer them
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to be homogeneous, all believing in the same national ideals.
Yet no nation is homogeneous. The success of a nation depends
on how it comes together despite its differences.

As nationalism progressed, suspicions about the Jewish people
remained. This worry was presaged by the Conte de
Clermont-Tonnere in a speech to France’s new National Assembly
in 1789. He initially proposed the principle “that the
profession, or manner of worship of a man, can never be
motives for depriving him of the Rights of Election.” He then
listed some of the arguments against giving citizenship to the
Jews and declared them invalid:

It is here I am at tacked by the adversaries of the Jews.
That people, say they, are unsociable; usury is enjoined
them; they cannot be united with us, either by marriage, or
habitual intercourse; they are forbidden our meats, and
interdicted our tables. Our armies will never be recruited
by Jews; they will never take up arms for the defense of
their country. The weightiest of these reproaches is unjust,
the others are but specious.

However, he then recognized that Jews may have commitments
outside of the nation in which they would be granted full
citizenship. They have religious and financial ties to
colleagues in other nations. They may wish to be governed by
their own laws and judged according to their scriptures. They
could thus be a nation within a nation. So he suggested that

you should deny the Jews every thing as a distinct nation,
and grant them every thing as individuals.

This idea that Jews were still different from other citizens
persisted. The very fact of the diaspora worked against them.
With their allegiances to other Jewish communities in other
countries, they seemed “cosmopolitan” rather than patriotic.
They interfered with a nation’s sense of itself. In the Middle
Ages the Jew was assailed because he was not Christian. In the



Modern Age he was assailed because he was not truly French or
German or Russian. In both cases he was not “one of us.”

The idea of the Jews as “rootless cosmopolitans” was (and 1is)
one of the main tenets of Russian antisemitism. It was basic
to the foundation of the Pale of Settlement in Tsarist times
and it continued in the socialist regime that followed the
Russian Revolution. The following is a description of

cosmopolitans from Vissarion Belinsky, a 19" century literary
critic who promoted the idea of a truly Russian literature:

The cosmopolitan 1s a false, senseless, strange and
incomprehensive phenomenon, a manifestation in which there
is something insipid and vague. He is a corrupt, unfeeling
creature, totally unworthy of being called by the holy name
of man (quoted in Pinkus, 1988, pp 153-154).

Despite Soviet Russia’s professed goal of the brotherhood of
man, the idea of the Jew as a “rootless cosmopolitan”
persisted after the Revolution. It came to a frightening
culmination in the accusations against the Jewish doctors in
1952-3 (Carfield, 2002). It is frightening to note the
similarity between Communist thought and the Fascist idea of
Bodenlosigkeit (lack of “ground” in the sense of a place to
have roots).

The ideas of nationhood radically changed the lives of many
Jews (Arendt, 1951). Intent on proving themselves good
citizens of the new nations, they relinquished some of their
religious beliefs and behaviors. They became secular. Some
even converted to the state religion, hoping to become
“assimilated” into general society. Despite all these efforts
to become involved as a citizen, the Jews continued to be
considered alien. Rather than being welcomed as a compatriots
they reviled as pretentious upstarts.

And so many Jews began to think that the only solution was to
return to Palestine to found their own new nation of Israel.



No longer cosmopolitan they would reclaim their homeland.
Zionism would provide Jews with a nation wherein they were not
alien (Miller& Ury, 2010).

These new developments made it even more difficult for the
Jews who remained in the countries of their birth. Would a Jew
support Israel against the interests of the country in which
he lives? Zionism raised fears about the allegiance of the
Jews, and provided an excuse to exile them from the nations
they could not be part of.

So arose the idea that the Jews could never really be part of
any non-Jewish nation. This concept was presented by T. S.
Eliot (1934) in a series of talks about literary traditions.
He describes “tradition:”

What I mean by tradition involves all those habitual
actions, habits and customs, from the most significant
religious rite to our conventional way of greeting a
stranger, which represent the blood kinship of ‘the same
people living in the same place.’ (p 18)

He goes on to suggest how tradition should be established and
maintained:

What we can do 1is to use our minds, remembering that a
tradition without intelligence is not worth having, to
discover what is the best life for us not as a political
abstraction, but as a particular people in a particular
place; what in the past is worth preserving and what should
be rejected; and what conditions, within our power to bring
about, would foster the society that we desired. (p. 19)

And then he brings up something that is essential to any great
tradition:

The population should be homogeneous; where two or more
cultures exist in the same place they are likely either to
be fiercely self-conscious or both to become adulterate.



What 1is still more important is wunity of religious
background; and reasons of race and religion combine to make
any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable. There
must be a proper balance between urban and rural, industrial
and gricultural development. And a spirit of excessive
tolerance is to be deprecated.

The remarks about the free-thinking Jews are strange and
terrifying. They are completely out of context in a discussion
of the literary traditions of the American South. They clearly
reflect the antisemitism of the writer and of his time. In the
years subsequent to Eliot’s book, the great 1liberal
democracies of the world refused to accept Jews fleeing from
the Nazi regime in Germany for fear that they would pollute
their national identities.

Although nationalism fostered the idea of governance by the
people, it also promoted war in the pursuit of a nation’s
destiny. As Anderson (2016) has pointed out, one of the
measures of nationalism’s success is how easily a people will
lay down their 1lives to defend their country. Surely
cosmopolitanism is a better ideal.

Conclusion

Human beings unfortunately seem to need to hate. We make an
enemy of any one who is different from us. And so we revile
those who gave us the Ten Commandments. We need to stop this
senseless behavior. The main way forward is to learn abou
those who are not us. This will broaden our understanding.
With understanding will come tolerance and cooperation. And we
should follow ideals that refuse to be limited to one faith or
to one nation.
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Jews 1in Music.

Vanity of Vanity

The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king 1in
Jerusalem.

Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities;
all is vanity.

(Ecclesiastes 2:1-2)

Thus begins Ecclesiastes, the most unusual book in the Judeo-
Christian Bible. Unlike the rest of the Bible, this book
claims that the nature of the world is neither revealed to us
nor accessible to reason. The universe and its Creator pay us
no particular regard. Man is not special. Heretical though
these thoughts might be, Ecclesiastes contains some of the
world’s most widely quoted verses of scripture. The words of
the Preacher resonate through the seasons of our lives. This


http://users.skynet.be/johndeere/wlpdf/wlpr0066.pdf
https://creatureandcreator.ca/?p=1574

post comments on several selections from the book.

Qohelet

The author of the book is called Qohelet ([][J[J[] in Hebrew).
This word derives from a root meaning to “assemble” or “bring
people together.” The name suggests a sage who teaches a group
of disciples. The translators have taken it to mean someone
who preaches in a church (Latin, ecclesia). Yet Qohelet was
clearly neither priest nor preacher. He was a rich man, a
master of estates and an owner of palaces. The title
Ecclesiastes 1is inappropriate. As pointed out by Lessing
(1998),

thus do the living springs of knowledge, of wisdom, become
captured by institutions, and by churches of various kinds.

According to the first line of the book, its author was
Solomon, the son of David and Bathsheba. However, although
Qohelet may have been a descendant of David, linguistic
evidence (reviewed in Bundvad, 2015, pp 5-9) indicates that he

wrote in the 3™ century BCE during the Hellenistic period
(323-63 BCE), some seven hundred years after Solomon. Other
scholars have suggested that the author may have written
several centuries earlier during the Persian period (539-323

BCE), but this would still be long after Solomon (10" Century
BCE) .

The first line of the book may have been added by a later
editor who wished this scripture to partake of Solomon’s fame.
More likely, it is original, indicating that Ecclesiastes 1is a
fictional testament: an imagined description of what Solomon
might have thought (see discussion in Batholomew, 2009, pp
43-54). However, the book is ambiguous in terms of its
narration. As the book progresses Qohelet becomes clearly
distinguished from Solomon. And even Qohelet vacillates
between two minds: that of a Jewish believer and that of a
Greek philosopher (Bartholomew, 2009, p. 78).



Ben Shahn (1971) imagines Qohelet as a simple teacher. Though
once rich and powerful, his thoughts have led him to withdraw
from high society. Although dismayed that he has not been able
to understand its meaning, he still enjoys the life he has
been granted.


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/ecclesiastes_shahn-preacherx.jpg

Vanity

Qohelet’s summary of his philosophy is that “All is vanity.”
Shahn (1971) presents the beginning of the second verse in
calligraphy:

The full verse and its transliteration follows. Note that the
Hebrew goes from right to left whereas the transliteration
goes from left to right (As Qohelet later says, “The wind
goeth toward the south and turneth about unto the north”):

0000 000 o000 o0 Oodd dod - doood - 0o
havel havalim amar kohelet, havel havalim hakkol havel.

The sound of the Hebrew follows (just in case you wish to
denounce the world’s latest frivolity out loud):

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/eccle
siastes-1-2.mp3

The key Hebrew word is havel ([][][]). This

indicates the flimsy vapor that is exhaled in breathing,
invisible except on a cold winter day and in any case
immediately dissipating in the air (Alter, 2010, p 340)
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The word can be directly translated as “vapor” or “breath.”
Alter translates havel havelim as “mere breath.” It denotes
something without material substance or temporal persistence.
Many translators have characterized it in abstract terms:
meaningless, transient, empty, useless, absurd, futile,
enigmatic, illusory.

The word havel has the same letters as the name of Abel, the
second son of Adam, slain by his brother Cain. Qohelet was
likely aware of this association (Bundvad, 2015, pp 79-80).
Abel was the first man to die. His life was fleeting and
uncertain, his death wunjust, his person only faintly
remembered.

The King James Version of the Bible (1611) translates havel as
“vanity.” This word comes from the Latin vanus meaning empty.
The translators used “vanity” to denote a lack of meaning,
value or purpose. The secondary, now more common, meaning for
the word — self-admiration, excessive pride (the opposite of
humility) — may have come about as a particular example of
worthless activity.

At the time of the King James Version, the term vanitas was
also used to denote a type of painting became popular in

Flanders and the Netherlands in the 16™ and 17" centuries. The
example below is by Pieter Claesz (1628). These paintings
arrange objects to show the transience of life, the limits of
understanding and the inevitability of death. Despite their
meaning, the paintings are imbued with sensual beauty:

The appeal of the vanitas painting tradition lies in its
successful capture of the subtle balance between transient
and joyful modes of living, so vociferously endorsed by
Qoheleth. (Christianson, 2007, p 122).



Benefit

After introducing himself and summarizing his message, Qohelet
poses the main question of the book:

What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh
under the sun? (Ecclesiastes, 1:3)

The word translated as “profit” is yitron ([]JLJ[[]). This word
is only found in the Bible in Ecclesiastes. Perhaps “benefit”
might be a better translation (Bartholomew, 2009, pp 107-108).
The “labour” involves both physical and mental work. The idea
is how best we should lead our lives.

The answer begins with the glorious poem

One generation passeth away,
and another generation cometh:
but the earth abideth for ever.

The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down,
and hasteth to his place where he arose.

The wind goeth toward the south,
and turneth about unto the north;
it whirleth about continually,
and the wind returneth again


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/claesz-xx.jpg

according to his circuits.

All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not
full;

unto the place from whence the rivers come,

thither they return again.

All things are full of labour; man cannot utter it:
the eye is not satisfied with seeing,
nor the ear filled with hearing.

The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be;
and that which is done is that which shall be done:
and there is no new thing under the sun.

(Ecclesiastes 1: 3-9).

The poetry is beautiful but there is no profit in it. Human
beings come and go. The human mind cannot gain sufficient
knowledge of the world to understand its workings or to change
it in any significant way. The world is as frustrating as it
is beautiful. The more one knows, the more one is convinced of
one’'s transience:

For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth
knowledge increaseth sorrow. (Ecclesiastes 1: 18)

Qohelet realizes that life can nevertheless be enjoyable.

There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat
and drink, and that he should make his soul enjoy good in
his labour. This also I saw, that it was from the hand of
God. (Ecclesiastes 2: 24)

This is the old man’s version of the Andrew Marvel'’'s “Gather
ye rosebuds while ye may.” The sentiment is perhaps as old as
poetry. The Roman poet Catullus in the 1°" Century BCE also
wrote how the sun arises after it goes down but man does not:

soles occidere et redire possunt;
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nobis, cum semel occidit brevis lux
nox est perpetua una dormienda.
da mi basia mille, deinde centum

Walter Raleigh in his History of the World (1614) translated
this as

The Sunne may set and rise
But we contrariwise

Sleepe after our short light
One everlasting night.

Raleigh does not translate the continuation of the poem
wherein Catullus goes on to request a compensatory thousand
kisses from his lover Lesbia.

Time

Qohelet has been considering the passage of time. The word
used for time in Ecclesiastes — eth ([][]) — generally refers to
a moment of time. The other Hebrew word for time 1is olam
(OO which takes all of time into account and is usually
translated as “for ever” (as in Ecclesiastes 1:4). In the
first chapter Qohelet contrasted world time with human time.

In Chapter 3, he considers a different aspect of time. God has
ensured that events occur at their appropriate time. Eternity
has been arranged in its proper sequence.

To every thing there is a season,
and a time to every purpose under the heaven:

A time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up
that which is planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal;
a time to break down, and a time to build up;

A time to weep, and a time to laugh;
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a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

A time to cast away stones,

and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace,

and a time to refrain from embracing;

A time to get, and a time to lose;
a time to keep, and a time to cast away;

A time to rend, and a time to sew;
a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

A time to love, and a time to hate;
a time of war, and a time of peace.

(Ecclesiastes 3:1-8)

Ben Shahn (1971) portrays the essence of these lines with a
wheat field at harvest time:


https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/ecclesiastes_shahn_seasonX.jpg

These verses can be interpreted in two main ways. The first
proposes that time has been pre-ordained to work out the
purposes of God, that we cannot change these things, and that
we should be resigned to what happens. Everything is for the
best. The other interpretation uses these words to justify
one’s actions. Martin Luther quoted these verses when the time
had come to speak out against the Catholic Church
(Christianson, 2007, p 166). Thus are human actions divinely
justified. Luther believed in predestination. He spoke out not
by choice but because he had no choice: he could not do
otherwise.

These verses were set to music by the folksinger Pete Seeger
in the late 1950s. His lyrics directly quote the King James
Version using the first verse with the addition of “Turn!
Turn! Turn!” as the refrain. After “a time of peace” Seeger
added “I swear it’'s not too late.” The song became an anthem
of the peace movement. The following is an excerpt:

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/seege
r-second-half.mp3

Qohelet recognizes the beauty of God’'s time. Yet he 1is
frustrated that he can never understand it:

I know that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be for ever:
nothing can be put to it, nor any thing taken from it: and
God doeth it, that men should fear before him.

That which hath been is now; and that which is to be hath
already been; and God requireth that which is past.
(Ecclesiastes 3: 14-15)

This idea of time as divinely ordered but incomprehensible to
the human mind pervades T. S. Eliots’ Burnt Norton (1935)
which begins:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.
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If all time is eternally present

All time is unredeemable.

What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility

Only in a world of speculation.

What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.

Qohelet goes on to state that since we cannot understand we
are no different from other animals. We live, we die.

For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts;
even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth
the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man hath
no preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity.

All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to
dust again.

(Ecclesiastes 3:19-20)

These statements go against all previous Jewish teachings.
Qohelet’s book

amounts to a denial of divine revelation, and of the belief
that man was created as an almost divine being, to care for
and exercise dominion over the other creatures and all the
works of God’s hands. .. In the final analysis man is like
the animals rather than superior to them (Scott, 1965, p.
205)

Johannes Brahms was devastated when his friend Clara Schumann
suffered a stroke in 1895 and was close to death. During this
time, he composed his Four Serious Songs Opus 121. The first
song 1is uses Luther’s translation of Ecclesiastes 3: 19-22.
The following is the beginning (up to wird wieder zu Staub
“turn to dust again”) as sung by Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau:

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/brahm
S-4-serious-songs-1l-fischer-dieskau.mp3
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Denn es gehet dem Menschen wie dem Vieh; wie dies stirbt, so
stirbt er auch; und haben alle einerlei 0Odem;und der Mensch
hat nichts mehr denn das Vieh: denn es ist alles eitel.

Es fahrt alles an einen Ort; es ist alles von Staub gemacht,
und wird wieder zu Staub.

This first song is desolate — we die like beasts, our life 1is
empty, we are made of dust. The later songs in the series
progress from deep sadness to quiet resignation. The final
song sets verses from the New Testament, among them

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to
face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also
I am known. (I Corinthians 13:12)

Brahms called his songs “serious” (ernst) rather than

“sacred.” This 1is a fitting description of the book
Ecclesiastes.
Justice

After considering the inevitability of death, Qohelet turns to
evaluate the course of human life. He finds that success does
not necessarily reward those who most deserve it:

I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to
the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread
to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet
favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to
them all.

(Ecclesiastes 9:11)

A brief adaptation of this verse was included 1in the
posthumously published Last Poems of D. H. Lawrence
(1932). The poem Race and Battle is notable for its image of
the “streaked pansy of the heart” which recalls the title of
his earlier book Pansies, itself a pun on Pascal’s Pensées.
Lawrence attempts to explain how to accept that life may be
unfair and preserve a personal sense of justice.



The race 1is not to the swift
but to those that can sit still
and let the waves go over them.

The battle is not to the strong

but to the frail, who know best

how to efface themselves

to save the streaked pansy of the heart from
being trampled to mud.

Lawrence’s poem adds to Qohelet’s resignation some of the
later teachings of Jesus — Blessed are the meek: for they
shall inherit the earth.. Blessed are the pure in heart: for
they shall see God (Matthew 5: 5,8).

Instruction

Qohelet’s search for wisdom has led him to dismay. Death is
inevitable and unpredictable. Life 1is without justice.
Nevertheless, Qohelet urges us to enjoy our life:

Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy, and drink thy wine with
a merry heart; for God now accepteth thy works.

Let thy garments be always white; and let thy head lack no
ointment.

Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of
the life of thy vanity, which he hath given thee under the
sun, all the days of thy vanity: for that is thy portion in
this life, and in thy labour which thou takest under the
sun.

Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for
there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, 1in
the grave, whither thou goest.

(Ecclesiastes 9:7-10)

White clothes are worn for festive occasions. Their whiteness
contrasts with the black of mourning. Anointing one’'s hair
with oil is another sign of gladness. Yet the most important
of Qohelet’s injunctions is to work at whatever needs to be



done.

Qohelet’s advice is related to the philosophies of Epicurus
(341-270 BCE) in its enjoyment of life and of the stoic Zeno
(334-262 BCE) in its promotion of right action. If, as most

scholars now believe, Qohelet wrote in the 3™ Century BCE, he
could have been influenced by such Greek philosophies. He
certainly based his search for truth on reason rather than on
revelation. Yet his philosophy is his own. It is religious
rather than materialist.

Scott (1965, p 206) summarizes Qohelet’s reasoning:

Thus the good of life is in the living of it. The profit of
work is in the doing of it, not in any profit or residue
which a man can exhibit as his achievement or pass on to his
descendants. The fruit of wisdom is not the accumulation of
all knowledge and the understanding of all mysteries. It
lies rather in recognizing the limitations of human
knowledge and power. Man is not the measure of all things.
He is the master neither of life nor of death. He can find
serenity only in coming to terms with the unalterable
conditions of his existence, and in enjoying its real but
limited satisfactions.
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Ben Shahn presents the thoughts of Qohelet as balanced between
his inability to understand and his realization that life can
nevertheless be enjoyed:

Qohelet has much in common with the existentialism of the 20
Century. Albert Camus remarks in Le Mythe de Sisyphe (1942):

Je ne sais pas si ce monde a un sens qui le dépasse. Mais je
sais que je ne connais pas ce sens et qu’il m’est impossible
pour le moment de le connaitre. [I don’'t know whether this
world has a meaning that transcends it. But I know that I
cannot grasp that meaning and that it is impossible now for
me to grasp it.]

Camus 1is much more tentative than Qohelet in his conclusion
that we should nevertheless enjoy our life. He retells the
myth of Sisyphus who was condemned by the Gods because he had
tried to cheat death. He was made to roll an immense boulder
up to the summit of a mountain, but every time he reached the
top, the rock would roll back down and Sisyphus would have to
begin his task again.

La lutte elle-méme vers les sommets suffit a remplir un ceur
d’homme; 1l faut imaginer Sisyphe heureux. [The very
struggle toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.
One must imagine Sisyphus happy. 1]

Bread upon the Waters

Qohelet presents us with multiple proverbial injunctions about
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how one should live one’s life. Perhaps the most quoted of
these is:

Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after
many days.

Give a portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest
not what evil shall be upon the earth.

(Ecclesiastes 11: 1-2)

The verses have been interpreted in many ways. Merchants have
considered them in terms of overseas trade. Christians have
proposed that i1t means to spread the teachings of Christ
throughout the world. This idea derives from Christ’s
statement that he was the “bread of life” (John 6:35). Qohelet
had neither of these ideas in mind. He was encouraging us to
be generous, to provide for our fellows. He was suggesting
that such human charity could compensate for life’s injustice.

In his own old age, the wise Richard Wilbur (2010) wrote a
poem about these verses

We must cast our bread
Upon the waters, as the
Ancient preacher said,

Trusting that it may
Amply be restored to us
After many a day.

That old metaphor,
Drawn from rice farming on the
River’'s flooded shore,

Helps us to believe
That it’s no great sin to give,
Hoping to receive.

Therefore I shall throw
Broken bread, this sullen day,



Out across the snow,

Betting crust and crumb
That birds will gather, and that
One more spring will come.

Light and Dark

Qohelet reminds us that life brings both enjoyment and dismay.
The verses are illustrated by Ben Shahn on the left.

Truly the light is sweet, and a pleasant thing it is for the
eyes to behold the sun:

But if a man live many years, and rejoice in them all; yet
let him remember the days of darkness; for they shall be
many.

(Ecclesiastes 11: 7-8)

Remember Now
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The last chapter of Ecclesiastes contains its most famous
poetry. Qohelet, who has become old and wise, advises his
youthful followers. He tells them to rejoice in their youth
for life is beautiful. Yet they must always bear in mind that
they must grow old and die:

Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth,
while the evil days come not,

nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say,

I have no pleasure in them;

While the sun, or the light, or the moon,
or the stars, be not darkened,
nor the clouds return after the rain:

In the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble,
and the strong men shall bow themselves,

and the grinders cease because they are few,

and those that look out of the windows be darkened,

And the doors shall be shut in the streets,

when the sound of the grinding is low,

and he shall rise up at the voice of the bird,

and all the daughters of musick shall be brought low;

Also when they shall be afraid of that which is high,
and fears shall be in the way,

and the almond tree shall flourish,

and the grasshopper shall be a burden,

and desire shall fail:

because man goeth to his long home,

and the mourners go about the streets:

Or ever the silver cord be loosed,

or the golden bowl be broken,

or the pitcher be broken at the fountain,
or the wheel broken at the cistern.

Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was:



and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.
Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity.

(Ecclesiastes 12: 1-8)

Qohelet refers to God as the Creator (borador, [ . This
is the only time he uses this term; elsewhere he uses Elohim
(LD - Qohelet is here invoking Genesis: we must view the
end of an individual life in relation to the beginning of all
life. Some commentators (Rashi; Scott, 1965, p. 255) have
remarked on the relations of this word to bor ([][J[]) which

occurs in the 7" verse. This means “pit,” in the sense of
either a “grave” or a “cistern.” This verbal association also
brings the end of life back to its source.

The poem is as enigmatic as it is beautiful. The initial verse
of the poem clearly states that it is concerned with human
mortality. Yet how the images relate to old age and death is
as uncertain as the breath that ceases. And the poem ends on
the words that began the book — all is vanity, merest breath.

A literal interpretation is that the poem describes a village
or estate in mourning for a once-great person lately fallen on
hard times. Perhaps Qohelet is foreseeing his own death. The
windows of the house are darkened, the mill is quiet as the
workers remember their late master, the mourners go about the
streets, and finally dust is scattered over the body as it is
buried.

A long tradition has provided allegorical interpretations of
the images, relating them to the physical and mental decline
that attends old age. The underlying idea is that the aging
body is like a house in decay. For example, the commentary of

the 11""-century Jewish rabbi Rashi suggests

the keepers of the house: These are the ribs and the flanks,
which protect the entire
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body cavity

the mighty men: These are the legs, upon which the body
supports itself

and the grinders cease: These are the teeth

since they have become few: In old age, most of his teeth
fall out

and those who look out of the windows: These are the eyes.
And the doors shall be shut: These are his orifices.

when the sound of the mill is low: the sound of the mill
grinding the food in his
intestines, and that is the stomach

The problem with such specific allegories 1is that different
commentators provide different meanings. Do the doors that
shut denote the eyelids or the lips?

Other interpretations are more abstract. Does the pitcher
broken at the fountain represent the bladder or the loss of
the life force? Is the silver cord the spinal column or the
genealogical tree that ends at the death of a person with no
heirs?

Some Hebrew interpretations consider these verses as
representing the desolation of Israel following the
destruction of the First Temple by the Babylonians in 587 BCE.
The image of the golden bowl might then represent the broken
lamp that no longer lit the sanctuary.

Some Christian interpretations see the imagery as a vision of
the end times that will precede the final judgment. This fits
with the epilogue that follows the poem.

No single interpretation conveys the sense of the poem. All
meanings overlap. The poem is better listened to than
imagined. The following is by the YouTube reader who goes by
the name of Tom 0’'Bedlam

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/tom-0
bedlam-ecclesiastes-12.mp3
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Judgment

The book concludes with an epilogue that many take to be the
words of a later editor. However, it rings true to Qohelet:

Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God,
and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of
man.

For God shall bring every work into judgment, with every
secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil.
(Ecclesiastes 12: 13-14)

Why else should one remember one’s Creator? Why else should
one bear in mind one’s ultimate old age and death? The
sentiment is similar to Marcus Aurelius (167 CE):

Do not act as if thou wert going to live ten thousand years.
Death hangs over thee. While thou livest, while it is in thy
power, be good.

(Meditations IV:17)

Qohelet is also proposing that to be good is to be truly human
— “the whole duty of man.” Any judgment of us as human beings
must rest on whether we have done good or ill. Qohelet'’s
instruction derives from man as much as from God.

The following presents the Hebrew (in Ben Shahn’s calligraphy)
together with its transliteration and an audio version of
Ecclesiastes 12:13

Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and
keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man.
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http://classics.mit.edu/Antoninus/meditations.html
http://biblehub.com/lexicon/ecclesiastes/12-13.htm
http://www.torahclass.com/audio-bible-in-hebrew
https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/ecclesiastes_shahn_endingXX.jpg

sovf dabar hakkol nishma eth ha’elohim yera eth mitzvotav
shemovr ki zeh kol ha’adam.

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/eccle
siastes-12-13.mp3
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