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Maftir Yonah. Bet Alpha Editions. Rochester, NY, 1992. Hebraic
Section, African & Middle Eastern Division.

The Hebrew calligraphy of David Moss is joined with original etchings
by Mordechai Beck to create this artist’s edition of the biblical Book of
Jonah. The hand-made Abaca paper was especially produced for the 70
copies by Izhar Neumann at the Tut-Neyar Paper Mill in Zichron
Ya’akov, Israel. The printing of the etchings was executed at the
Jerusalem Print Workshop.

The Book of Jonah is included in the canon of meditations in services in
the synagogue on Yom Kippur, the most solemn day on the Jewish
calendar—a day that links human frailty to divine, absolute morality.
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An artist's impression of the Book of Jonah,
written to accompany the limited edition
of Maftir Yonah, by Mordechai Beck




BETWEEN NINEVEH AND TARSHISH

Jonah is a man overwhelmed—by God, by nature, by his fellow humans, by life. He is
given an awesome task which, in his heart of hearts, he knows he can fulfill. But he
prefers to play the role of an insignificant creature, too small to take responsibility. He is
a yonah—a dove, hovering between heaven and earth, not daring to disturb the
universe. He is burdened by the feeling of someone pursued. His is the nightmare of a
man fleeing desperately from his own talents. Yet, he is also Ben-Amitai, a truth-seeker,
one whose flight is never without purpose, never-ending. Like a bird seeking its own
space, he flies off, only to be sucked back into the vortex of reality.

But reality is fluid, returning like the tide to present us with recurring choices.
Sucked in, spewed out, washed up—the reluctant prophet is forced to face essentials.
According to the interpretation of the mystics—adapted by the scholiast Rabbi Eliezer,
the Gaon of Vilna—the belly of the huge fish represents death, the grave, hell. Jonah's
hell is facing himself. Only he can fulfill the task assigned him. Not by chance the first
question he is asked by the sailors concerns his identity: Who is he? And by
implication: Who are we?

Jonah's response to this question overwhelms the good sailors on whose fateful ship
he has taken refuge. But he refuses to follow through the implications of his own
confession. His obstinacy stirs up the waters of the deep from which emerges the all-
encompassing fish that will swallow him and provoke him to further confession. His
energy still intact, Jonah finally reaches Nineveh, where his stark prognosis causes a
major upheavel, shaking the city-state from king to commoner. Jonah triumphs, but his
very success depresses him profoundly. Why? Like the huge creature beneath the surface
of the waves, the answer to this riddle is hidden in the text. God proves to the fleeing
Jonah that what the prophet thought impossible is not only possible but also essential.
The point is hinted at a number of times throughout the story: the goal of all our earthly
endeavours is transformation. Life is the raw material which is to be moulded and
shaped according to our own volition. Everyone in this respect is an artist and, possibly,
even a prophet—in Hebrew, a navee, literally one who brings, or more philosophically,
actualizes. The fish is a symbol of an all-encompassing reality. Like art—which appeals
to the universal passion for invention, disguise, or subversion of the larger reality around
us—the fish is a necessary metaphor. It is 'larger than life' and, like any other suggestive
metaphor, enriches our experience by limiting it.

The all-encompassing fish expresses a paradox: it is both convention and art, reality
and imagination, fate and opportunity. How easy it is to be swallowed by this paradox!
How simple it is to be lured by its massiveness as a way of avoiding life's critical choices!
Even Jonah—divinely commanded—prefers death to change. Not only does Divine
morality, in the shape of a gourd and a worm and an east wind, bring him to the edge of



despair. According to the Mechilta of Rabbi Yishmael, Jonah's initial flight to the sea
was motivated solely by thoughts of suicide. What strange reverses for such a brief and
cryptic tale!

The reverses lend a hallucinatory power to the charm of the book. As a literary artifice
it blends childlike, dream images—the raging sea, a gargantuan, nameless fish, a
magically sprung gourd—with a profound and subtle theology. God demonstrates to
Jonah how nature, seemingly fixed and permanent, can be changed overnight. The
implication is obvious—as it is with nature, so it is with human beings, whatever their
origin. Fish, Nineveh, Nature, God—all these are images of large, swallowing, seemingly
all-encompassing elements, allowing no space for the normal size of our everyday lives.
Our natural instinct is to deny them, subvert them, in a word to run away from them, to
find an alternative, more congenial space.

And to where does a prophet run if not to Tarshish? Not that anyone can say for sure
where this city is located. Commentators guess at a number of places around the
Mediterranean basin, Spain and Tunisia among them. But if its location is uncertain the
quality of its life can be more easily ascertained. Tarshish is definable by its anonymity:
all the better for a prophet on the run. In the context of the story, we can speculate that
this city is a place devoid of tension, an ideal that has no existence outside the realm of
fiction, a outopia—a no-place. In contrast, Nineveh is recognizably of our world, the
essence of which is expressed in the continuous struggle for morality. Even after its
citizens have undergone a wondrous metamorphosis, they still remain (according to
Rashi) animal-like, incapable of distinguishing left from right: their encounter with
Jonah's God is only one station on their journey towards perfection. This last scene,
perhaps, made the story sufficiently attractive to the Rabbis for them to include the book
in the canon of meditations for Yom Kippur—that all-encompassing day that links
human frailty to divine, absolute morality.

The historical Nineveh is ultimately doomed, perishing a generation or so after the
story takes place. Does this mean that Jonah's mission is a failure? Not at all. Jonah is
caught between the wordly Nineveh and the idealized yet unobtainable Tarshish.
Between these two a life is spun, a pattern emerges, creating a unique form. Jonah's
tale is told; it is captured forever in line and word. Jonah is forever about to succumb,
to be swallowed for good. But he never is. He survives, renewed and bouyant, to
continue his journey between left and right, between the bestial and the divine, between
Nineveh and Tarshish.

© Mordechai Beck
edited: Dr. Alan Rosen



MAFTIR YONAH

With original etchings by Mordechai Beck

Calligraphy by David Moss

The hand-made Abaca paper was especially produced for the edition by Izhar Neumann
at the Tut-Neyar Paper Mill, Zichron Ya'akov. The printing of the etchings was
executed under the supervision of the artist at the Jerusalem Print Workshop by Sidon
Rothenberg, who also printed the text on an 1886 Albion handpress. The Print
Workshop is under the supervision of Arik Kilemnik.

The edition of 90 exemplars consists of:
70 copies numbered 1/70 through 70/70
12 deluxe copies numbered Aleph to Yod-Bet, which include a
suite of six extra etchings printed and signed by the artist.
8 artists proofs marked A/P

8 out-of-the-edition, unsigned samples

In Memory of

Morris Freeman
Hove, England
28th October 1908 — 28th October 1989

"Blessed shall you be in the city and blessed in the field . . .
Blessed shall be your entrance and blessed your departure."
(Deuteronomy 28: 3,6)

© 1992 Bet Alpha Editions

P.0.B. 20042, Rochester
New York, NY 14602
Tel/Fax (716) 442-0570
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