[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
Dedication
Acknowledgments
JEWISH ENCOUNTERS
I - David
II - Cousin Goliath
III - The King’s Other Daughter
IV - Five Golden Tumors and Five Golden Rats
V - Smoke from His Nostrils, Devouring Fire from His Mouth
VI - Moabitage and Mephibosheth
VII - Thou Art the Man
VIII - Sons of David
IX - Would God I Had Died for Thee
X - The Enumerations
XI - I Will Make Thine Enemies Thy Footstool
XII - David in Paradise
AFTERWORD
About the Author
Copyright Page

TO THE MEMORY OF
Milford Simon Pinsky


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Friends have helped me immensely with their suggestions and encouragement: Frank Bidart, Alfred Corn, David Ferry, Louise Glück, Stephen Greenblatt, Robert Hass, Gail Mazur, Michael Mazur, Ellen Pinsky, Nicole Pinsky, Tom Sleigh, Harry Thomas, C. K. Williams.
When I directed some queries to Professor James Kugel, whom I do not know personally, he responded generously and promptly.
In Jonathan Rosen I have had a blessedly exceptional editor—a writer whose judgment and knowledge challenged me beyond what I could have done without him. Phrases of his have found their way into my sentences, and his critical imagination informs every part of this book.
Among the books that have guided me, I am especially grateful to two masterworks: Louis Ginzberg’s mighty Legends of the Jews and Hayyim Bialik’s artful And It Came to Pass. I have also benefited from the scholarship and insight of Robert Alter’s modern translation and notes, in his The David Story, and similarly from Everett Fox’s Give Us a King!: Samuel, Saul, and David. The magisterial Early History of Israel by Roland de Vaux helped me try to envision the lives of biblical Hebrews. I relied on Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch’s classic 1882 The Psalms: Translation and Commentary, rendered into English from Hirsch’s German by Gertrude Hirschler. I thank these writers, and the countless masters before them, for my good fortune in trying to balance my imagination on their shoulders.

JEWISH ENCOUNTERS
PUBLISHED
THE LIFE OF DAVID. Robert Pinsky
MAIMONIDES. Sherwin B. Nuland

FORTH COMING 
BARNEY ROSS Douglas Century
MOSES. Stephen J. Dubner
MILITARY JEWS. Jeffrey Goldberg
SPINOZA. Rebecca Goldstein
YEHUDA HA’LEVI. Hillel Halkin
THE DAIRY RESTAURANT. Ben Katchor
THE JEWISH BODY Melvin Konner
THE SONG OF SONGS Elena Lappin
ABRAHAM CAHAN Seth Lipsky
THE LUBAVITCHER REBBE Jonathan Mahler
SELF-HATRED AND ANTI-SEMITISM. David Mamet
GLUCKEL OF HAMELN. Daphne Merkin
THE ALTALENA Michael B. Oren
EMMA LAZARUS Esther Schor
THE HEBREW ALPHABET. Ilan Stavans
MARSHALL MEYER. Noga Tarnopolsky
MESSIANISM. Leon Wieseltier
MARC CHAGALL. Jonathan Wilson
JEWS AND POWER Ruth R. Wisse


I
David
Of the Thousand Great Stories, more than a few are about him. David and Goliath and David and Bathsheba of course, but also David and Saul, David and Jonathan, David and Absalom. Tales of battle, of sex, of the uncanny, of needy mistrust between the generations, of loyalty and betrayal, politics, incest. David and Amnon, David and the Witch of Endor, David and Abigail. The great neglected story of love and undying hate between a man and a woman, David and Michal. David and the doomed generals out of a Shakespeare history play, Abner and Joab. David and the crippled son of Saul, Mephibosheth. David and Abishag. And the implicit story of the remorseless wheel of time, David and Solomon.
He is wily like Odysseus and an impetuous daredevil like the Scarlet Pimpernel. Like Hamlet, he pretends to be crazy. Like Joan of Arc, he comes from nowhere, ardent and innocent, to infuriate the conventional elders. Like the Athenian rogue Alcibiades he goes over to the enemy side for a time. Like Robin Hood, he gathers a band of outcasts and outlaws in the wilderness. Like Lear, he is overthrown and betrayed by his offspring. Like Tristan and Cyrano, he masters the harp as well as the sword: a poet as well as a warrior-killer, but as a poet he is far above any other hero, and as a killer no one among the poets can even approach him.
He must have actually existed, and most of it must be true, writes the upper-class Englishman Duff Cooper, because no people would deliberately invent a national hero so deeply flawed. The flaws of Lancelot make that adulterer a more heroic knight than Galahad the chosen of God: David is both, flawed and chosen, as in the span of his life he is both the golden lad and the grizzled adulterer. The adultery exacerbated (or depending on perspective ameliorated or mystified) by the fact that as the prophet Nathan points out to him he already had wives and sub-wives by the dozen.
We love our heroes at a level beyond reason, an intuitive plane where our shared feelings are tribal and nearly animal, rather than legalistic: as unheeding of priests and lawyers, though intimidated by them, in our collective public fascination with the hero as we are in our individual, private love life.
A hero is one who does great deeds and suffers for the good of a community, but in addition the hero must be talked about. “Unsung hero” is a paradox. The deeds and suffering become heroic as we tell stories about them. So that anthropological figure of action needs the other figure who sings, who tells the stories. For the hero to be celebrated requires the artist who imagines the celebration: David the warrior-artist is both. He is the most manifold and various of heroes. His name is thought to have meant “beloved.”
His world is a realm of multiple tribes. More than piety might like, the Jewish and non-Jewish designations blur: Ephraimites, Amalekites, Benjamites, Maachathites, Harodites, Gileadites, Zebulunites, Carmelites, Pherethites, Ammonites. From the Zidonians, Solomon the Wise in his old age contracted worship of Ashtoreth, the abomination— more gently known as the love goddess called Astarte by the Greeks and Ishtar by the Babylonians. A deity of fruitfulness as well as beauty. Her followers among the ancient Jewish tribes left a little stone image of her that survives with other ancient artifacts among the much later six-pointed stars and the seven-branched candlesticks in the Jewish museum in Los Angeles: the lady Astarte who embodies some of the attributes of Solomon’s mother Bathsheba. Astarte or Ishtar is echoed in the name of the Jewish heroine Esther, who in the weave of syllables and legends became the consort of King Ahasuerus, which is to say the Persian ruler Xerxes I.
As the bloodline tangle of tribes indicates a world of overlapping shadows and smoky alliances, geographic notions too must be imagined as shifting, each place with its countless layers of demarcation and language. The deceptive familiarity of place-names adapted into English—Shiloh, Gilead, Gaza, Bethel—should be balanced by less assimilated names: the Wilderness of Ziph, Ashdod, the City of Dagon, Helam, Nob, Kirjath-Jearim, Shalisha, Ziklag.
Immediate as a dream, in a setting as remote as the planets of science fiction, David’s career with its temporary victories and enduring glories, its obdurate calculus of pain, plays out a fundamental drama of all life. Overlaid by a system of rewarded piety and punished defection, a system embodied by the prophet Samuel, David’s drama enacts forces of ambition and destruction, love and betrayal, volcanic strivings and appetite. The story manifests an undying wonderment at the spectacle of a beautiful boy who pursues his course and flourishes as a dominant hero, and then becomes an anguished old man.
That relatively secular story, the story of King David’s career, was written probably in the time of Solomon (the tenth century B.C.E.)—that is, a generation or two after the events—by the author scholars have called the Early Source. The Late Source, compiled and edited hundreds of years later, adds what I have called the overlay of divine punishment and reward, including Samuel’s strange and eloquent warning to the people about the nature of monarchy (“This will be the manner of the king that shall reign over you”). The Early Source tells virtually all of 2 Samuel, the account of David’s kingship and the destiny of the people of Israel; the Late Source tells the life of Samuel in 1 Samuel, and contributes the narratives of how God’s punishment deals with Saul and before him with the corrupt and idol-worshipping sons of the prophet Eli.
The Early Source is largely a nationalistic hero narrative. The Late Source is largely a religious moral narrative. Still later editing and interpolations imposed by a Deuteronomist or committee of Deuteronomists further emphasized the principle of obedience to God. Other scholars have seen pro-Saul and pro-David sources. The frayed narratives, the peculiar knots, the clashes and oppositions, even the narrative contradictions of these strands do not produce mere incoherence. Rather, in the way of texts that have formed us for centuries, the meldings and inconsistencies of competing voices make the text read the reader all the more deeply. Because the Late Source tries to pull the story away from the monarchy and toward theological meanings, the career of David becomes an even more urgent, enigmatic account of destiny and freedom. Because it has been made to issue from the opposed story of Samuel (and Samuel’s interpretation of the story of Saul), the story of David is all the more magnetic, tormented and glorious.
With its emphasis on competition and succession, loyalty and rivalry among men and between sons and fathers, it seems a male story, in the primal way of ironbound tradition; yet women play powerful roles. Michal, Abigail, Bathsheba, make decisions that determine outcomes. The matrilinear chains, counter-tune to the male begettings, manifest the way all stories, in fact all people, owe their being to origins multiple and unknown, a tangle of forgotten roots. The Moabites (and thus David) are said to descend from the cave where the daughters of Lot got their father drunk and tricked him into lying with them—like some scandalous story from Ovid or an Inuit origin myth. As an Ephrathite, David belongs to the one tribal group named from the matrilinear line: Ephrath was the wife of Caleb, great-grandson of the tribal patriarch Judah. The stories of the girl Abishag, the matriarch Ruth, the wives Bathsheba and Michal, gesture toward mythologies and histories and psychological imperatives beyond the masculine tribal system as they are outside the later theologies. What covert or defiant hunger harbored that image of Astarte?
Or is the story of Lot and his daughters an ancient, mischievous insult, a Hebrew invention to taunt the Moabites— with the Hebrew David’s descent from Moab a forgotten or unanticipated twist? Or an added layer? A braiding-together of cultures or a cleaving-apart? These are the histories earlier than the Early Source, and more fundamental: the infinite regress of obscured Sources behind everything that survives. Subterranean fires and currents, forming the stories that form us, make themselves visible in the career of the hero.

II
Cousin Goliath
David of Judah, the eighth and youngest son of Jesse the Bethlehemite, is descended not only from Israelites but also from Moabites, through his great-grandmother Ruth.
We fumble to understand that fact in our own terms. How alien were the Moabites, those worshippers of Chemosh and descendants of the right-doing though incestuous gentile Lot? How different was their speech from that of the Israelites? What would the sound of a Moabite name be like? Is “Goliath” a Moabite name? Is “Ruth”?
What were David and Goliath to one another? Enemies of course. Foreigners. Also, familiar to one another and even, it has been proposed, relatives. Even here with his legendary enemy, the story of David involves the mysteries of how a person belongs or does not belong with another, or with a family or a tribe or a people. The youngest brother or sister is a staple figure in folktales possibly for this reason: the runt or underdog is also the least important in primogeniture, the most distant from the rootstock.
And in the traditional way of the old tales in so many cultures, David’s brothers can be cruel toward him, judgmental beyond mockery. Jesse sends David to the battle camp with some food for the brothers, bread and grain and also ten cheeses for their captain. The brothers overhear David asking about Goliath’s challenge to the Hebrew army, apparently in a tone they don’t like.
Eliab the eldest brother says to the boy: “Why have you come down? And with whom have you left those few sheep in the wilderness? I know your presumption, and the evil of your heart; for you have come down to see the battle.”
“What have I done now?” says David. (In English, the Revised Standard is sometimes best for dialogue, however much the King James excels for poetry.) “Was it not but a word?”
Here is the contention between brothers, savage yet all but comically familiar. The contest with Goliath is foreshadowed by the contest with Eliab. And just as the courthouse rarely records the birth of a modern baby called Goliath, we tend equally to neglect the name Eliab. We may neglect it even more—many zoo creatures, and even pets, have been called Goliath, but not Eliab.
And yet the name is common enough in Israel, the syllables of the older brother’s name defiantly alive against odds, like the language in which it means something like “My-God-My-Father”—with that meaning too, seeming more appropriate when applied to the Lord’s favorite, the beloved and effortlessly supplanting David.
When God sends the prophet Samuel to the house of Jesse for the purpose of anointing one of the brothers, the prophet notices Eliab at once:
“When they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, Surely the Lord’s anointed is before him.” This recalls Samuel identifying the first king, when the strapping, handsome young country boy Saul stood above all others “from his shoulders and upward.” Like Saul, Eliab by his stature and bearing stands out, as in the literal, root sense of the old expression “head and shoulders.”
But no, Eliab is not the one. In the obscurity of his name, this eldest brother is more thoroughly defeated by David, sent into a deeper unredeemed oblivion, than is Goliath. The second-to-eldest brother comes in to be scrutinized by Samuel: Abinadab. “Neither has the Lord chosen this one.” And so too Shamah, and all seven of the elder brothers, before the handsome and ruddy youngster, with his “beautiful eyes,” is recalled from where he has been watching over the sheep.
The really powerful stories don’t always need to make sense—the mess of Hamlet, the impossible hash of Lear, or less loftily the tangled screenplay of The Big Sleep, with its extra murder that the original book’s author Raymond Chandler himself couldn’t explain. It is even expressive that the scene of the boy who delivers cheese and loaves to the encampment and the scene where Samuel looks over the brothers sit awkwardly in any chronology: if David has been anointed, why do neither he nor any of the brothers seem to recall the fact? The seams that show between the pieces of narrative, the bits apparently soldered in from the Late Source—only emphasize the nature of the events: urgent and ungovernable as dreamlife.
So David—who has already become King Saul’s harp-player, his voice in song driving away the evil spirit in Saul; and then has become the king’s shield-bearer, allowed by Jesse to remain with the king at Saul’s courtly request— somehow this David is again the shepherd boy, sent by his father to deliver cheeses. David defeats Eliab and Abinadab and Shamah and he defeats Goliath and indeed he defeats Saul. All at once, in a sense. In the fractured and not perfectly logical sequence of 1 Samuel, David’s familial conquests over his intimates echo his victories in battle, and the victories in battle in turn echo the way he overcomes his brothers and bests the patriarchal figure of his king. In the blurred chronology no enactment has flawless primacy— which gives the telling not less but greater force, amplified by the irrational. The essential combats of David are intimate, otherworldly and ongoing.
Eliab, Abinadab, Shamah: the stress on the second syllable in all these names, I think, as also in “Goliath.” Here again, as with “Shiloh” compared with “Kirjath-Jearim,” a misleading familiarity might lull the American reader: David and his great-grandmother Ruth and her mother-in-law Naomi and his father Jesse sound like people we meet at a wedding. Whereas the names of these brothers are more alien to our ears (though I have met a Shamah) than that of Goliath. Going back three generations, the sister of Ruth was the barbaric-sounding Orpah. (Almost impossible to keep the brain from familiarizing it to “Oprah.”) We should not try to imagine the feelings of Shocoh and Barzillai the Meholathite and Mephibosheth the son of Saul and David’s comrade Eleazar the son of Dodo the Ahohite more quickly than we can pronounce their names. To those personages, was any of these sounds more exotic than another? (“Mephibosheth” is a scribal compromise, substituted for an actual name even more bizarre.) Abinadab and Dodo are not simply our relatives in biblical dress, any more than they are Gregory Peck or Richard Gere in robe and sandals, speaking stilted English or subtitled Hebrew to indicate their biblical condition. They are Jews, but in significant ways they are more like Bedouins than someone from Great Neck. We may read them in Elizabethan or Jacobean English, but they are not seventeenth-century gentlemen and ladies. The quality of the foreign, like the strangeness of the exile, is to be respected.
Ruth, the archetypal outsider amid the alien corn, embodies that foreign quality. The sources of these now book-bound clashes and treaties, rapes and feasts, betrayals and sacrifices, unfolded under a different sky, where tremendous voltages of xenophobic or incestuous or fratricidal passion flash between the alien and the intimate. In that other world, sometimes even more rapidly than in the one we know, what was alien becomes familial, or the familial becomes alienated. When family or tribe become treacherous, sometimes the enemy tents provide shelter. David brings his parents to the king of Moab, for safety from Saul’s rages. He serves the Philistine ruler Achish, King of Gath, as bodyguard and trusted lieutenant, for over a year.
This is one meaning of the folktale of the Clever Younger Son: the conventional hierarchies and bonds are imperfect. Repeatedly, the order of things must be supplanted by guts or brains, in the interest of survival. That dark, primitive thread of necessary violation runs through the elaborate tapestry of David’s career: a tragedy of the dynasty-founder, self-made and self-ruined and self-made anew. The underdog boy and the calculating ruler share an unending struggle.
With what goal, precisely? To make a secure place for oneself ? To gain an enduring name? To serve the people? Or God? To establish the survival of the Jews? These biblical narratives of identity, components of the story of a people that miraculously endures, tend to be narratives of exile from Genesis onward: our life on this earth begins with expulsion and fratricide. The intensity of the xenophobia is matched by a ferocious apprehension of the family as a node of conflict and treachery: Joseph sold into slavery by his brothers; Esau dispossessed by his brother; Ishmael expelled; Moses at Sinai betrayed by his people and his brother, and at Pisgah interdicted from the Promised Land. In the family as in war, the hero struggles for a secure place. That ultimately tragic pursuit—there seems to be no such place, or only in promise—underlies David’s story as it does the stories of the spurned son Ishmael and the dispossessed brother Esau, the adopted exile Joseph and the adopted princely child Moses.
It is a commonplace to mock the exhausting chains of “begats.” We skip over them, but they are full of choral meaning. Those generational landslides of consonant and barbarous vowel, treasured and denominating links in the miraculous, much-desired chain of connection, remind us that this is no more the world of Uncle Saul dancing with Aunt Naomi than Abraham is Lincoln, or Ahab is a whaling man. To require these genealogical accounts is to recognize that human connections are fragile.
Or in another way, the obsessive biblical rehearsing of genealogies and place-names do indeed recall the world of our aunts and uncles, presidents and demented sea captains. The chant of recognition winding through the generations, binding people (and sometimes places), gives a fundamental comfort, even a measure of reconciliation to mortality, met with a matrix of generations and origins, the web of relation—the familiar.
Ruth and her sister Orpah were daughters of Eglon, King of Moab, says the twentieth-century Hebrew poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik, and according to the “Scroll of Orpah,” says Bialik, both princesses were great beauties. But Orpah was noisy and unruly like a young camel, while Ruth was mild and shy as a doe. Their father King Eglon was a bull-like, thriving man who “worshipped his god Chemosh in joy and gladness.” Eglon dealt harshly with his neighbors, the children of Israel. Yet at the same time Eglon feared the Israelites’ God, and treated His name respectfully, even while he oppressed and tormented the Hebrew people. Such, in Bialik’s telling (which improvises on Talmudic lore), is the royal father of Ruth and Orpah.
King Eglon’s prudent respect for the God of the Israelites leads him to allow the marriage of his princess daughters to Chilion and Mahlon, sons of the immigrant widow Naomi. Chilion and Mahlon soon die, perhaps sickly like their father before them, who was driven to Moab by a famine in Judea— the desperation, failure and sickness that shadow all stories of immigrant survival. And the Hebrew widow Naomi bereft now of sons too will return to Judea. Naomi says farewell to her daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah:
“Go, return to the house of your mother, and may the Lord deal kindly with you as you have dealt with the dead and with me.”
In what seems possibly a ritual or maybe even a legal formality, these daughters-in-law both offer to return with Naomi to her people and leave their native land of Moab. But the older woman tells them, “Turn again, my daughters, go your way.” And they lift up their voices and weep, and Orpah kisses her mother-in-law goodbye; but Ruth makes her great declaration:
“Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee. For whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge. Thy people will be my people, and thy God my God. Where thou diest, I will die, and there will I be buried.”
So hearing these words that reach to some source of attachment or destiny maybe deeper than mere Eros, Naomi returns from Moab to her people accompanied by her widowed daughter-in-law Ruth. Meanwhile the other daughter-in-law, Orpah with the manners of a young camel, in Bialik’s telling returns to her life of a Moabite princess, in her own mother’s house.
And it came to pass that a Philistine came through Moab, a tremendous man in military dress, bearing weapons all over his body, a descendant of the prehistoric giants. And seeing this glorious figure, Orpah in Bialik’s words “joined herself to him.” A tall man’s man, we can imagine, as striking as Eliab when he walks into his father’s house and Samuel thinks for a moment, Here is the one. As to Orpah: “And, as a dog followeth after his master, so she followed after her Philistine lover to his own place, the city of Gath.”
And to Boaz her second husband Ruth bore Obed. And Obed begat Jesse and Jesse begat David. While meanwhile, in Gath too the begetting proceeded through the generations to the grandson of Orpah. He was six cubits and a span tall, that is six times the distance from a man’s elbow (Latin cubitum ) to the fingertips. His armor coat of chain mail weighed five thousand shekels, or well over a hundred pounds. He wore brass greaves on his legs and a sword hung at his waist. His spear was like a weaver’s beam and in the field of war his shield-bearer stood with him.
So the youngest son who had been scolded and challenged by his brothers and disregarded them went out with his sling to defeat his gigantic cousin, contrary to the evident hierarchies of strength and primogeniture. Their challenges to one another have a formal quality, an implicit shared protocol of threat and boast. Goliath of Gath says to David of Bethlehem:
“Come to me, and I will give thy flesh unto the fowls of the air, and to the beasts of the field.”
David says to the Philistine, “Thou comest to me with a sword, and with a spear, and with a shield: but I come to thee in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom thou hast defied. This day will the Lord deliver thee into mine hand; and I will smite thee, and take thy head from thee: and I will give the carcasses of the host of the Philistines this day unto the fowls of the air, and to the wild beasts of the earth; that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel.”
The story has the power of what is clearly legendary but could have happened: even a warrior who stands a bit over six cubits is not an impossibility. And as what could have happened has certain overtones not achieved by what did happen or did not happen, the varying scale of the narrative, its shifting perspective, its warped chronologies and conflicted meanings, all help make it indelible.
So it is with our misconception of David’s sling as childish, something first laughed at by the opposing troops as a toy, then amazing them when it proves lethal. We can retain that fabricated, modern meaning along with the reality: that the sling was a fearsome infantry weapon for centuries, mentioned by Herodotus and Thucydides—as well as in Judges, where the seven hundred chosen left-handed slingers of Benjamin “could sling stones at an hair breadth, and not miss.” The slinger was more mobile than the archer, and with a greater accurate range, some say with a more damaging projectile. The Romans had medical tongs designed specifically for removing the stones or lead bullets shot by sling to penetrate a soldier’s body, as David’s stone penetrated the skull of Goliath.
Before that fatal encounter with Goliath comes another confrontation, between David and King Saul. In Saul’s royal tent, the delivery boy David, who has outraged his brother by asking self-confident questions, and who will outboast Goliath, speaks his confidence to the king, too, saying of Goliath, “let no man’s heart fail because of him; thy servant will go and fight with this Philistine.”
And Saul: “Thou art not able to go against this Philistine to fight with him: for thou art but a youth, and he a man of war from his youth.”
David’s answer here in Saul’s tent, before the fight, perhaps foreshadows in its detailed self-assurance Saul’s angry humiliation when he will soon hear the dancing women chant, “Saul hath slain his thousands, and David his ten thousands.”
David says to Saul, in the tent, “Thy servant kept his father’s sheep, and there came a lion, and a bear, and took a lamb out of the flock, and I went out after him, and smote him, and delivered it out of his mouth. And when he rose against me, I caught him by his beard, and smote him, and slew him. Thy servant slew both the lion and the bear. And this uncircumcised Philistine shall be as one of them, seeing he hath defied the armies of the living God.”
The respectful formula of “thy servant” authorizes the naked assertion of prowess. Fluent, fluid, David who runs at Goliath—like a point guard ready to flick the basketball here or there—might be maddeningly quick of speech and thought and foot for the larger men: an agile shape-shifter. The sudden astonishment when David sprints forward must have frozen Goliath, making him a better target. Saul who stands head and shoulders above other men, and big Eliab who reminds Samuel of Saul, might feel some sympathy for the giant immobilized in his armor. When Saul in a paranoid rage hurls a spear at David, who ducks it, the king has a tellingly specific image in mind: “And Saul sought to smite David even to the wall with the javelin”—that is, to pin him down. To fix that quick, assured and well-spoken figure, that articulate dodger, to the wall.
But in the tent David’s quickness moves the king. The shepherd’s confidence persuades him. An intimate, familial feeling comes from the next, brilliantly imagined scene. Saul puts his own armor onto David, and places a brass helmet on the boy’s head: the coziness of shared garments and hand-me-downs, along with the symbolism of supplantation, even a kind of crowning. The Early Source, a writer of the greatest imagination, lets those emotional currents, warm and chilly, continue and flow into a charming, comic moment: weighted down with armor, helmet, sword, the youth “assayed to go” but finds that, as David says, “I cannot go with these; for I have not proved them”: in Robert Alter’s modern translation: “he was unable to walk, for he was unused to it.”
So he takes off the heavy armor and goes out, and with a smooth river stone and a snap of his limber sling David, limber and smooth himself, defeats the giant. He cuts the tall opponent to size, the great armored body of his cousin sprawled facedown, possibly still twitching. With Goliath’s own sword he strikes at Goliath’s neck and cuts off the head. Using Goliath’s blade to despatch Goliath is like David in its lethal, pragmatic wit. Niccolò Machiavelli celebrates David’s refusal of Saul’s armor as a demonstration that “the arms of others either fall from your back, or they weigh you down, or they bind you fast.” By using his enemy’s weapon against him, David goes beyond that mere prudence. As the stone in the forehead makes grotesquely literal the force of a superior intelligence over a lesser one, so beheading Goliath with his own sword makes literal and actual David’s ability to exploit whatever he finds at hand—including the supposed assets of his opponent.
Then David is conducted by Abner, the great general of the army, into the tent of King Saul where David presents Saul with the head of the Philistine. The harper whose music drove the evil spirit from the king has defeated the enemy champion. Abner the general, the mighty henchman or executive officer, a category of man always ready to take power if the king’s successor heirs prove weak, would have the standard man of power’s attitude toward poetry and harp-playing. Saul at least would be aware of the therapeutic effect of David’s art. But neither man would likely be at that stage of life where a man of power, developing spiritual hungers, turns toward religion or poetry or in our contemporary life a twelve-step program. So neither man necessarily would consciously think outright, Someday this one will write my death-lament. But aware mainly of David’s surprising victory, they might each have had a presentiment about his eloquence, or his sheer infuriating grace, the quick elegiac ivy of art that attaches itself to stone or to living limbs, and beautifies and outlasts them. David who defeats and survives brother Eliab and cousin Goliath will outlast Saul and Abner, and about those two doomed paternal elders he will compose great funereal poems.
Abner conducts David carrying the freshly severed head into the tent of the king. And in the fractured dream-logic of the spliced narrative, Saul as if blinking or in a trance, almost like Lear waking from his madness and staring at Cordelia, says to him:
“Whose son art thou, thou young man?”
And David answers,
“I am the son of thy servant Jesse the Bethlehemite.”
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