“A Woman's Song”:
The Poetry of Esther Raab

c ANNE LAPIDUS LERNER =

In memory of my beloved faller
nobmY DRMNTY 12 MO, Joseph Lapidus

The development of modern Hebrew poetry gave rise to a burgeoning
of poetic activity among women. Rahel, Yocheved Bat-Miriam, Esther
Raab, and Elisheva were the most prominent of a cluster of women who
started writing and publishing Hebrew poetry in the early 1920s after a
puzzling total absence of women Hebrew pocets from 1890 to 1920.

Among these poets, Esther Raab (1894-1981) is distinguished both by
her poetry and by her biography. She is the only one of the group who
was not part of the Russian poetic tradition. Harold Schimmel suggests
that Raab, like Limily Dickinson, stands outside the poctic mainstream (9-
10).

Her birth in 1894 in Petah Tikvah gives Raab the distinction of being
the first woman born in the Land of Israel to become a Hebrew poet. This
accident of birth distinguishes her poetry from that of her contempo-
raries. Actually, il is not really fair to refer to this as an accident of birth,
because her father, Judah Raab, who made aliyah in 1876 and married
Esther’s mother in 1878, intended to re-establish his family’s European
agricultural heritage in the Land of Isracl.2 His childhood had been
formed by his experiences living on an agricultural estate in Hungary;
his children were, he hoped, destined to be Jewish farmers who experi-
enced no conflict of homeland or landscape.
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Thus, Esther Raab—unlike Leah Goldberg, for example—had no deep
European forests, no church spires flashing through her consciousness.
Unlike Hayyim Nahman Bialik, the greatest Hebrew poet of the previous
generation, Raab was not the poet “of the hills, woods and streams of
Volhynia” (Aberbach, 1988, 50). At a point when her contemporaries
were, in a sense, a dor midbar-—a wilderness or transition generation who
relished the opportunity to settle in Isracl but still hankered after their
childhood or early adult experiences in Europe - -Raab wrote through her
primal contact with the land. Raab herself was aware of the importance
of these influences (1989D).

Her birth in Petah Tikvah also affected her language. For most
Hebrew writers of Raab’s generation, Hebrew was not the first language.
Spoken Hebrew was not even an carly language. While Raab clearly
knew Yiddish (originally in a Hungarian form; later, influenced by a
wave of settlers from Lithuania who came to Petah Tikvah, in its classic,
Lithuanian form), she had an early, natural connection with the Hebrew
language.’ Of course, at the turn of the century, modern Hebrew was in
the process of developing the vocabulary and syntax that would allow it
to become a flexible medium of expression. Raab later described that
process: “Every Hebrew word was new and shining with a wealth of
colors like a bird’s wings. . . . And I caught it as one catches a bird; |
loved to pronounce it” (Be’er, 11 March 1988, 11). It was not an acquired
language for her, but an innate vehicle of expression which grew and
developed as she did.

The nature of her connection with the land, unique in her generation,
may have contributed to Raab’s fate as a poet who has been unde-
servedly overlooked in the study of modern Hebrew poetry.4 In his
lengthy introduction to the 1982 Yalidav sclection of her poetry, Reuven
Shoham offers a number of explanations for this oversight (52). It may
have been because her corpus was not large to begin with and that less
than half of it was published in a collected volume during her lifetime. In
addition, Raab never really belonged to the generation of writers who
were her contemporarics; she was somchow too independent—a loner
out of sync with the zeitgeist, the spirit and experience of her generation
of poets. Finally, Shoham suggests, Raab’s language, in ils concreteness,
set her apart from the norm. Miron’s emphasis on Raab’s unwillingness
to adapt her poetic voice to that of a “submissive” woman provides yet
another tantalizing explanation.5

Taste and the establishment of the canon are issues which are most
complex. None of the explanations Shoham puts forth can be casily
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dismissed or readily accepted. True, Raab’s corpus is small, and she
underwent a long period of silence from 1935 to 1947.6 Yet, it is far from
the smallest corpus of the period and, with Bialik’s protracted silence
before us, we can scarcely say that a poet whose muse is sometimes
absent is always dismissed. And, while Raab was in many ways unique,
she describes herself as having been in touch with many of the great
writers of her time.7 If there is one salient difference between Raab and
others of her generation, it is precisely that she does not seem to belong
to that generation in terms of theme or style. As Shimon Ginzburg wrote
of her poetry in 1936: “she captures the look of the landscape of the Land
of Israel in a manner different from that of most of our poets who come
from the foreign countries, in a natural and true presentation,
unadorned, without the falseness of sentimentality” (279). Raab’s style is
clearly different, for she accepts as a given the Land of Israel, its flora and
fauna, and uses them throughout her poetry.

Raab’s poctry deals with issues that arise from her unique situation, as
well as those connected with her ties to Jewish religious tradition—ques-
tions that pervade modern Hebrew literature. To illustrate, 1 will focus
on one of her later poems, which serves well as a lens through which can
be refracted a number of issues relevant to the broader corpus of her
work.

I have selected “Shirat ishah “ or “Woman’s Song” (1969), because in
both title and themes it is a complex and multivalent poem. In its rich
layers of meaning, the poem incorporates three major themes: woman-
hood, religion, and poetry.8 Its very autobiographical ambiguity—dis-
closing and veiling self—is part of its fascination. A poem as rich as this
one affords a challenge to those who would presume to analyze it, for, in
so doing, one must necessarily unravel the scamless nature of the work. |
will first examine cach of the three strands, and then consider nature, the
thread which is dominant in much of Raab’s work but missing here.
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Woman's Song

Blessed He who made
mea woman—
that I'm earth* and Adam,
and a tender rib;
Blessed who made me
5  circles upon circles— 5
like wheels of plancts
and like circles of fruil
who gave me living flesh
which blossoms,
10  and made me like 10
plant of the field
that bears fruit;
so that Your cloud-tatters,
slide like silk
on my face and thighs;
15 . and I am big 15
and want to be a girl,
weeping from sorrow,
and laughing, and singing,
with a voice, thinner than thin

20

A

A Woman's Song

Blessed be He who made
me a woman,

That I am earth and man
And tender rib;

Blessed be You who made me
Allin circles-

Like heavenly spheres
And circles of fruits-
That You gave me
Blossoming, live flesh,
And You made melike
a plant of the field
Bearing fruit;

That Your ripped clouds
Caress like silk

My face and hips;

And Tam grown

And want to bea girl
Crying, of sorrow

And I Taugh and sing,
With the faintest voice
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20 like a wee cricket 20  Like a small cricket
in the chorus of your lofty In the lofty chorus
cherubs— Of your cherubs—
smallest of the small—I play The smallest of small—-
25  at Your feel 25  Iplayat your feet,
my Creator!? My Creatort10

* “earth”, in Hebrew adamah, from
whence Adam's name

First published in 1972, in the collection of Raab’s poems entitled
Tefilah aharonali [A Final Prayer], “Shiral ishah” is a relatively short
poem—although of about average length for Raab—in which the poet
expresses her personal attitudes toward being a woman.'? It is a poem of
joy, of reveling in womanhood. The unequivocally positive mood which
pervades the poem does not always strike a welcome note in the minds
of contemporary feminist readers, because they often feel that the poem
minimizes the power of women.'2

The title “Woman’s Song” does not tell us anything about the con-
nection between the subject of the poem and the narrator.’3 Where we
might expect some first person signifier in the title—perhaps something
along the lines of Bialik’s “Shirati, “ [My Song]—we find instead a title
that is telling in its very spareness. As defined by the title, this is a poem
of more than personal significance. Although the poem itself is boldly
first person, Raab is, through the title, telling us that her song can be the
song of any woman. Her experience, to the extent that it is herein
reflected, is not special, singled-out, unique. Yet, she simultaneously
indicates— with a modicum of hubris—that her poem also is the
quintessential poem of a woman. In so doing, Raab opens, particularly
for her women readers, the issue of their identification with what is
expressed in her “Woman’s Song” or their rejection of it.14

Raab’s opening sentence, in both its form and its substance, addresses
gender issuces. She plays with the words adamah (carth) and adam (man),
while engaging, the accepted notion of the carth-mother. When Raab’s
first-person narrator states “ani adamah,” (I am carth) the reader hears a
simple statement of this metaphor. When the narrator adds, “ve’adam”
(and man), the reader recognizes that this is a multivalent line. On the
one hand, Raab is telling the reader that the land is both feminine and
masculine. After all, if there were a need to create the masculine form of
adamah, it would necessarily be adam. This takes the reader back to the
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second Creation story, in which God formed “man from the dust of the
earth” (ha’adam afar min ha’adamah) (Gen. 2:7). It is significant in this
context that, in other poems, Raab sometimes reverses the trite earth-
mother, male-fructifier image to give the female the penetrating role.?s
Yet there is another reversal inherent in this line. The feminine form of
adam would be adamal. Hebrew’s lack of nongendered language often
leaves us using adam to mean person, for wont of a less gendered word.1%
Through the use of this juxtaposition, Raab is saying, “I am both mother-
earth and father-earth; I am both the male and the female first human.”

The imagery from the Creation story continues as Raab lists the third
component in her makeup as “Isela“ rakah” (a soft rib), alluding to the
formation of Eve from Adam'’s rib described in the second chapter of
Genesis. This is an oxymoron, for ribs are bony and not soft. Clearly, in
these two lines, Raab is composing a midrash on Genesis, introducing a
distinction between male and female, perhaps even addressing the ques-
tion of the appropriateness of fashioning a woman out of a man’s bone.
From her positive opening we may reasonably deduce that the softness
she attributes to the rib is a positive characteristic, appropriate to the
somewhat androgynous creature whose Creator she praises.

The intimate, second-person God is praised for having created the
narrator in circles—first plain circles, then the circles of the planets or
spheres, and finally circles of fruits.7 Beyond the rolling g.1. (gimel-lamed)
onomatopeia of the circular words Raab uses, what do mazalot (planets)
and peirot (fruits) signify? In addition to their being largely circular or
rounded in shape themselves, fruits and the heavenly spheres are often
found in orbits or arranged in circles, like the “igulei deveilah (round cakes
of pressed figs) mentioned in rabbinic literature."™ They are thus circles of
circles. The fruits are the symbols of female fertility and sexuality; the
planets represent Raab’s reach beyond Earth to the cosmic. The planets
are of the heavens; the fruit, of the earth; and the “blooming, living flesh”
that is the woman represents an intermediate plane.'9 It is on this inter-
mediate plane that the poem focuses. At the same time, all of these
circles, particularly the cosmic ones, are also cycles and remind us of the
cyclical nature of a premenopausal woman's life.20

Female fecundity is further underscored by Raab’s use of the words
“ketsemah hasadeh” from one of Ezekiel’s visions. God dictates to Ezekiel
the following: “When I passed by you and saw you wallowing in your
blood, I said to you: ‘Live in spite of your blood.” Yea, I said to you: ‘Live
in spite of your blood.” 1'let you grow like the plants of the field [ketsemal
hasadeh)]; and you continucd to grow up until you attained to woman-
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hood, until your breasts became firm and your hair sprouted. You were
still naked and bare” (Ezek. 16:6-7).

The appropriateness of the verse—which also appears as part of the
midrashic section in the Passover Haggadah—to Raab’s context can be
seen both in the ending of the verse, which she does not quote, and in the
way the verse is used in other midrashic contexts (Goldschmidt,
1960,120).2* The “growth of the field” is, for Ezekiel, part of a metaphor
comparing the people of Israel to a woman who is unclothed, unkempt,
uncivilized. Rabbinic interpretation expanded this negative statement,
suggesting that the Children of Israel were “naked” of God’s command-
ments, or milsvol. But for Raab, it is a positive metaphor: the salient
characteristic of this woman is that she is “bearing fruit”; the covert
characteristic is her rounded and mature sexuality, her firm breasts.

Even in Raab’s simple statement that a woman, like the plants of the
field, bears fruit, there is a biblical reference which emphasizes her par-
ticular vision. The first Creation story in Genesis informs the reader that
on the third day God had the earth bring forth “trees of every kind
bearing fruit” (Gen. 1:11). While the biblical translator has chosen to use
the term “bearing fruit,” the Hebrew has “<osch peri,” better translated as
“making fruit.” Raab compares her woman to a plant “bearing fruit”
(nos’e prei). In echoing, but not repeating, the language of Genesis, she
underscores the woman’s role. While a woman cannot “make” fruit
without a man, she “bears” the fruit alone.

From the covert sexual imagery of the growth of the field metaphor,
Raab moves to a fairly explicit description of physical pleasure. The
sensual experience of being caressed by torn clouds which feel like silk
on the narrator’s face and thighs is barely a touch, but enough for the
reader to imagine the narrator seen large and tall across the landscape.
Clouds are common in Raab’s poetry and prose, but torn clouds, imply-
ing perhaps a struggle, or at least an imperfection, are not.22 The feel of
the silk, its rarity, and its connection to the boudoir introduce a new
element into the poem.23

The second half of the poem, opening with a contrastive vav, focuses
not on the creation of the narrator, but on her feelings.24 She expresses
her ambivalence about whether she wants to be grown-up or “a girl”.25
While Raab tellingly does not enumerate any of the advantages of being
grown-up, she does describe for us the things about childhood that she
misses. Essentially, she characterizes childhood as a period in which one
is free to express oneself in pain, in joy, or in song. She has not forgotten
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the pain. In fact, she mentions it first; but it is followed by the joy of her
laughing and singing aloud.

Her ambiguity about her stature is also reflected in the many exam-
ples of alternating heavenly and earthly metaphors to be found in the
poem. The round metaphors of the planets and the fruit, the contrast
between the field and the clouds, and the sounds of the cricket and the
cherubs allow the reader to sense the ambivalence that underlies the
image of the poem’s narrator. One is reminded of the Hasidic tale which
suggests that a person always carry in one pocket a note saying, “1 am
but a little lower than the angels,” and in the other a note saying, “I am
but dust and ashes.”

The comparison Raab draws between the narrator and a cricket is par-
ticularly striking. Onc expects to find crickets fairly close to the ground.
The cricket described by the narrating persona in Bialik’s “Shirati,” for
example, is in the cold hearth. It sings, as pointed out by Ziva Shamir
(1986), in response to the Sabbath songs sung by the narrator’s family
and by the Sabbath angcls (71). Raab, in describing the voice of her first-
person narrator as that of a cricket, moves rapidly from carth to heaven,
for her cricket situates itself in God’s exalted cherubic choir. One experi-
ences again the ambivalent mix of hubris and modesty. While she hears
her voice as that of the lowly cricket, it is only so in relation to the heav-
enly chorus; while she sees herself as the smallest of the small, it is only
in relation to the feet of God the Creator.2¢

The question of relative size or, perhaps, of relative importance, raises
a central feminist issuc. In her article about Isracli women poets, Lilly
Ratok discusses this issuc in the context of the conflict between feminine
and literary values among women writers. She maintains that the
primacy of female values would, perhaps even unconsciously, influence
a woman writer to forgo vying for excellence or for a central position in
the field of literature (1988, 58-59).

Raab here emphasizes the significance of the insignificant. Her self-
portrayal as small, a cricket, a voice in the chorus, raises the hackles of
those who maintain that women, like men, must see themselves as per-
sons of considerable magnitude.27 Yet it is a vision of self which, while
not exclusive, appcars clsewhere in Raab’s work, as well. In anticipating,
her own death, for example, she said: “I believe that the spirit is not lost.
I leave a little, something, one point within eternity, some drop in the
sea” (Be’er, 1 April 1988,15).

Clearly, for some, the male model of dominance is not the only one. In
this poem, Raab seems to be suggesting that her different voice is also
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important. Her integration of another standard, her emphasis on being at
one with nature, precludes her viewing a hicrarchical male standard as
the only one.?® She is more comfortable recognizing the consequence of
the quotidian.

In sum, “Woman’s Song” presents us with a version of what being a
woman means to Raab. It involves a sensual joy in being female, a revel-
ing in the roundness of female physiology and fertility, and a being at
one with the cosmos. But from the preceding analysis of the poem, I have
deliberately eliminated the other salient themes. “Woman’s Song” is not
just a woman’s poem, it is also a poem in which Raab attempts to come
to terms with God and Judaism, as well as a vehicle for expressing some
of her feeling about the craft of poetry.

Writing in Ilebrew, one is forced to heed the echoes of traditional
texts and attitudes which pervade the language. A Hebrew writer is
hard-pressed to avoid the encounter with tradition. For Raab, “Woman's
Song” represents an attempt to articulate both her reconstruction of parts
of traditional Judaism and her relationship with God.

The opening line represents her direct challenge to the Jewish tradi-
tion of her childhood. In the observant community of Petah Tikvah
where she was raised, Esther Raab’s education was interrupted when
David Hayyun, the new principal in the local school, decided that young,
men and women would study together in co-educational classes. This
met with the opposition of her own beloved and admired father, who
decided that his daughter could not continue her studies in mixed
classes.?9 She must often have bristled at the denigration of women
implicit in having men praise God daily for not having created them
women. While she may have known that it was the requirement that
males perform more mitsvot than females and not rampant misogyny
which gave rise to this wording, she dealt directly with the issue in the
opening line of this poem by simply omitting, the negative from the
blessing, traditionally said by men. It is a modest protest, one couched in
omission, but one which is also quite effective, for it echoes the liturgy
while reversing its sense. At the same time, to the female reader whose
ear may be better attuned to the female version of the blessing, Raab
confirms the divine plan. While men say the words previously men-
tioned as part of the liturgy, women positively bless God for having
made them according to his will.3° By conflating the texts, a woman
hears that God made her a woman, which is according to the divine will.
She retains the rest of the blessing, having turned its sense on its head,
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and continues, for example, to refer to God in the third person, as does
the fixed form of traditional blessing,

The previously discussed criticism of the Creation story in Genesis,
implicit both in Raab’s use of adam and adamah and in her conversion of
the bony rib into a soft one, is a further example of her quiet but firm
challenge to accepted texts and approaches. One wonders whether Raab
was familiar with the possibility raised in the Talmud that the language
used in that version of the Creation story points to the woman’s having
“more understanding than the man.” ¥

After the description of her creation, Raab’s first-person narrator
returns to the blessing formula with which she had opened. This time
she introduces another, more subtle modification. Berakhot, or blessings,
traditionally shift from the second person to the third. While opening
with “Barukh atah “ (Praised are You), they proceed to acknowledge God
as ruler of the universe in an apostrophe and then shift to third person
language. The fourth line of the poem starts as essentially a reprise of the
first, except for the person of “<asitani” (You made me), an archaic and
formal form of the verb, which has now been changed to the second
person.

This seemingly minor grammatical shift establishes the intimate I-
Thou relationship between the speaker and God which suffuses the
poem.32 Yet it is only in the final line and word of the poem that the
speaker, who had been addressing God as You throughout, actually uses
one of God’s epithets.? The name she uses is “Bori,” (my Creator),
which brings the reader full circle to the Creation motif of the opening
lines. By framing her poem in the context of Creation, Raab repeats the
ambivalent message of the poem. On the one hand, this is the poem of
Everywoman, or, perhaps, Eve-rywoman; on the other, this is the poem
of a unique woman- - strong, and significant.

There are also additional instances in which Raab’s speaker grapples
with Jewish tradition. The word she uses for aloud, “bekol,” takes us
directly back to the familiar rabbinic dictum “kol be’ishah <crvah” (a wom-
an’s voice constitutes lewdness) (Berakhot 24a). Once more, Raab is taking,
on traditional Judaism in a straightforward, but mild-mannered way. She
does not criticize the tradition, but simply states that she sings “aloud,”
or “in a voice.”34

The metaphor that has the narrator playing at God’s feet is yet another
implied critique of the traditional image of woman’s role. One well-
known version of the World to Come has men sitting and studying
Torah, while women sit at their feet. Raab has twisted that tradition by
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accepting what is a subservient role, but she sits not at the feet not of a
man but of God, Whom she here characterizes as “Bor’i,” (my Creator).

In closing, her poem with that single word “Bor’i,” Raab does more
than return to the Creation with which the poem opened. Replacing the
impersonal “Woman’s Song” of the title is the strongly possessive “my
Creator” at the closing. On the one hand, Raab is writing of total sub-
servience to God and God’s will; on the other, she is defining God in
terms of the narrating woman whom God has created. The way in which
God, as the subject of the opening word barukli and the referent of Bor’i at
its close, frames the poem is striking. The effect of the frame is further
underscored by the repetition of the “b.r.” sound at the beginning of the
opening and closing words of the poem. Although its title is “Woman’s
Song,” the poem itself is a Romantic expression of an intimate relation-
ship with God expressed in natural terms (Zach, 1964, 87).

Submission to God’s will is a sentiment which Raab expressed quite
vividly in her The Notebook of Hell, a collection of vignettes and brief
reflections dating, some time from 1970 to 1977. In onc passage she wrote:
“I have not betrayed the form in which God created me—if it was not as
perfect, perhaps, as that of others—it was mine, and I fulfilled the inten-
tion which was entrusted to it by my Creator (Yolsri)—whether good or
bad.”

While the theme of the craft of poetry does not vie with Judaism or
womanhood for dominant rank in this poem, it is clearly significant. By
titling what is obviously a poem or song (the terms being identical in
Hebrew) “Shiral ishah,” Raab leads us to consider poetry per se.

Her use of the weighty, feminine noun shirah instead of the less
formidable, masculine shir tells us that her poem is significant. When we
consider the word “shirah,” we realize that at the same time that Raab is
avoiding, pomp, she is taking on circumstance. “Shirah” immediately
evokes Shiral hayam, the majestic poem sung, by Moses after the Israclites
crossed the Reed Sca as they left Egypt (Exod. 15:1-18) and Shirat
Devorah, the poem with which Deborah, one of Raab’s models, celebrated
her victory over Sisera (Judges 5).35 An ordinary poem is a shir; an
extraordinary onc may be classified as a shirah. Indeed, despite twelve
poems with the word shir in their titles, cleven poems or groups of
poems with the word shirei, and five with shirim, this is Raab’s only use
of the word shirah in a title of a poem.

Raab’s choice of title is also dictated by an implicit comparison with
Hayyim Nahman Bialik, generally considered the “master” of modern
Hebrew poctry, a judgment with which Raab concurred.3¢ Bialik’s
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“Shirati,” previously mentioned, describes the twin sources of his poetry:
his father’s poverty and his mother’s sadness. It is a poem which is quite
explicitly autobiographical, alluding to Bialik’s own family situation. In
contrast, Raab’s poem is not specific and does not embody any truly
autobiographical element other than the references to poetry.

Bialik’s influence is also perceived in the voice of Raab’s narrator,
particularly in the thin voice of the small cricket.37 Beyond the ono-
matopoetic effect of the word tserafsar (cricket) lurks another deep inter-
textual connection with “Shirali.” Bialik is the master against whom all
modern Hebrew pocts must be measured, whose influence they must
confront.3® On the surface, nothing could be farther from Bialik’s poetry
than Raab’s. Her poems do not follow his traditional rhymes and meters;
her stanzas and his are totally dissimilar. His rich weave of biblical and
rabbinic allusion is absent from her poetry, and her intimate contact with
the Land of Israel does not pervade his. Yel, as though validating Harold
Bloom’s dictum that no poet “speaks a language free of the one wrought
by his predecessors”(1973, 25), Raab must have had “Shirati” in her
consciousness.

The recognition of the connection with “Shirali” gives us an insight
into Raab’s message. Her poem is a counterpoint to Bialik’s. While the
most apparent distinction between them may be that Raab discusses her
experiences in the Land of Isracl while Bialik writes about his in the
Diaspora, it is not to this distinction that Raab relates. She sees her poem
as a woman'’s poem and must, perforce, see his as that of a man. For this
reason, it is most telling that Bialik divides his poem into two halves,
devoted respectively to a description of his father’s contribution to his
poetry and to his mother’s. Raab borrows only the cricket in which
Bialik, calling it the “poct of poverty,” embodies his father’s voice. She
does not attempt to capture his mother’s tear. How revealing that is of
the father’s impact on Raabl's consciousness and artistic formation and of
the absence of the mother

The thin voice that Raab describes, for all its crickety chirping, is also
Raab’s poetic voice.4" 1.ike Rahel, Emily Dickinson, and other poets, par-
ticularly women, Raab does not sce her work as something grand; as
something, to borrow a phrase from Horace, acre perennius.4' In its form,
“Shirat ishah” incorporates Raab’s view of poctry, a view which she has,
consciously or unconsciously, embedded in the poem by describing one
of the three components of woman narrator as fsela rakah. While the pri-
mary meaning of {scla is, as previously indicated, rib, it also came to be
used in medieval Hebrew poetry as a term for a half-verse of poctry.42 In
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writing about her rejection of fixed poetic meter, Raab uses the same
word fsela“ in a somewhat idiosyncratic way, to mean a fixed form, a
strait-jacket. “Sometimes [ used to write in rhymes, and that is a tsela¢,
and did not find favor in my eyes” (Shoham, 1977, 84). In that context,
she clearly intended to refer to something hard and not soft. One may
therefore conclude that one of the features of the woman narrating this
poem is a “soft,” perhaps flexible, verse.

“Shirat ishah” is a spare poem of twenty-six short lines, only one of
which has as many as four words and two of those monosyllables. More
than half the lines have but two words; none has more than three
accented syllables. The anapest does dominate the poem, but in no fixed
pattern. Shoham, in his article entitled “Free Rhythms in Esther Raab’s
Poetry,” asserts that none of her poems uses either tonic/syllabic accents
or end-rhyme. This poem is certainly true to form-—or more precisely, to
non-form. In describing her own use of established forms, Raab states: “1
listen only to vague impulses and musical rhythms. Rhyme cuts my
wings. At seventeen or eighteen, when I started to write, I immediately
wrote in the same free meter, I did not feel that it was daring on my part
or that I was influenced by anything” (Shoham, 1977, 84).43

Raab’s declared independence from literary tradition may be viewed
either as a statement of self-reliance and self-worth, or as a reflection of
her lack of aspiration to become a link in that chain of literary tradition.
Here, again, there is a feminist issue of competing agenda. Are we to
heed Patricia Meyer Spacks who takes Anne Sexton to task for not
having “generalized and universalized her experience—linked it to tradi-
tions outside of itself—to have made it into good poetry?”(4) Or, are we
rather to consider Suzanne Juhasz’s view that “Sexton’s poetry, like that
of many women, is different, because it refuses to generalize or univer-
salize its individual experience; because its sources are other than the
literary (or religious) traditions of the patriarchal society in which it
exists?”(116) Parvticularly in Jewish culture, where patriarchy is perva-
sive, is there room for another voice—one which aspires to join not the
male chorus but the divine?

In a letter to Shoham, Raab expanded on her view of poetics—a view
which is embodied in this poem. She indicated that she tried to write in
rhymes but found it too constraining. Once she felt free, she reported:
“And then the short lines came, dashes and single words as a line, some-
thing like musical notes. . . . One word like an explosion as an ending
(finale)” (1977, 84). It is certainly a modest, rather than a grand view of
poetry that she presents here.
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While some may feel diminished to a degree by the apparent lack of
self-assurance and low sclf-esteem of the poetic persona Raab projects
here, others may well perceive that Horace's voice is a male’s and that
women may have a different, less hierarchical perspective on their place
in the grand scheme of things, valuing different kinds of work more
equitably.44

Having analyzed the themes which Raab does explore in this poem, it
is appropriate to turn to the one she does not. The lack of specificity in
the descriptions of nature here is oo striking, to overlook. Specific use of
flora and fauna is the hallmark of Raab’s poetry. Zach opens his essay on
Raab with a long catalog of the plants she named and which he does not
recognize (86). Shoham lists the words Raab introduced into Hebrew
poetry. Schimmel, in the introduction to his unpublished volume of
English translations, discusses in some depth the plants she incorporates
in her work and their significance (7-8). But in this poem, the only
specific term used is the (seralsar, or cricket. While Raab knew the cricket
from her own experience, she might just as well have borrowed it
directly from Bialik. All other terms are quite vague: adamal, carth; peirol,
fruits; tsemah, growth; sadeh, field; peri, fruit; <ananim, clouds. It is almost
as though in this strongly feminine poem she abandons her loudest note.

In an article entitled “Imagining Women: Notes toward a Feminist
Poetic,” Mary Carruthers discusses three themes which, in twentieth-
century American poctry by women, “are central to the way women
imagine their lives: the relationship of mother and daughter, the
tradition of romantic love, and the nature of the powerful woman” (1979,
282). Carruthers’s thesis is that poctry wrillen in the United States before
and after the watershed cra of 1968-1970 deals differently with these
issues. In looking at the poctry of Esther Raab, I am struck by the extent
to which these are nof her themes. Raab does not dwell on her mother in
poetry. She relates to her father in a much more significant way. There is
little about romantic love in her pocetry- -unless one broadens that
concept to include an ongoing affair with the Land of Israel; and,
although Raab seems to admire her father’s heroism, she seems to need
to sce herself as a woman writ small, and not heroic (Schimmel, 10-11).

This poem presents the reader with a version of what being a woman
means to Raab. It is, in Carruthers’s terms, one of her attempts at
“imagining women.” This imagining, counter to Carruthers’s view, does
not see woman in relation to a man, or even to another woman (283). The
primary relationship outlined in this poem is with God, described
through nature in terms that are, for Raab, unusually spare. The poem
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carries no hint of another human being beyond that embodied in the
impersonal reference to Adam and his rib.45

In its deep sense of acceptance of the divine, this poem echoes the
“Prayer” Raab embedded in The Notebook of Hell:

My God, receive my soul which rises to You—You have
known it from the time I came forth from my mother, from the
time I used to awaken at night and go out to the garden to see
Your miracles, to see the eucalyptuses standing in the silence,
to sce how they move slightly, as though You had blown into
them-—to sce the dewdrops on the lilies—and the moonbeams
shattering against them into splinters recoiling from Your
spirit which passes over my head, You hovered in space over
my head, I felt You with all my being—Remember this for
me - Gather me up in Your hand and I will not fear—You to
Whom the truth is known—.46

In addition to the development of a relationship with God, Raab
describes in this poem her positive evaluation of womanhood and, in so
doing, subtly points at places where traditional Jewish views merit revi-
sion. She repeatedly confronts established concepts and, through her use
of language, counters her readers’ expectations. She also elaborates her
view of the significance of poetry. It is both “Woman’s Song” and a poem
which gives us rich insight into Raab’s poetry.

NOTES

1. An extensive treatment of these four women Hebrew poets, who started
publishing between 1920 and 1922, is to be found in Miron’s article “Founding
Mothers, Stepsisters” (1989, 1 and 1990, 2). A section of that article in translation
appears in this volume. Miron addresses a number of factors that contributed both to
the absence of women in the earlier period and to their sudden emergence. The
contrast between the relatively easy entrée afforded women novelists and the
obstacles women pocls faced is also complicated by the view of poetry as a holy
calling and the consequent connection between the priest and the poet. In this
connection, sce Gilbert and Gubar (1979, xxi). Gilbert and Gubar also point to the
expectation that English poets be immersed in classical poetry as a factor which
reduces opportunities for women. As Miron indicales, this phenomenon is, of course,
paralleled in Hebrew literature.

2. Esther Raab provided many insights into her childhood home life to inter-
viewers. A series of articles by Be’er, from which I quote in this essay, interweaves a
number of these. For providing me with them and a great deal other material about
Esther Raab, T am deeply grateful to her nephew, Ehud Ben-Ezer.

3. “Only when we were older did we speak FHebrew. . . . Certainly, in school
[kindergarten], when it was founded, we spoke FHebrew.” The context makes it clear
that even at an carly age Raab knew more Hebrew than the teacher, for she mocked
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the teacher’s errors (Dor, 1971). Unless otherwise indicated, translations of texts that
are not biblical are mine. Biblical translations are from the Jewish Publication Society
translation.

4. It is of note that of the four poets Miron considers together (1989,1:41), Raab
was the only one whose works were not published in the influential periodical
Hatekufah.

5. Miron characterizes the four “founding mothers” as no less the products of
revolution than such male counterparts as Avraham Shlonsky and Uri Tsvi
Greenberg. He further posits that Rahel and Elisheva constitute the more conser-
vative wing among the four women poets; Raab and Bat-Miriam, the more radical (1:
36, 58; 2: 176-177).

6. Raab'’s first book, Thistles, appeared in 1930; her second, Poems of Esther Raab,
in 1964. Initially, one reason for the silence may have been the death of her beloved
husband, Isaac Green, in 1930, shortly before the publication of Thistles. She later
wrote of his death: “Ten years was the number of this life of friendship and serenity
[their marriage], and suddenly he [Isaac] went and [ was as though I were not
widowed but orphaned. . . . T felt great loneliness, as though I had been uprooted
from fertile land [and transplanted in] to an empty desert of sand—and the situation
had a serious impact on me, T did not write, T did not publish for three years, I was
frozen (1990).” T suspect that the flawed syntax is a reflection of the emotional toll of
writing about her husband’s death. But there is no reason given for her more
protracted silence.

7. In an interview with Moshe Dor in 1971, Raab mentions that she published
her first poem in Glickson’s Ha’arcts and that she also published in Asher Barash’s
Heidim. When the “avant-garde” movement of Avraham Shlonsky, Eliezer Steinman
and Yizhak Norman started, she was involved in Ketuvim and Turim. Writers
associated with many of the literary groups active at the time frequented her home in
Tel Aviv.

8. The text is from Raab (1988, 176).

9. Translation by Harold Schimmel, from his unpublished manuscript “Poems
of Esther Raab.”

10. Translation by Elchanan Indelman, published in Lamishpaha.

11. While this article attempts to draw the classical distinction between poet and
poetic persona, it is not always reasonable o do so. In discussing contemporary
poetry by women, Alicia Suskin Ostriker pithily challenges the conventional wisdom:
"For most of the poems in this book, academic distinctions between the self and what
we in the classroom call the ‘persona” move to the vanishing, point. When a woman
poet today says ‘I, she is likely to mean herself, as intensely as her imagination and
verbal skills permit, much as Wordsworth or Keats did, or Blake, or Milton, or John
Donne of the Holy Sonnets, before Eliot’s “extinction of personality” became the
mandatory twentieth-century initiation ritual for young American poets and before
the death of the author became a popular critical fiction” (1986, 12).

12. This has been my experience in teaching the poem in both university and
adult-education settings.

13. Because there is no indefinite article in Hebrew, either Indelman’s translation,
“A Woman’s Song,” or Schimmel’s, “Woman’s Song,” could be correct. My sense is
that the latter is more likely. The title of this paper uses “A Woman'’s Song” because it
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is closer to the topic of the paper which deals not with women'’s poetry in general,
but with the poctry of a specific woman.

14 For an instructive discussion of a feminist critic’s rejection of a woman’s work
because she instinctively rejects its views of women’s experience, see Juhasz (1977,
119-126).

15. This is the way in which Shoham, (1982, 46) correctly, T believe, understands
the relationship between the vine (gefen) and the carth (adamah) in Raab’s poem
“Portrait of a Woman.”

16. Shoham quotes a sentence in which Raab refers to herself as adam (1982, 46).

17. Tam indebted to Rebecca Jacobs for having pointed out to me the echo in this
line from the prayer “Asher yatsar.” This blessing, which praises God for having
“formed man [adam] in wisdom and having created in him many passages and
vessels” (lit., orifices, orifices, hollows, hollows; in Hebrew, nekavim, nekavim, halulim,
halulim) is particularly apt as a subtext. Like Raab’s poem, it uses both the term adam,
human, and the root b.r.a. to create ex nihilo, which concludes the poem. Further,
n.k.v., the root of the word nekavim, used in the prayer to mean orifices, is also the
root of nckeivah which means female. Standard Hebrew text, here cited with the
quoted translation in Hertz (10-11). The literal translation is mine.

18. For example, Ta‘anit 28a.

19. One might reasonably argue that the same binary opposition with a link
between them is embodied in the adam, adamah, and tscla nexus of lines 2 and 3.

20. According to Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer, the reward of the Israelite women who
refused to cooperate in the building of the Golden Calf is that in the world to come
they “are destined to be renewed like the New Moons” (1916, p. 352).

21. R. Nahora’i is quoted in the Mekhilta (Bo, 12: 41-42) as putting this verse from
Ezekiel together with Exod. 1:7 and deducing that the Israclite women in Egypt bore
sextuplets (Goldschmidt, 1960, 21-42).

22. The only other reference to torn clouds is in “A Strange City,” where Raab
writes: “On the roofs/ Antenna-forks—/ Stirring torn clouds” (1988, 176).

23. While one may argue that silk has many uses in women’s fashion, I would
maintain that in this context it is a not terribly veiled reference to sexuality. In his
article on the women Hebrew poets of the 1920s, Miron says that Raab and Bat-
Miriam were the ones who dared introduce female sexuality into Hebrew poetry (2:
162).

24. The letter vav added at the beginning of a Hebrew word may have one of a
number of meanings. The most common is “and”. Note that both Indelman and
Schimmel, in their translations, interpret this vav as meaning “and.” I feel that "but" is
preferable. ,

25. Indelman and Schimmel avoid, in different ways, the ambiguity of the word
“gedolal” in this context, translating it as “grown” and “big,"respectively.

26. Rabbi Matityah, the son of Heresh, said, “Be rather a tail to lions than a head
to foxes.” (Ethics of the Fathers, 4:20; Hertz, 677). Raab here locates her poetic persona
in accordance with that counsel; she enjoys the small.

27. Having laught this poem in various contexts over the past two or three years,
I am struck by the frequency with which adult readers, many of whom are not
particularly au courant in feminist theory, point to what they consider to be the
problem of the small, even diminishing, stature of this poem’s narrator.
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28. Interestingly, Ratok states, virtually as a given, that one of the goals of the
ferninist tradition in poetry is “breaking down the lofty image of poetry [sheviral
hatadmit hashemaymit beshirah]” (62). In a diary entry written in 1910, Raab describes
herself as quite depressed, unable to accomplish what she wants to do. Trying to
encourage herself to study, she writes: “Yes, you must work, for you were created for
great things!” (Hayardenit [Raab], 1981, 47).

29. The story of her being forced to leave the school because of the coeducational
classes instituted by David Iayyun is quoted by Shoham (1982, 52). It is interesting
that her father had no problem teaching her the “manly” arts of horseback riding,
swimming, and shooting (Raab, 1983, 45). This lends credence to the theory of her
nephew, Ehud Ben-Ezer (44), that Raab’s father (his grandf(ather) actuatly pulled her
out of school for financial reasons, because of the heavy load of debt he was carrying
during that period. As a proud man, he could not concede failure and so used this
plausible excuse instead.

30. “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King, of the universe, who hast not made
me a woman” (Barukh atah Adonai Eloheinu Melckh ha<olam shelo <asani ishah) is the
blessing recited by men. “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe,
who hast made me according to thy [lit., [lis] will” (Barukl atah Adonai Eloheinu
Melekh hatolam shetasani kirtsono) is the blessing, recited by women (Tertz, 20).

31. “And the Lord God built the rib, which teaches that the Toly One, blessed be
He, endowed the woman with more understanding than the man” (Niddah 45b, in
Seder Tohorot; Slotki, 315). The basis for this rabbinic comment is the unusual choice
of the word “vayiven” (he built) in Genesis. The rabbis connected that root b.n.. with
the similar root b.y.n., which means “understand.”

32. Unfortunately, neither Schimmel nor Indelman conveys this shift in person in
his translations.

33. It is interesting to note that Zelda, a religious poel, often keeps the religious
theme of a poem hidden until the very end, when a reference to God comes as a
surprise and infuses the poem with new meaning (Bar Yosef, 1988, 136-137).

34. In “Sea Songs,” Raab uses a theme similar to that of “Woman’s Song,” but
there the narrator describes herself as “motionless, voiceless” (1988, 160). In an
autobiographical story about being confined one night to the cellar as a punishment
(1983, 76), Raab describes her voice in loud and penetrating terms as suffusing the
whole space.

“I cried for a long time, 1 sobbed until my strength was gone and 1
became silent; and suddenly, without paying, any altention to il, my
foot struck a barrel and it emitted a soft sound, T touched it again, and 1
began humming softly, to myself, what a sweel tune rose from within
my throat, from within my chest, from my whole being. T took off my
sandal and began to bang with it on the barrel, and I sang, something,
unknown, something that I had never heard, that suddenly arose, warm
and resonant .. .. As I dared to raise my voice more and more  so I Helt
that T was approaching the great pardon, that my voice is heard on
high, in the upper reaches of the house. The cellar was filled with the
sound of strong and loud singing. . . .
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35. It is noteworthy that each of these poems is connected with a biblical heroine.
The first is followed by Miriam’s dance (Fxod. 15:20); the second glorifies a victory
for which two women, Deborah and Jael, were responsible.

36. When asked in 1971 what writers she enjoyed, Raab answered: “’And of ours
[Hebrew]—-is it at all possible without Bialik, for there is no Hebrew and no Hebrew
literature without him?’” (Dor)

37. Her only other use of the word “thin” (dak) in connection with sound is her
description of a semamil, a spider or a lizard, chirping thinly (1988, 204). Miron points
to Raab’s sensitivity to small changes in smell, temperature, sounds, air currents, and
so on in her carly poetry (2: 174).

38. The issuce of Bialik’s dominance in the poetry of the period from 1890 to 1920
has been treated at length by Miron (2: 133-142, pass.).

39. Reading her volume of autobiographical short stories as well as her poetry,
one is striuck by the extent to which the father is, for Raab, the dominant parent. For
example, in writing of her time in Cairo, living with the aunt who was to become her
mother-in-law, Raab explains that she related to her aunt better than she did to her
mother “because she was my father’s sister, and that family connection was in her as
well” (1990, 1t is also telling that Raab is the only one of the four early women poets
who uses her father’s name as part of her professional identity.

40. 1t is noteworthy that Raab refers to the German poet Walther Kalle, whom
she acknowledpes as having had a slight influence on her as a “lyrikan dak” (a slight
or spare lyricist), using the same word (Shoham, 1977, 84).

41. In her 1926 poem entitled “Niv” [Expression], Rahel writes, “I have known
countless words—/ Therefore will I remain silent.” In “El artsi” [To My Land] (1926),
Rahel expresses the same idea somewhat differently, claiming that she has not sung
paeans of heroism and battles to her land, but has brought it only a smali gift-offering
(52, 58). Schimmel’s introduction to Poems of Esther Raab includes an instructive
comparison between Raab and Dickinson (9-11). Carolyn Heilbrun offers a valuable
contrast between Dickinson and Walt Whitman, comparing her “I’'m nobody” with
his “I cclebrate myself and sing myself/ And what I assume, you shall assume” (1990,
204).

42. Vam grateful to Professor Avraham Holtz. for having pointed out this double
entendre.

43. Later, Raab freely admitted that she considered Frangois Mauriac her
“maitre” and had been influenced by Rilke, Hofmannstahl and Walther Kalle. She
also indicated that in her childhood she was exposed to a great deal of the poetry of J.
L. Gordon and Menahem Mendel Dolitzky (Dor).

44. Miron considers the poetry of Raab’s first period to be that of female power
and posits that it was precisely her unwillingness to appear to be submissive which
gave rise to her ensuing long period of silence (2:162, 173-77). In contrast, this poem,
written long, after the silence had been broken, clearly does not resonate with female
dominance.

45. In “Rondo,” one of the few poems in which Raab uses the word ishah, Raab
addresses a group of young girls saying: “Let us go up to the goal,/ the goal: to be a
woman [ishal], mother, beloved.” Clearly, for the narrator of that poem, the girl’s
emerging identity will be defined in terms of others, including males (1988, 40).

46. This prayer echoes the following part of the daily prayer service, referred to
as “Llohai neshamah” (Hertz,19):
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O my God, the soul which Thou gavest me is pure; thou didst create it,
thou didst form it, thou didst breathe it into me. Thou preservest it
within me, and Thou wilt take it from me, but will restore it unto me
hereafter. So long as the soul is within me, I will give thanks unto thee,
O Lord my God and God of my fathers, Sovereign of all works, Lord of
all souls! Blessed art thou, O Lord, who restorest souls unto the dead”.
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Yocheved Bat-Miriam:
The Poetic Strength of a Matronym®

c= ILANA PARDES =9

“‘Bat-Miriam’ is surely a pseudonym of a male poet.”2 So claimed
Yirmiyah Frankel in a review of Bat-Miriam'’s first collection of poems,
Merahok, upon its publication in 1932. Later, when it became evident that
the bearer of this name was actually a female poet, he apologetically
explained his mistake to Dov Sadan, saying that
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this poetry’s way of mastering language and its idioms with
an astonishing audacity is that which whispered to me that
this was the way of a man with poetry.

Sadan’s apt rebuke was:

(=) WD'?-'! NMoNS NNXY NTIYWH NIRW DRI ANPYON 278
SIRPT DY NNSIA R ,MIA PPINTNI MR DR

On the contrary, this audacity which docs not enslave itself to
the tradition of language even if it is not free of it proves the
opposite of your claim.

In his final remark on this conversation, Sadan reaffirms his original
response as a young critic:
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And since in the meantime I have acquired some knowledge of
our modern poetry, which I did not have when 1 first read
Merahok, and I struggled, in accordance with my character and
perception, to believe in woman and her redeeming soul - and
I do not mean savantes or bluestockings but rather a poetess - 1
did not lack then and T do not lack now proof of that.

Let us first examine Frankel’s observations. The matronym “Bat-
Miriam,” literally the daughter of Miriam, is necessarily a pseudonym,
and in this respect Frankel is right. It isn’t the sort of name that is passed
down within a patrilineal naming system. While patronyms with the
word ben (son) as prefix arc common Hebrew surnames, matronyms are
rare and nontransferable. The name Miriam Ben-David, for example, is
as banal as Mary Johnson, but a name such as David Bat-Miriam, whose
English equivalent would be David Miriamdaughter, is unheard of. But
how could Frankel have attributed a matro-pseudonym that is preceded
by a feminine proper name to a male poet? It is the forcefulness of Bat-
Miriam’s work which misled him, he claims, implying that feminine
writing is normally submissive and gentle.

Sadan’s critique, albeit brief, of conventional assumptions concerning
writing and sexual difference is wonderful. Mocking Frankel’s percep-
tion of “the way of a man with poetry” (a phrase with overtones of
sexual dominance, cchoing Prov. 30:19 the “way of a man with a
maid”), he defines the audacity of Bat-Miriam’s work as necessarily fem-
inine, suggesting that no man would have dared to write in such a
manner.

But what is poetic strength, and what makes it feminine? Poetic
strength is the unmistakable specialty of Harold Bloom. In A Map of
Misreading, Bloom argues that “poctic strength comes only from a
triumphant wrestling with the greatest of the dead and from an even
more triumphant solipsism” (1975, 9). He goes on to explain that a strong
poet is one who engages in an Ocdipal struggle with a ghostly literary
father, for his “deepest desire is to be an influence, rather than to be
influenced.” But even in the strongest of poets, “the anxicty of having
been formed by influence still persists” (12-13). As Sandra Gilbert and
Susan Gubar point out in The Madwoman in the Attic, Bloom’s male-
oriented psycholiterary model, with its focus on the father-son dyad, is
inapplicable to the experience of the female poet. Having to deal with
precursors who are exclusively male and therefore different from her,
she experiences an anxicty that is more primary than the Bloomian
“anxiety of influence.” Gilbert and Gubar (1979, 49) call this anxiety “the
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anxiety of authorship.” The female poet, they suggest, confronts a
literary past in which women hardly participate, in which writing is
primarily a male prerogative, and thus her anxiety “is a radical fear that
she cannot create, that because she can never become a “precursor’ the act
of writing will isolate and destroy her” (ibid.). How, then, does a female
poet acquire strength?

Through a rereading of Bat-Miriam’s matronym, | will argue that
unlike the male strong poet who struggles to send his forefather back to
hell (or heaven), the strong female poet is one who is capable of raising
the dead, or rather of raising a foremother. Virginia Woolf raises
Shakespeare’s sister, Sylvia Plath resurrects Lady Lazarus out of the
ashes; and Bat-Miriam, I would suggest, derives her strength from con-
juring up the name of Miriam the prophetess’s and reconstructing a
matrilineal poetic/prophetic tradition whose beginnings lie in the
prophetess’s ardent singing of the Song of the Sea (Exod. 15:20). The evo-
cation of the name and song of the biblical Miriam is beautifully depicted
n “Kifsukin hayamim” [Like Verses, the Days], one of Bat-Miriam’s carly
poems from Meralok:
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And it harkens to me: my name rises time and again
still shaking upon the waves of black water

black is my face, a distant reflection,

a remnant from way back, tremulous in the Nile.

And it seems: Here T will throw my hands
and launch the dance with pipe and joy
an ancient apocryphal sea song hidden in parchment
will awaken, will flare up and answer me . . .
(1972, 77)

But there is more. When Yocheved Bat-Miriam, née Zhelezniak,
chooses to call herself the daughter of Miriam, she not only raises a
female precursor but also commemorates her biological mother, who
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was indeed called Miriam.3 Bat-Miriam'’s choice of a name, then, needs to
be seen both as a concrete challenge to the patrilineal naming system and
as a critique of a culture in which literary tradition, like names, is passed
down from father to son.

It would be misleading to suggest that the male poet has no need to
discover admirable litcrary forefathers or that Bloom’s model needn’t be
somewhat modified even with respect to the father-son dyad. (His de-
idealization of the so-called Western perception of tradition somewhat
misreads Freud's depiction of the ambivalence which marks the son’s
relation to the father.) In modern Hebrew literature in particular, due to
the unusual circumstances of its emergence, the male poet surely has had
to raise the dead. The difference has to do with the fact that for the
modern Hebrew female poet, formulating tradition, or rather formulat-
ing a female literary past, is far more urgent and far more difficult: the
dead haven’t quite been born yet. Bat-Miriam’s poem “Kifsukim
hayamim” makes this point clear, for it depicts the reflection of the biblical
Miriam, which floats upon the black waves of the Nile, as a dim and
distant one. Similarly, the work of the prophetess is almost invisible: it is
“an ancient apocryphal sea song hidden in parchment” (shirat yam
kedumim sheganzu bagevil). If Bat-Miriam is a strong poet it is precisely
because she manages to “kindle” the remnants of her foremother’s work,
calling into question the male criteria of the canon.

Let me add that, unlike Bloom, I do not perceive the word “strong” as
synonymous with the center of the canon. Although Bat-Miriam received
some of the most prestigious Israeli literary prizes, she was a rather
marginal member of the Hebrew Moderna (or Palestinian Generation).
Her lack of popularity may be, in part, attributed to the cryptic and
dense character of her symbolist poems. Iew critics—with the notable
exception of Ruth Kartun-Blum and Dan Miron—have attempted to ana-
lyze her idiosyncratic diction, clliptic syntax, and esoteric references.

I would suggest, however, that the patriarchal aesthetic presupposi-
tions made explicit in Irankel’s review and held by far too many rcaders
of Hebrew poetry are another crucial factor accounting for the lack of
interest in her work. Even Avraham Shlonsky, the revolutionary founder
and spokesperson of this literary circle, is not free of such stereotypical
assumptions. Under the influence of the Russian revolution, he may
provocatively call for the abolition of the traditional sex roles, yet his
perception of sexual liberation in a literary context is not as radical as it
sounds. In a manifesto against the melitsalt (high-flown rhetorical style)
Shlonsky (1973a, 154) proclaims:
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The word surrenders, forgoing her honor. The word does not
want to be free: T love my master! Therefore pierce her ears
with an awl to the mezuzah. . . 1 sec: the melitsah put a grey
thread through the pierced ears of the (female) slave words. . .
The word (under the rule of the melitsah) - like woman (under
the patriarchal rule of society) is not free: she is dependent on
her husband. . .We rebelled: “free love!” “civil marriage!”What
is a father? Who needs a father? Thave plenty of my own. ..

Note that in Shlonsky’s scenario of literary/sexual liberation, the
word/woman is liberated despite her tendency or need to worship her
master. Lacking the revolutionary drive or consciousness, the
woman/word must be, paradoxically, forced to be free. Consider
another passage from a manifesto entitled “Ra‘ananut” (Freshness)
(1973b, 155):
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Do you remember Pigasov? Once he wanted to make the
coquette’s mouth emit a simple voice, the natural one. What
did he do? He sneaked behind her back and with a block of
wood  he struck her head! And when a great ery burst out of
the mouth of the shocked sufferer, he knew: this was the
natural voice!

That’s it! There is too much of the feminine in literature and in
poetry in particular. . . .

For Shlonsky, as this striking anecdote makes clear, literary revolu-
tions must involve a victory of masculine writing over the inferior, inau-
thentic feminine use of language. The depiction of the blow to the
woman’s head is metaphorical, but it may also express the poet’s discon-
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tent with the fact that poetry is the preferred genre among women writ-
ing in Hebrew. In any case, both quotations ignore the possibility of a
different mode of rebellion—a feminine one. Bat-Miriam, I would sug-
gest, could not have been a central figure in a generation whose
founder’s definition of poctic strength is as male-oriented as Bloom’s.4

L. Reconstructing Miriam

In what follows, I further examine Bat-Miriam’s matronym and poetic
strength through a close reading of “Miriam,” the one poem Bat-Miriam
wholly devotes to her foremother. | regard the poem as a later expansion
(it was first published in 1939) of the stanzas quoted above from
“Kifsukim hayamim.” Two questions are of special interest in my reading;:
How does Bat-Miriam use the biblical portrait of Miriam in recon-
structing her foremother? What characterizes this literary mother-
daughter relationship?

Before exploring these questions, 1 would like to stress that my focus
on the relation of Bat-Miriam to the biblical Miriam needn’t imply that
the prophetess is the only female precursor to be raised in Bat-Miriam’s
work. Much like Rahel Blaustein and Saul Tschernihovsky, Bat-Miriam
depicts a variety of biblical figuress but has a special relation to the one
biblical character whose name she bears. To put it differently, Bat-
Miriam’s primary identification is with Miriam, but this does not mean
that she has no other “substitute mothers,” not to mention nontraceable
female precursors. As for the unidentificd foremothers, I wholly agree
with Sadan’s (1977, 145) laudatory comment on the occasion of Bat-
Miriam’s reception of the Hayyim Greenberg Prize:
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Who can conceive how many yearnings of penerations, long-
ings of maidens and women for lyrical expression, were
redeemed in this poetry. Needless (o say, conferring a redemp-
tion of this sort is her great achicvement, if not the greatest,
especially if we bear in mind the miracle, that from her poetry
mothers and sisters speak, and yet she, the poetess, does not
0 beyond herself, she remains all enclosed within herself, she
for her pocetry; her pocetry for her |
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Miriam

She stood facing the reeds and papyrus
and breathed in stars and desert.

The round sleeping eye of Apis
flooded its glimmered blue

Upon the sand, on its goldening rustle,
upon the smile of a princess hidden,
upon a dialogue of hieroglyphs on stone
and a marched palace song,

Ata distance, in the fertilizer of memory,
like a horned viper in everlasting desire,
trodden Goshen adopted
a dim tribal imagination.

45
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(13)  —With you, with you in the storm
your body protruding as a timbrel,
with you in your dance facing fervor
smell of dunes and infinity,
(17)  —Ishalltell jealous and leprous,
I'shall tell complaining of myself.
I'adjure you in your monasticism not surrendering,
In your resplendent isolation do live!

(21)  She stood rocked by the spell
as by the white of the wave’s beals.
She bent over the baby as a vow,
as decree,

as redempltion,

as fate.
(1972, 179-180)

The title of the poem—"Miriam”—serves as an organizing allusion
and is immediately accompanied by two markers? in the first line—gomeh
and suf (reeds and papyrus). These words invoke the biblical scene in
which Miriam stands at a distance, watching over her brother’s ark as it
lies afloat on the Nile, hidden among reeds (Exod. 2:4). Bat-Miriam’s
reconstruction of Miriam’s first appearance in the Bible is surely different
from the canonical one. While in Exod. 2:4 Miriam’s name is not men-
tioned (she is defined as Moses” sister), here Moses is absent, and Miriam
becomes the focus of attention. From mere babysitter she is raised to the
position of a focalizer, the subject whose perspective the speaker seems
to adopt. Through Miriam’s eyes, we are taken into a mysterious pagan
Egyptian setting which is nonexistent in the biblical account of this scene.

One of the influential participants in this enigmatic selting is Apis, an
Egyptian bull deity. Apis was originally a form of the Nile god Hapi and,
like other bull deities in Epypt he was probably at first a fertility pod.
Later, he became associated with Ptah, the paramount deity of Memphis,
as well as with Osiris, the god of the underworld. Interestingly, Apis was
renowned for his oracular capacity. His priests drew omens from his
behavior. Thus, for example, “when the bull licked the pgarments of the
celebrated Eudoxus ol Cnidus, this signified the astronomer’s approach-
ing death; a like fate was predicted to Germanicus when it refused to eat
at his hand” (Spence, 1915, 28).

Miriam’s prophetic work, Bat-Miriam seems to suggest, is not as
monotheistic as one would assume from the little that is said about it in
the Bible. The prophetess’s gazing at the magical “round sleeping eye of
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Apis” (line 3) makes her analogous to the pagan priests of Memphis who
followed the bull’s movements with great care. This is by no means an
attempt to ridicule Miriam'’s capacity. On the contrary, for a symbolist
such as Bat-Miriam, magic, or the quest for a dreamy reality that tran-
scends the phenomenal world, is an essential ingredient of poetry. By
linking Miriam to such a deity, Bat-Miriam thus attempts to raise a fore-
mother who could serve as a prototype of a female symbolist.

Apis’s sleeping eye is precisely the sort of cye a symbolist must fol-
low. Transcending its confines (note the way the enjambment from line 4
to the second stanza accentuates this overflow), Apis’s eye floods “its
glimmered blue/ Upon the sand. . . upon the smile of a princess. . .upon
a dialogue of hicroglyphs . . . and a marched palace song” (lines 4-8).
Furthermore, like a proper symbolist eye, it has the ability to blur the
demarcation between past and present, living and dead, animate and
inanimate, sights and sounds. Under Apis’s ocular spell, the sand
acquires a “goldening rustle,” carved hieroglyphs can converse, and the
whispered/hidden smile of the Egyptian princess (the only biblical
clement in this stanza) blends with the objects surrounding it

But perhaps no bull’s eye attracts Miriam’s altention. That is, perhaps
her gaze never left the Nile and the reeds. Apis’s original role as a Nile
god and the double meaning of the word ‘ayin (it means both eye and
spring), may suggest that Miriam derives her prophetic “symbolist”
insights from watching the flooding of Apis’s spring, or rather from fol-
lowing the actual flooding of the Nile. If, so far, my reading has sug-
gested that the sleeping is literal and the flooding figurative, now I am
proposing that the opposite reading, if less apparent, is also possible.

The latter reading reinforces the notion that Bat-Miriam’s reconstruc-
tion of this scene by the Nile relies on the midrashic depiction of
Miriam’s miraculous well. According to Bamidbar Rabbah 1.2, Miriam’s
well accompanicd the Children of Isracl in their wanderings in the
desert, rolling over mountains and valleys and, most important, pro-
ducing water upon the people’s singing: “Rise up, O well!”9 Bat-Miriam
thus provocatively presents Apis’s spring as the pagan model of
Miriam’s well and, metaphorically, as the source of her work.

The blending of Hebrew and Egyptian traditions becomes the explicit
topic of the third stanza. Such cultural intermingling is depicted as a fer-
tility ritual, perhaps an outcome of the flooding of Apis’s eye/spring.
The feminine element in this ritual is associated with Goshen (a feminine
noun in Hebrew) --the fertile region on the castern delta of the Nile
inhabited by the Israelites. The lascivious “horned viper” and the
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“fertilizer of memory” (deshen hazekher)—note that the word “memory”
(zekher) and the word “male” (zakhar) share the same root in Hebrew—
represent the masculine element. Just as the agricultural prosperity of
Goshen depends on the flooding, of the Nile so, Bat-Miriam seems Lo
suggest, on the cultural level, the development of the Hebrew imagina-
tion depends on its capacily to adopt stimulating Egyptian traditions.

II. Oh (M)other!

The turning point, which involves a transition from third person to
second person, takes place in the fourth stanza. As if unable to remain a
mere observer, the female speaker appears and addresses Miriam, her
foremother, as she joins her ardent dance. The repetition of “itakh, itakh”
(with you, with you) accentuates the excitement which this sudden
encounter creates. Although Miriam’s name isn’t mentioned, the pres-
ence of a timbrel seems to disclose the identity of the female addressce;
that is, it serves as a marker which leads us to the biblical description of
Miriam'’s singing of the Song of the Sea in Exodus 15: “And Miriam the
prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand; and all the
women went out after her with timbrels and dances. And Miriam sang
unto them. . ... “(lines 20-21).1° Bat-Miriam evokes this scene by means of
a simile which is based on a metonymy—"your body protruding as a
timbrel.” Miriam’s body becomes the timbrel she is holding, the timbrel
which in modern Hebrew is named after her.11 The song, the body, and
the timbrel become one, just as the speaker and the addressee merge, in
this erotic transcendental dance “facing fervor.”

Following Exodus, Bat-Miriam thus shapes a feminine ritual in which
women converse as they sing, dance, and play. In “Miriam,” however, the
exchange between the speaker and her foremother hovers between
external and internal modes of communication; it is a dramatized inter-
nal dialogue in which, to return to Sadan’s description of such
“miraculous” phenomena, “mothers and sisters speak, and yet, she, the
poetess, does not go beyond herself.” In A Map of Misreading, Bloom (19)
analyzes a similar dialogue:

But who, what is the poctic father? The voice of the other, of
the daimon, is always speaking in one; the voice that cannot die
because already it has survived death . . . A poet, I argue in
consequence, is not so much a man speaking to men as a man
rebelling against being spoken to by a dead man (the precur-
sor) outrageously more alive than himself.
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In Bat-Miriam'’s case, however, we find no rage or frustration vis-a-vis
a demonic precursor who has the nerve to be alive and kicking in his
descendant’s work. On the contrary, the encounter with the (m)other,
which involves the oscillation of both between the living and the dead, is
an inspiring sensual exchange. Instead of struggling with an omnipresent
intruder, the speaker attempts to contact a distant unknown relative,
beyond reach or, as Bat-Miriam would have it, to smell the infinite (line
16).

Let me propose another reading of the fourth stanza. Bearing in mind
that the voices in this dialogue are unidentified and that the boundaries
between the (m)other and her descendant (like all boundaries in this
poem) are somewhat blurred, this fervid address could be perceived as
Miriam’s. Perhaps she arises from the dead and discovers, with excite-
ment, that her follower’s work is the mirror image of her own. Or per-
haps she comes back to life to join her daughter’s dance precisely
because it is a clear continuation of her own. This alternative reading, is
compatible with “Kifsukim hayamim,” where the speaker tries to revive
her foremother’s song by singing and playing the way her precursor
would: “Here 1 will throw my hands/ and launch the dance with pipe
and joy/ an ancient apocryphal sca song hidden in parchment/ will flare
up and answerme.. .. "

At this climactic point of the poem it becomes clear that Miriam's
polytheistic tendencies may be traced back to the Bible itself. Bat-Miriam
seems to suggest that Miriam’s dance/song/music/ritual is as pagan as
the “marched palace/shrine song” (zemer heikhalim hamuts<ad) that Apis’s
eye flooded.

Itis noteworthy that the pagan resonance of the Song of the Sea has
indeed been acknowledged by various biblical scholars. Thus Umberto
Cassuto (1951, 78) argues that the Song of the Sea bears a resemblance to
ancient pagan myths “appertaining to the revolt of the sea against his
Creator in the cosmic beginning, to the rebellion of Rahab, the prince of
the sea, and his allies the sea monsters.” 12

By reviving the repressed pagan facets in the Song of the Sea, Bat-
Miriam thus tries to retrieve the uncensored ancient “sea song” of her
foremother, kindling Miriam’s mitigated challenge to the predominant
patriarchal-monotheistic discourse of the Bible. While in Exodus we find
only traces of paganism—Miriam’s singing is, after all, yoked to national
and monotheistic interests (God’s victory over the Egyptians)—in Bat-
Miriam’s reconstruction of her foremother’s work, the Father’s rule is
more fully called into question. If the Song of the Sea celebrates the birth
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of a nation and the successful deliverance of the Hebrews, the poem
“Miriam” leads us back to the fleshpot, to Egypt and its pagan idols. The
monotheistic revolution of Miriam’s brother is undermined. The limits
God set to the sea in Genesis and Exodus collapse.

IIL. “I Shall Tell Jealous And Leprous”

Moving from the singing in Exodus, Bat-Miriam goes on to capture
Miriam’s explicit criticism of Moses in Numbers. To pet a better under-
standing of Bat-Miriam’s allusion to this ralher unknown incident in line
17 (the markers being “jealous” and “leprous”), it is worthwhile to
analyze Numbers 12 in detail.
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And Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses because of the
Ethiopian woman whom he had married: for he had married
an Ethiopian woman. And they said, Hath the Lord indeed
spoken only by Moses? hath he not spoken also by us? And
the Lord heard it. (Now the man Moses was very meek, above
all the men which were upon the face of the carth.) And the
Lord spake suddenly unto Moses, and unto Aaron, and unto
Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tabernacle of the congre-
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gation. And they three came out. And the Lord came down in
the pillar of the cloud, and stood in the door of the tabernacle,
and called Aaron and Miriam: and they both came forth. And
Ie said, Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among
you, I the Lord will make myself known unto him in a vision,
and will speak unto him in a dream. My servant Moses is not
so, who is faithful in all mine house. With him will I speak
mouth to mouth, even apparently, and not in dark speeches;
and the similitude of the Lord shall he behold: wherefore then
were ye not afraid to speak against my servant Moses? And
the anger of the Lord was kindled apainst them; and he
departed. And the cloud departed from off the tabernacle; and,
behold, Miriam became leprous, white as snow: and Aaron
looked upon Miriam, and, behold, she was leprous. And
Aaron said unto Moses, Alas, my lord, I beseech thee, lay not
the sin upon us, wherein we have done foolishly, and wherein
we have sinned. Let her not be as one dead, of whom the flesh
is hall consumed when he cometh out of his mother’s womb.
And Moses cried unto the Lord, saying, Feal her now, O God,
I beseech thee. And the Lord said unto Moses, If her father had
buat spitin her face, should she not be ashamed seven days? let
her be shut out from the camp seven days, and after that let
her be received in again. And Miriam was shut out from the
camp seven days: and the people journeyed not till Miriam
was brought in again.

The jealousy which this episode deals with is evident in the reserva-
tions Miriam and Aaron express concerning the special status of Moses’
discourse. “Iath the Lord indeed spoken only by Moses?” they protest,
calling into question Moses” privileged relationship with the Father. In
this drama of sibling rivalry,”3 God reaffirms His favoritism and pun-
ishes Miriam for seeking an equal footing with her brother. Exclusion
from the canon is not necessarily a female issue, and yet the fact that
Miriam alone is struck with leprosy while Aaron is spared makes clear
that the Law has even less sympathy for jealous women.

God’s punishment of Miriam is strikingly harsh, so much so that
Aaron pleads on her behalf: “Let her not be as one dead, of whom the
flesh is hall consumed when he cometh out of his mother’s womb”
(Num. 12:12). If Miriam plays a maternal role both in watching over
Moses in Iixodus 2 and later—on a national level—in leading the women
in Exodus 15, the leprosy, as Aaron’s simile makes clear, reverses her
position: the mother figure of the nation becomes as a child, even a dead
child or an aborted fetus, whose flesh is caten away.

In response to Moses” intercession, God justifies His punishment, reit-
crating the belittling of Miriam, for now she is compared to a shameful
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daughter: “And the Lord said unto Moses, If her father had but spit in
her face, should she not be ashamed seven days? let her be shut out from
the camp seven days” (Num. 12:14). T'he analopy God draws is quilte
astounding. Miriam’s demand for greater expression scems to be syn-
onymous with lewdness, and leprosy turns out to be the punitive
spitting of the Father.

Although Miriam is brought back to the camp after being “shut out”
for seven days, we hear nothing, from her after this harsh incident. She
dies shortly after without saying a word: “And the children of Isracl . . .
came into the wilderness of Zin in the first month . . . and Miriam diced
there, and was buricd there” (Num.20:1).

Miriam’s unsuccessful struggle with the Father is a fine reminder of
the different lots of male poets and female poets. Miriam'’s challenge,
unlike that of her brother, involves a critique of patriarchy—the very
basis of the Father's rule  and as such it is far more difficult and far
more dangerous. Morcover, if we expand on Bloom’s family romance
and take into consideration the respective struggles of the female poet
and male poet with their siblings that is, with their contemporaries
(and in Numbers the straggle with the Father is clearly interconnected
with sibling rivalry)- here too Miriam’s disadvantages are evident.
Aaron’s rivalry with Moses is not doomed at the outset. As a man, he has
the theoretical chance of being the Father’s primary representative. By
contrast, “penis envy,” Freud’s controversial term for the sister’s jealousy
vis-d-vis her brother (which Iuce Iriparay [1985, 56] aptly redefines as
“representative of woman’s desire to enter into symbolic exchange as a
subject”'4) is, by definition, incurable in patriarchal society. For a woman
in Moses” day with the gift of prophecy would have had to be silenced
and then buried in the wilderness for daring to demand a central cultural
position.!s

In Bat-Miriam'’s poem, this complex biblical family drama is radically
madified as a hitherto unknown mother-daughter relationship comes to
the foreground. Bat-Miriam undoes the Father’s punishment by restoring
Miriam to her maternal role and “fleshing out” the prophetess’s admir-
ing descendant. If it is Miriam who responds to her daughter’s address in
the fifth stanza, she adjures her follower to tarn jealousy and leprosy into
a source of power and creativity, which is perhaps the ultimate undoing
of the spit of the Father.

(17) - I shall tell jealous and leprous,
(18) T'shall tell complaining of myself.
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(19) I adjure you in your monasticism not surrendering,
(20) In your resplendent isolation do live!

From her experience, Miriam knows only too well that the margir.mtllly
of feminine discourse requires a capacity to endure solitude. Bat-Ml.rlam
makes the uniqueness of such solitude conspicuous through the distor-
tion of the cliché “splendid isolation” (bedidut zoheret). A ”resple‘nderjt
isolation” (hedidul zehurah) is nothing like the pretentious Roma.nhc soli-
tude so commonly attributed to pocts. Rather, it is a disturbing non-
canonical isolation which may serve as a source of inspiration only for
those who can avoid surrendering, 16

Miriam’s final words to her daughter (linc 20) echo Ezekiel’s famous
address to Zion (16:5-6):
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No eye pitied thee, to do any of these unto thee, to have
compassion upon thee; but thou wast cast out in the open
ficld, to the lothing of thy person, in the day that thou wast
born. And when 1 passed by thee, and saw thee polluted in
thine own blood, I said unto thee when thou wast in thy blood,
Live; yea, I said unto thee when thou wast in thy blood, Live.

The prophetess scems to encourage her follower to struggle like Zion, to
live in spite of her lonely birth, to attain womanhood in spite of the ha‘rd-
ships. In contrast to Ezekiel, however, where the daughte.r’s Taturat.lo.n
takes place, rather problematically, “under the Father’s wing,” here it is
the mother who assists the daughter.

The foremother Bat-Miriam raiscs is surely an empowering precursor;
one who can offer her daughter the kind of backing, she herself did not
have when struppling with literary male authorities. But here, ns.lwf.or.v, I
should suggest another reading. It may be the daughter who is };IVII.I);
the advice in the fifth stanza, adjuring the outcast Miriam to return to.llfe
and struggle so as to empower herself and her Ieprous/.n.\argmal
descendant. In any case, the union of the two enables them to join forces
against the canon’s exclusion of feminine discourse. .

Note that similar adjuring between women who converse while they
sing appears time and again in the dialogues of the beloved and t}?e
daughters of Jerusalem in the Song of Songs. To give but.one example:” 1
charge you ["MY2WN), O daughters of Jerusalem, If ye find my beloved,
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That ye tell him, I am sick of love” (5:8). Yet while the beloved is love-
sick, Miriam’s discasc is rather “monastic “and unpleasant.

What makes Ieprosy attractive for Bat-Miriam is not only its capacity
to characterize the noncanonical status of the matrilineal tradition she
attempts to reconstruct, but also leprosy’s metaphorical use in the
writings of other members of her peneration. Shlonsky, in particular,
often uses leprosy as a metaphor for creativity. In fact, one could argue
that the fifth stanza alludes to Shlonsky’s poem “Tsara<at” [Leprosy]. In
“Tsara<at,” humanity, struck with leprosy, tries to struggle with this
disease in various ways; but, insofar as leprosy is the very core of
existence, it remains incurable. The poem ends with the “black amen” of
the crow crying: “In your evil-leprosy do live!” (betsara<atkhem hayu)'7 to
the suffering masses. Rebelling, against the false redemption that religion
offers humankind, Shlonsky calls for the uncovering of the morbid
Truth: there is no redemption; there is no peace-bearing dove.
Accordingly the black crow, with his jarring cry, is the appropriate
messenger of Truth. The crow’s only advice is to turn leprosy and evil
into a source of life. But perhaps a passage from one of Shlonsky’s
manifestos (written in 1923) would best clarify the implications of this
metaphor for him (1973b, 157).
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Eliphazes must not speak. Definitely not! But Job was not
silent. Job was incapable of remaining silent. Because for Job
“pain was immense.” That's it! The poet is Job. . . . Because the
poet docs not sing the suffering of the other, but rather his
own afflictions/diseases. And he who is not struck by boils—
is not an artist, insofar as he is nol mankind, insofar as he is not
the sufferer.

For Shlonsky, the poet, like Job, is the nonconformist who can neither
save his skin nor refrain from challenging authority. Boils (which are
analogous to leprosy) assure that his wriling is about authentic pain and
suffering, a cry of the daring outsider. One could argue that Bat-Miriam
attempts to develop a feminine model that would be analogous to Job.
Miriam, no doubt, is a fine female leper. But there is a significant differ-
ence between these two biblical figures. Job is allowed to complain at
length—a whole book is named after him-—while Miriam'’s discourse is a
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marginal, mitigated discourse within the Book of Moses. Miriam, like
Job, could not remain silent but, unlike him, she was eventually silenced.
Both Shlonsky and Bat-Miriam intensify subversive trends in the Bible8;
yet, while Shlonsky can rely on a well-established rebel, Bat-Miriam has
to reconstruct a model from bits and pieces, and this is precisely what
makes her project far more urgent and far more difficult.

IV. The Ark Revisited

In‘the last stanza which opens, like the first one, with the word ‘amdah
(she stood), we return to the opening scene by the Nile; only now a baby,
albeit unnamed, is mentioned. It seems as if all that has happened
between the first and last stanzas may have been the strange prophetic
dream of a spellbound Miriam, facing the fervor of reeds and waves. In
any case, mothering this nameless baby is what the prophetess now
seems to regard as her “vow,” “decree,” “redemption,” and “fate.” Big
words. Bat-Miriam allows them to occupy the space of four lines, break-
ing the strict quadrate strophic structure of the previous stanzas and imi-
tating, visually, the action of bending over a baby. This iconographic
message participates in the concretization of the abstract nouns, blurring
the distinction between the baby and words, turning motherhood into a
metaphor for feminine creativity. Yet, in accordance with the fluidity
mentioned above concerning the roles of mother and daughter, this
metaphor is not unidirectional. Miriam guards the baby/work and vice
versa. Thus it is not surprising that the prophetess does not rock the
baby, as one would expect, but rather she herself is magically “rocked”
(menudnedet).

V. The National Profession

The final big prophetic words at the end of the poem, especially
“redemption,” suggest that “Miriam” has more in common with the
Song of the Sca than one would initially suspect. In the last stanza it
becomes evident that Miriam’s national role is essential to the under-
standing of Bat-Miriam’s choice of precursor.19 The motherly figure in
line 20 seems to be concerned not only with the deliverance of the
baby/work but also with the redemption of the nation as a whole. What
augments this notion is Bat-Miriam’s elusive allusion to the midrashic
interpretation of Exod. 2:4.

Why did Miriam stand afar off? Rabbi Amram in the name of
Rab said: Because Miriam prophesied, ‘My mother is destined
to give birth to a son who will save Isracl’. . . . This is why it
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says: And his sister stood afar off, to know what would be the
outcome of her prophecy (Shemot Rabbal 1; 22).

In contrast to Shemot Rabbah, however, the national redemption Bat-
Miriam’s Miriam envisions as she stands by the Nile is only vaguely
related to Moses. Moses” name remains conspicuously absent throughout
the poem. The birth of the nation in “Miriam”is primarily a female
endeavor,

Assuming the role of the national prophet is a temptation no modern
Hebrew poet seems able to resist. Bialik, Uri Tsvi Greenberg, and even
Shlonsky, in his playful treatment of the homonyms “seer” and
“shepherd” (Y17 - MIXI7), have made use of the prophetic calling. Bat-
Miriam, apparently, is not innocent of such desires either. To some
extent, through Miriam, she takes part in the formation of a Zionist pio-
neer literature, following the exigencies of the period.2° Her nationalism,
however, is idiosyncratic. After all, Bat-Miriam’s exemplary national
prophetess has pagan tendencies and, above all, the projected birth of the
nation in “Miriam” brings about no clear individuation. Egypt and
Zion/Goshen blend in the backpround, showing, no respect for national
borders. Natan Alterman aptly described a similar phenomenon in an
article he wrote in honor of the publication of Bat-Miriam’s collected
poems in 1963.
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“A chariot of fire among the hills of the world,” this is how the
Land of Isracl rises from this book, but this essence, despite the
unique form of its expression, and despite its fervent zeal, does
not turn into a closed and isolated power. With it, and parallel
toit. . .the storms of sorrow and singing and fetters and flags
of Russia’s poems/songs rise. In fact, such duality. . . is one of
the most conspicuous characteristics of the pocets of this
generation”. .. But here you feel this duality not through
jarring dissonance and an emphasis ongaps, as others sang it.
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Here you sense. . .a different kind of tragedy, maybe the

deeper one. . in that fateful harmony, in which the two blend
inonesoul, . .,

Just as Bat-Miriam’s yearnings for the Land of Israel and for Russia
are not mutually exclusive, so Egypt and Zion do not represent opposi-
tional entitics. If in reading the first stanzas of the poem such national
blending scems to contradict the possibility of “Zionism,” at the poem’s
end one realizes that a different kind of nationalism is at stake, a nation-
alism that fits no conventional categories.

What makes Bat-Miriam’s nationalism even more exceptional is its
refutation of the boundaries between the private and the public.2* This is
evident not only in the last stanza where the word “redemption” relates
to both spheres. In retrospect, the allusion to Lizekiel in line 20 may be
defined as the initial point where the birth of the daughter/mother/work
is inseparable from the (re)birth of Zion. The fact that Zion is portrayed
in the Bible both as a daughter and as a mother makes “her” wholly
compatible with the fluid mother-daughter bond in this poem. A few
stanzas from Bat-Miriam’s poem “Erels Yisra’el” [ The Land of Israel] may
clarify the intimacy with which Bat-Miriam relates to the Land of Isracl
in her work and to the interchangeability of the roles of mother and
daughter in this respect.
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Bewilderment, prophecy and fear

and a disappointed, impoverished glory.
With you like you only shining

the hope of my despair not redeemed . . .

A circle within a circle enclosed

an orbit spinning within an orbit,

with you Tam tied upon your face
encompassing my yearning as a compass—

And calling, with aimless echo.

And calling, with bereavement and dread,
take me in, do enclose me in the splendor of
your wing, poor and naked— . . .

Till T find you and you are crying and glowing
in my bosom as a weaned child in lights,
the simple, poor and paltry one

to weep for your iII\P()V(‘I'iShl“(‘lll to weep

(1972, 47-51)

The similarities are striking: here, as in the poem “Miriam,” the
speaker fervently wishes to join her female addressee (note the repetition
of the word itaklr - -with you), driven by an unattainable desire to know
her. Here, too, as a circle within a circle, mother and daughter are inter-
changeable: the daughter who sceks the protection of Zion’s motherly
wing can equally offer her own bosom as refuge to her mother. Here, too,
the mother and daughter are on the margins, impoverished and isolated.
Clearly, the presence of the Land of Israel in the poem “Miriam” is rather
latent. National references in “Miriam” are primarily used to characterize
the mother-daughter relationship and not vice versa, as is the case in the
poem “Erels Yisra’el.” And yet the Hebrew matrilineal poetic/ prophetic
tradition which Bat-Miriam shapes in this poem seems to depend on
such a landscape. Zion nurtures this literary female bonding and, in turn,
the foremother and her descendant take partin the formation of Zion.

VI. A Global Consideration

Now that we can view the allusive patterning of the poem as a whole,
it becomes clear that Bat-Miriam is a thorough necromancer. She evokes
all the Pentateuchal episodes in which Miriam is mentioned in chrono-
logical order (except for Num. 20:1, where Miriam’s death is recounted
laconically). She begins with an allusion to Miriam’s standing by the Nile
(Exod. 2:4), goes on to invoke the prophetess’s singing of the Song of the
Sea (Exod. 15:20), and then she reinterprets Miriam’s leprosy and jeal-
ousy (Num. 12). The lincar, chronological order is broken only in the
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final stanza of “Miriam,” where we are led back to the initial scene by the
Nile. This circular ending may be considered the ultimate subverting of
biblical norms, one final pagan mythical touch that calls into question the
exclusivity of monotheistic values.?> By using and misusing the far too
few verses alloted to Miriam in the Bible, Bat-Miriam thus manages to
conjure up a strong foremother, an exemplary female symbolist, magi-
cian, rebel, outcast; a model national prophetess with dual nationality;
and, above all, a precursor who can, in turn, empower her descendant.

VIL The Name of the Mother-Daughter Literary Bond

Let me conclude by returning to the question of psycholiterary models
with which I began. I propose that Elizabeth Abel’s use of Nancy
Chodorow’s psychoanalytic concepts is far more applicable to the
literary mother-daughter relationship depicted in Bat-Miriam’s work
than Bloom’s model. In “(E)merging Identities” (1981, 433), Abel astutely
shows that the willingness of the female poct “to absorb (female) literary
influence instead of defending the poetic self from it” is consistent with
the flexible ego boundaries and relational self-definition presented in
Chodorow’s analysis of the mother-daughter relationship. Just as the
girl, in Chodorow’s adaptation of object-relations theory, never really
achieves total separation from the mother nor gives up her earliest rela-
tional mode of primary identification, so the female poet tends to experi-
ence a sense of oneness and continuity with her foremother. Let me add
that such conflation or exchangeability of roles both in the literary and
the familial realms has to do with the fact that neither the mother nor the
daughter represents cultural authority in patriarchal society.

The name of Yocheved Bat-Miriam miraculously captures the very
essence of this fluid literary mother-daughter relationship. If one bears in
mind that Yocheved is the name of the mother of Miriam in the Bible,
then Yocheved Bat-Miriam is the mother who is the daughter of the
daughter. Challenging the authoritarian structure of the patronym whose
function is, as Freud (1939, 150-151) and Lacan (1977, 198-199) suggest, to
prove and mark the father’s paternity, the matronym floats between the
mother and the daughter upon the black waves of the Nile (see “Kifsukim
hayamim™), taking part in the (e)merging of both. But let us avoid
idealizing this mother-daughter literary bond. If the Name of the Father,
as Lacan would have it, is the paternal metaphor which marks the child’s
entry into the realm of the father, into the register of the symbolic, of
culture, then the name of the mother, in Bat-Miriam’s terms, is a “shaky”
name on the margins of culture (the Nile is no place for weaned
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monotheists). It is a name which, like the dark reflection of the mother,
rises and falls time and again.

Noris

1. Tam greatly indebted to Elizabeth Abel, Robert Alter, Zali Gurevich, Hanan
Hever, and Chana Kronfeld for their inspiring suggestions and criticisms.

2. This quotation, as well as the following, exchange between Frankel and Sadan
appears in Dov Sadan’s Orhot ushevilim (1977, 50). Translations of Hebrew texts
throughout the article are mine.

3- Tam indebted to Dan Miron for providing me with biographical information
on Yocheved Bat-Miriam. The lack of accounts concerning Bat-Miriam’s life is
astounding. Dan Miron’s beautiful article, “IHitvadut limshoreret,” is a notable
exception.

4. The inescapable question which is beyond the scope of this article is: Why
wasn’t the lot of Teah Goldberg similar to that of Bat-Miriam? That is, how could
Goldberg—-also a female member of this literary circle  have attained such renown?
This is a complex issue involving many socioliterary factors (e.g., Goldberg's
prominent status in the academic critical communily). One aspect that is relevant to
our discussion is that I.cah Goldberg's poetry, unlike the work of Bat Miriam, has
quite easily lent itself to stercotypical readings of “feminist poetry.” That such
readings disregard the often subversive subtext of Goldberg’s poems is another issue
that awaits further examination.

5. To mention but two examples from this series (Bein hol veshemesh) Bat-Miriam
authored a poem on Eve and another on Hagar.

6. T am trying to avoid the criticism put forth by Jonathan Culler vis-a-vis
Bloom’s application of Freudian concepts to literary penealogies. “Bloom’s theory,”
Culler writes, “looks like an account of intertextuality and presupposition, but when
intertextuality is narrowed to this point, where it is a relationship between a given
poem and a single great precursor poem, one begins to have doubts” (1981, 109-110).
Although I tend to agree with Culler’s presentation of intertextuality “as an open
series of acts, both identifiable and lost” (ibid.), T find his reading of Bloom too literal.
Bloom does not refute the existence of nontraceable precursors; rather, his
psychoanalytic approach, which involves “practical criticism,” is meant (o account
only for the primary identitiable precursors in literary works. Nor does Bloom so
rigidly adhere to the notion that the ephebe has but one poetic father. In The Anxiety
of Influence, he doces not hesitate to mention both Nietzsche and Freud as “the prime
influences” upon his theory of influence.

7. Tam using Ziva Ben-Porat’s term.,

8. The profusion of odd participles contributes to the characterization of this
lack of boundaries. Participles such as rodemet (sleeping) and mutsad (marched)
creale a hesitation between a present continaous form of the verb and nominal
adjectives, the result being a blurring of boundaries between stasis and action. For
more on the blurring of distinctions in the poctry of Bat-Miriam, sce Kartun-Blum'’s
comprchensive analysis (1977, 33-70).
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9. Although a well and the incantation “Rise up, O well” are mentioned in
Num. 21:17, it is only in the Midrash that this well is altributed to Miriam. The rabbis
base their observations upon the resemblance between this incantation and Miriam'’s
singing of the Song, of the Sea.

10. All biblical citations are from the King James Version.

1. The word “timbrel” in modern Hebrew, fof Miriam, literally means “the drum
of Miriam.”

12. IUis noteworthy that the very fact that the Song of the Sea incorporates
narrative elements (it renders the whole story of God’s parting of the sea and the
subsequent destruction of the Egyptians) is indicative of its polytheistic origin.
Biblical poctry, as Shemaryahu Talmon (1978) points out, tends to avoid narrative.
This avoidance, he claims, needs to be seen as a rejection of pagan mythology, which
in Mesopotamia was primarily expressed in the form of epic poetry. For an insightful
analysis of the question of narrative in biblical poetry, see Alter (1985, 27-61). For a
feminist consideration of this issue, see Bal's Murder and Difference (1988).

13. For more on sibling rivalry in this context, see Zeligs (1986, 225-238).

14. According to Freud, penis envy can be only partially resolved when the wish
for a penis is replaced by one for a baby and a baby boy in particular. For a critique of
Freud’s observations in this respect, see Irigaray (1985, 83).

15. I am alluding to Virginia Woolf’s brilliant account of “what would have
happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister” (1929, 48-51).

16. In his otherwise illuminating discussion of Bat-Miriam’s work in Imahot
meyasdot, ahayot lorgot, Dan Miron misrepresents Bat-Miriam’s relation to resistance.
He depicts her carly poems as daring and powerful (though somewhat immature)
and goes on o suggest that she gradually yields to the conventions of “female
poetry” in wriling “impoverished submissive poetry,” after the model of Rahel
Blaustein’s work. (Although Miron seems to have a different notion of the character
of Bat-Miriam’s later poems, he doesn’t devote much time to them). Let me suggest,
contra Miron, that throughout Bat-Miriam’s work there is an immense tension
between a desire for power and a realization of the disturbingly impoverished
condition of woman. This tension is poignantly represented in the fifth stanza of
“Miriam,” where the speaker’s cry “not to surrender” is accompanied by an
acknowledgement of the isolation and poverty that are part and parcel of the life of a
female poct.

17. Note the neologism which combines the words “leprosy and “evil” (NPYAIX).
This poem clearly reflects the existential character of Shlonsky’s revolutionary stance.
For more on this lopic, see Kurzweil (1966, 170-180).

18. Alterman’s heavy reliance on Ecclesiastes throughout his depiction of the
wandering stranger in Simhat ‘aniyim may be seen as an analogous phenomenon.

19. For more on the biblical Miriam’s role as a female redeemer, see Trible (1989).

20. For an extensive analysis of the national commitment of Third Aliyah writers,
see Shaked (1983, 237-269).

21 For more on the blurring of the private and public in Bat-Miriam’s work, sce
Alterman’s Kamah devarim (1963), and Dan Miron’s Shiratah shel Yokheved Bal-Miriam
(1963).

22. 5ee Alter’s discussion of the linear, chronological order in the Bible (1981, 23-
46).
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He promised to fulfill all his rabbinical duties and to help his
father lead the congregation. The clders wished him luck.

A few weeks went by. The rabbi remained secluded during the
day, delegating the handling of all ritual qucstions and law cases
to his son. He even stopped going to the Housc of Study to pray.
As a rule, he ate one meal a day, gruel, bread, meat. Now he left
his food almost untouched. On the Sabbath he sang no hymns.
He no longer prepared the samovar at night. The household
would hear the rabbi striding about in the dark, sighing and
talking to himself. His face grew yellow and his beard shriveled.

All at once Reb Kasriel Dan announced that he was giving up
his position as rabbi. He requested the community to appoint Reb
Pessachia in his place. He stated that he had sinned and must go
into exile to do penance.

The weeping of his wifc was of no avail. Reb Kasricl Dan
took off his satin robe and round rabbinical fur hat. He put on a
shaggy long coat and peaked cap of cloth. He said farewell to his
wife, to Teltsa Mindel, to Reb Pessachia, to the townfolk. A
wagoner gave him a lift to Lublin.

As the rabbi sat in the wagon, a young man noted for his
insolence dared to ask him what sin he had committed. And the

rabbi answered: ‘“The Commandment “Thou shalt not kill’ in-
cludes all sins.”

Translated by . M. Lask and Elizabeth Shub

1. ’/é 3il«6]~e\’

Zeitl
and
Rickel

I often hear people say, “This cannot happen, that cannot be,
nobody has ever heard of such a thing, impossible.” Nonsense!
If something is destined to happen, it does. My grandmother
used to say: "If the devil wants to, he can make two walls come
together. If it is written that a rabbi will fall off a roof, he will
become a chimney sweep.” The Gentiles have a proverb: “"He
who must hang will not drown.”’

Take this thing that happened in our own town. If anybody
told me about it, I'd say he was a liar. But I knew them both, may
they interccde for us in heaven. They've surely served their

punishment by now. The older one was called Zeitl; the younger
one, Rickel.

IIX
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Zeitl’s father, Reb Yisroel Bendiner, was already an old man
of cighty when I knew him. He had buricd three wives, and Zeitl
was the daughter of the third. I don't know whether he had any
children with the others. He was in his late fifties when he came
to live in our town. He marricd a young girl, who died, may God

presetve us, in childbirth. Zeitl was taken out of her with pincers.

Reb Yisroel's father-in-law had left his daughter a large brick

building in the marketplace, with thirtcen stores, and Reb
Yisroel inherited it

Strange storics were told in town about Reb Yistoel. There had
once lived in Poland a false Messiah, Jacob Frank; he had con-
verted many Jews, After he died, a sect remained. He had a
daughter somewhere, and barrels full of gold were sent to her.
These people pretended to live like other Jews, but at night they
would gather in secret and read forbidden parchments.

Reb Yisroel dressed like a rabbi, in a velvet caftan, a round
rabbinical hat, slippers, and white socks. He was forever writing
something, standing before a high desk, and people said that
Zeitl copied all his manuscripts. He had a wide beard, white as
snow, and a high forehead. When he looked at anyone, it seemed
as though he saw right through him. Zeitl taught the daughters
of rich families to read and write. I was one of her pupils.

It was said of the members of the sect that they liked loose
women and secretly practiced all sorts of abominations. But with
whom could Reb Yisroel have sinned in our town?

Zeitl got married, but six months later she was divorced. Her
husband had come from Galicia, and people whispered that he
was one of “the clan”; that was how our townsmen called the
sect. Nobody knew why the marriage had come to such a quick
end. Everything in Reb Yisroel’s house was veiled in secrecy. He
had trunks hung with double locks. He had large cases full of
books. He came to prayer only on the Sabbath, at the cold
Synagogue. He scldom exchanged a word with anyone. When the
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storekeepers came to pay their rent, he would put the money into
his pocket without counting it. :

In those ycars it was unheard of that groceries should be
delivered to anyone at home. The richest women went to mar}cct
with baskets to do their own shopping. But Zcitl had everything
sent to her from the stores: bread, rolls, butter, eggs, chccfsc,
meat. Once a month she received a bill, as though she were living
in Warsaw. She had aristocratic ways.

I remember her as if it were yesterday: tall, dark, with a
narrow face and black hair braided like a round Sabba'th
bread. Imaginc, in those years—and she did not shave her hair.
When she went out, she wore a kerchief. But when was she seen
in the strect? Reb Yisroel had a balcony upstairs, looking out
upon the church garden, and Zeitl would sit there on summer
evenings, pctling fresh air.

She would give us girls dictation twice a week, not from a
letter book but from her head: "My most esteemed betrothed!
To start with, T wish to let you know that I am in good health,:
pray God that T may hear the same from you. Seco:?dly. e
Zeitl also kncw Polish and German. Her cyes were wild, huge as
a calf’s, and filled with melancholy. But suddenly she w01fld
burst into such loud laughter that all the rooms would echo with
it. In the middle of the year she might take a fancy to bal‘<e matzo
pancakes. She was fond of asking us riddles and of telling tales
that made our hair stand on end. '

And now about Rickel. Rickel's father was the town’s ritual
slaughterer, Reb Todie. All slaughterers are pious men, bu.t Reb
Todic had the reputation of a saint. Yet he had bad luck. His son
had gonc onc day to the ritual bath and was found dro.wnefi. He
must have gotten a cramp. One of his daughters died in i
epidemic. A few years later strange noiscs began to be heard in
his house. Something knocked, and no one knew what or where.
Something would give a bang so that the walls would shake. The
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whole town came running, even the Gentiles, They searched the
attic, the cellar, every corner.

A regiment of soldiers was stationed in our town. The colo-
nel’s name was Semiatitsky. He was supposed to have descended
from converted Jews. He had a red beard and cracked jokes till
your sides would split with laughter. When Semiatitsky heard
' that a demon was banging in Todie’s house, he brought a platoon
of soldiers and commanded them to look into every crack and
every hole. He did not believe in devils; he called them nothing
but old wives' tales. He ordered cverybody out and Cossacks stood
guard with whips, allowing nobody to come near. But suddenly
there was a crash that nearly brought the roof down.

I was not there, but people said that Semiatitsky called to the
unholy one to tell his name and what he wanted and that the
spitit gave one knock for yes, and two knocks for no.

Every man has cnemies, especially if he has a job with the
community, and people began to say that Todie should be dis-
missed as a slaughterer. It was whispered that he had slaughtered
an ox with a blemished knife. Reb Todie's wife took it so hard
that she died.

Rickel was small, thin, with red hair and freckles. When her
father slaughtered fowl, she would pluck the feathers and do
other small chores. When the knocking began, suspicion fell on
Rickel. Some people said that she was doing it. But how could
she? And why? It was said that when she went away for the night
the knocking stopped. There's no limit to what evil tongucs can
_invent. One night there was such a loud bang that three windows
were shattered. Before that, the devil had not touched the win-
dows. This was the last time. IFrom then on, it was quict again.

But Reb Todie was alrcady without his job, and he became a
teacher of beginners. The family had gone through Rickel’s
dowry and she was now aflianced to a yeshiva student from
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Krashnik, a lame young man. He was a Hassid, and soon after
the wedding he went on a pilgrimage to his rabbi. At first he
would come home for Passover and the High Holy Days. After-
wards he disappeared altogether. Rickel became an abandoned
wife. Her father had died in the meantime and all she had left
was the old house—Ilittle more than a ruin. .

What could a husbandless wife do? She went around, teachl.ng
gitls how to pray. She took in sewing and mending. Ofl-Punm
she carried presents of holiday delicacies for wealthy famllles..On
Passover she would become a sort of women'’s beadle and deliver
gifts of herbs. When a woman was sick and someone was needed
to watch at the bedside, Rickel was called. She learned how to |
cup and bleed the sick. She did not shave her head but wore a
kerchicf. She read many storybooks and loved to invent wild and
improbable talcs.

OId maids, you know, also end up half crazy. But when a
woman who has had a man is left alone, it goes to her head.
Rickel might have found her husband if she had had the‘ money
to send a messenger to look for him, but Todie left her without a
groschen. Why did her husband forsake her? Who can tel.l?
There are such men. They get married and then they tire of it.
They wandcr away and nobody knows where their bones have
come to rest.

2.

I do not know exactly how Zeitl and Rickel got together. It seems
that Reb Yisrocl fell ill and Rickel came to rub him down Wlt?]
turpentine. People said he had cast an cye on her, but. I don't
belicve it. He was already more dead than alive. He died s00n
afterwards, and both gitls, Zeitl and Rickel, were left alone'm
the world. At first pcople thought that Rickel had stayed on with
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Zeitl as a scrvant. But if Zeitl had never had a servant before,
why would she nced one now?

While Reb Yisroel was alive, few matchmakers came to Zeitl
with offers. They knew that Reb Yistoel wanted his daughter for
himself. There are such fathers, even among Jews. She waited on
him hand and foot. If his pipe went out, she would bring him an
ember to relight it. I don’t know why, but he never went to the
bath, and it was whispered that Zeitl bathed him in a wooden
bathtub. I've never scen it, but those false believers are capable of
anything. To them, a sin is a virtue.

Anyway, Reb Yisroel gave the matchmakers such a reception
that they forswore repeating their visits to the tenth generation.
But as soon as Zeitl was alone, they were back at her doorstep.
She sent them off with all sorts of excuses: later, tomorrow, it’s
not yet time. She had a habit, whenever she spoke to anyone, of
looking over his head. Rickel had moved in with her, and now
whenever anyone knocked, she would answer from behind the
door chain: Zeitl is out, she is asleep, she is reading.

How long could the matchmakers keep coming? Nobody is
dragged to the wedding canopy by force. But in a small town
people have time, and they talk. No matter how you may try to
keep away from strangers’ cyes, you can’t hide everything.

It was said that Zeitl and Rickel ate together, drank together,
slept together. Rickel wore Zeitl's dresses, shortened and made
smaller to fit her. Rickel became the cashier, and she paid the
bills sent by the storckeepers. She also collected the rents. In the
daytime the two girls seldom went out together, but on summer
evenings they went strolling down Church Street, along the
avenues leading to the woods. Zeitl's arm would be around
Rickel's shoulders, and Rickel's around Zeitl's waist. They were
absorbed in their talk. When people said good evening, they did
not hear. Where did two women find so much to talk about? Some
people tried to follow them and listen in, but they were whisper-
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ing, as though they had secrets between them., They would walk
all the way to the mill or the woods.

Rumors were brought to Reb Eisele, our rabbi, but he said: !
“There is no law to keep two women from walking to the mill.”

Reb Eiscle was a Misnagid, a Lithuanian, and they have a law
for everything: cither it is permitted or it's a sin.

But the talk would not die down. Naftali, the night watch-
man, had seen Zeitl and Rickel kissing each other on the mouth.
They had stopped by the sawmill, near the log pile, and em-
braced like a loving couple. Zeitl called Rickel dove, and Rickel
called her kitten. At first nobody believed Naftali; he was fond
of a drop and could bring you tales of a fair up in heaven. Still,
where there’s smoke, there must be fire. My dear folks, the two
gitls seemed so much in love that all the tongues in town started
wagging. The Tempter can make anybody crazy in his own way.
Something flips in your head, and everything turns upside down.
I heard talk of a lady in Krasnostaw who made love with a
stallion. At the time of the Flood, even beasts paired themselves
with other kinds. I read about it in the Women'’s Bible.

People went to Reb Eisele, but he insisted: ‘“There is nothing
in the Torah to forbid it. The ban applies only to men. Besides, |
since there arc no witnesses, it is forbidden to spread rumors.”
Nevertheless, he sent the beadle for them. Rickel came alone and
denicd everything. She had a whittled tongue, that girl. Reb
Eisele said to her: "Go home and don't worry about it. It is the
slanderers who will be punished, not you. It is better to burn in a
lime pit than to put another to shame."

I forgot to mention that Zeitl had stopped teaching the girls
how to write.

I was still very young at that time, but somcething of all that
talk had rcached me too. You can't keep cverything from a
child’s cars. Zcitl and Rickel, it was said, were studying Reb
Yisrocl's books together. Their lamp burned until late at night.
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Those who passed their bedroom window saw shadows moving

this way and that behind the drapes, and coming together as in a
dance. Who knows what went on there?

Now listen to a story.

One summer it turned terribly hot. I've lived through many a
summer, but I don’t remember such heat. Right in the morning
the sun began to burn like fire. Not only men but even girls and
older women would go down to the river to bathe. When the sun
blazes, the water gets warm. My mother, may she plead for us,
took me along.

This was the first time I bathed in the river. Men went into the
water naked, but the girls wore their shifts. The roughnecks came
running to peep at them, and it was impossible to drive them off.
Each time there'd be a squealing and a panic. One woman started
drowning. Another screamed that a frog had bitten her. I bathed
and even tried to swim until T was so tired that I lay down among
the bushes ncar the bank to rest. I thought I'd cool off in the
shade and go home, but a strange sleep came over me. Not just
sleep; may heaven preserve us, it was more like death. I put my
head down and remained there like a rock. A darkness seemed to
fall over me and T sank into it. I must have slept for many
hours.

When I awakened, it was night. There was no moon. The sky
was cloudy, T lay there and did not know where I was or who I
was. I felt the grass around me, moist with dew, but I did not
remember that I was on the outskirts of town. I touched myself; I
had nothing on but my shift. I wanted to cry, to call for help,
when suddenly I heard voices. I thought of demons and was
terror-stricken, yet I tried to hear what they were saying. Two

women were speaking, and their voices scemed familiar,

I'heard one ask: “"Must we go through hell?”

The other answered: "Yes, my soul, but even going through
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hell together with you will be a delight. God is merciful. The
punishment ncver lasts more than twelve months. We shall be
purified and enter paradise. Since we have no husbands, we shall
be no one’s footstools. We shall bathe in balsam and eat of the
leviathan. We shall have wings and fly like birds. . . ."”

I cannot recall all their talk. I gasped. I knew who they were
now: the questioner was Rickel, and Zcitl gave the answers. I
heard Zeitl say: “We shall meet our fathers and mothers there,
and our grandparents, and all the gencerations: Ab.ral?am and
Isaac, Jacob and Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, Zilpah, Abigail, Bath-
sheba. . . .”” She spoke as though she had just come from there,
and every word was like a peatl. I forgot that I was half naked
and alone out late at night. ‘

Zeitl went on: "Father is waiting for us. He comes to m,e in
dreams. He is together with your mother.” Rickel asked: *Did
they get married there?”” And Zeitl answered: "?’es. We shall get
married up there too. In heaven there is no difference between
men and women. . . ."” .

It must have been past midnight. There was a flash of light-
ning, and I saw my clothing, shoes, and stockings on the. grass
nearby. I caught a glimpse of them too. They sat by the river in
nothing but their shifts, their hair down, pale as death. If I did
not die of fright that night, I'll never die.

“And then?”

Wait a minute. I came home in the middle of the night, but
my mother had left earlier in the evening for the fair; she was a
storckceper. My father was spending the night at tl.le study house.
I slipped into bed, and when I woke next morning, the who.le
thing scemed like a dream. I was ashamed to tell anyonc'about it.
However, as the saying goes, heaven and carth conspired that
there should be no sccrets. .

People began to say that Zeitl and Rickel were fastlflg. They
would cat nothing all day and merely take a bite at night. We
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had pious women in town who would climb up the stairs into the
women'’s section of the synagogue at dawn to pray. Every Mon-
day and Thursday they went to visit graves in the cemetery.
Suddenly we heard that Zeitl and Rickel had joined the pious
company in lamentations and penitential prayers. They had
'shaved their heads and put on bonnets, as though they had just
gotten married. They omitted no line or word, and wept as on the
Day of the Destruction of the Temple. They also visited the
cemetery, prostrating themselves on Reb Yisroel’s grave and
wailing.

People ran to Reb Eisele again, but the rabbi sent them off
with a scolding. If Jewish daughters wanted to do penance, he
said, was that wrong too? He was fond of poring over his books,
but the affairs of the town meant little to him. He was later
dismisscd, but that’s another story.

There are busybodies everywhere, and they took the matter to
the colonel. But he said, “Leave me out of your Jewish squabbles.
I have trouble enough with my soldiers.” Cossacks are good
soldiers, but sometimes they got letters from home that their
wives were carrying on with other men and they went wild. More
than one Cossack would go galloping off on his horse, slashing
away with his sword right and left. After they had served their
five-year terms, they would come into the stores to buy presents
for their mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, the whole
family. The shopkeeper would ask, “"And what will you get for
your wife, Nikita?” A horsewhip,” he would say. They'd go
back to their steppes on the Don and find bastards at home.
They'd chop off the wife's head and be sent to Siberia for hard
labor. . . .

Where was 1? Oh, yes, penance. Zeitl and Rickel clung to each

 other and spoke only of the next world. They bought up all the

books from every peddler passing through town. Whenever a
preacher came, they questioned him: How long was the punish-
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ment inflicted on transgressors after death? How many hells were
there? Who mcted out the penalties? Who did the whipping?
With what kind of rods? Iron? Copper? The wags had plenty to
joke about. ‘

We had many visiting preachers, but one, Reb Yuzel, was
famous. Whenever he went up to the lectern, it was like the Day
of Atonement all over again. When he painted a picture of hell,
everybody shuddered. People said that it was dang.erous for
pregnant womcen to hear him; several had had miscarriages a.fter
his sermons. But that’s how it is: when you must not do a thing,
you're surc to do it. When Reb Yuzel preached, the synagogue
was full. The railing closing off the women’s section was almost
bursting with the crush. He had a voice that reached into every
corner. Every word cut like a knife.

The last time he came, I also ran to hear him. There was not
one hell, he said, but seven, and the flames in each were sixty
times hotter than in the last. There was a man in our town, Alterl
Kozlover. He had a screw loose, and he figured out that the
seventh hell was myriads of times hotter than the first. Men cried
like babies. Women screamed and wailed.

Zeitl and Rickel were also there. They had entered among the
men and stood on a bench, wrapped in their shawls. Ordinar-
ily, women are admitted in the men’s section only on the Festival
of Rejoicing in the Law. But when the women'’s section was too
crowded, some women were allowed into the antechamber, and
from there they’'d move inside.

Reb Yuzel handed out punishment to everybody, but the worst
of his wrath was reserved for the women. He described how they
were hung by the breasts and by the hair; how the imps laid them
out on boards of nails and tore pieces from them. From fiery
coals they were thrown into snow, and from the snow back onto
heaps of coals. Before they were admitted to hell, they were first
tortured in the Sling, by devils, imps and evil spirits. It made your
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hair stand on end to hear him. I was still a young gitl, but I
began to sob and choke. I glanced at Zeitl and Rickel: they did
not cry, but their cyes were twice as big as usual, and their faces

- were like chalk. A madness scemed to stare out of them, and I
had a feeling that they would come to a terrible end.

On the next day Reb Yuzel preached again, but I had had
enough. Somcone said later that Zcitl had come up to him after
the sermon and invited him to be her guest. Many people asked
him to their homes, but he went with Zeitl. Nobody knows what
they spoke about. I don’t remember whether he had stayed there
for the night. Probably not; how could a2 man remain with two
women? Although it’s truc the Lithuanians have an argument for
everything. They interpret the Law as they like. That’s why they
are nicknamed “heathens.” My grandfather, may he intercede for
us, used to tell of a Lithuanian Jew from Belaya Tserkov who
had married a Gentile woman and had gonec on studying the
Talmud.

After Reb Yuzel left, the town was quict again. By then the
summer was over.

One winter night, long after all the shutters had been closed,
we heard a wild outcry. People ran out in panic. They thought the
peasants had attacked. The moon was bright, and we saw a
strange sight—Fivel the butcher carrying Rickel in his arms. She
screamed and struggled and tried to scratch his eyes out. He was a
giant of a man and he brought her straight into the rabbi’s
judgment chamber. Reb Eiscle sat up late, studying and drinking
tea from a samovar. Everybody shouted, and Rickel kept fighting
to break away and run out. It took two men to hold her. The
rabbi began to question her.

I was therc mysclf. Ordinarily I went to bed carly, but that
night we had becen chopping cabbage and all the girls had
gathered at our house. This was the custom in our town. We
chopped cabbage for pickling in barrels, and everybody ate bread
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with cracklings and told stories. One day the gitls would gather
in one house, the next in another. Sometimes they'd break into a
dance in pairs. I had a sister-in-law who could play all the dances
on a comb: a Scissor Dance, a Quarrel Dance, a Good Day.

When we heard the uproar, we all ran out.

At first Rickel would not say anything. She merely screamed to
be allowed to go. But Fivel testified that she had wanted to throw
herself into the well. He had caught her when she had already
flung her leg over the edge.

“How did it come into your head to do such a thing?" the
rabbi asked, and Rickel answered: “'I am sick of this world. T
want to know what goes on in the next.” The rabbi argued:
“Those who Jay their hands upon themsclves do not share the
rewards of the next world.” But Rickel said: “Hell is also for
people, not for goats.” She screamed: "I want to go to my mother
and my father, my grandmother and grandfather. I don’t want to
keep wandcering in this vale of tears.” Those were her words. It
was clear at once that she had learned all this from Zeitl, because
the other knew the texts printed in small letters too. Somebody
asked: “"Where is Zeit]?”” And Rickel answered: “‘She is all right,)
she is alrcady up there. . . .” My dear folks, Zeitl had thrown |
herself into the well a moment earlier. She had gone first.

Half the town came running. Torches were lit, and we went to
the well. Zcitl lay with her head in the water, her feet up. A
ladder was lowered, and she was dragged up, dead.

Rickel had to be watched, and the men of the burial society
took her to the poorhouse. She was turned over to the carctaker,
who was told to keep an eye on her. Zcitl was later buried outside,
the fence. Rickel pretended that she had come to her senses and |
regretted her deed. But the next day at dawn, when everybody
was aslcep, she rose from the bundle of straw and went to the
river. It was frozen, but she must have broken the ice with a |
stone. It was only in the afternoon that people realized she was
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, gone. They found her footprints in the snow and ran down to the

| river. Rickel had followed Zeitl. She was buried near the other
one, without a mound, without as much as a board to mark the
place.

The burgomaster locked and sealed Zeitl's house, but later on,
a letter she had written was discovered. She explained why she
was leaving the world: she wanted to know what went on in the
hereafter.

Who can tell what goes on in another’s head? A person gets
hold of some melancholy notion and it grows like a mushroom.
Zeitl was the leader, and Rickel drank in every word she said.
Forty years have gone by since their deaths, and they have
probably suffered their allotted share.

As long as I was in the town, Reb Yisroel’s house was boarded
up and nobody moved into it. Pcople saw lights flickering in the
windows. A man said that he was passing by at night and heard
Zeitl speak and Rickel answer. They kissed, laughed, cried. Lost
souls remain on earth and do not even know they don't be-
long. . . .

I was told that an officer had later moved into the house. One
morning he was found hanged.
. A house is not simply a pile of logs and boards. Whoever lives
' there leaves something behind. A few years later the whole
marketplace burned down. Thank God for fires. If it were not
for them, the stench that would accumulate would reach high
heaven. .

Translated by Mirra Ginsburg

The
Warehouse

In a warehouse in heaven, a number of naked souls stood around
waiting for the issuance of their new bodies. Bagdial., the angel
in charge of such goods, was a trifle late that morning. Tf) be
precise, Bagdial handed out a card entitling the spirit to recex.ve a
body but did not hand out the body itself. In heaven there is as
much red tape as on earth, the dignitaries finding it necessary to
make work to keep unemployed angels busy. But ange}s who
have got used to an easy life resent having to do anything too
strenuous.

It was now ten o’clock in the morning. The angelic choirs had
long since finished chanting their lauds. The rightcc.)us in para-
dise had already had their second helping of leviathan. The
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I can go anywhere I please, but where should a demon
like me go? To the murderers?

I found a Yiddish storybook between two broken barrels
in the house which once belonged to Velvel the Barrel-
maker. I sit there, the last of the demons. I eat dust. I sleep
on a feather duster. I keep on reading gibberish. The style
of the book is in our manner: Sabbath pudding cooked in
pig’s fat: blasphemy rolled in picty. The moral of the book
is: neither judge, nor judgment. But nevertheless the
letters are Jewish. The alphabet they could not squander.
I suck on the letters and feed myself. I count the words,
make rhymes, and tortuously interpret and reinterpret
each dot.

Aleph, the abyss, what else waited?

Bet, the blow, long since fated.

Geemel, God, pretending he knew,

Dalet, death, its shadow grew.

Hey, the hangman, he stood prepared;
Wov, wisdom, ignorance bared.

Zayeen, the zodiac, signs distantly loomed;
Chet, the child, prenatally doomed.

Tet, the thinker, an imprisoned lord;

Jod, the judge, the verdict a fraud.

Yes, as long as a single volume remains, I have some-
thing to sustain me. As long as the moths have not destroyed
the last page, there is something to play with. What will
happen when the last letter is no more, I’d rather not bring
to my lips.

When the last letter is gone,
The last of the demons is done.

Translated by MarTHA GrickLicH AND CrciL HEMLEY

veNtl the
yeshiva soy

fter her father's death, Yentl had no reason to remain
in Yanev. She was all alone in the house. To be sure,
lodgers were willing to move in and pay rent; and the
marriage brokers flocked to her door with offers from
Lublin, Tomashev, Zamosc. But Yentl didn’t want to get
marricd. Inside her, a voice repeated over and over: “Nol”
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What becomes of a girl when the wedding’s over? Right
away she starts bearing and rcaring. And her mother-in-
law lords it over her. Yentl knew she wasn't cut out for a
woman’s life. She couldnt sew, she couldn’t knit. She let
the food burn and the milk boil over; her Sabbath pudding
never turned out right, and her challah dough didn’t rise.
Yentl much preferred men's aclivities to women’s. Ter
father Reb Todros, may he rest in peace, during many
bedridden years had studied Torah with his daughter as if
she were a son. He told Yentl to lock the doors and drape
the windows, then together they pored over the Penta-
teuch, the Mishnah, the Gemara, and the Commentaries.
She had proved so apt a pupil that her father used to say:
“Yentl—you have the soul of a man.”
“So why was I born a woman?”
“Even Heaven makes mistakes.”
There was no doubt about it, Yentl was unlike any of
the girls in Yanev—tall, thin, bony, with small breasts and
“narrow hips. On Sabbath afternoons, when her father slept,
she would dress up in his trousers, his fringed garment, his
silk coat, his skull-cap, his velvet hat, and study her re-
flection in the mirror. She looked like a dark, handsome
young man. There was even a slight down on her upper
lip. Only her thick braids showed her womanhood—and if
it came to that, hair could always be shorn. Yentl con-
ceived a plan and day and night she could think of noth-
ing else. No, she had not been created for the noodle
board and the pudding dish, for chattering with silly
women and pushing for a place at the butcher’s block.
Her father had told her so many tales of yeshivas, rabbis,
men of letters! Her head was full of Talmudic disputations,
questions and answers, learned phrases. Secretly, she had
even smoked her father’s long pipe.
Yentl told the dealers she wanted to sell the house and
go to live in Kalish with an aunt. The neighborhood
women tried to talk her out of it, and the marriage brokers
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said she was crazy, that she was more likely to make a
good match right here in Yanev. But Yentl was obstinate.
She was in such a rush that she sold the house to the first
bidder, and let the furniture go for a song. All she realized
from her inheritance was one hundred and forty rubles.
Then late one night in the month of Av, while Yanev slept,
Yentl cut off her braids, arranged sidclocks at her temples,
and dressed herself in her father’s clothes. Packing under-
clothes, phylacteries, and a few books into a straw suit-
case, she started off on foot for Lublin.

On the main road, Yentl got a ride in a carriage that
took her as far as Zamosc. IFrom there, she again set out
on foot. She stopped at an inn along the way, and gave
her name there as Anshel, after an uncle who had died.
The inn was crowded with young men journeying to study
with famous rabbis. An argument was in progress over
the merits of various yeshivas, some praising those of
Lithuania, others claiming that study was more intensive
in Poland and the board better. It was the first time Yentl
had ever found herself alone in the company of young
men. Iow different their talk was from the jabbering of
womcn, she thought, but she was too shy to join in. One
young man discussed a prospective match and the size of
the dowry, while another, parodying the manner of a
Purim rabbi, declaimed a passage from the Torah, adding
all sorts of lewd interpretations. After a while, the company
proceeded to contests of strength. One pried open an-
other’s fist; a second tried to bend a companion’s arm. One
student, dining on bread and tea, had no spoon and stirred
his cup with s penknife. Presently, one of the group
came over to Yentl and poked her in the shoulder:

“Why so quiet? Don’t you have a tongue?r”

“I have nothing to say.”

“Whal’s your name?”

“Anshel.”

“You are bashful. A violet by the wayside.”
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And the young man tweaked Yentl's nose. She would
have given him a smack in return, but her arm refused to
budge. She turned white. Another student, slightly older
than the rest, tall and pale, with burning eyes and a black
beard, came to her rescue.

“Hey, you, why are you picking on him?”

“If you don’t like it, you don’t have to look.”

“Want me to pull your sidelocks off?”

The bearded young man beckoned to Yentl, then asked
where she came from and where she was going. Yentl told
him she was looking for a yeshiva, but wanted a quiet one.
The young man pulled at his beard.

“Then come with me to Bechev.”

He explained that he was returning to Bechev for his
fourth year. The yeshiva there was small, with only thirty
students, and the people in the town provided board for
them all. The food was plentiful and the housewives
dammed the students’ socks and took care of their laundry.
The Bechev rabbi, who headed the yeshiva, was a genius.
He could pose ten questions and answer all ten with one
proof. Most of the students eventually found wives in the
town.

“Why did you leave in the middle of the term?” Yentl
asked.

“My mother died. Now I'm on my way back.”

“What’s your name?”

“Avigdor.”

“How is it you’re not married?”

The young man scratched his beard.

“It’s a long story.”

“Tell me.”

Avigdor covered his eyes and thought a moment.

“Are you coming to Bechev?”

“Yes.”

“Then you'll find out soon enough anyway. I was en-
gaged to the only daughter of Alter Vishkower, the richest
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man in town. Even the wedding date was set when sud-
denly they sent back the engagement contract.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. Gossips, I guess, were busy spreading
tales. I had the right to ask for half the dowry, but it was
against my nature. Now they’re trying to talk me into
another match, but the girl doesn’t appeal to me.”

“In Bechev, yeshiva boys look at women?”

“At Alter’s house, where I ate once a week, Hadass, his
daughter, always brought in the food. . . .”

“Is she good-looking?”

“She’s blond.”

“Bruncttes can be good-looking too.”

“No.”

Yentl gazed at Avigdor. He was lean and bony with
sunken cheeks. He had curly sidelocks so black they ap-
peared blue, and his eyebrows met across the bridge of
his nose. e looked at her sharply with the regretful shy-
ness of onc who has just divulged a sccret. His lapel was
rent, according to the custom for mourners, and the lining
of his gabardine showed through. He drummed restlessly
on the table and hummed a tune. Behind the high fur-
rowed brow his thoughts seemed to race. Suddenly he
spoke:

“Well, what of it. I'll become a recluse, that’s all.”

2

It was strange, but as soon as Yentl—or Anshel—arrived
in Bechev, she was allotted one day’s board a week at the
house of that same rich man, Alter Vishkower, whose
daughter had broken off her betrothal to Avigdor.

The students at the yeshiva studied in pairs, and Avig-
dor chose Anshel for a partner. He helped her with the
lessons. He was also an expert swimmer and offered to
teach Anshel the breast stroke and how to tread water, but
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she always found excuses for not going down to the river.
Avigdor suggested that they share lodgings, but Anshel
found a place to sleep at the house of an elderly widow
who was half blind. Tuesdays, Anshel ate at Alter Vish-
kower’s and Hadass waited on her. Avigdor always asked
many questions: “How does Hadass look? Is she sad? Is
she gay? Are they trying to marry her off? Does she ever
mention my name?” Anshel reported that Hadass upset
dishes on the tablecloth, forgot to bring the salt, and
dipped her fingers into the plate of grits while carrying it.
She ordered the servant girl around, was forever engrossed
in storybooks, and changed her hairdo every week. More-
over, she must consider herself a beauty, for she was al-
ways in front of the mirror, but, in fact, she was not that
good-looking,.

“Two years after she’s marricd,” said Anshel, “she’ll be
an old bag.”

“So she doesn’t appeal to you?”

“Not particularly.”

“Yet if she wanted you, you wouldn’t turn her down.”

“I can do without her.”

“Don’t you have evil impulses?”

The two friends, sharing a lcctern in a corner of the
study house, spent more time talking than learning. Occa-
sionally Avigdor smoked, and Anshel, taking the cigarette
from his lips, would have a puff. Avigdor liked baked flat-
cakes made with buckwheat, so Anshel stopped at the
bakery every morning to buy one, and wouldn’t Iet him
pay his share. Often Anshel did things that greatly sur-
prised Avigdor. If a button came off Avigdor’s coat, for
example, Anshel would arrive at the yeshiva the next day
with needle and thread and sew it back on. Anshel bought
Avigdor all kinds of presents: a silk handkerchicf, a pair
of socks, a muffler. Avigdor grew more and more attached
to this boy, five years younger than himself, whose beard
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hadn’t even begun to sprout. Once Avigdor said to Anshel:

“I want you to marry Hadass.”

“What good would that do your”

“Better you than a total stranger.”

“You’d become my enemy.”

“Never.”

Avigdor liked to go for long walks through the town
and Anshel frequently joined him. Engrossed in conversa-
tion, they would go off to the water mill, or to the pine
forest, or to the crossroads where the Christian shrine
stood. Somctimes they stretched out on the grass.

“Why can’t a woman be like a man?” Avigdor asked
once, looking up at the sky.

“How do you mean?”

“Why couldn’t Hadass be just like you?”

“How like me?”

“Oh-a good fellow.”

Anshcl grew playful. She plucked a flower and tore off
the petals one by one. She picked up a chestnut and threw
it at Avigdor. Avigdor watched a ladybug crawl across
the palm of his hand. After a while he spoke up:

“They’re trying to marry me off.”

Anshcl sat up instantly.

“To whom?”

“To Feitl's daughter, Peshe.”

“The widow?”

“That’s the one.”

“Why should you marry a widow?”

“No one clse will have me.”

“That’s not true. Someone will turn up for you.”

“Never.”

Anshel told Avigdor such a match was bad. Peshe was
neither good-looking nor clever, only a cow with a pair of
eyes. Besides, she was bad luck, for her husband died in
the first year of their marriage. Such women were husband-
killers. But Avigdor did not answer. He lit a cigarette, took
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a deep puff, and blew out smoke rings. His face had
turned green.

“I need a woman. I can’t slecp at night.”

Anshel was startled.

“Why can't you wait until the right one comes along?”

“Hadass was my destined one.”

And Avigdor’s eyes grew moist. Abruptly he got to his
feet.

“Enough lying around. Let’s go.”

After that, everything happened quickly. One day Avig-
dor was confiding his problem to Anshel, two days later
he became engaged to Peshe, and brought honey cake and
brandy to the yeshiva. An early wedding date was set.
When the bride-to-be is a widow, there’s no need to wait
for a trousseau. Everything is ready. The groom, more-
over, was an orphan and no one’s advice had to be asked.
The yeshiva students drank the brandy and offered their
congratulations. Anshel also took a sip, but promptly
choked on it.

“Oy, it burns!”

“You're not much of a man,” Avigdor teased.

After the celebration, Avigdor and Anshel sat down with
a volume of the Gemara, but they made little progress,
and their conversation was equally slow. Avigdor rocked
back and forth, pulled at his beard, muttered under his
breath.

“T'm lost,” he said abruptly.

“If you don’t like her, why are you getting married?”

“I'd marry a she-goat.”

The following day Avigdor did not appear at the study
house. Feitl the Leatherdealer belonged to the ITasidim
and he wanted his prospective son-in-law to continue his
studies at the Hasidic prayer house. The yeshiva students
said privately that though there was no denying the widow
was short and round as a barrel, her mother the daughter
of a dairyman, her father half an ignoramus, still the whole
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family was filthy with money. Feitl was part-owner of a
tannery; Peshe had invested her dowry in a shop that sold
herring, tar, pots and pans, and was always crowded with
peasants. Iather and daughter were outfitting Avigdor and
had placed orders for a fur coat, a cloth coat, a silk kapote,
and two pair of boots. In addition, he had received many
gilts immediately, things that had belonged to Peshe’s first
husband: the Vilna edition of the Talmud, a gold watch, a
Chanukah candelabra, a spice box. Anshel sat alone at the
lectern. On Tuesday when Anshel arrived for dinner at
Alter Vishkower’s house, Hadass remarked:

“What do you say about your partner—back in clover,
isn't he?”

“What did you expect—that no one else would want
him?”

IHadass reddened.

“It wasn’t my fault. My father was against it.”

“Why?”

“Because they found out a brother of his had hanged
himself.”

Anshel looked at her as she stood there—tall, blond, with
a long neck, hollow checeks, and blue eyes, wearing a cotton
dress and a calico apron. Her hair, fixed in two braids, was
flung back over her shoulders. A pity I'm not a man,
Anshel thought.

“Do you regret it now?” Anshel asked.

“Oh, yes!”

Hadass {led from the room. The rest of the food, meat
dumplings and tea, was brought in by the servant girl.
Not until Anshel had finished eating and was washing her
hands for the Final Blessings did ITadass recappear. She
came up to the table and said in a smothered voice:

“Swear to me you won't tell him anything. Why should
he know what goes on in my heart! . . .”

Then she fled once more, nearly falling over the
threshold.
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The head of the yeshiva asked Anshel to choose an-
other study partner, but weeks went by and still Anshel
studied alone. There was no one in the yeshiva who could
take Avigdor’s place. All the others werc small, in body
and in spirit. They talked nonscnse, bragged about trifles,
grinned oafishly, behaved like shnorrers. Without Avigdor
the study house seemed empty. At night Anshel lay on her
bench at the widow’s, unable to sleep. Stripped of gaber-
dine and trousers she was once morc Yentl, a girl of
marriageable age, in love with a young man who was be-
trothed to another. Perhaps I should have told him the
truth, Anshel thought. But it was too late for that. Anshel
could not go back to being a girl, could never again do
without books and a study housc. She lay there thinking
outlandish thoughts that brought her close to madness. She
fell asleep, then awoke with a start* In her dream she had
been at the same time a man and a woman, wearing both
a woman’s bodice and a man’s fringed garment. Yentl’s
period was late and she was suddenly afraid . . . who
knew? In Medrash Talpioth she had read of a woman who
had conceived merely through desiring a man.\Only now
did Yentl grasp the meaning of the Torah’s prohibition
against wearing the clothes of the other sex. By doing so
one deceived not only others but also oncsclf. Even the
soul was perplexed, finding itself incarnate in a strange
body. ]

At night Anshel lay awake; by day she could scarcely
keep her eyes open. At the houses where she had her
meals, the women complained that the youth left every-
thing on his plate. The rabbi noticed that Anshel no
longer paid attention to the lectures but stared out the
window lost in private thoughts. When Tuesday came,
Anshel appeared at the Vishkower house for dinner. Hadass
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set a bowl of soup before her and waited, but Anshel was
so disturbed she did not even say thank you. She reached
for a spoon but let it fall. Hadass ventured a comment:

“I hear Avigdor has deserted you.”

Anshel awoke from her trance.

“What do you mean?”

“Hc’s no longer your partner.”

“He’s left the yeshiva.”

“Do you see him at all?”

“He scems to be hiding.”

“Are you at least going to the wedding?”

IFFor a moment Anshel was silent as though missing the
meaning of the words. Then she spoke:

“He’s a big fool.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Youw're beautiful, and the other one looks like a monkey.”

ITadass hlushed to the roots of her hair.

“I's all my father’s fault.”

“Don’t worry. You'll find someone who's worthy of you.”

“There’s no one I want.”

“But everyone wants you. . . .

There was a long silence. Hadass® eyes grew larger, fill-
ing with the sadness of one who knows there is no con-
solation.

“Your soup is getting cold.”

“I, too, want you.”

Anshel was astonished at what she had said. Hadass
stared at her over her shoulder.

“What are you sayingl”

“It’s the truth.”

“Somcone might ho listening.”

“I'm not afraid.”

“Eat the soup. I'll bring the meat dumplings in a
moment.”

Hadass turned to go, her high heels clattering. Anshel
began hunting for beans in the soup, fished one up, then

»
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She knew very well she was getting entangled in evil, but
some force kept urging her ony Hadass reappeared, carry-
ing a platter with two mecat dumplings on it.

“Why aren’t you eating?”

“I'm thinking about you.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I want to marry you.”

Hadass made a face as though she had swallowed
something.

“On such matters, you must speak to my father.”

“I know.”

“The custom is to send a matchmaker.”

She ran from the room, letting the door slam behind
her. Laughing inwardly, Anshel thought: “With girls I can
play as I pleasel” She sprinkled salt on the soup and then
pepper. She sat there lightheaded, What have T done? I
must be going mad. There's no other explanation. . . .
She forced herself to eat, but could taste nothing. Only
then did Anshel remember that it was Avigdor who had
wanted her to marry Hadass. I'rom her confusion, a plan
emerged: she would exact vengeance for Avigdor, and at
the same time, through Hadass, draw him closer to herself.
Hadass was a virgin: what did she know about men? A girl
like that could be deceived for a long time. To be sure,
Anshel too was a virgin but she knew a lot about such
matters from the Gemara and from hearing men talk.
Anshel was scized by both fear and glee, as a person is
who is plaming to deceive the whole community. She re-
membered the saying: “The public are fools.” She stood
up and said aloud: “Now I'll really start somcthing.”

That night Anshel didn't sleep a wink. Every few min-
utes she got up for a drink of water. Her throat was
parched, her forehead burned. Her brain worked away
feverishly of its own volition. A quarrel seemed to be going
on inside her. Her stomach throbbed and her knees ached.

(let it fall. Her appetite was gone; her throat had closed up.

t
»
Y/It was as if she had sealed a pact with Satan, the Evil
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One who plays tricks on human beings, who sets stumbling
blocks and traps in their paths) By the time Anshel fell
asleep, it was morning, She awoke more exhausted than
before. But she could not go on sleeping on the bench
at the widow’s. With an effort she rose and, taking the
bag that held her phylacteries, set out for the study house.
On the way whom should she meet but Hadass’ father.
Anshcl bade him a respectful good morning and received
a friendly greeting in return. Reb Alter stroked his beard
and engaged her in conversation:

“My daughter Hadass must be serving you leftovers.
You look starved.”

“Your daughter is a fine girl, and very generous.”

“So why are you so pale?”

Anshel was silent for a minute.

“Reb Alter, there’s something T must say to you.”

“Well, go nhead, say it.”

“Reb Alter, your daughter pleases me.”

Alter Vishkower came to a halt.

“Oh, does she? I thought yeshiva students didn't talk
about such things.”

His cyes were full of laughter.

“But it’s the truth.”

“One doesn’t discuss these matters with the young man
himself.”

“But I'm an orphan.”

“Well . . . in that case the custom is to send a marriage
broker.”

“Yes. . . .V

“What do you see in her?”

“She’s beautiful . . . fine . . . intelligent. . . .V

“Well, well, well. . . . Come along, tell me something
about your family.”

Alter Vishkower put his arm around Anshel and in this
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fashion the two continued walking until they reached the
courtyard of the synagogue.

4

Once you say “A,” you must say “B.” Thoughts lead to
words, words lead to deeds. Reb Alter Vishkower gave his
consent to the match. Hadass” mother Freyda Leah held
back for a while. She said she wanted no more Bechev
yeshiva students for her daughter and would rather have
someone from Lublin or Zamosc; but IHadass gave warn-
ing that if she were shamed publicly once more (the way
she had been with Avigdor) she would throw herself into
the well. As often happens with such ill-advised matches,
everyone was strongly in favor of it—the rabbi, the rela-
tives, Hadass’ girl friends. FFor some time the girls of
Bechev had been eyeing Anshel longingly, watching from
their windows when the youth passed by on the street.
Anshel kept his boots well polished and did not drop his
eyes in the presence of women. Stopping in at Beila the
Baker’s to buy a pletzl, he joked with them in such a
worldly fashion that they marvcled. The women agreed
there was something special about Anshel: his sidelocks
curled like nobody else’s and he tied his neck scarf differ-
ently; his eyes, smiling yet distant, seemed always fixed
on some faraway point. And the fact that Avigdor had
become betrothed to Feitl's daughter Peshe, forsaking
Anshel, had endeared him all the more to the people of
the town. Alter Vishkower had a provisional contract
drawn up for the betrothal, promising Anshel a bigger
dowry, more presents, and an even longer period of main-
tenance than he had promised Avigdor. The girls of Bechev
threw their arms around Hadass and congratulated her.
Hadass immediately began crocheting a sack for Anshel’s
phylacteries, a challah cloth, a matzoh bag. When Avigdor
heard the news of Anshel’s betrothal, he came to the study
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house to offer his congratulations. The past few weeks
had aged him. His beard was disheveled, his eyes were
red. He said to Anshel:

“I knew it would happen this way. Right from the be-
ginning. As soon as I met you at the inn.”

“But it was you who suggested it.”

“I know that.”

“Why did you desert meP You went away without even
saying goodbye.”

“I wanted to burn my bridges behind me.”

Avigdor asked Anshel to go for a walk. Though it was
alrcady past Succoth, the day was bright with sunshine.
Avigdor, friendlier than ever, opened his heart to Anshel.
Yes, it was true, a brother of his had succumbed to melan-
choly and hanged himself. Now he too felt himself near the
edge of the abyss. Peshe had a lot of money and her father
was a rich man, yet he couldn’t slecp nights. He didn’t
want to he a storckeeper. He couldn’t forget Iadass. She
appearcd in his dreams. Sabbath night when her name
occurred in the Havdala prayer, he turned dizzy. Still it
was good that Anshel and no one elsc was to marry her.
. . . At lcast she would fall into decent hands. Avigdor
stooped and tore aimlessly at the shriveled grass. His
speech was incoherent, like that of a man possessed. Sud-
denly he said:

“I have thought of doing what my brother did.”

“Do you love her that much?”

“She’s engraved in my heart.”

The two pledged their friendship and promised never
again to part. Anshel proposed that, after they were both
marricd, they should live next door or even share the same
house. They would study together every day, perhaps even
become partners in a shop.

“Do you want to know the truth?” asked Avigdor. “It’s

like the story of Jacob and Benjamin: my life is bound up
in your life.”
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“Then why did you leave me?”

“Perhaps for that very reason.”

Though the day had turned cold and windy, they con-
tinued to walk until they reached the pine forest, not turn-
ing back until dusk when it was time for the Evening
Prayer. The girls of Bechev, from their posts at the win-
dows, watched them going by with their arms round cach
other’s shoulders and so engrossed in conversation that
they walked through puddles and piles of trash without
noticing. Avigdor looked pale, disheveled, and the wind
whipped one sidelock about; Anshel chewed his finger-
nails. Hadass, too, ran to the window, took one look, and
her eyes filled with tears. .

Events followed quickly. Avigdor was the first to marry.
Because the bride was a widow, the wedding was a quiet
one, with no musicians, no wedding jester, no ceremonial
veiling of the bride. Onc day Peshe stood beneath the
marriage canopy, the next she was back at the shop, dis-
pensing tar with greasy hands. Avigdor prayed at the
Hasidic assembly house in his new prayer shawl. After-
noons, Anshel went to visit him and the two whispered and
talked until cvening. The date of Anshel’s wedding to
Hadass was set for the Sabbath in Chanukah week, though
the prospective father-in-law wanted it sooner. Hadass
had already been betrothed once. Besides, the groom was
an orphan. Why should he toss about on a makeshift hed
at the widow’s when he could have a wife and home of

hjs own?
[Z‘Many times each day Anshcl warned herself that what
e was about to do was sinful, mad, an act of utter de-
]prawty She was entangling both Hadass and herself in a
) “Fchain of deception and committing so many transgressions
that she would_never be able to do penance) One lie
followed another Repeatedly Anshel made up het mind to
flee Bechev in tite, to put an end to this weird comedy
that was more the work of an imp than a human being.
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But she was in the grip of a power she could not resist.
She grew more and more attached to Avigdor, and could
not bring herself to destroy Hadass™ illusory happiness.
Now that he was married, Avigdor’s desire to study was
greater than ever, and the friends met twice each day: in
the mornings they studied the Gemara and the Commen-
tarics, in the afternoons the Legal Codes with their glosses.
Alter Vishkower and Feitl the Leatherdealer were pleased
and compared Avigdor and Anshel to David and Jonathan.
With all the complications, Anshel went about as though
drunk. The tailors took her measurements for a new ward-
robe and she was forced into all kinds of subterfuge to
keep them from discovering she was not a man. Though
the imposture had lasted many weeks, Anshel still could
not believe it: How was it possible? Fooling the com-
munity had become a game, but how long could it go on?
And in what way would the truth, come to the surface? In-
side, Anshcel laughed and wep&he had turned into a
sprite brought into the world to mock people and trick
them. I'm wicked, a transgressor, a Jeroboam ben Nabat,
she told herself. Her only justification was that she had
taken all these burdens upon herself because her soul
thirsted to study Torah.

Avigdor soon began to complam that Peshe treated him
badly. She called him an idler, a shlemiel, just another
mouth to feed. She tried to tie him to the store, assigned
him tasks for which he hadn’t the slightest inclination, be-
grudged him pocket money. Instead of consoling Avigdor,
Anshel goaded him on against Peshe. She called his wife
an cycsore, a shrew, a miser, and said that Peshe had no
doubt nagged her first husband to dcath and would Avig-
dor also. At the same time, Anshel enumerated Avigdor’s
virtues: his height and manliness, his wit, his erudition.

“If I were a woman and married to you,” said Anshel,
“I'd know how to appreciate you.”

“Well, but you aren't. ”
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Avigdor sighed.

Meanwhile Anshel’s wedding date drew near.

On the Sabbath before Chanukah Anshel was called to
the pulpit to read from the Torah. The women showered
her with raisins and almonds. On the day of the wedding
Alter Vishkower gave a feast for the young men. Avigdor
sat at Anshel’s right hand. The bridegroom delivered a
Talmudic discourse, and the rest of the company argued
the points, while smoking cigarettes and drinking wine,
liqueurs, tea with lemon or raspberry jam. Then followed
the ceremony of veiling the bride, after which the bride-
groom was led to the wedding canopy that had been set
up at the side of the synagogue. The night was frosty and
clear, the sky full of stars. The musicians struck up a tune.
Two rows of girls held lighted tapers and braided wax
candles. After the wedding ceremony the bride and groom
broke their fast with golden chicken broth. Then the
dancing began and the announcement of the wedding gifts,
all according to custom. The gifts were many and costly.
The wedding jester depicted the joys and sorrows that
were in store for the bride. Avigdor’s wife Peshe was one
of the guests but, though she was bedecked with jewels,
she still looked ugly in a wig that sat low on her forehead,
wearing an enormous fur cape, and with traces of tar on
her hands that no amount of washing could ever remove.
After the Virtue Dance the bride and groom were led
separately to the marriage chamber. The wedding attend-
ants instructed the couple in the proper conduct and cn-
joined them to “be fruitful and multiply.” ‘?&\.

At daybreak Anshel’s mother-in-law and her band de-
scended upon the marriage chamber and tore the bed-
sheets from beneath Hadass to make sure the marriage had
been consummated. When traces of blood were discovered,

the company grew merry and began kissing and congratu-

lating the bride. Then, brandishing the sheet, they flocked
outside and danced a Kosher Dance in the newly fallen
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snow. Anshel had found a way to deflower the bride.
Hadass in her innocence was unaware that things weren’t
quite as they should have been. She was already deeply
in love with Anshel. It is commanded that the bride and
groom remain apart for seven days after the first inter-
course. The next day Anshel and Avigdor took up the
study of the Tractate on Menstruous Women. When the
other men had departed and the two were left to them-
selves in the synagogue, Avigdor shyly questioned Anshel
about his night with Hadass. Anshel gratified his curiosity
and they whispered together until nightfall.

S

Anshel had fallen into good hands. Hadass was a de-
voted wife and her parents indulged their son-in-law’s
every wish and boasted of his accomplishments. To be
sure, several months went by and Hadass was still not
with child, but no one took it to heart. On the other hand,
Avigdor’s lot grew steadily worse. Peshe tormented him
and finally would not give him enough to eat and even
refused him a clean shirt. Since he was always penniless,
Anshel again brought him a daily buckwheat cake. Be-
cause Peshe was too busy to cook and too stingy to hire
a servant, Anshel asked Avigdor to dine at his house. Reb
Alter Vishkower and his wife disappproved, arguing that
it was wrong for the rejected suitor to visit the house of
his former fiancée. The town had plenty to talk about. But
Anshel cited precedents to show that it was not prohibited
by the Law. Most of the townspeople sided with Avigdor
and blamed Peshe for everything. Avigdor soon began
pressing Peshe for a divorce, and, because he did not
want to have a child by such a fury, he acted like Onan,
or, as the Gemara translates it: he threshed on the inside
and cast his seced without. He confided in Anshel, told him
how Peshe came to bed unwashed and snored like a buzz
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saw, of how she was so occupied with the cash taken in
at the store that she babbled about it cven in her sleep.

“Oh, Anshel, how 1 cnvy you,” he said.

“There’s no reason for envying me.”

“You have everything. I wish your good fortune were
mine—with no loss to you, of course.”

“Everyonc has troubles of his own.”

“What sort of troubles do you have? Don’t tempt Provi-
dence.”

How could Avigdor have guessed that Anshel could not
sleep at night and thought constantly of running away?
Lying with Hadass and decciving her had become more
and more painful. Hadass’ love and tenderness shamed her.
The devotion of her mother- and father-in-law and their
hopes for a grandchild were a burden. On Friday after-
noons all of the townspcople went to the baths and every
week Anshel had to find a new excuse. But this was be-
ginning to awake suspicions. There was talk that Anshel
must have an unsightly birthmark, or a rupture, or per-
haps was not properly circumcised. Judging by the youth’s
years, his beard should certainly have begun to sprout, yet
his checks remained smooth. Tt was already Purim and
Passover was approaching. Soon it would be summer.
Not far from Bechev there was a river where all the yeshiva
students and young men went swimming as soon as it was
warm enough. The lic was swelling like an abscess and
one of these days it must surcly burst. Anshel knew she
had to find a way to free hersell,

It was customary for the young men boarding with their
in-laws to travel to nearby cities during the half-holidays
in the middle of Passover weck. They enjoyed the change,
refreshed themselves, looked around for business oppor-
tunities, bought books or other things a young man might
need. Bechev was not far from Lublin and Anshel per-
suaded Avigdor to make the journey with her at her ex-
pense. Avigdor was delighted at the prospect of being rid

S

e et
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for a few days of the shrew he had at home. The trip by
carriage was a merry one. The fields were turning green;
storks, back from the warm countries, swooped across the
sky in great arcs. Streams rushed toward the valleys. The
birds chirped. The windmills turned. Spring flowers were
beginning to bloom in the fields. Here and there a cow
was already grazing. The companions, chatting, ate the
fruit and little cakes that Hadass had packed, told each
other jokes, and exchanged confidences until they reached
Lublin. There they went to an inn and took a room for
two. On the journey, Anshel had promised to reveal an
astonishing sccret to Avigdor in Lublin. Avigdor had
joked: what sort of secret could it be? Had Anshel dis-
covered a hidden treasure? Had he written an essay? By
studying the Cabala, had he created a dove? . . . Now
they entered the room and while Anshel carefully locked
the door, Avigdor said teasingly:

“Well, Tet’s hear your great sceret.”

“Prepare yourself for the most incredible thing that ever

»

was.

“I'm prepared for anything.”

“I' not a man but a woman,” said Anshel. “My name
isn’t Anshel, it’s Yentl.”

Avigdor burst out laughing.

“I knew it was a hoax.”

“But it’s true.”

“Fven if I'm a fool, T won’t swallow this.”

“Do you want me to show you?”

“Yes.”

“Then TNl get undressed.”

Avigdor’s eyes widened. It occurred to him that Anshel
might want to practice pederasty. Anshel took off the
gaberdine and the fringed garment, and threw off her
underclothes. Avigdor took one look and turned first white,
then fiery red. Anshel covered herself hastily.
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“I've done this only so that you can testify at the court-
house. Otherwise Hadass will have to stay a grass widow.”

Avigdor had lost his tongue. e was seized by a fit of
trembling. Ile wanted to spcak, but his lips moved and
nothing came out. He sat down quickly, for his legs would
not support him. Finally he murmured:

“How is it possible? I don’t believe itl”

“Should I get undressed again?”

“Nol”

Yentl proceeded to tell the whole story: how her father,
bedridden, had studied Torah with her; how she had never
had the patience for women and their silly chatter; how
she had sold the housc and all the furnishings, left the
town, made her way disguised as a man to Lublin, and on
the road met Avigdor. Avigdor sat speechless, gazing at
the storyteller. Yentl was by now wearing men’s clothes
once more. Avigdor spoke:

“It must be a dream.”

He pinched himself on the cheek.

“It isn’t a dream.”

“That such a thing should happen tome . . . I”

“It’s all true.”

“Why did you do it? Nu, I'd better keep still.”

“I didn’t want to waste my lifc on a baking shovel and
a kneading trough.”

“And what about Hadass—why did you do that?”

“I did it for your sake. T knew that Peshe would tor-
ment you and at our house you would have some
peaces . .

Avigdor was silent for a long time. He bowed his head,
pressed his hands to his temples, shook his head.

“What will you do now?”

“I'll go away to a different yeshiva.”

“What? If you had only told me carlier, we could
have ; & .

Avigdor broke off in the middle.
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“No—it wouldn’t have been good.”

“Why not?”

“I'm ncither one nor the other.”

“What a dilemma I'm in!”

“Get a divorce from that horror. Marry Hadass.”
“She’ll never divorce me and Hadass won’t have me.”
“Hadass loves you. She won't listen to her father again.”
Avigdor stood up suddenly but then sat down.

“I won’t be able to forget you. Ever. . . .”

6

According to the Law Avigdor was now forbidden to
spend another moment alone with Yentl; yet dressed in
the gaberdine and trousers, she was again the familiar
Anshel. They resumed their conversation on the old foot-
ing:

“Ilow could you bring yourself to violate the command-
ment cvery day: ‘A woman shall not wear that which
pertaineth to a man’?”

“I wasn’t created for plucking feathers and chattering
with females.”

“Would you rather lose your sharc in the world to
come?”

“Perhaps. . . .”

Avigdor raised his eyes. Only now did he realize that
Anshel’s checks were too smooth for a man’s, the hair too
abundant, the hands too small. Fiven so he could not be-
licve that such a thing could have happened. At any
moment he expected to wake up. He bit his lips, pinched
his thigh. ITe was scized by shyness and could not speak
without stammering. His friendship with Anshel, their
intimate talk, their confidences, had been turned into a
sham and dclusion. The thought even occurred to him that
Anshel might be a demon. He shook himself as if to cast
off a nightmare; yct that power which knows the differ-
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ence between dream and reality told him it was all true.
He summoncd up his courage. Te and Anshel could never
be strangers to onc another, cven though Anshel was in
fact Yentl. . . . He ventured a comment:

“It seems to me that the witness who testifies for a
deserted woman may not marry her, for the Law calls
him ‘a party to the affair.””

“What? That didn’t occur to mel”

“We must look it up in Eben Ezer.”

“I'm not even sure that the rules pertaining to a deserted
woman apply in this case,” said Anshel in the manner of
a scholar.

“If you don’t want Hadass to be a grass widow, you
must reveal the secret to her directly.”

“That I can’t do.”

“In any cvent, you must get another witness.”

Gradually the two went back to their Talmudic conversa-
tion. It seemed strange at first to Avigdor to be disputing
holy writ with a woman, yet before long the Torah had
reunited them. Though their bodies were different, their
souls were of one kind. Anshel spoke in a singsong, gestic-
ulated with her thumb, clutched her sidelocks, plucked
at her beardless chin, made all the customary gestures
of a yeshiva student. In the heat of argument she even
seized Avigdor by the lapel and called him stupid. A great
love for Anshel took hold of Avigdor, mixed with shame,
remorse, anxicty. If T had only known this before, he said
to himself. In his thoughts he likened Anshel (or Yentl) to
Bruria, the wife of Reb Meir, and to Yalta, the wife of Reb
Nachman. FFor the first time he saw clearly that this was
what he had always wanted: a wife whose mind was not
taken up with material things. . . . His desire for Hadass
was gone now, and he knew he would long for Yentl, but
he dared not say so. He felt hot and knew that his face was
burning. He could no longer meet Anshel’s eyes. He began
to enumerate Anshel’s sins and saw that he too was impli-
cated, for he had sat next to Yentl and had touched her
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during her unclean days. Nu, and what could be said
about her marriage to Iadass? What a multitude of trans-
gressions therel Wilful deception, false vows, misrepre-
sentation|—Heaven knows what else. He asked suddenly:

“Tell the truth, are you a heretic?”

“God forbidl”

“Then how could you bring yourselfl to do such a thing?”

The longer Anshel talked, the less Avigdor understood.
All Anshel’s explanations seemed to point to one thing:
she had the soul of a man and the body of a woman.
Anshel said she had married Hadass only in order to be
near Avigdor.

“You could have married me,” Avigdor said.

“I wanted to study the Gemara and Commentaries with
you, not darn your socks!”

For a long time neither spoke. Then Avigdor broke the
silence:

“I'm afraid Hadass will get sick from all this, God
forbid!”

“I'm afraid of that too.”

“What's going to happen now?”

Dusk fell and the two began to recite the evening prayer.
In his confusion Avigdor mixed up the blessings, omitted
some and repeated others. He glanced sideways at Anshel
who was rocking back and forth, beating her breast, bow-
ing her head. e saw her, eyes closed, lift her face to
Heaven as though beseeching: You, Father in Heaven,
know the truth. . . . When their prayers were finished,
they sat down on opposite chairs, facing one another yet a
good distance apart. The room filled with shadows. Re-
flections of the sunset, like purple embroidery, shook on
the wall opposite the window. Avigdor again wanted to
speak but at first the words, trembling on the tip of his
tongue, would not come. Suddenly they burst forth:

“Maybe it's still not too late? I can’t go on living with
that accursed woman. . . . You. .. .”

“No, Avigdor, it’s impossible.”
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“Why?”

“I'll live out my time as I am. . . .

“I'll miss you. Terribly.”

“And I'll miss you.”

“What’s the sense of all this?”

Anshel did not answer. Night fell and the light faded. In
the darkness they scemed to be listening to cach other’s
thoughts. The Law forbade Avigdor to stay in the room
alone with Anshel, but he could not think of her just as a
woman. What a strange power there is in clothing, he
thought. But he spoke of something clse:

“I would advise you simply to send IHadass a divorce.”

“How can I do that?”

“Since the marriage sacraments weren't valid, what
difference does it make?”

“I suppose you're right.”

“There’ll be time enough later for her to find out the
truth.”

The maidservant came in with a lamp but as soon as
she had gone, Avigdor put it out. Their predicament and
the words which they must speak to one another could
not endure light. In the blackness Anshel related all the
particulars. She answered all Avigdor’s questions. The
clock struck two, and still they talked. Anshel told Avigdor
that Hadass had never forgotten him. She talked of him
frequently, worried about his health, was sorry—though
not without a certain satisfaction—about the way things
had turned out with Peshe.

“She’ll be a good wife,” said Anshel. “I don’t even know
how to bake a pudding.”

“Neverthcless, if you're willing. . . .

“No, Avigdor. Tt wasn't destined to be. .

»

”»

”»

7

It was all a great riddle to the town: the messenger who
arrived bringing Hadass the divorce papers; Avigdor’s re-
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maining in Lublin until after the holidays; his return to
Bechev with slumping shoulders and lifeless eyes as if he
had been ill. Hadass took to her bed and was visited by
the doctor three times a day. Avigdor went into seclusion.
If somcone ran across him by chance and addressed him,
he did not answer. Peshe complained to her parents that
Avigdor paced back and forth smoking all night long.
When he finally collapsed from sheer fatigue, in his sleep
he called out the name of an unknown female—Yentl.
Peshe began talking of a divorce. The town thought Avig-
dor wouldn’t grant her one or would demand money at the
very least, but he agreed to everything.

In Bechev the people were not used to having mysteries
stay mysterics for long. How can you keep secrets in a
little town where everyone knows what’s cooking in every-
one elsc’s pots? Yet, though there were plenty of persons
who made a practice of looking through keyholes and lay-
ing an car to shutters, what happened remained an
enigma. Tladass lay in her bed and wept. Chanina the
herb doctor reported that she was wasting away. Anshel
had disappeared without a trace. Reb Alter Vishkower
sent for Avigdor and he arrived, but those who stood
straining beneath the window couldn’t catch a word of
what passcd between them. Those individuals who habitu-
ally pry into other people’s affairs came up with all sorts
of theories, but not one of them was consistent.

One party came to the conclusion that Anshel had fallen
into the hands of Catholic priests, and had been con-
verted. That might have made sense. But where could
Anshel have found time for the priests, since he was al-
ways studying in the yeshiva? And apart from that, since
when does an apostate send his wife a divorce?

Another gronp whispered that Anshel had cast an eye
on another woman. But who could it be? There were no
love affairs conducted in Bechev. And none of the young

women had recently left town—neither a Jewish woman
nor a Gentile one.
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Somebody else offered the suggestion that Anshel had
been carried away by evil spirits, or was even one of them
himself. As proof he cited the fact that Anshel had never
come either to the bathhouse or to the river. It is well
known that demons have the feet of geese. Well, but had
Hadass never seen him barefoot? And who ever heard of a
demon sending his wifc a divorce? When a demon marries
a daughter of mortals, he usually lets her remain a grass
widow.

It occurred to someone else that Anshel had committed
a major transgression and gone into cxile in order to do
penance. But what sort of transgression could it have
been? And why had he not entrusted it to the rabbi? And
why did Avigdor wander about like a ghost?

The hypothesis of Tevel the Musician was closest to
the truth. Tevel maintained that Avigdor had been unable
to forget Hadass and that Anshel had divorced her so that
his friend would be able to marry her. But was such
friendship possible in this world? And in that case, why
had Anshel divorced Hadass even before Avigdor divorced
Peshe? Furthermore, such a thing can be accomplished
only if the wife has been informed of the arrangement and
is willing, yet all signs pointed to Hadass® great love for
Anshel, and in fact she was ill from sorrow.

One thing was clear to all: Avigdor knew the truth. But
it was impossible to get anything out of him. He re-
mained in seclusion and kept silent with an obstinancy that
was a reproof to the whole town.

Close friends urged Peshe not to divorce Avigdor,
though they had severed all relations and no longer lived
as man and wife. Tle did not even, on I'riday night, per-
form the kiddush blessing for her. e spent his nights
cither at the study house or at the widow’s where Anshel
had found lodgings. When Peshe spoke to him he didn’t
answer, but stood with bowed head. The tradeswoman
Peshe had no patience for such goings-on. She needed a
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young man to help her out in the store, not a yeshiva stu-
dent who had fallen into melancholy. Someone of that
sort might even take it into his head to depart and leave
her deserted. Peshe agreed to a divorce.

In the meantime Hadass had recovered, and Reb Alter
Vishkower let it be known that a marriage contract was
being drawn up. Hadass was to marry Avigdor. The town
was agog. A marriage between a man and a woman who
had once been engaged and their betrothal broken off
was unhcard of. The wedding was held on the first Sab-
bath after Tishe b’Ov, and included all that is customary
at the marriage of a virgin: the banquet for the poor, the
canopy before the synagogue, the musicians, the wedding
jester, the Virtue Dance. Only one thing was lacking: joy.
The bridegroom stood beneath the marriage canopy, a
figure of desolation. The bride had recovered from her
sickness, but had remained pale and thin. Her tears fell
into the golden chicken broth. From all eyes the same
question looked out: why had Anshel done it?

After Avigdor’s marriage to Hadass, Peshe spread the
rumor that Anshel had sold his wife to Avigdor for a price,
and that the money had been supplied by Alter Vish-
kower. One young man pondered the riddle at great
length until he finally arrived at the conclusion that An-
shel had lost his beloved wife to Avigdor at cards, or
cven on a spin of the Chanukah dreidl. 1t is a general
rule that when the grain of truth cannot be found, men
will swallow great helpings of falschood. |Truth itself is
often concealed in such a way that the harder you look

~for it, the harder it is to find. )

/ Not long after the wedding, Hadass became prcgnant’j
The child was a boy and those assembled at the circum
cision could scarcely believe their cars when they heard
the father name his son Anshel.

Translated by MarioN MAGID AND EL1ZABETH POLLET
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enlightened ones and the reformers who im-
peril the existence of our people have discov-
ered that through blatant unbelief they will
not succeed in driving Israel from its faith and
from its religion. Therefore they have thrown
off their garment of assimilation and put on a
cloak of zeal, so that they appear to be zealous
on behalf of Judaism. But they are in fact
digging a mine beneath our faith, and seek-
ing to lead Israel from beneath the wings of
Schechinah.

From all that has been said it emerges that
the Zionists and their rabbis are in error when
they assert decisively that were it not for the
Zionists many of our brethren would have

NOTES

1. Rabbi Zadok Ha-Cohen Rabinowitz (1823-
1900), Hasidic rabbi, known as Zadok Ha-Cohen of
Lublin, with a reputation as an outstanding tal-
mudic scholar. Preferring a secluded life of study
and devotion, Zadok Ha-Cohen became the
spiritual leader of the Hasidim in Lublin after the
death of his friend, Rabbi Yehuda Leib Eiger, in
1888. In 1890, following the death of his second

THE JEW IN THE MODERN WORLD

converted. They deceive themselves. Thg"
heretics and the transgressors within the
camp of Israel do more damage to us thapn
those who have left the community. f,{u‘
Can heretics be regarded as great men?
May there not be many like them in Israel! Ag
for us, we need the audacity of holiness and
the spirit of self-sacrifice. The counsel to be
given to the House of Israel is that they
should dissociate from the Zionists and hold
themselves apart from this advancing
plague. Through the merit of this separation,
may we enjoy all the salvations and the com-"
forts and may the Holy One, blessed be He,
comfort Zion and build Jerusalem. :

i

wife, Zadok Ha-Cohen sought to immigrate to
Palestine, but was discouraged from doing so by -
his disciples. The letter presented here was wntten
toward the end of his life. r
2. Mishnah, tractate Sotah 9:15.
3. Lev. 19:17.
4. Eccles. 11:4.
5. Jer. 9:12.

MAX NORDAU!
7. Jewry of Muscle

Two years ago, during a committee meeting
at the Congress in Basle,? I said: “We must
think of creating once again a Jewry of mus-
cles.”

Once again! For history is our witness that
such a Jewry had once existed.

For too long, all too long have we been
engaged in the mortification of our own flesh.

Or rather, to put it more precisely—others
did the killing of our flesh for us. Their ex-
traordinary success is measured by hundreds

Source: “Muskeljudentum,” Juedische Turnzeitung (June 1903). Republished in Max Nordau, ZxomshSCh‘
Schriften (Cologne and Leipzig: Juedischer Verlag, 1909), pp. 379-81. Trans. here by J. Hessing. .
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of thousands of Jewish corpsesin the ghettos,
in the churchyards, along the highways of
medieval Europe. We ourselves would have ¢
gladly done without this “virtue” [i.e., thgg
Christian virtue of corporal mortification].§
We would have preferred to develop ourfi;f
bodies rather than to kill them or to have &

them—figuratively and actually—killed by ﬁ
others. We know how to make rational use Of

our life and appreciate its value. If, unhke

most other peoples, we do not conceive Ofi
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hysical] life as our highest possession, it is
nevertheless very valuable to us and thus
worthy of careful treatment. During long cen-
turies we have not been able to give it such
treatment. All the elements of Aristotelian
physics——light, air, water and earth—were
‘measured out to us very sparingly. In the
narrow Jewish street our poor limbs soon
forgot their gay movements; in the dimness
of sunless houses our eyes began to blink
shyly; the fear of constant persecution turned
our powerful voices into frightened whis-
pers, which rose in a crescendo only when
our martyrs on the stakes cried out their
dying prayers in the face of their execution-
ers. But now, all coercion has become a mem-
ory of the past, and at least we are allowed

space enough for our bodies to live again. Let

us take up our oldest traditions; let us once
more become deep-chested, sturdy, sharp-
eyed men.

This desire of going back to a glorious past
finds a strong expression in the name which
the Jewish gymnastic club in Berlin has cho-

sen for itself.3 ““Bar Kochba” was a hero who

refused to know defeat.* When in the end
victory eluded him, he knew how to die. Bar
Kochba was the last embodiment in world
history of a bellicose, militant Jewry. To

NOTES

1. Max Nordau (1849-1923), physician, avant-
garde literary critic, novelist. One of the most con-
troversial and influential authors of his day, he was
among Herzl’s earliest supporters.

2. Congress in Basle, i.e., the Second Zionist
Congress, held in Basle, Switzerland during the
summer of 1898.

3. At the Second Zionist Congress, Nordau and
Max Mandelstamm. (a Russian ophthalmologist
and Zionist leader who supported Herzl) proposed
a program to promote the physical fitness of Jewish
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evoke the name of Bar Kochba is an unmis-,
takable sign of ambition. But ambition is well
suited for gymnasts striving for perfection.

For no other people will gymnastics fulfilla
more educational purpose than for us Jews. It
shall straighten us in body and in character. It
shall give us self-confidence, although our
enemies maintain that we already have too
much self-confidence as it is. But who knows
better than we do that their imputations are
wrong. We completely lack a sober confi-
dence in our physical prowess.

Our new muscle-Jews [Muskeljuden] have
not yet regained the heroism of our fore-
fathers who in large numbers eagerly entered
the sport arenas in order to take part in com-
petition and to pit themselves against the
highly trained Hellenistic athletes and the
powerful Nordic barbarians. But morally,
even now the new muscle-Jews surpass their
ancestors, for the ancient Jewish circus fight-
ers were ashamed of their Judaism and tried
to conceal the sign of the Covenant by means
of a surgical operation,’. .. while the mem-
bers of the “Bar Kochba” club loudly and
proudly affirm their national loyalty.

May the Jewish gymnastic club flourish
and thrive and become an example to be
imitated in all the centers of Jewish life!

youth. In response, the Bar Kochba gymnastic club
was founded in Berlin in 1898. Similar clubs were
soon established throughout Europe.

4. Bar Kochba, Simeon (d. 135 c.k.) led the
Jewish revolt against Hadrian that broke out in 132
C.E.

5. According to Josephus (a Jewish historian),
Hellenized Jews, who in accordance with Greek
custom wrestled in the nude, would often undergo
surgery in order to disguise their circumdsion.
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Do tears know who sheds them?

And hearts know who tills them?

They are tilled by light entering the turf

And the turf does not know what’s within.
—*“Lament” by Yehuda Halevi, 1075-1142

Our teacher, Mr. Havdala, said, among other things: “Our pupil
N’ima Sassoon has given us great pleasure with her splendid poem,
‘Dear Teacher,” which is at the top of the latest issue of our wall-
newspaper.”

Amalia Kahana-Carmon was born in Kibbutz Ein Harod in 1930. She was
raised in Tel Aviv, and she studied philology and library science at the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem. She has lived in England and Switzerland,
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was awarded the Bialik Prize.
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Now, our whole school, the Tent of Sarah School for Orthodox
Girls, would read the poem.

We went up to our classrooms in pairs. I passed teacher Ezekiel,
who was standing with the headmistress. I did not know what they
were discussing. I could hear him saying in his unique voice, a voice
that was full of pith though it was broken, like Louis Armstrong’s,
“There’s nothing to it,” and her replying, “Let’s see you do it, then,”
while he answered, “What do you want me to do? Leap about on one
leg?” and she replied, “Look who’s talking!” And as I hear him being
spoken to like that, I feel torn.

Teacher Ezckiel is our form teacher. We have learned that aman
should not be joyful among those who are weeping, or weep among
those who are rejoicing, nor should he keep awake among those who
are sleeping or sleep among those who are awake, etc. Yet teacher
Ezekiel sits all day at his desk on the little platform in front of the
blackboard, and never raises his eyes from his worksheets, his books,
and his registers. Mid-morning break. How was it, for an instant, a
dream come truc—Dby chance, was it, or was it absent-mindedness—
that he noticed me again for a moment, that the green eyes rested on
me. And I could not contain myself. I approached. The sun was
beaming through the window, and I was wearing a new summer frock
which I thought was full of promise. Teacher Ezekiel was now sitting
motionless. As though he was trying to turn his annoyance into good
humor. And, I told myself, as though he was braced to receive ablow,
and I realized again that all was lost. I walked right past him, at full
tilt. I tumbled the stones of the blue plums into the wastepaper basket,
as teacher Ezckicl, over there at his post, unwrapped a sandwich and
began eating. Reflected in him, sitting there, I sce the most handsome-
ly dressed young man of his day, languid, a ballet prince, with the
profile of Ivor Novello. And then I understand, no, neither is it like
that; but that you are a hard man with an extraordinary gentleness.
AndIam asilly girl. Sick all year. With a kind of blind determination
I have brought on myself, let us say, a certain type of cold. A cold with
a high fever. And I don’t want to be cured. And I no longer have the
power to decide. And I am not happy any more. Not happy. Or
sensible any more. Not sensible. And because of you, twice a day, I
take the wrong bus.
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On two occasions there was no vacant seat, except the one beside
him. I sat down beside him.

At the first stop he got up. He offered his seat to a woman, who
was not young, yet the wrinkled skin on her sun-tanned chest and arms
was quite attractive. She sat down, opened her bag and took out a
packet of cigarettes. She struck a match, like a man. One of those
feeble matches that snap when you strike them, shoot off at all angles,
and drop back to burn a hole in your trousers. But since then,
whenever | catch sight of her, I don’t take my eyes off her, so as to
relive the scenc once more:

I turned my head toward him. Teacher Ezekiel is standing
clutching the leather loop hanging from the bar above. Other people
can see a dark moon of a face; green eyes shine clearly out of the face.
And none of these people could imagine what strength this young man
has stored up in him. But he is like a boxing champion who wouldn’t
hurt a fly.

“I’ll hold your briefcase for you,” I tried to stammer out.

Teacher Ezekiel put his briefcase down on the floor between his
shoes, stood over me, and the air between us quivered.

And there was another time. By then he would no longer talk to
me.

In front of us sat Mr. Havdala, the teacher whom the girls called
Mr. Abdullah behind his back. Isec him in my mind’s eye shaped in
the image of Hillel the sage, a pastor of Isracl. Next to Mr. Havdala,
a man was sitting upright, looking as though he was asleep, reading
a newspaper propped up in front of him. Mr. Havdala, fussily self-
important, turned to me and kept up a conversation the whole way:

“You're lucky to have curly hair.” he said, “you don’t need to
comb it.”

And then: “What do you do when you get home?”

“Nothing. Read.”

“Read. What do you read?”

“Nothing. Daddy's books.”

“How’s your Daddy been doing lately?”

“Nothing. He’s ill.”

“So what will happen?”

“Nothing. We're selling the business.”
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“And what are your plans, little lady?”

“I shall study.”

Throughout this conversation teacher Ezekiel was looking out
of the window. When we came to his stop, I took a chance. 1 got up
and lcft the bus.

Teacher Ezekiel stayed in his seat and did not get off.

As 1 stood on the pavement I could see Mr. Havdala, and as he
yawned his face looked as it must have done when he was a baby. The
man asleep was still sleeping seated. But tcacher Ezekiel was no
longer looking outward.

Having gone past his proper stop, he must now really be going
home. I tried unsuccessfully to cheer myself up. And I reflected: he
will get home. He will put on comfortable clothes. His slippers. His
wife will be in her chair by the window. Sometimes when I pass by
there I see her. She is older than he is. She’s got a dog. She is tiny
and fragile, with a mouth drawn in pink, only her throat reveals age,
and she sits viewing the street. She takes up half the window, a curtain
fills the rest. It is claborately patterned, and if you look at it closely,
you can make out among the netting and webbing the shapes of birds
in flight like bats, or birds of paradise at rest. And below their flat is
a workshop that specializes in embroidery, drawn-work, and plissé. 1
saw her once coming out of a shoe shop. On her breast she was
wearing a locket with a photograph set in it. Was it teacher Ezekiel’s
photo? A photo of the dog? Now she will probably get up from her
chair, and go to put on her locket for teacher Ezekiel. Only the curtain
will be left.

Yet, I,however, amstill here. The mirror sky is shimmering over
the city like asheetof water. Itis brighter now than at any time of day.
Zion Squarc looks as though it is resting on the bed of a calm,
translucent sea. Civilians, soldiers. Through this hour made his by the
poet Lebensohn the neon-signs fire their cheerful flashes of light:
Have you managed to get home all right, teacher Ezekiel? You
deserved to break a leg on the way, teacher Ezckiel. And there are the
alternating hues of the traffic lights. Even on the flanks of passing
vehicles there are multi-colored lights gleaming like precious stones.
It’s uncanny, how such brisk movement is possible underwater. Only
I, with the weight of that transparent sea in my breast, am choking.
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“Are you tired, N'ima Sassoon?” he once said to me. “So many
mistakes in onc math problem.” “July. Called after Julius Caesar.”
There was all the explicitness in the world, in his wonderful, broken
voice, and in his look. Together with the pleading, the hopelessness.
Which is also a token. But I no longer knew if even that still existed.
Now, that was all I asked to know.

Women were driving their cars, women who had beautiful jaws,
arched necks. They all had a hard kind of charm, selfish and sharply
whetted. A big cmbassy car, driven by a uniformed chauffeur, went
past, with only a child in it. And the lights in the square, up Ben
Yehuda Street, and along Jaffa Road, like those of great cities and
seaports that never existed, shining seven times more brightly in this
twilight hour, in electric splendor, an alien scarlet of wanton jubila-
tion and thriving prosperity smelted into a red river, in untempered
orange of sulfur and gold ore, in untempered green, in pellucid
sapphire which shonc like the terrible ice, in blue and in deep purple,
constantly proclaimed the power of red, green and blue worlds, to
which one need only find the path. And perhaps none of it is serious.
Perhaps it is just meant to enhance the brief life-span of the pearly
evening. It is, the evening, like a transparent leaf, etched with thin
tracings of colored veins, the first to fall in the autumn, flitting about
like a butterfly a long while. Anevening which will never be matched
in clarity or purity. Or in its quintessential anguish. And there is this
vicious circle: I performed an act, offered a gift. And the gift was
declined. Why does he never reprove me for my impertinence?
Perhaps he has not yet found the words. Perhaps there is some natural
reticence: after all, who is one to tell others what to do. Perhaps he
lacks the nerve, hopes it will all sort itself out. Perhaps he hasn’t the
heart to do this to me. Perhaps he is thinking of himself, and is afraid
to lose me. But in my heart I knew it was none of these things. It was
simply this: there are those who, without meaning to be, are a torch to
show others the way.

After that evening he was careful not to sit near me. Or ask me
questions. Or look at me. What else had he left to deny me, I asked
myself.

And it is already the end of the school year. The last few days.

Amalia Kahana-Carmon 53

Days like weak winter flies, that you could touch even while they are
flying around. There is the usual commotion and din of the girls. Desk
lids arc slammed shut noisily. Benches arc dragged along. Yetthe air
is filled with a slow poison, as though the walls have been smeared
with arsenic. The accustomed drabness has some new element in it.
Like acrid ammoniac fumes dispersing. Something is draining away.
And the girls, who look suddenly overgrown in their blue, childish
pinaforc uniforms, write keepsakes in cach other’s albums, prepare in
groups for the finals hanging over us, get together on Friday nights at
this or that one’s home, and then go out together, arms linked,
dreaming aloud their visions of what is to come.

None of this has anything to do with me. I take no chances. All
my evenings I reserve for teacher Ezekiel, sitting at the iron table on
our back verandah. At night the blades of the eucalyptus look like tin
leaves. In the dry exhalation of the pine tree leaning over from our
neighbors’ yard, there is some vague, scented guaranty, cool and
quickening like the taste of licorice. Beyond the fence is a stony,
rocky slope. The nights are lukewarm. In the housing estate on the
shoulder of the hill across the wadi, dogs are barking. Its lights are like
holes punched out so that you can peer at the fire under the earth’s thin
rind. Teacher Ezekiel does not come. He never comes. I draw closer
to the fence. Some other teacher Ezekiel begins ascending into the
space that is between the heavens and the earth. He gazes everywhere,
cloaked in a blazing garment. And every night, as I read out the
terrible letters inscribed on the crown on his forehead, my heart fails
within me, as | know the moment has come, and I can hardly keep from
falling into a swoon. Teacher Ezekiel vanishes behind the curtain of
the sky. He has reached the place where glory is the bread of the dead.
And gricf is their water. Streams of suffering, that bear affliction and
sorrow like myriad huge leaves in their currents, form their bound-
aries. All this, I, N’ima Sassoon, have written in the exercise book of
my poems, from which I submitted the poem called “Dear Teacher”
to the wall-newspaper of our school.

Yet all day, blear-eyed, it seems, I keep muttering to myself. All
day I am in his presence, at a distance. It is a teacher Ezekiel of flesh
and blood. As though in a dream, he comes in, sits down, gets up at
the bell, leaves, comes back with the bell, sits down again. Moving
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with the conviction of a sleepwalker, with the astonishing trust of a
piece of seawced flung around by the flow. I foralong time now have
been unaware of what is happening to me. Teacher Ezekiel comes
toward me. He stops at my desk:

“N’ima Sassoon, the bell has gone. Lessons are over,” he says,
about to leave.

“Teacher Ezckicl,” I cry out to him, abasing myself for the
millionth time. though the first in weeks. “l wanted to tell you.
Something odd happened to me yesterday.”

One elbow is resting on the windowsill, and his other arm hugs
its opposite shoulder. Teacher Ezekiel stands still, as though he is
observing the window frame, or the cxposed electric wiring, or the
distempered walls. Or is it the hills, the misty eventide hills, like
traces of tidemarks, layer upon layer and against the sky, while a
distant road winds and rises in the mist as into a future.

But Alfandary, the school janitor, comes in to ask for keys.
Teacher Ezckicl does not linger to hear what happened to me yester-
day.

Teacher Ezekiel does not turn back to me. Over there by his desk
he squats. His pale-blue shirt is taut on his back, his belt almost
snapping, as he slips a wedge of folded wastepaper under one of the
legs of the desk. to stop it wobbling. And for some reason, seeing him
so young, so well-knit, that which I have discovered in him flashes
outand pierces me afresh. The wild cub fastened to my heart for many
days now, whose claws are in my flesh, frets to rub, and strains at its
ropes.

Last try. T went and stood beside him.

Teacher Ezckiel continues staring complacently at his desk’s
firmness. Fly, O bird, away to your mountains. But instead:
“Yesterday I was walking down the street,” I say, with lips that seem
to be groping. to the back of the neck of the man pretending to be
occupied with some meaningless task.

Teacher Ezckicel rests his hand on the flap of his desk, and
straightens himself, non-committally.

But illusion has a sham-sweet taste:

“I was wandering along the street,” I continued, and having had
no sign of encouragement I wasn’t surc how to, “and there was a
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woman there, all untidy. Her head had recently been shaved, and the
hair was just starting to grow again, her clothes were all in tatters, and
her lips were very swollen. She was trying to strike up a conversation
with two small children, who looked as though they were terrified of
her. ‘I’m mad,’ she said to them, like in confidence. ‘And she’s mad,
too.” She pointed at me, and | was amazed. I asked myself how she
could have known. But in fact, I was asking you. Because I had this
urgent fecling, the sense that this was in direct line with something
that turned topsy-turvy,” that how is it that I am here, for you to notice
me, and you don’t, I wished to say but didn’t, “or did I make it all up.”

“Make it up, make what up, little girl?”

“Y ou ask make whatup. That shows itis allmadeup.” My spirits
drooped.

And so the school year might have ended: teacher Ezekiel
clutching at the sides of his desk, his face the face of an enemy, “I
asked what you made up to avoid the question. You didn’t make it
up,” he says, and I stare at him thunderstruck.

From that day onward teacher Ezekiel has behaved as though my
place in class were empty. It would never have occurred to me, not
even in adream, to tell him about my poem “Dear Teacher.” But it has
happened, like this. It is during a lesson and I am sitting listlessly, on
my own in my place at the back of the class. “Rabbi Sa’adya Gaon
was a very strong-headed man, which did not make for an easy life,”
teacher Ezekiel was declaring. Idly, I try to sketch his features: the
ears that seem attached not quite in place, the lovely green eyes, clear,
with a darker rim around the iris. I try to capture them and fail. I give
up in despair. But to Ieave no room for doubt, I have written at the top
of the page “Teacher Ezekiel,” unaware that the lesson has ended and
that teacher Ezekiel has approached and is standing over me.

“N’ima Sassoon, the bell has gone. Lessons are over.”

He had not spoken to me for many days, and now he was
speaking softly, lcaning on the back of my chair, and on my desk,
inclining forward a little, to look at my exercise book. Hurriedly, I
covered up my sketch, my handiwork, with both hands. But teacher
Ezekiel straightened up, reached out for the exercise book and my
hands fell away. Then, all shattered—and only because I felt all
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shattered—without knowing why or wherefore, I said:

“I submitted a poem to the school paper.”

Teacher Ezekiel, still examining the sketch, asked preoccupied:
“Was it accepted?”

“Mr. Havdala liked it. The headmistress, too, stopped me and
praised it. But, Teacher, the credit should not go to me. 1 had a very
special subject. 1 called the poem ‘Dear Teacher.””

At once teacher Ezekiel dropped my exercise book. He went
back to his desk and gathered up his worksheets, his books and his
registers, without lifting his head.

I followed him.

“And if you care to read the poem, you will see you are wrong
about me,” I whispered.

I do not now whether it was my whispering which moved him.
I do not know, indeed, what he meant when he answered: “Maybe it’s
you who are wrong.”

“I wish it were,” | whispered, as he picked up his briefcase and
fled.

Araised threshold, extended arches, each with the verse “For thy
Law is my delight” in iron open-work, over an elongated Star of
David, rivets in the shape of large-petalled flowers, fluted rods, and
a kind of butcher's hook shaped like a clenched fist, as a knocker: the
massive gate of our school. One of the doors in the gate, incredibly,
is fitted with a smaller door, that has a peephole. Like a toy broody
hen, with a broody hen inside it, and, inside that an egg. We were
standing, both of us, the next day, which was a Friday, at the bus stop
by the gate. Teacher Ezekiel could not have known. As I watched him
going out, striding, as he did, rather like a sailor, I summoned up my
courage and went out in step with him. Now teacher Ezekiel had
assumed the impatient look of someone waiting for the bus to arrive,
and was lightly tapping his briefcase against his knees. But it looked
as though a shadow was hovering round the edges of his mouth. He
must have caught it from me. I was possessed, and my heart was
pounding so much:

“Teacher,” I said, “ever since yesterday I have talked nothing but
rubbish to you, and I can only regret it. But now I would like to ask
you a question. Just one. And you will tell me the truth, won’t you?”
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And I let cross my lips the notion over which in class, and in my bed
at night, I have been eating my heart out: teacher Ezekiel is no longer
concerned about me, he is concerned with Bathsheba. He always
treats her so well. (The idea! Bathsheba is as black as the devil. And
it wasn’t Bathsheba that I wanted to talk about.)

Teacher Ezekiel looked quite taken aback.

“A new caper. Bathsheba Hayun is it? Why Bathsheba Hayun,
of all people? Whatasurprise. Asif things aren’tcomplicated enough
without that. No one gets special treatment. Neither Bathsheba
Hayun, nor anyone else. Get this clear: there’s no special treatment
for anyone.”

“Why Bathsheba Hayun. I must be having hallucinations now.
It must be my imagination,” I sighed, and teacher Ezekiel gave me a
brisk look. But I added, “I’ve got another recurring hallucination.
Generally, I know you're like everyone else, but sometimes—and this
is the hallucination—I think you are different. Apart. Singled out.
One more question. Please, just one. Tell me, teacher Ezekiel, are
you really singled out?”

The last girls to leave were passing us. “Yesterday I went to the
pictures. All of asudden, atiger. It sees Jane. Jane starts saying ‘The
Lord-is-my-shepherd-I-shall-not-want. He-maketh-me-to-lie-down-
in-green-pastures. He-leadeth-me-beside-the-still-waters...."” Then
suddenly: Tarzan. Leaps from the treetop on to the tiger’s back.
Strangles it. Jane puts her hand on the dead tiger and says, “This fur
coat.” Tarzan says, ‘Coat What-that?’ Jane says, ‘Never mind. A
barbarian trimming.’ Tarzan says....”

As usual, teacher Ezekiel takes his time before answering.

“I don’t think I'm singled out. But everyone is unique to him-
self. So I probably don’t qualify as a witness.”

What was the spell cast over us that moment? Like the innocent
moon, waxing and rising. Generosity and goodwill surround us
shield-like. The heart rests from its battering. What was devoured is
made whole. And for a moment it is as though I too come near the
secret which makes the faint-hearted heroic.

A strect urchin blowing pan-pipes made of slate went past,
stuffed the instrument in his pocket, and bent to pick up a cigarette end
from the gutter. He stuck it in his mouth with a very grown-up air. In
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the distance we could see the bus approaching, lurching from side to
side. And I said:

“Teacher, special treatment or not, for me you will always be,
how shall I put it, one, unique, and I am so happy that I am lucky
enoughtoknow that someone like you exists. 1 don’t know how to say
it in words. So I tried to express it in writing.”

Till that moment I did not know whether I dared show him my
exercise book of poems which I had brought for him. Now I propped
my satchel against one of the doors in our school-gate, against the
identical copics ol a rabbinic proclamation, laid out in thickly clus-
tered lines of print, like samples of type-face, all ranges, all sizes. A
manifesto denouncing some disgraceful conduct, terrible enough, it
says, to make ears ring at the sound of it. And acondemnation: “Their
house is rich and nothing lacks / But mice will dance upon their
backs.” 1 tricd to unfasten the catch but could not manage it. 1 felt
ashamed that he might notice my fingers trembling. Teacher Ezckiel
smiled a little smile, and assuming 1 meant to take out my purse,
rested his briefcase between his shoes, and opened my satchel for me.
A joint enterprisc. Like two people with a common purpose. But I
took out the exercise book, and proffered it to him without looking at
his face.

A father, on his way home, got off the bus, and halted: his small
offspring was running to greet him, baring his chest that was spotted
and scrawled over with a ball-point pen, exclaiming proudly, “Look,
tattoo!” Ileft teacher Ezekiel, and started making my way home on
foot. The toddlers had moved on to the pavement out of the way of
the bus, abandoning their dust castles that had matchbox balconies
and date-stones instead of flags, and approaches made out of wooden
splinters laid out crookedly. One infant in a wooden crate was making
believe he was a motor car, and his lips were working at the speed of
clectric fan blades. A schoolboy was bowling a hoop along, running
afterit. A young bride, in thick stockings, sleeves down to herelbows,
her hair tied up in a kerchief, passed by, carrying a basket on her arm.
Her face was freckled, and like milk. There was a light shining in her
eyes. A little girl was carrying a broad tray on her head, with two
Sabbath loaves and assorted pieces of dough on it, toward the bakery.
She was taking a short-cut across an empty building site, that had only
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some derelict foundations on it, a signpost that a Talmudical College
was shortly to be erected there, and piles of rubbish. A newspaper was
fastened to the side of a kiosk by a thumb tack, and a man drinking
orange juice was standing reading it. Above the newspaper was
pinned an announcement telling of a most sorrowfully arousing
oration to be delivered at eight o’clock, European time, by an exalted
member of the rabbinical court, at a memorial service for a distin-
guished rabbi who had beenkilled in aroad accident. There was asign
saying, “Ice Cream—Family Size—To Take Away.” And on the
marble counter, a picture of a red watcrmelon cut in half. Beside it,
like a reflection, a real red watermelon, halved. Behind my back I
could hear: “I methim in the street. He said, ‘What’s this, going about
now without a hat?’ So I answered, ‘Just show me where in the Bible
it says you must keep your head covered.” ‘Heretic!” he screamed.”
In a backyard children were jeering, “Run-away-cowardy-cow,” and
a tearful babyish voice cried, “I'm not a cow.”

A delicatessen with cuts of cured beef, minced meat, potato-
salad, and borscht in tureens, in the sloping refrigerator in the shop
window. A small sign with an arrow, pointing to the public baths. A
large sign with an arrow, pointing to the charitable institution of Rabbi
Meir the Miracle-Worker. A fruit and vegetable store. Crates outside.
Spinach leaves. The aroma of over-ripe bananas with a hint of vanilla
in it. The aroma of ripe melon and guava, like sweat. A dumpy
woman, holding a brown paper bag with pears in it, and counting her
money as though she were telling slanders. Then suddenly workmen
pounding at the pavement with pneumatic drills. Their muscles
jerking, as though in the throes of seizures. And suddenly they break
off. Men shouldering a load that is visibly dear to them: An Ark of the
Covenant. “And I'll tell you this: the boundary line between the tribe
of Benjamin and the tribe of Judah must have run along Jaffa Road,”
asserts once first licutenant to another first licutenant, “that is to say
along King David Street, past Rosh Rehavia and the Bezalel build-
ings, Mazkeret Moshe, Mahane Yehuda market, and Jaffa Road as far
as Mei Naphtoah. Romema was the highest point. The Tenth Roman
Legion, ‘Arteniz,” was stationed where the National Assembly Hall is
now.” Through a barred window can be seen a mysterious hall,
looking most fitting for an orthodox Burial Society. There is a black
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varnished grandfather clock in there, with Hebrew letters instead of
numbers, and a copper pendulum.

A labyrinth of human nesting places. On lower, middle and
upper levels. With countless partitions, and outside stairways, as
steep as ladders. A burnished frying-pan rests on a window sill. Hard,
green tomatoes are ranged on a window sill. A starched curtain is
fastened with a light blue ribbon. In the darkness of a corridor gleams
the red eye of an electric boiler. An upper beam of a door with a plant
pot hanging from it in a cascade of violet-colored leaves. On a sofa
by a wall, a woman is lying, with medicine jars and a glass and spoon
on the radio beside her. One door of the wardrobe is not shut properly,
and the girl at the table doing her homework is tucking her hair behind
her ear. On a bench in front of a doorway a big girl is feeding a baby,
who is darting out his lips like a baby bird. And now there is the
Yemenite synagogue in a cellar: carpets striped in many colors,
benches, cushions, and an old man snoozing, with a scrap of paper
sticking to his cracked lip, while under the picrced beaten tin chande-
lier a small boy is waiting with infinite patience.

And I reflected: pick any street. Add some indefinable quality
to it. Is it only by the power of sight—the vision of aspiration in
eyeless things, humble things, struggling to be realized? I shall atone
for them. And I reflected: an enchanting life. All in all, a mountain.
Swarming with people, coming in and out like ants, making their
living in the bowels of the earth. But each one of them knows:
Jerusalem, that art builded as a city that is compact together—and it
is Jerusalem where I am. How singular, how wondrous, how privi-
leged. To be so close to the central pivot of things. What a rare
privilege, indeed. Everyone senscs the miracle in his heart. But I,
please God, when I grow up, will find out how to say this miracle, all
the miracles, in writing. 1 have to. Otherwise, my life is no life.

On Sunday [ set out carly for school.

Coming through the wide, vaulted entrance hall, with its marble
plaque in everlasting memory of the charity of the virtuous Mistress
Estella Assa blessed shall she be above women in the tents who laid
the foundations of and established this house as a sacred memorial to
her righteous mother Mistress Sarah who perished in the earthquake
at Kirkagac near the town of Izmir, there was teacher Ezekiel at the
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other end of the corridor coming through a side door.

Seeing me, he veered into a small side corridor, and did not
appear till the bell. Perhaps he had something to attend to there.

Lessons were over. Each girl had up-ended her chair on her desk.
Everyone had gone.

“Teacher, about the poems. Forgive me, I did not know. This
morning you scemed shocked, so to spcak.”

Teacher Ezekiel turned to look at me, and stayed silent. And as
if he had counted to ten, replied, like an actor who had rehearsed his
part:

“Your poems. Istarted to read them. I must have read about two
pages and then I fell asleep.”

I am not here, I told myself. I am on the distant road that winds
up to the hills. A pool of stagnant water, like a gray lake, the color of
olive leaves. Rocks at the roadside. Clefts inatree trunk. Olive trees.
The meager strips of land at the base of the hill are narrow furrows of
plowed, curving lines. Low fences of heaped-up stones. Heavy
clusters of dark grapes swelling in the lap of the outspread, emerald
leaves, clinging to the wire. A mulberry tree. Dark cypresses. And
it is already autumn. The air is laden, glittering. There is a mercury
sheen on everything. On the skyline there is a row of aged pines,
disheveled, drooping. Their foliage touches the sky. In the valleys
the numbers of the turned-over fields increase. I shall not see the
standing corn. For I shall not pass this way again. I shall no longer
see Jerusalem. The road winds up and up. Now there is a gray sky,
with torn strips of red and very dark gray in it. I am carried, as on an
escalator, toward a city. At the end of the street the sun was setting.
People were hurrying toward it. People were coming away fromit. As
though they were coming away from a fire. I who am being swept
along at the edge of the pavement, have my hands over my breast, like
someone who has lost her child. Gradually, the sky grew all lit up,
spilling over the earth its blood-like radiance. The radiance of the End
of Days. Its thick glow lasting for a long time. Only the needling rows
of the street lamps, spaced out at neat intervals, like a coiling serpent
of light, pierced and wounded the russet glow. Until nothing remained
except the cloud stallions, galloping on two legs, across the orange
horizon. Now people’s faces are draped with knotted cloths to cover
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the eyes that saw. Then there are no more pcople. Only the stallions
of darkness, stallions of the valley of the shadow, stallions of great
gloom, stallions of hail, stallions of iron, stallions of mist. The road
ran through winter, cmerged and reached the bridges. Itis noon. And
flames are rising and leaping between each bridge and bridge, with
great smoke and swirling of cinder dust. My hands are over my eyes.

By chance, was it, or was it absent-mindedness. Teacher Ezekiel
is sitting there eating his sandwich. Since morning, some of his hair
has shifted to the wrong side, and he looks as though he’s playing one
of the earlier pioneers of the American West. And in this novelty is
an unlooked-for freshness, piquant charm. The handsome cheek-
bones, the chin, look as though they have been newly carved.

Someone comes up to him with her book. She tells him: “Can’t
get the hang of this.” He takes out his pencil. Points to an earlier
passage. “And this, you get? Read it. Scc if you get this.” The
patience, the impermeable remoteness. A man totally detached,
governed only by hidden, unknown summons. How long ago had I
once plucked up courage and said to him, blushing and helpless,
“Teacher, you should tell your barber from me to make a better jobof
it next time,” and he felt the back of his clipped head awkwardly and
gave a little smile. Long, long ago. When he could still say, passing
among the desks and catching sight of the towering palace I had
drawn in the margin of my exercise book: “In an excellent neighbor-
hood. Comfortable three-roomed flat. Easy terms.”

I finished tumbling out the plum stones. I went back to my seat.
Through the window came the counting up voices of the little girls,
playing with jump ropes. Bathshcba came into the classroom, and
began conferring sceretly with the other girls. My heart flutters. It’s
about my poem. The chestnut, apricot, and peach faces are assessing,
examining, murderously. Now it occurred to me, even the headmis-
tress had been speaking to me with great compassion, as though I were
ill. And this morning, as she stood there with teacher Ezekiel, as |
passed by them, she stared at me and at tcacher Ezekiel, and again at
me and at teacher Ezekiel. Only Mr. Havdala is color-blind. I folded
my napkin. “No, the wormwood tree is not a tree with worms,”
teacher Ezekiel was replying in the even-tempered voice. “It’s a kind
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of bitter herb. Well then, why precisely wormwood? I don’t know.
He is a writer. He writes what he feels like.” And he went on, “We
are concerned only with the idea.”

In the corridor I passed dear old Mr. Havdala. Mr. Havdala put
his hand on my head. “We must, and please God, we will, send the
poem to the papers, to the Blast of the Ram’s Horn,” and talking to
someonc over my shoulder, he said with pride, “The whole staff-room
agrees. N’ima Sassoon is going to be a poct.” Now I could see who
had been coming up behind me. It was tcacher Ezekiel. But teacher
Ezekiel did not reply, and walked on.

As soon as Mr. Havdala let me go, I hurried after him. “Teacher,
I would like to talk to you.”

Teacher Ezekiel shook his head, refusing. He strode on, laughed,
and said, wildly gesticulating, unusual for him: “What a morning.
Like nothing on earth.”

“What does it matter, teacher,” I plcaded. “Look. Just now
when you laughed and talked with your hands, I didn’t recognize you.
You were like Bathsheba and the rest of the girls. You were like aman
who is shown a picture of, let’s say, a statue of Venus, and he giggles
and points and says, ‘Look, Venus isn’t wearing anything.” But that
doesn’t matter, either. And I told you, Mr. Havdala and the headmis-
tress spoke well of the poem. And that doesn’t matter either. It was
nice to hear. But I only wanted your opinion, because, ‘they are tilled
by light entering.’ Still, I am not asking.”

“N’ima Sassoon. A girl who is altogether too clever for me.”
Now he stopped. Like a man carved out of chalk, like a pillar of salt,
with white lips, and the shadow settled round his mouth, he said,
“Cleverness is a real virtue. But it’s only one of many. And not one
of the most important. And another thing, it isn’t always easy to tell,
even for you, when or why a man laughs. Besides, you keep pressing
me to tell you something. You must see that I can’t. Ican’t,” and here
he rebelled, “and I don’t want to.”

Hurt and humiliated, my self-respect means nothing to me:

“Why?”

“Because it is not done,” he concluded. He pursed his lips.

A hard man. With an extraordinary gentleness. A hard man.
Even in hell you would not burn.
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“Fine,” I'said. To my own astonishment, I pointed to the staff-
room. “You can go. You're free to go.”

“I go this way.” he said quietly, and pointed angrily in the
opposite direction.

I did not stir. Teacher Ezekiel walked away. But then he
stopped, turned his head, shot me a ferocious look, and walked on.

“Teacher,” I hurricd after him, again, ““They are tilled by light
entering the turf / And the turf does not know what’s within.’ Oh,
teacher.”

Idonotknow if he heard. Because while I was still speaking, he
turned to me:

“Today, it’s school. Tomorrow, life. Listen, and bear this in
mind. Limits are sct. We are not living in the days when there was
no king in Israel, and cvery man did that which was right in his own
eyes. A certain N'ima Sassoon, a certain Ezekiel Da Silva. Will they
please stick tothe rules. That's how it is here. And that’s how we want
it.” And he turned away.

Oh, my heart secthed within me. Oh, I told myself, if he should
bring me my exercise book I would tell him, “Do you see that trash can
over there—fling it in there.” Oh, I wish I had never written the
poems, I told myself, and I couldn’t hold back my sobs. The title of
aplay I had once seen advertised on a billboard came back to me, The
Taming of the Shrew. And the sleeve of a record album in a shop
window, a picture of a whip decked with roses. Then, all at once, I was
inalarm at a sudden rccognition, as though plucked up by my hair and
lifted onto another plane, my eyes struck by flashes of light. It has
beenspoken. The secret that makes the faint-hearted heroic. I already
knew it. Thave always known it. How could I not have known I knew
it.

“And the Lord answered Job from the whirlwind ... where wast
thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? declare, if thou hast
understanding. Who hath laid the measures thereof, if thou knowest
... for who shut up the sea with doors, when it brake forth ... the cloud
the garment thereof, and thick darkness a swaddlingband for it. And
brake up for it my decreed place, and set up bars and doors. And said,
Hitherto shalt thou come, but no farther: and here shall thy proud
waves be stayed.... Where is the way where light dwelleth? and as for
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darkness, where is the place thereof.... That’s how it is here. And
that’s how we want it.”” With the terror of soaring, which for an instant
was touch and go, the light that had once begun to break forth like the
innocent moon, waxing and rising, now became a blinding glare.

Halfway along teacher Ezekiel stopped in his tracks. Swung
round. Came back toward me.

What arc the strings that kecp tugging at us? He walked. 1
hurried toward him. He walked. Stopped. Walked. I did not stir.
Hurried toward him. He stopped. He walked again. Istood still. He
walked, then spunround again. Started coming back. Whatis the flute
wedance to? Now he was standing still, not knowing what to say. Nor
did I know what to say. I rubbed my eyes with my fist. Teacher
Ezekicl looked at my new frock. “You have got thinner, N'ima
Sassoon, you've lost weight,” he finally let out in a poor voice, making
for the staff-room, crestfallen. I stood where | was, and saw him go
in and sit down at the big table covered with a velvet cloth. He sat
alone, apart, underneath the oil-painted mural, which showed the
biblical tree that was pleasant to the sight with a scroll saying “Itis a
tree of life for them who put their trustin it” drawn like a curling ribbon
below its roots. Someone was describing something. Someone said,
“Aspera bré.” The books are locked up in a bookcase delicately
wrought with iron: The Duties of the Heart, The Book of Principles,
The Correction of the Soul, Examination of the Universe. Does
anyone read them? Sitting on his own, teacher Ezekiel was toying
aimlessly with the large, square, china ashtray, the one with the crest
and inscription “Palace Hotel” stamped on it in blue. He sat like
someone on whose head the blow has finally fallen. His hair shifted
to the wrong side now had a touch of mockery in it. Alfandary came
in, bringing him a demi-tasse of Turkish coffce. Asleep among those
who were awake, awake among those who were asleep, teacher
Ezekiel worked his lips in Alfandary’s direction, and without looking
drew the demi-tasse toward him. But his hand did not let go of the
ashtray, did not stop. Oh, don’t dear teacher, please don’t. There is
an cnormous wall of water suspended before the event, any event.
Now suspended, now falling, this way or that. Which way has it
fallen? A moment of birth. What has been born? And if all the sky
were parchment, the whole world scribes, and all the forests quills,
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they could not write down all I have learned from my teachers.
“Albert,” called the headmistress to teacher Albert, though she turned
to look at the door. I quickly slipped away to avoid being seen. And
the flute is still blowing. The spirit strives to follow, comprehend, the

melody. My ring is in your nose, the bit is between your teeth, and still
the spirit yearns.

He never gave back my exercise book. I do not know what
became of it. Perhaps he burned it.

I bought a new one.

In the evening I draw a chair up to the iron table on the verandah.
A most precious moon is traveling across the sky. Jerusalem slum-
bers. In me alone phantoms perform. Flying, they reel and wheel:
image after image riscs, and alters without sound, only with move-
ment and gesture. They plead for their lives, for the stress, the dazzle,
the glowing halo, the breath of life of the living, blceding moment. To
rescue it. Toredeem it. In safe-keeping. Before everything vanishes,
departs from the region of light to the region of darkness.

We have learned, over the bed of King David a lyre hung, and
when midnight came the north wind blew and caused it to play by
itself. And King David rose and immersed himself in the study of the
Law till the morning star appeared in the sky.

But 1, with a faltering pen, scribble down and stumble and start
again:

“Our teacher, Mr. Havdala, said among other things....”

1966

Translated by Arthur Jacobs

-———

Questions for Discussion

1. Amalia Kahana-Carmon sets N’ima Sassoon’s story in a reli-
gious girls’ school. Why? How do the school’s moral teachings'
emerge in N'ima’s thoughts? How docs the school itself remind
N’ima of the behavior that is expected of her?

2. The author uses a richly lyrical prose that interweaves biblical
and religious allusions? with candid sensuality. Show how the
Jewish and the sensual elements work within the story.

3. The images of water and fire here represent the passions that
must be dammed or extinguished. Show how these images are
used in the story.

4. Read chapter 38 of the Book of Job. How is God’s response to
Job pertinent to teacher Ezekiel’s rebuke (“Listen, and bear this
inmind. Limitsareset.... That’'show itishere.”)? How doGod’s
words and teacher Ezekiel’s words coalesce in N'ima's thought?
Do you find this an appropriate usc of the Book of Job?

1. Thettitles of the four books mentioned at the close of the story are particularly
suggestive. These books are moral treatises written by four of the great medieval
Jewish philosophers. The Duties of the Heart, written approximately 1080 CE by
Bahya ibn Pakuda of Spain, stresses the Jew’s inner ethical obligations. The Book
of Principles, by Joseph Albo of Castile, completed in 1425 CE, enumerates the
articles of Jewish faith. The Correction of the Soul was written by Solomon ibn
Gabirol of Spain in approximately 1045 CE; the English translation of the title is
commonly given as The Improvement of the Moral Qualities. The Examination of
the Universe, written by HaPenini (Jedaiah ben Abraham Bedersi) of Provence in
the carly fourtcenth century CE, uses florid prosc and rich imagery to show the
benefits of intcllectual and religious pursuits. Also suggestive is the reference to
Rabbi Sa’adya Gaon, 882-942, head of the yeshivah (academy) in Sura, Babylonia.
Sa’adya was greatly influenced by contemporary interpretations of Plato and
Aristotle, and he was the first to comprchensively describe Jewish thought in
rational terms. As “a very strong-headed man™ governing one of the foremost
Jewish institutions of his day, he became embroiled in extensive debates, so that he
did not have “an casy life.”

2. Secveral passages are direct quotations from the Bible: “For thy law is my
delight,” Psalms 119:77; “The Lord is my shepherd I shall not want. He maketh me
to liedown in green pastures. He leadeth me beside the still waters,” Psalms 23:1-2;
“Jerusalem, that art builded as a city that is compact together,” Psalms 122:3; “there
was no king in Israel; every man did that which was right in his own eyes,” Judges
17:6; 21:25; “The Lord answered Job,” etc., Job 38; “a tree of life,” Proverbs 3:18.
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Is N’ima’s contact with reality distorted? If so, in what ways? Is
she, as she asks, “mad™?
N'ima’s artistic and psychological maturation bursts forth as the
story reaches its end, with “the light that had once begun to break
forth like the innocent moon” becoming “a blinding glare.” The
rejection by teacher Ezekiel leads N’ima not to insanity or to
despair but to a knowledge of her worth as an artist, so that in the
final paragraphs, she dares to compare herself, albeit humbly, to
King David.' Show how the author prepares us for this climax.
“N’ima Sassoon Writes Poems” is enriched by depictions of the
streets and people of Jerusalem. Re-read several of these scenes,
and note which details N’ima chooses to record. What thematic
and literary significance do these descriptions of Jerusalem
have?*
N’ima Sassoon fecls that writing is, for her, like a religious
calling: “Everyone senses the miracle [that is Jerusalem] in his
heart. ButI, please God, when I grow up, will find out how to say
this miracle, all the miracles, in writing. I have to. Otherwise,
my life is no life.” Similar views of the artist are common in
modern Western society. What is your own view? Is the artist’s
need to produce art analogous to a religious calling? If so, how
do women’s responses to the calling differ from men’s?
Adolescent girls sometimes feel a painfull y intense affection for
their teachers. What is your own experience? Have you felt such
adoration for a teacher? Have your friends? Your daughter(s)?
How would you rate Ezekiel da Silva in handling the situation?
What was the outcome in your own case? What behavior is
appropriate? Have you ever been in teacher Ezekiel’s position
yourself? How would you rate your own behavior?

3. The story of King David's lyre is told in the Babylonian Talmud, Berakaort 3b.
4. Forinstance, in the description of Zion Squarc at dusk, N'ima imagines that the
city is under water, watches the ncon signs “firc their cheerful flashes,” sees the
multi-colored traffic lights, and mentions Micah Joseph Lebensohn, 1828-1852, a
Romantic poet, born in Vilna, who wrote on biblical and historical themes, on the
longing for Zion, on nature, and on love. Images of fire, water, and light are used

symbolically throughout the short story, and the reference to the great Hebrew poet
presages N'ima’s future artistic realization.

10.

Amalia Kanana-carmon VY

“N’ima Sassoon Writes Poems” depicts a universal theme, one
which could be read in translation by readers anywhere in the
world. Nonetheless, allusions to Jewish literature, culture, a-nd
ethical teachings give the story its deepest meanin.g. Which
aspects of the story are universally appealing and which aspects
are intrinsically Jewish?

Program Suggestions

1.

The staff and students at N'ima Sassoon’s school represent the
spectrum of Israeli Sephardic society.’ Invite a scholar of
Hebrew literature or of Sephardic culture to discuss the story.
How do the characters’ names allude to their roles? Does Mr.
Havdalain any way differentiate between sacred and profane, or
is his name ironic? (The havdalah ceremony at the end of
Shabbat differentiates between the sacred time of the Sabbath
and the profane time of the rest of the week.) . .
Analyze one or two passages from the story in depth, discussing
Judaic references as well as allusions to Western literature a'nd
contemporary culture. How do the allusions w0rl$ together with
the plain meaning of the text? The excerpt below is given as one
example; an in-depth exploration of almost any of the l-yrlcal
passages in “N’ima Sassoon Writes Poems” would yield a
remarkable web of Jewish and Western sources.

“Teacher Ezekiel does not come. He never comes. I draw
closer to the fence. Some other teacher Ezekiel begins ascend-
ing into the space that is between the heavens and the earth. He
gazcs cverywhere, cloaked in a blazing garmem. And every
night, as I read out the terrible letters inscribed on the crown on
his forchead, my heart fails within me, as I know the moment has
come, and I can hardly keep from falling into a swoon. Teacher
Ezekiel vanishes behind the curtain of the sky. He has reached

S;

In addition, the lessons and books mentioned in the story frequently allude to

the teachings of the great medieval Sephardic rabbis. And the excla'm'?tior “Asp.cr:l'
bré,” which N'ima overhears near the end of the story, means “Wait!” or “Hold it!
in the Judco-Spanish language.
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the place where glory is the bread of the dead. And grief is their
water. Streams of suffering, that bear affliction and sorrow like
myriad huge Icaves in their currents, form their boundaries.”

First, what is the literal meaning of the passage? Does
N’ima imagine teacher Ezekiel as the prophet Ezekiel? Is this a
vision? A drcam? Is N'ima creating a scxual fantasy—as
suggested by “the moment has come” and “falling into a swoon™?
Second, the excerpt is richly allusive. (A) “The space that is
between the heavens and the carth™ refers to Ezekiel 8:3. Fire
imagery (like the “blazing garment”) is prominent in the vision
of the prophet Ezekiel (chapters 1 and 8) and in the verses of the
Merkabah mystics—a school of Jewish mysticism in the early
talmudic period that drew upon the imagery of Ezekiel. For
N’ima, Ezekiel is no longer her teacher, but has become “some
other” Ezekiel who ascends upward, assuming awesome, near-
divine proportions. (B) “Cloaked in a blazing garment” is also
somewhat reminiscent of Psalm 104:2, as is “the curtain of the
sky.” The Psalm cxtols the natural world as the work of God,
which again hints at the mixture of earthiness and spirituality in
N’ima’s attitude toward teacher Ezekiel. (C) The “terrible
letters” refer to the Tetragrammaton (YHWH), the name of God,
which s believed to have ultimate power. The crown most likely
refers to the High Priest of the Temple. Again, the images are of
holiness and power. (D) The blazing cloak also alludes to one of
the trials of Hercules, a fiery shirt that Hercules was compelled
to wear. The parallel to tcacher Ezckiel is clear. (E) The water
imagery of the concluding lines is reminiscent of Danté’s vision
in The Inferno. Here the images arc of uncending grief and
sorrow, which form the boundaries that separate N’ima from
teacher Ezekiel.

Applesfrom the Desert

Savyon Liebrecht

All the way from the Orthodox quarter of Sha’arei Hesed in
Jerusalem to the great stretch of sand where the driver called qut
“Neve Midbar” and looked for her in his rear-view mirror, Victotia
Abravanel—her heart pounding and her fists clenched—had only one .
thing on her mind. She took some bread in brown paper and an apple
with a rotten core out of her string bag and joined the blessing on the
fruitto the prayer for travel, as prescribed. Her eyes were fixed on the
yellowing landscape spread out in front of her—and her heart was
fixed on her rebellious daughter Rivka who left the Orthodox neigh-
borhood six months ago and went to live on a kibbutz of secular Jews.
Now, Victoria had found out from her sister Sara that Rivka was
sharing a room with a boy, sleeping in his bed and living as his wife.

Savyon Liebrecht was born in Munich, Germany in 1948, the child of
Holocaust survivors, and came to Isracl as an infant. She began writing
seriously at age 18, while serving in the Isracli army, and later studied
philosophy and literature at Tel Aviv University. Her work, however, failed'[
to attract a publisher until, at age 33, she began attending a weekly writing '
workshop led by Amalia Kahana-Carmon, who gave one of her stories to an _
editor. Savyon Liebrecht has published three collections of short stories,
and has also written scripts for television. She lives in Tel Aviv with her
husband and two children.



230 La Fromenade

survivors), Cynthia Ozick’s “Rosa,” and Shulamith Hareven’s
“Twilight”" all contrast sharply with “La Promenade.” What
does each writer achicve through the use of a particular style?
For athree-part program, you might also include a seminar on the
Holocaust itself as portrayed in literature, perhaps comparing
American and Israeli authors, as well as a seminar on Holocaust
survivors as portrayed in other media—especially movies.

2. Approximately 333,000 Holocaust survivors settled in Israel, a
nation of 3.5 million Jews. How did this massive immigration
influence Israeli society? What influence did the immigration of
approximately 140,000 Holocaust survivors have upon 5.5 mil-
lion American Jews? Invite a scholar of Jewish sociology or
demographics to speak to your group about survivors, their lives,
and their impact upon Israel and America. (A number of sur-
vivors and survivors’ children are themselves expert speakers on
these topics.) Discuss William B. Helmreich’s Against All
Odds: Holocaust Survivors and the Successful Lives They Made
in America.” What do similar studies show for Israeli Holocaust
survivors? In Michal Govrin’s story, all the characters have
successful businesses (and some are extraordinarily prosper-
ous), and most have children who, the reader can infer, are
leading full lives of their own. Is this typical?

3. Adam Dickter asks in Hadassah Magazine: is American Jewry
suffering from “A Holocaust Obsession?””* Many of the educa-
tors and community leaders whom Dickter interviews regret our
nearly cxclusive focus upon commemorating the Holocaust.
Read the article and arrange for a debate. Ask study group
members to argue the different sides, or invite leaders of your
community to debate the issue.

1. David Grmmum See Under 1., ove, translated by Betsy Rosenberg (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1989); Cynthia Ozick, “Rosa,” in The Shaw! (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1989); Shulamith Harcven, “Twilight,” translated by Miriam
Arad, in Twilight and Other Stories (San Francisco: Mercury House, 1992).

2. William B. Helmreich, Against All Odds: Holocaust Survivors and the Success-
Sul Lives They Made in America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992).

3. Adam Dickter, “Monumental Question: A Holocaust Obsession?” Hadassah
Magazine, vol. 75, no. 8 (April 1994), pages 19-21.

A Room on the Roof

Savyon Llebrecht

That summer she sat on the patio under the rounded awning of
the Italian swing, as the straw fringes intertwined with the edges of the
cloth dome rustled softly, sounding like forest noises, her eyes on the
red glow flowing from the western horizon at sunset, her baby already
standing on his own two, widespread legs, his fat fingers grasping the
bars of the square playpen made of interlocked wooden bars. The lily-
like hibiscus waved its circlet of toothed leaves bound in an envelope
of buds, only their heads looking out of the long, laden calyxes,
pouting like the lips of a coquettish girl, the abundant tranquillity all
about deluding merely the part of her that was asleep in any case, not
the part that was driven, tensed toward something beyond the apparent
silence, knowing the restlessness of someone under eyes constantly
prying but always unseen.

Savyon Licbrecht was born in Munich, Germany in 1948, the child of
Holocaust survivors, and came to Israel as an infant. She began writing
seriously at age 18, while serving in the Israeli army, and later studied
philosophy and literature at Tel Aviv University. Her work, however, failed
to attract a publisher until, at age 33, she began attending a weekly writing
workshop led by Amalia Kahana-Carmon, who gave one of her stories to an
editor. Savyon Licbrecht has published three collections of short stories,
and has also written scripts for television. She lives in Tel Aviv with her
husband and two children.
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Thatearly winter—the mud, the puddles of cement, and the rusty
fragments of iron —already scemed distant and impossible, with the
three Arab men giving off the stench of wood smoke and unwashed
flesh. The men with their bad teeth and mouths, with high-heeled
shoes that were once fashionable, now looking over-sized, with the
leather crushed under the heels.

In her dreams they still visited her sometimes, coming too close
to her, which, perhaps, where they live too, could be interpreted as
what they might have meant to hint, though perhaps it was done
inadvertently. Foralong time she wondered about it: did Ahmad draw
close to her unheedingly, touching her legs with his rear as he dragged
asack of cement, with his back to her? And later, was it by chance that
his elbow touched her breast when he passed by her, balancing a bag
of lime on his shoulder, while she raised her arms to the lintel of the
door to check the concrete rim as it dricd? And did Hassan rcally
believe that she would invite him inside the apartment on that black
night when he came back for his coat?

That summer, for a long time after they went off without ever
reappearing, she avoided the roof when it was dark, fearing that they
might pop up from behind the high potted plants. Sometimes, when
she happened to wind up in the back corner, which was imprisoned
within three walls and used, for the moment, as a storage area, and
she saw the tools they left behind and never came back to collect, a
chill would climb her back like a crawling creature with many legs,
stirring a column of water in the depths of her belly like the pitching
that afflicts you when you're scasick.

But there was no one to accuse. She had brought the thing down
on her own head. And if her baby wasn't slaughtered, and her jewels
weren’t stolen, and nothing bad had happened to her—she should
bless her good fortune and crase those two winter months from her
memory as if they had never been.

Yoel, her husband, had been opposed to the idea from the
moment she had brought it up, still just an idle word in her mouth and
still lacking that fervor, that stubbornness, and that unyielding fecling
of necessity which were later to possess her.

“Aroomon the roof?" He twisted his face and took off his glasses
as he did when he was angry. “Do you know how filthy construction
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is? Do you have a notion how many tons of soil and rocks will fall on
your head when they break through the cciling for the stairs? And I
don’t see why we need another room. There are already two unused
rooms in the house. And if you want sunlight—you have half adunam
of private lawn.” Against her rebelliously pursed lips, which for a
long time, until his patience first broke down, were to emit a defiant
silence, he added: “How is it you suddenly got the notion of building?
What do you need that for, with a four-month old baby?”

“So why did we take the trouble of running to the engineer and
the municipality to get a building license?” she countered his argu-
ment. “And didn’t we pay all the fees and the property improvement
tax and all that?”

“So we’d have it in hand,” he replied, “so that if we want to sell
the house one day—it will be more valuable, with the license already
in hand.”

But the idea had already struck root, twisting up inside her with
its own force, like an ovum which had embraced the sperm and was
now germinating, and the fetus was already stretching the skin of the
belly, and there was no way of putting that growth to sleep.

All that time she was wrapped up in her first-born son Udi, who
summoned her from her dreams at night. She would come to him with
her eyes almost closed, as though moon-struck, and her hands turned
over the tiny baby clothes of their own volition. On her walks, pushing
the baby carriage across broken paving stones, past piles of sand, she
found herself lingering around houses under construction, raising her
head to sce the men walking with assurance on the rim of high walls,
amazed, learning how stories grow, windows square themselves in
dark frames, shutters fan out panel by panel from an enormous yellow
device looking like arm-bones with the flesh scraped off them.

From onc of the yawning holes that would be a window,
someone shouted at her with an oriental accent: “You looking for
someone to service you, lady?” She blushed as though doing
something wrong and pushed her baby away in a panic. Near a
building which she often passed, as he looked into the carriage, a
contractor told her, “Excuse me for saying this, but this is no place to
wander around with a baby. Dirt and cinderblocks or pieces of iron
sometimes fall around here, and it’s very dangerous.”



234 A Room on the Roof

After she started leaving Udi with a baby-sitter in the mornings,
a woman who took a few infants in her home, she would £0 to those
places in her old trousers, worn at the knees, climb up the diagonal
concrete slabs, supporting herself on the rough rafters, grope in the
darkness of stairwells still floored with sand. Here, she would later
say to herself, she saw them face to face for the first time, in the chill
damp peculiar to houses under construction. They came toward her
from corners that stank of urine, all of them with the same face: dark,
boiling eyes, sunk in caves of black shadows, hair cut in the old-
fashioned way, shocs spotted with lime and cement, and dusty clothes.
Here too their peculiar odor came to her nostrils: sweat mingled with
cigarette smokc and soot. While she exchanged words with the
Jewish foreman, the Arab workers would cast oblique glances at her;
down on all fours laying floor tiles; panting as they transported sacks
of cement or stacks of tiles; running to case the effort: ripping out
hunks of food with their teeth; half a loaf of bread in one hand, an
unpeeled cucumber in the other.

Some foremen were irritable, refusing to answer her questions,
dismissing her with a contemptuous gesture and continuing to give
directions to their workers, ignoring her as she stood behind them,
abashed, fecling how the Arabs were laughing at her inwardly, in
collusion with their Jewish foreman. But sometimes the foremen
answered her willingly, watching as she took down what they said in
her notebook, like a diligent pupil. As she turned to leave they would
say with amuscment, “So we have to watch out for you, huh, you’re
the competition!™

In her notcbook the pages were already densely packed with
details about reinforced concrete, the thickness of inner and outer
walls, various gauges of iron rods, a sketch of the way the rods had to
be fastened for casting concrete pillars, the ceiling, plaster, flooring,
conduits for electricity and water, tar, addresses of building materials
manufacturers. She hid her notebook from Yoel in a carton with her
university notebooks. Once, when he said, “What'’s goingon? Zvika
said he twice saw you coming out of the building they’re putting up
on Herzl Street,” she looked straight at him and said in her usual tone
of voice, “Probably someone who looks like me.” And he responded,
“It’s about time you changed your hairdo. Last week I saw someone
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from behind, and I was sure it was you. She even had the same walk
and the same handbag.”

Afterwards, when everything was ripe, like a girl come of age,
Yoel came back from work one day, and his eyes were troubled. He
said: “They want me to go to a training course in Texas for two
months. We’'re getting a new computer. I said [ couldn’t leave you
alone with the baby. Let them find someone else.” She answered
firmly, alarmed at the swift feeling that leapt up in her like the shock
wave of an explosion: “I’ll be quite all right—you should go.” And
when the tempest had died down within her she thought: a sign had
been sent from heaven.

The day after she saw him to his plane, David, the Jewish
foreman, came accompanied by three Arab workers, members of the
same family, looking amazingly like each other. They all wore old
woolen hats. They sat on the edges of the chairs, careful not to dirty
the upholstery, with their eyes cast down most of the time. Only
occasionally would they raise their eyelids and cast a quick glance at
her and the apartment, squinting at the baby on her lap. David wrote
down some kind of agreement on a piece of paper, explaining some
sentences in Arabic, and they nodded their heads in consent. David
copied their names from a form he’d brought with them and their
identity numbers from the creased documents they took out of their
pockets, a description of the dimensions of the room they were to
build, detailing the thickness of the walls, the number of electric
sockets and their place in the room, the break through the opening for
the stairs, the type and color of the plaster, and beside these, the
amounts to be paid as the work progressed. Before signing, she
insisted that a final date be clearly written, obligating them to finish
the work within two months, before Yoel’s return.

Then the three of them stood up at the same time and headed for
the door. There, on the threshold, after she thanked him for his good
offices, David answered: “Think nothing of it, dear lady. It’s because
I can see you’re a fine girl, with a sporting character. Not many
women would do something like this. So here’s to you! And if you
need something—ask for David in the Hershkovitz building any time.
Good luck! They’re good workers, up on scaffolds from the age of
fifteen,” and in her ear softly, “Better than ours, believe me.”
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Sitting on the open roof that summer opposite the sky spread
above her with rows of painted white clouds, hearing her baby babble,
his voice rising and falling as he tried out his vocal cords, she thought:
how did things go so far that those men, whose gaze avoided her eyes,
who shrank in her presence with shoulders bowed, as though nar-
rowing their bodics, answering her questions with a soft voice, as
though forever guilty, how did it happen that in November they saton
the edge of the chairs that first evening, and by December they were
already marching through her house like lords, turning on Yoel’s
radio transmitter, opening the refrigerator to look for fresh vegetables,
rummaging through the cabinet after fragrant shaving cream, and
patting her baby on the head?

At first they still seemed to her like a single person, before she
learned that Hassan had elongated cyes, whose bright color was like
the band of wet sand at the water's edge. Ahmad had a broad nose,
sitting in the middle of his flattened face, between his narrow cyes his
lips thick like those of a Negro. Salah’s ears pricked up and his cheeks
were sunken. Only the pimples on his face gave it some thickness,
making it look like the thick skin of an orange.

On the first day, they arrived in an old pickup truck that had once
been orange, but now on its dented face there were only islands of
peeling paint, and its windows were missing. They got out and
unloaded gray cinderblocks near the parking lot. Then the truck
pulled away with a grinding noise, returning in a short while with a
long wooden beam on top. After a short consultation among them-
selves, the truck was parked in the parking lot and the beam laid on an
angle, the lower part Icaning on the back of the truck and the toprising
above the edge of the roof. Until the baby started crying inside the
house, she stood at a little distance, her hands in the pockets of her
slacks, and watched how one of them drew out a tangle of ropes with
a saddle-shaped yoke at the end. He stood on the roof and harnessed
himself with knots, looking like a coolie in a historical film. One of
his mates loaded block after block in the basket on the rope, and the
worker on the roof pulled them up along the flat beam, while the third
worker, standing on the edge of the roof, leaned over and gathered the
bricks one by one. Examining them from below, she saw how their
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faces grew sweaty with the effort, and their hands got dusty and were
scratched by the rough blocks. By the time she had put the baby to bed
and come out again, she saw they had unloaded the rest of the blocks
on the lawn and disappeared with the truck, though she hadn’t heard
the sound of the motor. The next day, after turning the matter over
during sleepless hours, she decided she must demonstrate her author-
ity over them, and she was ready and waiting for them in her window,
cradling the baby in her rounded arms, anger breathing force into her
movements. From the window she shouted at them as they ap-
proached: “Why did you leave work in the middle yesterday? And
today....” She looked at her watch with a clumsy movement, stretch-
ing her neck over the baby lying at her breast. “Today you come at
nine! You said you'd start working at six! This way you won’t finish
in ten months!”

“Lady,” said the one with the gilded eyes, insulted, “Today was
police roadblocked. Not possible we Icave carly before four morning,
lady.”

Something in her recoiled at the sight of the beaten dog’s eyes he
raised up toward her in her window, at his broken voice. But she,
tensing her strength to suppress the tremor that awoke within her,
threatening to soften her anger, shouted: “And yesterday what hap-
pened? Was also roadblocked?” Maliciously she imitated his
grammatical error. “You went away and left half the blocks down
there on the grass.”

For the fist time she saw the movement that was later to become
routine: the jaws clamping down on each other as though chewing
something very hard, digging a channel along the linc of his teeth.,
Later she was 1o lcarn: that’s how they suppress anger, hatred. They
clench their teeth to overcome the wild rage that surges up, that only
rarely breaks out and flashes in their pupils.

“Yesterday my friend Ahmad, he hurted his, the nail his finger.”

Behind him his companion raised a bandaged hand, and she
looked out of her pretty window, framed with Catalan-style curtains,
feeling how the three men in their tattered work clothes were defeating
her, looking up at her from their places.

And two hours afterwards, when she had fed and changed the
baby and put him to sleep in his cot, her mind was constantly on the
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uncomfortable feeling that had dwelt in her ever since her conversa-
tion with them, when she had spoken to them with cruel irony. Now,
knowing full well she was doing something she shouldn’t, but still
letting the spirit of the moment overcome the voice of reason, she went
out of the front door carrying a large tray, with a china coffee pot
decorated with rosebuds, surrounded by cups with matching saucers
and spoons with an engraved pattern, and a plate of round honey
cakes. She stood there holding the heavy tray, her head raised,
debating whether to put the tray down on the marble landing of the
stairs and climb up the wooden ladder that leaned against the building,
reaching the edge of the roof, and to invite them down for coffee, or
perhaps it would be better to call them from where she was. Constant-
ly aware of herridiculous position, she suddenly discovered she didn’t
remember any of their names. Then a head peeked over the edge of
the roof, and she found herself calling to him quickly, before he
disappeared: “Hello, hello, I have some coffee for you.” Ashamed of
the shout that had escaped her, she put down the tray and got away
before one of them came down and brought her offering up to his
companions.

That afternoon, placing her wide-awake baby in his cot, she put
on old jeans and Yoel's army jacket and climbed up to the roof to see
how they were getting along with the work. The tray with the rosebud
pattern coffee pot and the pretty cups stood in a corner of the roof,
cigarette butts crushed in the remainder of the murky liquid in the
saucers. She stood and looked for a long while at the sight, which she
would recall afterwards as a kind of symbol: the fine Rosenthal china
from the rich collection her grandmother had brought from Germany

heaped up carclessly, lying next to sacks of cement and heavy
hammers.

“We finished the concrete rim,” said Hassan, who seemed to

have taken upon himself the task of spokesman. “Now we have to put
water and it dry.”

“Is it twenty centimeter?” she spoke like them.

“It twenty to the meter,” he took a metal measuring tape out of
his pocket.

“Is it two centimeters over the edge of the floor?”

Savyon Liebrecht 239

It seemed to her they exchanged hurried glances, as if they had
conspired together before she came, and she grew tense and suspi-
cious.

“Did you bring it up two centimeters above the floor?” she
repeated her question, her voice sharp and higher than at first.

“It twenty to the meter,” he told her again.

“But does it come out above the floor or not?”

“Level with the floor,” he spread out his hand to emphasize his
words, with a satisfied expression, like a merchant praising his wares.

“That means it’s no good,” she said.

“Why no good, lady?”

“Because the rain will leak in,” she said impatiently, her anger
rising at the game he was playing with her while the concrete band was
drying steadily. “It has to be two centimeters higher. That’s what
David said to you, and that’s what’s written in the contract.”

“We say David twenty centimeter.”

“At least twenty centimeters,” she corrected him, her voice
rising and turning to a shout. “And of that, two centimeters above the
floor.”

“There is twenty centimeter, lady,” he said again, his voice like
a patient merchant standing up to a customer making a nuisance.

She pursed her lips as if to demonstrate the conversation was
useless. She threw her legs over the low wall around the roof and
placed her feet on the rungs of the ladder.

“I’'m going to get David,” she said to the three men standing and
looking at her, anxious to see how things would turn out. “If that’s the
way you're starting—then it’s no good,” she added. She went down
the laddcr with a rush to show them the bellicose spirit that animated
her steps, inwardly calculating how long it would take her to get to the
building on Herzl Street and locate David, and whether it would be
better to take Udi with her, or leave him in his cot and hope he was
asleep. Planting her feet on the ground, she strode vigorously toward
her car, determined to call David in before the concrete band dried.
Then she heard a thick voice calling to her from the roof: “Lady, you
don’t need David. We add two centimeters.”

She turned her face upward, suppressing the fecling of relief and
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victory that surged up through her an ger, seeking the three dark heads
bunched together. “Quickly then, before it dries,” she said in a loud,
hard voice.

That evening, her sister Noa told her, her voice coming from
Jerusalem mingled with those of other people: “You made a mistake
about the coffee. Let them make it themselves, and don't serve them
anything any more. If they get into the house—you'll never get rid of
them.”

“Don’tworry. No one gets into my house without an invitation,”
she shouted, over the strangers” voices.

But the next day, in the doorway, smiling to her with his eyes as
yellow as the winter sun, Hassan, whose name she had learned, said
to her, with gentle bashfulness in his voice: “Yesterday lady make
coffee. Today I make coffee like in my house.” From a plastic bag
he withdrew a container of coffec that gave off a fragrance like that in
cramped spice shops where coffee grinders crush the dark beans into
aromatic grains.

Taken aback by the friendly gesture, as though they hadn’t
sparred with each other the day before, as though she hadn’t been
racked all night long with worrying how she would mobilize the
police and the courts if they tricd again to violate the agreement they
had signed, she took a step backward, and before she grasped what
was happening, he slipped through the space between her body and
the doorjamb, stepped over to the ran ge. and put the plastic bag on the
marble counter. With precise, expert movement, he took out a long-
handled blue coffee pot and a spoon, took a spoonful of coffee, added
sugar that he poured out of another bag, and filled the pot with water.
Then after fiddling lightly with the lighter and the knobs on the stove
he litand placed the coffee pot on the glowing ring. She observed his
motions with astonishment, stunned at the liberty he took in her
kitchen, her eyes drawn to his graceful, pleasing movements, know-
ing danger was latent in what was happening in front of her.

He stood on one foot, his other foot to the side, like a dancer at
rest, peeking into the coffee pot now and then. A hissing rose from it,
heralding the onset of boiling, and the spoon in his hand stirred
without cease, with a fixed circular movement. He said: “We put two
more centimeter of cement from yesterday.” And she answered:
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“Fine. Ihope there won't be any more problems. David told me you
were good workers—so do things right.”

Then she combed her hair and washed her face, and before she
could change out of her soft mohair shirt, that had once been burned
in the front by a cigarette, so she only wore it around the house, she
found herscelf sitting at the table with his two fcllow workers, for
whom Hassan had opened the door with a hospitable gesture while she
was spreading a cloth on the table in the breakfast nook.

“That’s coffec like in our house,” he said, looking at her, the
smile on his lips not reaching his eyes She sipped the thick, bitter
beverage, and smiled involuntarily: “You mean the coffee I made
yesterday wasn’t good?”’

“It was good,” he answered quickly, drawing the words out,
alarmed at her insult. “Thank you very much. But we like it this way,
strong coffec.” He clenched his fist and waved it toward her with a
vigorous motion, to cmphasize his last word.

She heard Udi crying in the nextroom. This was when he usually
had his first bottle of cereal. She excused herself and got up, feeling
their eyes on her. She took Udi out of his cot, wrapped in a blanket
decorated with ducklings, and carried him into the breakfast nook.
Then she placcd the bottle of cereal that had been standing on the
windowsill in his hands, and it was already lukewarm. Ahmad
looked as though hypnotized at the sapphire ring Yoel’s parents had
given her for their engagement, and the others looked at the bapy
curled up at her breast in his bright blanket, drinking the cereal with
his eyes shut. Hassan suddenly smiled, and his cyes brightcned. He
enjoyed the sight of the tranquil baby, and he brought his face clgsc
to him and said fondly, “You cat everything—you be strong like
Hassan.” .

Months afterwards she would remember that morning with
dismay, when she had sat with them for the first time, as though tl?ey
were at home there, drinking from cups like welcome guests, eating
off the violet lace tablecloth her mother-in-law had brought from
Spain, looking at her baby over their cups. She sipped the bitter liquid
and only part of her, the part that didn’t laugh with them, thought:
could these hands, scrving coffee, be the ones that planted the booby-
trapped doll at the gate of the religious school at the end of the street?
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Her heart, which had been on guard all the time, began to foresee
something, but it still didn’t know: this was just the beginning,
appearing like a figure leaping out of the fog. From now on everything
would grow clear and roll down like boulders falling into an abyss.
The future would clearly be a fall—and no one could stop it.

Inthe afternoon, as she gathered up the toys Udi had scattered on
the carpet, there was a knock on the door. Hassan appeared with a
sooty aluminum pot in one hand and a plastic bag imprinted with the
name of the supermarket on the main street in the other, a friendly
smile of familiarity on his lips, and he said: “Excuse. Can put soup
on fire, lady?”

She stood in the doorway, guarding the border, with her hand
extended overhead on the doorframe as if halting all entry. But the
warm smile on his face and the way he had asked the question didn’t
leave room for refusal. The blocking arm slipped down, and with
cordial hospitality, as though to mask her first hesitation, she moved
her hand in an arc and said, “Please, please.” Anger at herself welled
up inside her for treating him, despite herself, as a welcome guest.

She went back to gathering up the toys, stealin g alook at the way
he put the pot under the tap with stcady movements, like an expert,
boiling water in the blue coffee pot that he pulled out of the bag,
finding the barrel-shaped salt cellar in the right-hand drawer, know-
ingly manipulating the knobs of the range. While she arranged the
toys in Udi's room, as he slept between the duckling blanket and the
Winnie the Pooh sheet, there stole into her—still faint, still resem-
bling discomfort—the fear born of having people trespass, pushing
her boundary back and pretending they were unaware.

When she returned, the other two were alrcady with him in the
kitchen. One was cutting vegetables into her new china bowl. The
other was standing at the open refrigerator, his hand in the lower
vegetable drawer. By the look on his face she could tell he'd been
caught in the act. His hand, rummaging among the vegetables,
stopped where it was.

“Need cucumber, lady,” he said, stepping back.

She went to the refrigerator, slammed the drawer home and took
a cucumber out of a sealed bag in the rear of the upper shelf.
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“Take it,” she said.

“Thank you very much, lady.” He took the cucumber from her
hand. “Lady drink coffee?” asked Hassan from the stove, stirring his
coffee pot and smiling at her from the side.

Confused, fighting to control the muscles of her face, she said,
“No thanks.”

“Is good coffee,” Salah, who spoke only scldom, tried to per-
suade her.

“Thanks, I don’t drink coffee in the afternoon.”

“Afternoon, morning—is good coffee.” He wouldn'tletup. She,
already feeling the teeth of the trap closing on her, said, almost
shouting: “No!” She saw Hassan open the china cabinet and take out
three plates.

A moment before she abandoned her house and her baby, fleeing
to the bedroom and locking the door behind her, breaking out in silent,
suppressed, helpless weeping, into which dread was already creeping,
she told Hassan in a soft, commanding voice: “I'll thank you not to
make any noise—my baby is asleep.” A few minutes afterwards,
when she left her room, her eyes already dry and her voice tranquil,
though her heart pounded within her, she said: “Maybe you could
cook your soup up there. I'll give you a small camping stove. It’s
inconvenient for me here.” Salah threw a malevolent glance at her
over his steaming bowl of soup. And Hassan said politely, “If you
please, lady, thank you very much.”

For five days she heard them arriving, but by the time she had
fed Udi and put him to sleep in his cot, her workers were no longer on
the roof. Angrily she calculated that in the past two days they hadn’t
raised more than a single row of blocks above the stone rim on top of
the window. Suspicion stole into her heart that they had taken on
another job and, so it wouldn’t slip through their fingers before they
finished in her house, they had taken it and bound themselves to
another boss. That was the way they did things, as the bank teller who
knew about her project had taken the trouble to warn her. But in the
afternoon, shaken at hearing the familiar noise of the pickup truck
and, in her head composing a few harsh sentences to reproach them
with, she saw the truck was laden with iron rods, thin and thick. The
three of them got out of the cab and set about unloading the truck and
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passing the iron rods from hand to hand up to the roof. Calm now,
from her window, she watched them at their work. She decided to rest
until Udi awoke from his afternoon nap.

For a while she heard them walking around the roof, dragging
loads, their voices reaching her through the closed blinds of her room.
Later, there was a lot of stubborn knocking which she first took to be
partofadream, and then she heard them at the door. When she opened
it the three of them were standing close to each other, with Hassan
half a footstep in front. He said, “Hello, lady, how are you?”

Inwardly bridling at the familiarity he permitted himself in
asking that polite question for the first time, and keeping her face
frozen, she ignored his question and asked: “Yes?” guessing they
would ask permission to heat up their meal.

“Lady, we need money.”

Her sister had warned her about that in their last conversation:
you mustn’t pay them before they 've done the work as agreed. She
tensed. Her voice rasped more than she intended: “Did you finish
putting the iron in place for pouring the concrete?”

“We put band around roof.”

“Youdid the band, but I'm asking about the iron. Did you get the
iron ready for pouring the concrete?”

“That’s tomorrow, lady.”

“You’ll get your money tomorrow.”

“We need some. Maybe you'll give us lady....”

“Tomorrow.” she said firmly. “Anyway I don’t have so much
now. [ have to go to the bank.”

“Really, lady,” Hassan said, looking straight in her eyes and
pounding his chest with his fist. “Lady believe. We coming tomor-
row, money or no money."”

“No money."” she said, knowing how Yoel would smile when she
told him about this occasion. Hassan turned to his friends, and they
put their heads together and whispered. From where she was she saw
the back of his neck, his dusty hair, looking gray under the woolen hat
with the tattered edges, frayed yarn twisting down. His mates’ brows
darkened. They put their heads close to each other, taking counsel.
One of them pulled a creased wallet from his pocket and seemed to be
counting the bank notes in it. He had a worried expression. Within

e
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her she was already prepared to withdraw her position and say: “Look,
if it’s something pressing, I'm prepared to give you what I have in my
purse now...." He suddenly turned to her and asked, “Can wash hands
in water?” He surprised her so much with the question that, like the
morning when he had stood before her with a cooking pot in his hands,
she said: “Certainly, certainly,” pushing the door open wide, while her
only wish was to slam the door in their faces.

They entered hesitantly. Now she saw that Salah was holding a
large army knapsack, the kind that Yoel used to extricate from the
storeroom when his unit was called for mancuvers. Hassan led the
way to the bathroom, looking at her as though asking permission, and
the three men made their way in and locked the door: for a long while
she heard the sound of running water and the men’s boisterous voices.
She, walking to and fro in the living room, looked out at the large
garden, across [rom which no other house was visible, and was
gripped by sudden fcar, thinking of what might be in that big
knapsack. Perhaps they were assembling weapons there, spreading
the steel parts out on the carpet, as Yoel had done once, kneeling on
the floor and joining the shining parts one to another. Maybe they
would come out in alittle while with their weapons drawn and threaten
her and her son? Perhaps they would take them as hostages in their
pickup truck? And what about Udi? She had already run out of his
special flour, and she wouldn’t be able to feed him when they kept
them there in their broken-down shacks in Gaza, among the muddy
paths. They had shown those shacks on an American television
documentary. Maybe, the thought flashed through her like lightning,
she should snatch Udi out of his cot and flee with him, lay him in the
back seat of her car and drive immediately to the police station on the
main street.

Hassan came out first, and she was startled at his appearance. For
a second she imagined a stranger had come out. For the first time she
saw him without the woolen cap pulled down over his forehead. His
hair, surprisingly light, freshly combed and damp, was brushed to the
side, well-combed, and pulled over his temples. He wore a dark, well-
pressed jacket over a white shirt and tie. His black dress shoes were
highly polished.

He told her: “My friends come out minute, lady.”



.246 A Room on the Roof

“Aren’t you going home?”

“Have wedding from our aunt in Tulkarem. We today in
Tulkarem.”

At thatmoment the baby let out a screech more piercing than any
she’d heard since the morning he had burst out of her in the maternity
ward: high and prolonged, followed by a sudden silence. She herself
let out a scream and rushed to the room, pushing his rolling highchair
out of the way as she ran. Udi was prostate on the floor, lying on his
stomach, his face on the carpet spread at the foot of his crib, with a toy
between his fingers. She bent down and picked him up, carrying him
in her arms, and he looked at her with cloudy eyes. She hugged him
close to her body and started murmuring things without knowing
what she was saying, her heart pounding wildly, making her fingers
tremble. Afteralong while he burst out crying, resting his head on her
shoulder in sobs.

“Is okay, lady,” Hassan said from the doorway, and she looked
around in panic, not realizing he had followed her.

“What?” she asked fearfully.

“Is okay he like so, lady,” he traced his finger along his cheek and
made a crying expression. “Is nothing. He good that way.”

“What’s good?” she asked as the baby trembled in her arms.

Hassan approached her and gently lifted Udi from her arms.
“Lady get water,” he said softly. “He need drink.”

In the kitchen, her hands still trembling, she stood still for a long
time, trying to remember where the sugar bowl was. She heard Hassan
talking softly to the baby in Arabic, like a man who loves to talk to his
child, in a caressing voice, the words running together in a pleasant
flow, containing a high beauty, like the words of a poem in an ancient
language which you don’t understand, but which well up inside you.
Udi, lying tranquilly on his chest, reached out toward Hassan’s dark
face, and Hassan put his head down toward the little fingers and kissed
them. She, stunncd by the sight, stood where she was and looked at
them, as the tremor inspired by fear gradually died down, and another,
new kind of trembling, arose within her, seeing something which,
even as it happens, you already long for from a distance, knowing that
when it passes, nothing like it will happen again, and, as though
dividing themselves, her thoughts turned to Yoel, whose eyes exam-
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ined his son from a certain distance. He was careful not to wrinkle his
clothes or have them smell of wet diapers.

Hassan looked up at her and said, “Hassan have like this at home
in Gaza.”

“You have a baby?” She was astonished. “You’re married?”

“Also like this. Four years,” he said proudly, placing his hand
parallel to the floor to measure the height of his son.

“You okay,” Hassan said in his soft voice, turning his face to the
baby. “You big—you doctor like daddy, yes?”

With the bottle of tea in her hand, she was shaken as though by
adistant alarm. Troubled by the suspicion that he knew more than he
should, she said, “You can read Hebrew?” and he lau ghed. “I read one
word, another word. I see Doctor on door in English.”

“You can read English?” There was some mockery in her voice,
like an adult talking to a child about grown-up things.

“I can,” he answered in English, smiling, for the first time, with
another smile, hidden, without the forced humility she was familiar
with.

“Where from,” she asked, also in English.

“From the University.”

“Which one?”

“The American University of Beirut.” She recognized his good
accent from having heard it on television when Arabic-speaking
intellectuals were interviewed. She hadn’t been able to shake off her
Israeli accent in the two years she had lived in Texas, while Yoel
finished his degree.

“Really?”” She returned to Hebrew.

“Really, lady. I in Beirut two years. Maybe I be doctor that way,
of babies.”

“Why didn’t you complete your studics?”

“Hard. Can’ttalk.” He looked down at his hands, whose nails
were frec of lime. “Life like that.”

Shortly after he left, joining his comrades who were waiting for
him and watching him from the door, also scrubbed. She thought:
they’re nameless and ageless for me, in their faded black sweaters and
their dirty clbows and stocking caps. They had a single face and
uncouth words came from their mouths. Suddenly they were differ-
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ent: in white collars and jackets, their cheeks shaven, with a wife and
baby and a child of four at home.

Even before she heard the bell ring she knew he had returned.

“My jacket, lady,” he said and went to take his jacket, folded
carefully on the back of the chair. And, at the door, with his back to
her, he turned around with a carefully planned motion that made itself
out to be spontancous. “If lady want I stay now.”

“Where?"" she asked in astonishment.

“With lady.” he answered seriously. “Mister of lady no here.
Maybe need something....” And she, stunned at the very words and
frightened that he knew of her husband’s absence, wondered if he
meant what she thought she had heard. She said, “But you’re going
to a wedding, aren’t you?”

“Going to wedding. But if lady want—I can be here....”

After she had locked the door, still staggered at his suggestion,
she suddenly noticed: Yoel's smell had come from the delicate odor
of the fragrance on the shelf of the right hand cabinet next to the
mirror. They had used her husband’s toiletries, dried themselves on
her towels. She carefully put Udi down in the cot and hurried to the
bathroom.

With convulsive movements, like a madwoman, she gathered up
the towels and threw them all, averting her head with a bilious feeling,
into the washing machine, throwing the new soap into the garbage
pail. She began polishing the taps and sink and scouring with
disinfectant the floor which their bare feet had trod on.

But toward cvening a tense quict descended on her, something
new. Atnight, before falling asleep, she remembered how Hassan had
held Udi close to his chest and spoken to him in Arabic that sounded
like a song; his long fingers, clean for the first time of spots of paint;
the English he had spoken, sounding like human language for the first
time instead of the broken phrases he knew in Hebrew. Only she
preferred to set aside his offer to stay with her and not consider it. She
thought back over things, seeing that she had been hard on them. They
had gone toawedding in Tulkarem. Maybe they had asked for money
to buy a present for the newlyweds, and she had behaved unfeelingly
with them. The unease that gripped her was assuaged when she
promised herself that early the next morning she would take Udi in his
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carriage and go out to the main street and, in the elegant store that had
recently opened, she would buy clothes for his two children. Then she
thought: it would not be right to offer him a gift, as a declaration of a
special relationship, and not to honor his cousins. Generously she
decided she would buy something for them as well. Maybe cologne
like the kind Yoel kept on his shelf. If the weather was stormy, she’d
take Udi in the car. An hour later, she suddenly interrupted herself as
she read: if it rained hard, she’d leave Udi at the baby-sitter’s.

She waited for them until noon, their gifts in pretty wrapping
paper, tied with curling ribbon, lying on the cabinet next to the front
door, and the white envelope with their money next to the packages.

Atnoon she began to worry: maybe they had drunk too much and
had an accident. What if the police came? She panicked. Maybe it
wasn’t legal for her to employ them. If they were badly injured and
couldn’t continue the job, the construction would be delayed and
maybe not completed by the time Yoel returned. In the afternoon,
tired and angry at her helplessness and concern about the future, she
decided to go to the building where David was working. Maybe some
members of the same family were working for him, and they too had
been invited to the wedding in Tulkarem, and she could find some-
thing out from them. For a long time she waited for David, pushing
the carriage back and forth on the battered pavement in front of the
building sitc. When he came he told her that the wedding hadn’t been
in Tulkarem at all, but in a village near the Lebanese border. They
would be coming as usual the next day, he reassured her, sceing her
worried face. Afterwards he scratched the nape of his neck and asked:
“So it’s okay, the job they're doing?”

“I' hope 50,” she said.

“What are they doing now?”

“They’re setting up the iron rods to pour the concrete.”

“Are they doing it right?”

“I'don’t know. I trust them.”

The next day, anger making her fingertips tremble, so troubled
her breathing was affected, she waited for them on the roof in the
morning after leaving Udi with the baby-sitter and arranging to do so
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again during the coming days. Hassan got out of the cab and smiled
brightly at her. With his filthy woolen cap and his shoes down at the
heel he was once again what he had been.

“Something happen, lady?" His voice betrayed his surprise at
finding her on the roof at that carly hour.

“A great deal has happened,” she shouted to him, leaning over
the wall at the edge of the roof.

“What’s the matter, lady?” he asked, climbing the ladder on his
way up to her.

“First of all, you lied to me.”

“Lied?” The shadow of his smile was erased.

“The wedding was in Tulkarem?”” She flung out the words, her
hand on her hips, like a mother arguing with a child caught out in a lie.

“No lady. Wedding not in Tulkarem.”

“That’s what you told me.”

“I said: my aunt from Tulkarem. The wedding not. There in
village near Kibuss.™

He turned to face his comrades, as though asking, and Ahmad
said, “Kibuss Ga'aton.”

“Ga’aton,” Hassan repeated the name of the kibbutz, looking at
her again.

“But you didn’t say you wouldn’t come to work yesterday.”

“We think slcep in Tulkarem and come work yesterday. No
possible.”

“That’s one thing,” she ignored the explanation. “Another thing,
David was here yesterday and he said you didn’t do anything well.
You didn’t raise the concrete band two centimeters the way we said.
And you put in number cight iron rods instead of number twelve, and
you made one wall with fiftcen centimeter blocks instead of twenty
centimeters...."

“That wall has window, lady. Must be little.”

“You need a number three block near the sliding window,” she
exploded at his effort to fool her. “But the wall is an outer wall. You
were supposed to use twenty centimeter blocks....” she added, scold-

ing him, watching the color ebb from his face, and how his comrades
froze behind his back.
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“We do everything good. Lady want—David come here. We
talk.”

“I'don’t want you to talk!” she screamed. “I want you to work.
You’ve been working for a month. What you’ve done could have
been done in a week. You just drink coffee, slip away, and work
somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else?” he asked in amazement.

“On Monday. Where were you?”

He wrinkled his forehead in thought. “Monday we bring iron.”

“Fine,” she said, raising her chin and walking forward with vigor
and sitting on the edge of the wall. “I want to see how much you get
done today.”

For seven hours she sat on the wall, without moving, not going
down to turn off the water heater she had lit in the morning, suppress-
ing the hunger that awoke within her, the need for a cup of coffee at
the hour when her body was used to one, and, in the afternoon, fighting
the pain in her back, which cried out for something to lean on,
watching as they worked angrily, talking little, boiling water in an
empty can on the camping stove she’d lent them, sitting down to eat
with their legs crossed, close to each other, whispering to each other.
All those hours she watched them as though riveted to the spot, only
occasionally looking away from them, allowing her eyes to wander to
the tops of the cypress trees and the purple mountains in the distance,
the view of which, at a peaceful hour, she would enjoy. Later, when
she recalled that morning, she would tremble as though the event were
not irrevocably in the past: how had the courage to treat them that way
been born within her? They could easily have come and pushed her,
and she would have fallen and broken her neck. By the time anyone
found her among the iron rods in the backyard, she would no longer
be alive.

Occasionally Ahmad cast a glance at her, like a fearful child
checking to sec whether the ghost he had seen was still hovering in the
area. But Hassan didn’t look at her once. Seeing him, his clamped
lips, and the line drawn behind his jaw, above his clenched teeth, she
knew she had deeply wounded him, but she felt no remorse for doing
s0. Only the sweet consolation of someone who deals Justly with
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himself, a feeling that rose and fell within her great anger.

They raised the iron rods over the edge of the masonry walls and
laid them crisscross at regular intervals, tying them with thin wire.
Afterwards they crowded steel struts into the room to support the
wooden forms under the network. When they finished, they consulted
among themselves for a moment and headed for the ladder, parting
from her with a slight nod.

“Wait,” she called to them. “You've carned your money.” She
followed them down the ladder and went into the house. When she
came out she put the envelope in Hassan’s hand. Only after they had
left without a word did she remember she hadn't asked them to sign
a receipt for the money or given them the wrapped parcels from the
cupboard.

The next day, after leaving Udi with the baby-sitter despite a
reddish rash on his skin showing he hadn’t been changed in time, she
was already waiting for them on the roof as though spoiling for a fight.
Today, she thought. stunned at the idea, they 'l pour the concrete for
the roof. The nctwork of iron rods was prepared and the steel struts
were in place. The wooden forms were raised, the buckets of gravel
and sand were covered under plastic sheets, and the sacks of cement
were arranged next to them. Today they would pour the roof, and the
weather was finc. The transparent clouds didn’t herald rain.

When she heard the sound of the pickup truck she leaped to the
edge of the roof, and even before she actually saw them she noticed
his absence. Thrce men sat in the cab, and he wasn’t one of them.
Salah and Ahmad got out of the left door, wearing gray woolen hats.
Then a man with a shaven head got out of the truck, looking like a
fugitive she had seen in an Italian movie, who had made his way to a
widow’s home in a village and laid sicge to it. In one look she took
in his black cycs. like the maw of a coal mine. His cyebrows meeting
over the bridge of his nosc. A strange fecling overcame her, like when
all her girlfriends had been asked to dance, and she was left alone
sitting by the wall, looking at the legs moving in the dark.

“Where's Hassan?" she asked Ahmad.

“Hassan no come. This one come, Muhammad.”

Observing from her corner on the wall, trying to repress the
desolate feeling that grew stronger within her, she watched them put
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on rubber boots and mix the concrete with shovels, adding sand and
gravel and pouring water, stirring it to produce a thick gray mixture
in the squarc they had enclosed with wooden beams. Then Muham-
mad climbed up to the edge of the roof. Ahmad handed him bucket
after bucket, brimming with the gray concrete and he swung and
emptied them in big arcs over the network of iron rods, while Salah
quickly filled in the space between the two wooden planks below, to
stop the concrete from dribbling out.

Sitting erect on the edge of the roof, her knee swinging, her arms
crossed, she felt her anger give way to disappointment at Hassan's
absence. Suddenly it became clear to her that he had come between
her and them, scrving as a kind of protective barrier for them. Here
she stood cxposcd to the three of them: Salah stole furtive glances at
her, as though already hatching a foul plot in his mind; Ahmad smiled
right at her, baring his yellow teeth like the fangs of a beast; and the
new worker, standing high on the upper concrete band, his body tense,
his hands on his hips, stared at her openly. From where she sat his
figure looked mighty, and his shaven head resembled a crooked egg
against the background of the sky above him.

She sat where she was for hours, no longer strong with the anger
that had gripped her the previous morning, making her decide to sit
and see with her own eyes how well they would work under supervi-
sion, but now out of fear to get up and raise her legs over the edge of
the roof in front of them. They worked without stopping, diligently,
bringing up the contents of the big pool of concrete and spreading it
on the network of rods. From time to time they would consult each
other, exchange shouts in Arabic, sing a line or two, laughing out loud
into their hands. And she, sensing they were laughing at her, was
angry, insulted, and fearful. She watched them cook their meal,
kneeling next to cach other on the torn mat, tearing with their teeth at
loaves of bread they held in their hands.

“What now?” She turned to Ahmad, keeping her voice steady.

“Now must dry.”

“If it rains?”

“Now two hours—good. Not two hours—no good.”

“The roof is twenty centimeters?”’

“Yes, yes,” he said, and she thought since that morning she
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hadn’t heard them say “lady.” She turned, pointed at the floor they
had left spotted with cement. “Wash that down before it dries,” she
ordered, pretending she still had strength.

“No dry. We put water.”

She stepped to the edge of the protruding ladder and grasped the
wooden rung and, as though incidentally, turned to them, “What'’s the
matter with Hassan?"

“Hassan no come.”

“I see that.”

“This one Muhammad come.”

“Will Hassan come tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow—Hassan no come.”

“Did something happen to him?”

“He not here.”

She carefully raised her legs, and when she had descended, even
before her feet touched the ground, she heard their deep, guttural
laugh, and she blushed. That's how men laughed at women when they
spoke ill of them.

The next day, waiting at the window, she knew why her legs had
taken her there, why she had arisen early to prepare the kitchen, why
she had checked how much coffee was left in the bag he had brought
with him from home.

Salah and Ahmad came alone. She, knowing in her heart she
wouldn’t see Hassan again, was glad the shaven-headed Muhammad
wasn’t with them. Swallowing her pride she went out and stood
before them.

“Is Hassan sick?" she asked.

“No sick.”

“He won’t come to work?"”

“He work someone.”

“Why isn’t he working here? Three will finish faster.”

Salah, perhaps secing through her deceptive sentences, smiled
somewhere in the depths of his eyes, the mockery of someone careful
not to be tripped up.

“He no want come to lady.”

“He doesn’t want to get his money?”
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“No want,” said Salah, and she imagined she heard an echo of
triumph in his voice.

“He doesn’t want to get his money?”

“No want money, no want lady,” he said. She no longer had
anything to say after that sentence, but she spoke in her normal voice:
“Very well, then finish by yourselves. You can make coffee in the
kitchen if you want. There’s still some of the coffee you brought.”

Salah and Ahmad kept coming for a few more days after the
concrete on the roof had dried, removing the steel struts that held up
the forms. They put in the door and bars over the window and broke
through the upper room into the breakfast nook. She didn’t ask about
Hassan again, but they sometimes volunteered that they had met him.
She, stirred by the sound of his name, gave in and made the final
payment before they finished the work. Perhaps they would run into
Hassan and tell him of her generosity. But they never came back.
They left the walls unplastered and forgot their tools behind the wall.,
Shaken with fury, again pushing her baby carriage, she roamed among
the construction sites and hired workers to finish the plastering: they
tarred the roof, and installed the electric wiring.

By the time Yoel returned she had a new hairstyle. They stood
onthe stairs leading to the bright, pleasant room on the roof, with three
barrels in the corners from which palm trees sent up sharp bayonets
all about, their fronds growing like a conjuring trick. He stood in
amazement before the new structure and then burst out laughing.
“Well, I'llbe.... Youleave awoman for two months, come back—and
the world’s changed!” On the roof, his arm around her shoulder in a
gesturc of respect, he wandered from onc corner of the roof to another,
inspecting the landscape, and sliding his hand along the walls: “I
didn’t want to do it, I admit, but it’s really nice. Was it very dirty?”

“Not so terrible.”

“You found the workers?”

Stroking the rough wall unawares she said, “They were relative-
ly decent, workers from the territories.”

“What, Arabs?”" he asked, looked at her reproachfully, getting
serious.
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“Arabs. You can’t find anyone else. But every day a Jewish
foreman came to keep an eye on them, the one working in the building
at Herzl Street.™

“They behaved all right? They didn’t make trouble?”

She took a quick, deep breath, with a whistling sound, and—
restraining the whirlpool of emotions stirring within her, looking
away, clearly sccing Muhammad standing on the edge of the upper
roof, staring at her with hatred, and the flash in their eyes when she got
up and stood in this very place and accused them-——secing Hassan’s
fists clench and the crease along the line of his jaw when he clasped
his teeth shut, hearing the rumble of the men’s laughter when she
raised her legs to climb down the ladder—she said, “They were fairly
decent. Once Udi fell down and 1 was really alarmed. One of them
picked him up so gently and calmed him down, you wouldn't believe
it. He spoke 1o him softly and kissed his fingers. Then it turned out
he had studicd medicine for two years. He wanted to be a pediatrician
but for some reason he didn’t finish his degree. He has a baby Udi’s
age and another boy of four...." Suddenly she noticed the softness
flowing into her voice, betraying herself to herself, and she added
loudly. more stridently than she intended: “But once they made some

trouble about the money and tried to trick me by putting in iron rods
that were too thin. Arabs, you know....”

1986

Translated by Jeffrevy M. Green

Questions for Discussion

1. The central theme of “A Room on the Roof” is the personal
relationship between Isracli Jews and Arabs. How do you react
to the protagonist’s treatment of the workers? How does your
attitude toward Arabs affect your attitude toward her?

2. Do you sympathize with the Arab construction workers? What
is your opinion of the men’s characters?
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The protagonist lets “the spirit of the moment overcome the
voice of recason’ and she brings the workers coffee and cakes.
Later, “anger at hersell welled up inside her for treating [Has-
san|, despite herself, as a welcome guest.” Comment on the
protagonist’s struggle between her desire to maintain a superior,
authoritarian status and her desire to treat the workers as equals.
(Mark Twain explored this theme in Huckleberry Finn. Huck
believes that he is damning his soul when he helps Jim escape
from slavery. Yet Huck does help Jim, because his own knowl-
edge of right and wrong is more powerful than the slave-owning
morality that Huck has been taught. Discuss parallels to “A
Room on the Roof.” For thought: Huck is a young boy and
Liebrecht’s protagonist is a woman. How might the conflict
between social conscience and inner conscience be portrayed if
the main character were a grown man?)

Both Palestinians and women are “the other™ in Israeli society.
In what ways does Licbrecht emphasize the similarities between
the position of the Arab workers and that of the woman protag-
onist and in what ways does she emphasize the differences?
The urge to build an extraroom is first described as a “fetus [that]
was already stretching the skin of the belly,” and later, as “ripe,
likc a girl come of age.” Why is the growth of human babies and
children used as a simile for an idea about home improvement?
The protagonist favorably compares Hassan’s tenderness to-
ward the baby to her husband’s coolness and distance. Comment
on men's involvement in child care. Consider also the stereo-
types about child care in different social classes. Do we expect
that the “primitive” father will be more familiar with babies,
while the “civilized” man will have more important responsibil-
ities? Yet arc we also more likely to expect that the primitive
father will beat his children?

What is the significance of Hassan offering to stay the night?
Why does the protagonist put the proposition out of her mind?
Consider the protagonist’s lie to her husband: “every day a
Jewish foreman came to keep an eye on [the construction
workers].” What arc we to make of this?
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5.

Compare the mother in “A Room on the Roof” to the childless
Dolly in “Loneliness.” Both are the wives of well-to-do profes-

sional men, and both feel a passionate necd for something out of
the ordinary. Why?

Program Suggestions

L

Organize a joint Zionist Affairs/Jewish Education program on
relations between Palestinian Arabs and Israeli Jews. Consult
the National Speakers Bureau or your regional Speakers Bureau.
In 1991 Hadassah and the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai
B'rith produced a three-part package of materials on Arab-
Israeli relations that provide historical background for today’s
challenges in the Middle East: the videotape Search for Solid
Ground: The Intifada Through Israeli Eyes; the revised Hadas-
sah study guide Berween Arab and Jew: Unraveling the Knot by
Yosef Olmert; and the pamphlet After the Gulf War: The Arab-
Israeli Conflict Revisited. Arrange for a showing of the video-
tape, and discuss some of the questions raised. (All materials are
available through the Hadassah National Order Department.)

R

Ummi Fi Shurl
Orly Castel-Bloom

Onc morning I couldn’t stay in the housc any longer and T went
out. The walls were closing in on me, the living room got me down.
I went outside and began walking. Look, I'm paranoid—no question
about it. Stuck at home, I suffocate. A planc flics over, and I freak out.

I sat down on a bench, arms stretched along the backrest, legs
crossed, and stared in front of me in infinite boredom. I was sitting on
a lawn, one of those plentiful in my neighborhood. Lawns you’re
allowed to step on, but not to spoil. It was ten o’clock, and I knew that
the day would pass, and that I had to make it pass quietly until night
came. At night I was allowed to take a tranquilizer.

So I sat on the bench and thought to myself what kind of a world
was it with nobody on the lawn except for me. Winter, I thought to
myself. Clouds. Yesterday it rained. Not today. Maybe tomorrow.
Winter. Cold. Coats. Umbrellas. Mushrooms. Winter. Nothing
special. Ordinary, everyday thoughts, until I felt something stinging

Orly Castcl-Bloom was bornin 1960 in Tel Aviv, where she lives today. She
studied film at Tel Aviv University. She has published three collections of
short stories as well as two novels, Where I Am which received the 1990 Tel
Aviv Prize for Literature, and Dolly City. In 1992 she was awarded the
Prime Minister's Prize for Literature.
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CLOCKWORK DOLL

That night, I was a clockwork doll

and [ whirled around, this way and that,
and I fell on my face and shattered to bits
and they tried to fix me with all their skill.

Then I was a proper doll once again

and I did what they told me, poised and polite.
But I was a doll of a different sort,

an injured twig that dangles from a stem.

And then I went to dance at the ball,
but they left me alone with the dogs and cats
though my steps were measured and rhythmical.

And I had blue eyes and golden hair
and a dress all the colors of garden flowers,
and a trimming of cherries on my straw hat.
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HOVERING AT A LOW ALTITUDE

I am not here.

I am on those craggy eastern hills
streaked with ice,

where grass doesn’t grow

and a wide shadow lies over the slope.
A shepherd girl appears

from an invisible tent,

leading a herd of black goats to pasture.
She won’'t live out the day,

that girl.

I am not here.

From the deep mountain gorge

a red globe floats up,

not yet a sun.

A patch of frost, reddish, inflamed,
flickers inside the gorge.

The girl gets up early to go to the pasture.
She doesn’t walk with neck outstretched
and wanton glances.

She doesn’t ask, Whence cometh my help.

[ am not here.

I've been in the mountains many days now.
The light will not burn me, the frost

won't touch me.

Why be astonished now?

I've seen worse things in my life.

I gather my skirt and hover
very close to the ground.
What is she thinking, that girl?
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Wild-to look at, unwashed.

For a moment she crouches down,
her cheeks flushed,

frostbite on the back of her hands.
She seems distracted, but no,

she's alert.

She still has a few hours left.

But that’s not what I'm thinking about.

My thoughts cushion me gently, comfortably.
I've found a very simple method,

not with my feet on the ground, and not flying—
hovering

at a low altitude.

Then at noon,

many hours after sunrise,

that man goes up the mountain.
He looks innocent enough.

The girl is right there,

no one else around.

And if she runs for cover, or cries out—
there’s no place to hide in the mountains.

I am not here.

I'm above those jagged mountain ranges
in the farthest reaches of the east.

No need to elaborate.

With one strong push I can hover and whirl around

with the speed of the wind.

I can get away and say to myself:

I haven’t seen a thing.

And the girl, her palate is dry as a potsherd,
her eyes bulge,

when that hand closes over her hair, grasping it
without a shred of pity.
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TEFILLIN Peiais

Come to me

don't let me do anything

you do it for me

do everything for me

what [ even start doing

you do instead of me

I'll put on tefillin

I'll pray

you put on the tefillin for me too
bind them on my hands

play them on me

move them with delight on my body
rub them hard against me
stimulate me everywhere

make me swoon with sensation
move them over my clitoris

tie my waist with them

so I'll come quickly

play them in me

tie my hands and feet

do things to me

against my will

turn me over on my belly

and put the tefillin in my mouth
bridle reins

ride me I'm a mare

pull my head back

till I scream with pain

and you're pleasured

then I'll move them onto your body
with unconcealed intention

oh how cruel my face will be

I'll move them slowly over your body
slowly slowly slowly

10

around your neck I'll move them e e
I'll wind them several times around your neck,

and on the other I'll tie them to something solid

especially heavy maybe twisting
I'll pull and I'll pull
till your soul leaves you

till I choke you .
completely with the tefillin

that stretch the length of the stage
and into the stunned crowd.
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HEBREW -

English has all the possibilities for gender
every [ - in effect

is every possibility of sex

and every you (feminine) is you (masculine)
and every I is sexless

and there’s no difference between you (feminine) and you (masculine)

and all things are it - not a man not a woman
you don’t have to think before referring to sex
Hebrew is a sex maniac

She discriminates against or in favor

doesn't begrudge grants privileges

with an account longer than the Exile

in the plural the he’s have priority

with great subtlety and secrecy

in the singular opportunities are equal

who says all hope is lost

Hebrew is a sex maniac

she wants to know who's speaking

almost a vision almost an image

what’s forbidden in the whole Torah

at least to see the sex

Hebrew peeks through the keyhole

like me at your mother and you

when you were both bathing then in the shack
your mother had a large ass

but I never stopped thinking

the days passed like shower stalls

you (feminine) remained a thin and soapy girl
afterwards you (feminine plural) sealed all the holes
sealed all the cracks

Hebrew peeks at you (feminine singular) from the keyhole
the language sees you naked

my father didn’t permit me to look

he turned his back when he peed

—

I never really had a good look at him

he always hid the sex

the way the plural hides a woman

the way a crowd is male in conjugations

the way word is male and female

there’s nothing like those sweet things

Hebrew is a woman bathing

Hebrew is a clean Bathsheba

Hebrew is a carving that doesn’t cut out

she has small dimples and birthmarks

as she grows up she gets prettier

her judgment is sometimes prehistoric

such a neurosis is for the best

tell me in the masculine tell me in the feminine
cevery childish I is an unfertilized egg

it’s possible to pass over sex

it's possible to give up sex

who will tell the sex of a chick?

the man whom nature creates

before he's implanted with his conjugated verb.
Memory is masculine

creating sexes

begetting’s the main thing

for she is life

Hebrew is a sex maniac

and whatever those feminists complain about

who seek stimulation outside language

with an intonation that interprets things

signs only of the masculine and the feminine in a sentence
will mark strange sexual relationships

on every female a sign, on every male a different sign
when every verb and conjugation pattern is marked
what the man does to a woman

what he gets in return

what power she exerts over him

and what mark is given to the object

and to an abstract noun and prepositions and particles



