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A Poetic Translation of Ecclesiastes, Chapters 9 & 10

Robert Jacob Malka
St. John’s College, New Mexico
Liberal Arts
Class of 2015

and

Sun Bleicher
Hebrew University, Israel
Law
Class of 2018

Abstract: Chapters nine and ten of Ecclesiastes in the original Hebrew stand as the most fascinating and
enjoyable chapters to read for the translators. We therefore wanted to express that pleasure by adhering
to the original Hebrew, for the most part, as literally as possible. Further, we suspect that we have found
a way to express the poetic prose of the Hebrew best: we have expressed our translation in relatively
strict iambic pentameter. We have broken the meter where it felt fitting to the translation and where it
seemed otherwise impossible to adhere to iambic. Our translation differs in a few key respects from King
James and other translations; we therefore hope that the reader will examine their favorite translation
and compare it with ours. Familiarity with the rest of Ecclesiastes is not necessary to enjoy our excerpt.
The Hebrew is side-by-side with our translation for the reader’s convenience.

Acknowledgments: To King Solomon for his extraordinary wisdom.



Ecclesiastes 9 and 10

Chapter 9

"For all of this I’ve given to mine heart,

Sifting through the righteous, the wise, and their
Servants by God’s Hand; neither love nor hate
Are known by man, though all is yet to come.

* All is alike to all, one moment for

The just and for the evil, for the good
And for the pure and for the impure, for
He who sacrifices and for he who
Doesn’t sacrifice; as is the good man,
So is the sinner—in awe under oath.

*All is evil, for all is done beneath

The sun, and all is but one event; and
Man’s heart is also filled with evil as
Debauchery fills his heart, and it stalks
Him through life and even into his death.

"For he who is put together to all

The living, there is safety; for a dog

Living is better than a lion dead.

"For there is knowledge among the living,

Of death; and the dead know nothing; they earn
No compensation; lost is their memory.

"Their love, their hate, their envy’s already lost.
They have no part in all beneath the sun.

"So go, eat your bread with joy and drink with

A peaceful heart. God is pleased with your deeds.
" At all times shall your clothes be pure white, and
May there always be oil on your head.

® All the days of your meaningless life shall

You witness with a woman whom you love,

For all your meaningless days that He gave

You under the sun; for He is a part of

You, in life, in your toil, in all

For that which you toil under the sun.

"All that your hand shall find that it can do
Within its strength, that you shall do. For there
Is no value in all that you do, nor

Is there knowledge, when you go to Sheol.
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Ecclesiastes 9 and 10

I returned and took place under the sun
To watch: not for the swift one the race is,
Nor also goes to the hero the war,

Nor also is left for the wise the bread,
Nor also for the bright shall there be wealth,
Nor also for the knowledgeable, grace.
For the death knell shall toll for everyone.
¥ For man’s unaware of time impending:
As fish are trapped in an evil net, and

As birds are caught in a snare, so it is
That times of evil lying in wait for

Man, fall very suddenly upon him.

1 also saw this wisdom while under
The sun and it did seem great unto me:

™ A great king came upon a small city
With few people in it, surrounding and
Then building fortifications against it.

" Found in the city was a poor, wise man,
Who used his wisdom to evacuate

The city; but none recalled this poor man.

"™ And so I said thus: Wisdom trumps Boldness.

But the poor man’s wisdom is despised, and
His words are never heard by anyone.

" The words of wise men are spoken in peace—
More than a governor’s command to fools.

" Wisdom triumphs over weapons of war
But much good is lost by one sinner’s hands.

Chapter 10

"Dead flies bring forth a putrid scent from the
Apothecary’s ointment; but he who

Gains his prestige from wisdom and honor
Suffers from at least a little folly.

“The wise heart is on one’s right; the fool’s, left.
* And the fool’s heart is absent as he walks

His path; so it is that he clarifies

To all the extent of his foolishness.
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Ecclesiastes 9 and 10

"If a ruler’s spirit rises against you,
Stay in your place; for yielding brings great sins.

"I have seen much evil under the sun—
Errors stay one step ahead of rulers.

' Foolishness is common in positions
High and the wise reside in stations low.

T’ve seen servants on horseback and princes
Set foot upon the earth as mere servants.

"He who digs a pit finds himself in it
And snakes are neighbors of he who intrudes.

“He who moves stones will be enshrined in them;
He who axes trees finds danger in them.

'If the iron is blunt, and its surface
Is edgeless, then strengthen your soldiers; and
Wisdom brings to soldiers the upper hand.

¥ A serpent bites with barely a whisper
And a sharpened tongue holds no advantage.

¥ The words from the mouth of a wise man are
Gracious, but may be consumed by fool’s lips.

*The beginning of a fool’s speech, folly,

And the ending, evil debauchery.

" And the fool shall speak of many things; and
Man shall not know what there is to be, and
What shall be after him—who can tell him?

" The labor of fools wears on them, for he
Does not know how to go to the city.

" Woe to you, O land, when your king’s a boy
And your advisors dine in the morning.

" Blessings to you, O land, when your king is
Liberated and your advisors feast
At the proper time, for strength and not sloth.

™ Gradually the building decays; and with
Uncareful hands the home will decompose.
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Ecclesiastes 9 and 10

“A meal is made for laughter and wine is
Made for joy, but money answers all things.

’Even in thought should you not curse a king,
Nor in your bedchamber should you curse
The rich: for the fowl will carry your voice
And the winged one will speak of the matter.
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