THE IRONIC IMAGINATION

A Reading of S. Y. Agnon’s
“Soil of the Land of Israel”

Samuel Leiter

o THE THEME OF a short story may usually be distilled to simple state-
ments: “Love transforms the beloved,” for example, or “The Land of
Israel is the source of spiritual strength.” But to sum up the meaning
of Agnon’s “Soil of the Land of Israel” solely in its theme of exile is
to reduce it to a platitude. Consequently, the only way to discern what
the story means to say is to examine how it is said, how it is woven into
the design of style, image and narrative technique. In order to explore
the subtle and complex quality of Agnon’s moral vision, to perceive its
personality, the reader must experience it as it has been embodied or-
ganically in the concrete and formal pattern of this specific story.

of AEr

the polarity of zion and exile

Two MEN ARE INTRODUCED in the opening sentence—the narrator who
went down (yarad) to the Diaspora and the gravekeeper who has not
gone up (alah) to Zion. These two movements are natural metaphors
> - of change in condition. To go down is to descend, to decline, to degen-
: erate; to go up is to ascend, to rise, to improve. Moreover, in the mythic
habit of Agnon’s mind, the destinations of the two movements are in-
troduced to complicate and deepen the symbolic directions. Hence, to
go down from the Land of Israel is to descend to the graveyard; to go
up to Zion is to enter the precincts of eternal life.

Agnon has elaborated these thematic equations of Zion-life and Exile-
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death in his tale In the Heart of the Seas. The stark polarity of ascent
in that tale carries ancillary connotations as well. Pilgrims going up to
the Land of Israel ascend to life. Exile symbolizes purposelessness or
vanity in addition to descent and death. Thus in chapter five, “Ascent
and Descent” (Aliyah Vi-yeridah), the pilgrims have shunned the temp-
tation of a fair (yerid). Rather than avail themselves of the opportunity
to make a quick profit which, Satan assures them, will succor them on
their perilous journey, they continue on a straight course. The fair, in
which we discern the allegorical aspect of Vanity Fair, represents de-
cline, whereas their constancy and sense of purpose on their pilgrimage
is spiritual ascent. This is summed up in the pious boast of one of the
pilgrims: “Every one is in a state of yeridah (descent), but we are in
a state of aliyah (ascent).” :
Agnon also pursues these aspects of spiritual
“Soil of the Land of Israel.” The story opens with a catalogue of the
many ill-starred ventures that brought about the decline of the grave-
keeper, thus deepening and broadening the thematic equation to include
lack of purpose and a feeble sense of reality in the concept. of Exile.
Thus, Exile==descent=death=Vanity Fair. The hero-narrator of the story
then describes his visit to the cemetery as he expands on the tragedy of
Israelites in the unclean, polluted Exile, bewailing those who die a dou-
ble death far from the land of resurection. The narrator, who can as-
cend to the Land of Israel, functions in his own eyes as a free man.
He envisions the helpless gravekeeper, on the other hand, in bondage
and frustration, doomed to his mean existence in the Diaspora.
Agnon’s preoccupation with Exile-death has gothic overtones and
often borders on the macabre. Baruch Kurzweil has demonstrated® that
Agnon’s story “The Lady and the Peddler,” based on the vampire motif,
can be read as an allegory of Israel’s destiny in the Exile. The useful
Jewish peddler is Israel among the nations. The vampire noblewoman
is the gentile world that fattens the Jew in order to suck his blood. Dov
Sadan has examined? the graveyard motif at length in discussing “The
Canopy of Love,” showing the moral of that story to be: Israel’'s home
in the Diaspora is but the grave.
Although nostalgia for his childhood world of the Diaspora abounds
in Agnon’s stories, it never slips into sentimentality, for in his stories

ascent and descent in

1 PRaruch Kurzweil, Essays on the Stories of S. Y. Agnon (Jerusalem & Tel Aviv,
1962), pp. 123-129. See also Hillel Barzel, “Between Agnon and Kafka,” Carmelit
(Haifa, 1966), pp. 174-183. )

~ 2 Dov Sadan, “Between House and Grave,” L’Agnon Shai (Jerusalem, 1959), vp.
185-216. .
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th : i
] ;:V ils)}tlaauty 1((i)f .the pa.st, the comprehensive reconstruction of the old
i bwn?r' , is .ur.mus'takably post-mortem. Agnon’s nostalgia is tem-
E] red | );rléotriy, glbv‘mg it a calculated objectivity. The maudlin and the
1e objects, not the means, of hi rcepti
orbid ¢ ects, R s perception. The necro-
g 6111}1(;: nglez:iv?ie(:ﬁ)er in “The Cariogy of Love,” whose eerie wedding is
e grave, exemplifies Agnon’s view of i for
with the past that is beauti l Y Aot o
autiful but dead. Agnon isti
it . . —as distinct from the
narrator who is to be regarded & s
merely as one of hi X i
aa ' : . y his personae—views
;c I::etnfe)zst \iwth‘tlels]s passion and with more detachment. By virtue of his
ual wit he is simultaneously tradition’s orpl i
prctlocta, Wit ne I : y tra on’s orphan, mourning his
, 4 , analyzing the cause of its deatl
oss, ! 2 ath, a double per-
spective that complicates and enriches the meaning of the story P

The special ironic temper of “Soil of the Land of Israel” is pointed
up by comparison with “Nor Go Astray” (VIo Nikashel), a tr‘lg'tl'n el
tzjde3 mo'dest in psychological complication. ‘A young \VOl;l:tl] \;hl Core
cmh.zes in the history and versions of prayers disputés tile n'l'o' :Pf"
version .ovf the grace after meals. She contends that there is no l;zlila ?S*
his version of the third benediction, “so that we be neither disap )Zlijlteo&
111?115 sli;"trmed“nor' go astray.: The narrator-hero, although he has lrecited
! ungblaste ﬁnoc; go astray” as part qf the benediction since childhood,

e to find it in his large collection of prayerbooks. The lady schol
ar subsequently leaves Palestine to pursue her studies in Cerm:my Szfl'to
several years the narrator acquires a prayerbook in which he ﬁi.ds tlile

_phrase “nor go astray.” He underlines it and mails it to her. By happy

Ei):rlrmdence it reaches her as she is trying to decide whether or not to
Withyﬂiteyougg lger(;nan. The timely arrival of the prayerbook from Zion
: underlined prayer “nor go astray” save
g aves her from marrying :
vith . g g a
on Iew. Eventually she returns to Jerusalem, marries a Jew 'mc){ ligr
happily ever after. ) ‘ e
. {t 1s a sfnnl.)le‘ tale whose theme echoes the traditional doctrine of the
1.)(1 atx.1ty of Zion ar.ld Exile, or more precisely, the centrality of Zion in
Xaa ion to .tlr}e peripheral Exile. This polarity is a dominant concern in
Ofnglon sl\frit’;n%. I‘I} many stories (such as “An Emissary from the Land
srael,” “Tale of a Goat,” “A Lodger for the Night”) hi (
| el,” : , e Night”) his fiction is
itlgcgn ed in a mythic world. Zion is holy; it is the fulcrum of creation
;n . he vsfoﬂd-navel. Space is a heterogeneous structure, even as time
st.1 Paﬁe is not a level continuum of places that merge with one an-
other, but a well defined hierarchy of discrete entities, each assuming

111]1qu Cap"lClty (0] hel 113 leal ty IMoves tow S (&1
1tS € c t llte 1 as it <
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the uses of irony

“SorL or TE Land of Israel” is a more complicated story, in many re-
spects. The tale of coincidence and good fortune, of the package of
soil from Zion whose timely arrival saves all, observes the neat pieties
of “Nor Go Astray.” By various ironic techniques, however, Agnon in-
dicates an entirely different attitude to the theme. The story is a struc-
ture of intricate ironies. Since the disintegration of the religious vision
of the world has relativized all values, modern man is acutely aware of
alternatives to traditional commitments. A tolerant, self-inclusive irony
allows Agnon to explore the old values with detachment, to shape a
complex, often ambivalent, yet harmonious response to the multiplicity
of conflicting attitudes. His irony is an open, perceptive way to consider
the value of a culture that is no longer absolute and to establish his
moral perspective on the broad base of an experience which does not
confine itself to traditional attitudes.? In order to discern the real thema-
tic pattern that underlies the surface of the story, we must therefore
study Agnon’s ironic techniques and interpret the values that control

sk

them.
the irony of allusion

THERE IS A BASIC paradox in Agnon’s style. Since its diction and syntax
are traditional, while at the same time the imagination which shapes
it is distinctly modern, the style is able to operate simultaneously in
different modes. Agnon has developed the rhetoric of allusion into an
instrument of fine metaphysical wit. His allusions are often deflections
of words or images which his modern sensibility has moved out of align-
ment with their literary antecedents, resulting in a subtle irony that adds
a complex, ambiguous and dynamic meaning to his story. The struggle
between the traditional source and the contemporary analogue adds
tension and resonance to the style. Agnon’s allusions are never caged
references. They are untamed echoes that reverberate with connotation,
and function critically as ironic metaphor. Their constant presence em-
phasizes the discrepancy of values between the old traditional Jewish
world and the secularized modern world. Since the correspondences
between the two worlds obtain mainly in the sentimentality which has
become part of the national ethos, Agnon’s ironic style traces the stitches

3 See William Van O’Connor, Sense and Sensibility in Modern Poetry (New York,
1964), pp. 123-142; Albert Cook, The Meaning of Fiction (Detroit, 1960), pp. 38~
63; Cleanth Brooks, Modern Poetry and the Tradition (New York, 1965), pp. 36—
38; S. L. Goldberg, The Classical Temper, A Study of James Joyce’s ULYSSES
(New York, 1961), pp. 100-144.
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of that sentimentality, ripping and tearing as it goes, exposing the naked-
ness, the shame and the anguish of the modern Jew.

Moreover, Agnon does more than adapt single words or phrases to
the sensibility of modern fiction. He uses structural allusion to a great
extent, turning his sources into architechtonic and thematic models
which he follows closely. He modifies the pattern for the needs of his
story or the exigencies of his ironic vision. Thus older forms—paradigms
parables and epigramsi—are integrated into modern short stories anci
novels, just as older elements of style are integrated into a personal

- idiom. Although these forms and elements have been recast in Agnon’s

1r.rtx)agmat1.on, they retain by some process of genetic integrity an irredu-
cxl le residuum of original genres and meanings which glows within,
The genres have been transposed to a new mode and have been trans-

formed in tone and purpose, but they also have preserved the struc-

tural character of their original mode. In this story we shall see how
Agpon uses this tension for his ironic purposes, as a counterpoint that
ult.*lmately gives his work the deeper perspective of great literature. In
this sense we can study Agnon as an ironic fabulist of decay, who subtl

develops below the surfaces of traditional and mythic ali’enation—th}e,
themg of “Soil of the Land of Israel”—an intense and peculiarly mod-
ern disorientation that sounds all the inflections of perplexity. For al-

. though this story is not a mere dramatization of modern theological ab-

st?actions nor a parable for modern man, its preoccupation is identical
with the main concern of religion: the depths of man’s limited condi-
tion, or exile.

At the end of the first chapter the theme is symbolically advanced in
a dialogue, structured after a talmudic paradigm which illustrates the
Rabbinic doctrine of suffering. It is an excellent example of Agnon’s

" allusive use of the paradigm form as part of his ironic perspective. The

talmudic passage follows:

Rabbi Eleazar fell sick and Rabbi Johanan went to visit him. He noticed
that Rabbi Eleazar was lying in a dark room, and he bared his own arm
. and light radiated from it. Thereupon he noticed that Rabbi Eleazar was
weeping, and he said to him, “Why do you weep? Is it because you did
not study enough Torah? Surely we learnt: the one who sacrifices much
and the one who sacrifices little have the same merit, provided the heart
is directed to heaven. Is it perhaps lack of sustenance? Not everyone has

. 4 On older, popular forms see Martin Dibelins, From Tradition To Gospel (Lon-

don, 1934).



Tildven?
the privilege of enjoying two tables. Is it because of (the‘ lack of)‘ dn'l‘c;xen.
Thispis the bone of my tenth son!” Rabbi Eleazar replyled to }.nm, . am
nt of this beauty (i.e. Rabbi Johanan s) that is going to
“On that account you surely have reason
to weep.” And they both wept. Rabbi Johanan said to him, “Are yo1;7‘n s;f—

v ” replied, “Nei they nor their reward.” He
ferings welcome to you?” He replied, Neither ‘
fe';‘;’ f(j ;::nCTGive mje your hand.” And he gave him his hand and he raised
sai 3

him.5 (Emphasis added)

weeping on accou ;
rot in the earth.” He said to him,

Agnon’s abbréviated dialogue in “Goil of the Land of Israel” runs like

this:
“Why do you sigh? Is it because of some good which you
as that privilege. Is it because of your

. > iod
children who were taken to the army? They will som.z return.” He replzeott
to me, “I feel pained on account of that man (ie. h1mse‘1‘f) who was n t
y)rioile’ged to go up to the Land of Israel” I said to hm.z, Ol'n that account
you surely have reason to feel pained.” And we both sighec

I said to him,
have not enjoyed? Not everyone h

xsit

as the most significant, change. iTl the narra-
tor’s version is “on account of that man who'was notfp}:wﬂegeiut;l)t %(;
up to the Land of Israel,” which is the ec,%ulveflent .o_ on alcl:lct e
this beauty that is going to rot in the ear‘dz. .Thl.S version 1: gn te az
influenced by the remark o}f thfh Mahaéshad llzlefilsior;fmf?:bbi ]oh-m]in’s
aoe: “It does not appear that they sutlere : ana
;;iityIZ]one; perha%l;s) they suffered bectause of the remer?lbéa:ﬁl;ﬁ Sj :‘{:2
destruction of Jerusalem.” The fatal variant of beaut?I an 3 éeath
narrator’s account identifies Israel’s status in the Exile wi .

The most obvious, as well

the irony of author-versus-narrator

FEver since the modern author removed himself from t}}e. sto.ry a.nd
the acts of his characters and explicitly ]udgmg
tion have become part of the reading experi-
author means us to take the

hether the fictional narrator in

stopped commenting on
them, ambiguity and cau
ence. We are not always sure how the
story, we have to decide for ourselves w

aurice Simon. This talmudic story1 is also ‘trhefpat-
¥ the parallel to the passage from
q d of Agnon’s second chapter where t :
tlf:;alizlott}i‘: ::tended'gBWere it not for the clerk hindering, t}i;hle poor fellow would
. i i ith love.
-ejoici .+ his soil and would accept his suﬂermg wi
I(;e lﬁi(gﬁlinggﬂ?xiel Edels, talmudic commentator of sixteenth-seventeenth century

Poland.

5 Berakhot 5b. Translated by M
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whose mouth the author has placed the story is reliable or whether he
is a liar, a fool or a madman. Wayne Booth has discussed” types of
narration, reliable and unreliable narrators, and distance, as aspects of
the author’s voice in fiction, and the dangers inherent in impersonal nar-
ration. Critical controversies still rage over Henry James™ attitude to
The Turn of the Screw and James Joyce’s attitude to Ulysses, with every
possible position attributed to the authors, from total repudiation of the
narrator’s vision of his world to complete identification. Much of Agnon’s
writing raises the same problem of distinguishing between the point
of view of the fictional narrator and that of the author. Here another
ambiguity is provided which the author may use for ironic purposes.

The smug and sanctimonious narrator of our story envisions himself
as Rabbi Johanan, coming to save a suffering Rabbi Eleazar who sits
in darkness. He is thus the saint of legend who heals the sick and suc-

~ cors the exiled, for he comes from Zion, the source of all healing. Soon

he will be the knight-errant, setting off on his quest for the handful of
soil to send to the moribund gravekeeper. He conceives of his behavior
in the two main forms that Northrop Frye finds in Romance: “a secu-
lar form dealing with chivalry and knight-errantry, and a religious form
devoted to legends of saints.”

But Agnon as author reads the paradigm in a different fashion. In

_ Auistotelian terms, he is the eiron to the narrator’s boastful alazon.? The

narrator has suppressed the key talmudic line, in which the suffering
Rabbi Eleazar weeps not for himself but for Rabbi Johanan; Agnon the
author develops the censored line into the central dramatic irony of the
story.!® The narrator of our story is conscious of the talmudic parallel
to his conduct. He changes Rabbi Eleazar’s lament over the inevitable
limitations of the savior’s (Rabbi Johanan’s) condition into the grave-
keeper’s personal lament over his own destiny, thus preserving his .own
role as savior. Agnon, however, sees the narrator as victim. To Agnon
the gravekeeper is merely a “type,” his exile a prefiguration of the deeper

7 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago & London, 1963), pp. 311~
374.

8 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York, 1966), p.
9. William Van O’Connor op. cit. p. 137: “. . . the eiron, a stock character of
early Greek drama from whom our word ‘irony’ derives. Eiron, an underdog, was
set against alazon, a boastful character greatly given to exaggeration.” Frye writes
of the eiron (p. 40) “. . . he is a predestined artist just as the alazon is one of his
predestined victims.”

10 See my article, “The Vision of the Fallen House,” Midstream, February 1967,
for another instance of Agnon’s method of concealing the meaning of a story in a
phrase which has been omitted from the allusion given.
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Another interpretation: ‘Better is a handful of nahath that is a handful
of (the flour of) the free-will offering (minhah) of a poor man . . . since (it)
carries with it expiation.’11

Vain ambition, the interpretations agree, invites disappointment. All
the dichotomies in the Midrash are weighted in favor of the modest, the
frugal, the spiritual. Of the three interpretations here cited, the first pro-
vides Agnon with the personal history of the gravekeeper, the second
establishes the polarity of Zion and Exile, and the third contributes the
crucial phrase-a handful (of the flour) of the free willing offering of a
poor man.

The first interpretation, in which Agnon couches the personal ‘Thistory
of the gravekeeper, is combined with the second—the polarity of Zion
and the exile—to symbolize the condition of Israel in the Diaspora, and
is focussed on the delusions of life outside the Land of Israel, thus sus-
taining and re-enforcing the Vanity Fair theme. In addition, Agnon has
ironically interpolated an allusion to Isaiah’s prophecy of universal peace.
All his ventures having failed, the young man opened a store and dealt
in ploughshares and pruning forks, but soon war broke out and his
ploughshares were beaten into swords and his pruning forks into Jances.
He fails equally in the spiritual commerce of prophetic visions, missions
and peace. There is, on the one hand, no market for peace. On the
other, to accept the business of peace as Israel’s calling in the Exile is
to set up shop in Vanity Fair. So much for Israel’s material and moral
enterprises in the Diaspora. In the end “the birds eat him.” He finds
his place not as a merchant of peace but as a keeper of graves.

Agnon uses the symbiotic conjunction of these two interpretations
again in the story “Betrothed,” to define the paradoxical condition of
the young community of Jaffa. The people in that story have returned
to the Land of Israel, but the lives they lead are banal and vulgar. The
atmosphere of the story is charged with pagan motifs. The geographi-
cal reality of the Holy Land is not enough to combat the ubiquitous
reality of Exile. The six girls that Rechnitz courts have been propagated
by Agnon’s fictive fission to give special force to the odds against the
characteristically passive male of Agnon’s stories in his confrontation
with the compelling initiative of woman. The fathers of two of the
gitls are doubles whose experience of Exile in the Land of Israel is a

paradoxical recurrence of the gravekeeper’s sojourn in the graveyard of
the Diaspora.

11 Leviticus Rabbah, chapter 3. Translated by J. J. Slotki.



Yehiel Luria,!? the father of Leah, embodies the traditional aspect of
the gravekeeper. He came to study Torah and work the land,

except that there he had great hopes for his life in the Land of Israel,
whereas in the Holy Land itself half his hopes werc gone. . . . He took
what remained of his wife’s dowry and went into business. The result was
that he lost her money and was left with nothing but his Torah . . . (he)
hived himself out to one of the farmers . . . he became a teacher . . . but
received no satisfaction from it, for his pupils did not respond to what he
tried to teach. So he left his school and went down to Jaffa, and with the
help of his wife’s relatives in Berlin, started a shop for ploughshares and
pruning forks. . . .18

Boris Heilperin, the metamorphosis of the secularist aspect of the
gravekeeper, realizes the other experiences of the midrashic interpreta-

tions.

... he went and rented fields from an Arab . . . he left his fields and came
to Jaffa and opened a shop there for lime, cement and constrittion mate-
rials. His Dusiness received no Dblessing, just as Lurid’s business recéived
13

no Dblessing. . . .

The dramatic irony is articulated by the paradoxical situation of Exile
in the Holy Land. Luria and Heilperin, the story tells us, have not
achieved blessing. This blessing is another allusion that Agnon has in-
terpolated into the structure of this homily in the opening paragraph
of “Soil of the Land of Israel” as well. The gravekeeper’s ventures have
failed because “There is no blessing in property outside the Land.” This
alludes to a dictum in Genesis Rabbah (74:1)** that is woven into a con-

12 The name Luria suggests Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534-1572). Heilperin suggests
Rabbi Yehiel Heilperin (1660-1745). The first names have been exchanged, Yehiel
linked with Luria and Boris, a scrambled acronym for Rabbi Isaac Ben Solomon,
attributed to Heilperin. Agnon has used this method in other stories. Thus the dou-
bles in the story “Many Knots” (Kishrei K’sharim) are called Emden and Eibe-
schuetz, principals in a famous controversy. On names in Agnon’s stories, see Y.
Bahat, S. Y. Agnon and H. Hazaz (Haifa, 1962), pp. 157-158; B. Kurzweil, op. cit.,
p. 140. Rabbi Isaac Luria developed a mystical doctrine of divine Exile. See G.
Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1946), p. 261.

13 S. Y. Agnon, Two Tales (New York, 1966), pp. 35-37.

14 A variant of the Rabbinic dictum appears in another suggestive text. To Gene-
sis 46:6, “And they took their cattle and their possessions which they had acquired
in the Land of Canaan, and came to Egypt, Jacob and all his children with him,”
Rashi remarks: “But all he had acquired in Paddan-Aram he gave to Esau for his
share (right to burial) in the cave of Machpelah. He said: ‘Property acquired out-
side the Land of Israel is of no value to me.””
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text of images and ideas which it makes relevant to th
of our story.

e underlying irony
tAnZ the' Lord said unto. Jacob: Return unto the land of thy fathers, and
o thy {cmdred, and I will be with thee” (Genesis 31:3). It is v;vz'itte’n “1
{uu;; c1;ed unto The'e,. O”Lord; I have said: Thou art my refuge, my por;z'on
zzg” js (:;ieo]; ;hh:, l;zmg T( Psalmi'l 142:6). But surely “The land of the liv-
s none " than Lyre and its environs, where there is plenty a
;veujthmg is cheap; yet you say, “My portion in the land of Zfzee Ii:jmfg’c’{
i,: 7;;leea1:;;yl;0u;e:}fr, Zm Zm;fl whose dead will be the first to be resurrected
; of the Messiah. Resh Lakish in Bar Kappaid's name deduced
it from the following verse: “He giveth a soul untfl)]the reople zkeogc?(’;
gfjgzalj'a‘fi;; ).‘LT;ze Holy Qne, bllesse(l be He, said to him.} (]a};ob):p“ThZL
fh lp dj » et my portion be in the land of the living.” Then return untc
the lan ¢.>f thy fathers and to thy kindred, and I will be with thee. Th
father wc’zjts for thee (there), they mother waits for thee, and I M 1 §ely:" :
for thef. Rab'bi Ammi said in the name of Resh L(;kis?z: Goc? sai(zl‘)(zf
{Iacob], Th.ere .1s no (lasting) blessing in property outside the land; but once
hou hast returned to the land of thy fathers, I will be with thee.”

1By tracing t.he a?lusion to its root we find it in its natural habitat
:lv 1elre the conjunction of verses produces two ide ’
tl:: and of the' 11Y1ng” (the phrase the gravekeeper uses in his letter to
the txl'nlarrator)h signifies the land whose dead will be resurrected first. 2)
e frn' ’g)l t e Ian‘d .of thy fathers . . . and I will be thee . . . I Myself
it 1c]n I-‘ee;i This is a promise: “There is no blessing in property out-
side ¢ g and; but once thou hast retwrned to the land of thy fathers
Wasant e;v Y:lht};hthee.ThLuna and Heilperin came to the Land, but He’
i em. There was no blessing in their busi d no di
/ vith Tt ness and no di-
;mte quality in their .hv.es. The gravekeeper in the Diaspora is in exile
ut, as we shall see, so is the narrator who return to Zion.
pa'i‘lls:g égl:{j/ek(?f};er’s rc;qu(ft (at the end of the first chapter) for the
soil from the Land of Israel which will as i i
. il from ¢ ( sure him expia-
Z;)Crll‘ezn.d resu.uectlon is patterned after the third interpretation. }Fere
o mlmagely looms in the background. The free-will offering” of the
%am 1earéhlst a h'c}ndful' of' flour, the handful of nahat offered in the
e f 3 at carries anth it expiation. It is this handful (kometz) that
W%i ‘ }Ill antsmognﬁes into the handful of soil from the Land of Israel
grants expiation—“and His soi pi i " (De
ronoms 5043 is soil shall expiate His people” (Deut-

The first literary record of the custom of interring the dead with some
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soil from the Land of Israel is apparently late, appearing in the seven-
teenth century. Rabbi Eliyahu HaCohen reports: “I have heard that if
some soil from the Land of Israel is placed on the eyes of the deceased,
and on his navel and circumcision, it is considered that he is actually
buried in the Land of Israel.”® This handful of soil is the guarantee
of resurrection. The dead cannot live again in the Diaspora; only con-
tact with the soil that imparts life will afford renewed life. The mythic
opposite of the gravekeeper's situation is symbolized by the package of
soil: Exile-death strives for Zion-life.

Where religion conceives a design of holiness, sacred structures in
time and space that exist in essential differentiation, secularism sees no
such degrees or levels of reality. The structure of the holy has disin-
tegrated. When Zion is the navel of the world, the sense of the holy
is expressed in the posture of orientation, that primal sense of direc-
tion that is developed out of the awareness of qualitative and quantita-
tive distance which separates man from the center of being and defines
his spiritual condition. The gravekeeper is in this posture of orientation.
He makes a mythic request of the narrator whom he visualizes in his
letter as “walking in the land of the living in the holy city of Terusalem.”
He asks him for a handful of soil which will assure resurrection.

Whereas the gravekeeper’s initial request is just for soil from the Land
of Tsrael, in his letter he refers to it as “a handful of soil” and the nar-
rator recalls it also in hieratic terminology as “a handful of soil.” The
phrase is interwoven with the other two elements of the pattern of al-
lusion. Thus in chapter two he meditates:

The problem of that man came before me. He had owned fields and they
were torn away from him. He had leased from others and was driven away.
He opened a shop, troops emptied it and finally he became a gravekeeper.
Many parcels of ground had been his and none of them remained in his
possession; now the only hope of that man is a little soil of the Land of
Israel, and how could I not send it to him? Indeed, let him have his hand-

ful of soil.

And in chapter five a reference to satisfaction (korat ruah) reveals the
verse behind the midrashic interpretation as well (with korat rual for
nahat ruah) in a passage in which the narrator speaks to the sons of
the now deceased gravekeeper:

May you find satisfaction in your stay and may this Land find satisfaction

oy " ‘

15 Midrash Talpiyot (Czernowitz, 1860), p. 63c.

i

The Ironic Imagination / Samuel Leifer

. 7 e . 1

in you. Your father had many properties outside the Land and saw no
blessing from them. Then he leased fields from others and saw no blessing
from them, and then he became a merchant and saw no blessing from that
Then he was made a gravekeeper. ° .

The self'-satisfaction of the narrator is founded on delusion. He has
come to Zion for the handful of soil, prepared to treat the gravekeeper’s

- request for resurrection with assurance, even condescension, but the

author has engaged him unawares in a more serious quest: But
once thou hast returned to the land of thy fathers, I will be. wi;(h. t.he .
What happened to that guarantee? Here is an il'O;liC reversal of m t}?'.
encounter. We will soon learn that the definition of Exile is absen();e ;;:
God. The gravekeeper’s prefiguration of the narrator’s predicam i
now ready for its full ironic realization. P ament s

the irony of symbol

AGNO§ suMs UP the disintegration of the hierarchical structure of the
holy in the poignant reminiscence of the narrator, who recalls the
changfzd status of a succession of acts and objects w’ithout enetratin

to their symbolic quality. In his conversation with the mvé)kee y Ig
recalls the days of peace and harmony, i b e

the days gone by when I had been a child studying Chumash and Rashi
and he (i.e., the gravekeeper) had been a clever young man reading news-
zmpers and secular literature. I was busy constiucting the z‘abema%le ’ancl
its vessels out of wax, and he was busy selling Zionist shekels and éhare
I'reminded him of our great joy when the cask of wine from Rishon L’T"“«iojz.
was brought to town and he and all of the old Zionists had gone toNthe
railroad station to welcome that cask. . . . And I reminded him of the. day
when oranges were first brought from the Land of Israel and the w'hoI“/
_town had come to buy them. The rich bought a whole orange for le
household, while the poor had to join in groups to get theiriha—re e
Now, I told him, in the Land of Israel we eat oranges as if ther. u
potatoes, Thavdil, and even the poorest man in the a},and of Isr‘a£l1ejz);
»mc.mg./ of them every day, swallowing the benediction, sucking the juice and
spitting out the fruit. And as for wine, the Israelites have already z‘or it (
all the blessings of wine which cheers God and man. And whét dog Otl'en
yearn for but hard liquor, the drink of other peoples. . . . And they 7‘ oo
another drink, soda by name, which is not in the cate 01'1‘ ‘of drink J; o
turns the blood of Israelites to water. s B

The narrator’s recollections are in the sentimental vein. He and the
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society he describes responded with unwarranted ferV01: to wh.le and
orange from the Land of Israel. In the distant town of tl?e Dlaspg)rg
the \%/ine is conceived of in the mythic mode, a}:s)lnegta}'. it 1}51 'd}(:,scge :rs
X : in his parable, “wine which ¢
in terms of the phrase Jotham uses in - whic >
éod and man” (Judges 9:13). The oranges are Paschal f1u1’ci glie 1'10'11
X - each household, while the poor had to join
bought a whole orange for eac ld, . o
in g%oups to get their share” is an allusion to the Passover Lambl. ng
the tenth day of this month they shall take to them1 ever;}r1 1{151’}1 ZE irgus,
i ir s’ lamb for a househo X
according to their fathers’ houses, a : househ :
(12:13) gThe terminology of the narrator is techm'ca.l. join and gr ozéps
(m'n;nu and haburot)*® are the terms used in Rabblm.c literature -? e;
scribe the ar;'angements for the Passover meal at W?cuch the sacrif ce1 é{
eaten. To the narrator the fruit is still hallowed by 1'ts ol.d namle, 1go ;
en apple” (tappuah zahav, not tappuz). In ccl)mparmg it to the lowly
C i istinction, [havdil.
otato he makes the pious distinc on, Thavddl. =
P The narrator’s tale of the orange’s decline is '.al.ranged by Afgnond (;cg
comment on the basic unreality of a Diaspora religion that w(is_ olu7nThe
on the sentiments of distance: deprivation, absence and nostalgia

i i sahi hapters 8-9; Tosefta, chapters 7-8.
{elhilta to passage; Mishna Pesahim, c ' 1
ig gzz lxeLodger f(lJr the Night (chapters 37-38), where Agnon again uses the
as a symbol of sentimental attitudes. _
Or?feh;fer;stiillg and rather curious example of the hold of %mly soil :: ‘:hsian\{grl:;
imagination is provided by James Joyce. He also uses the orange a?] h Ssesq ivalent
i’ . s handful of soil. Leopold Bloom, the convert hero of ]oyce s1 Jht ; attends
'Olfr?enci’s funeral in Dublin, the city of the dead. T}le follolyvmg t tllougeqrtlh woven
?ﬁto his fragmented ruminations: “Polor 1]3:?tign§mi }I,-Ilfsrolglstthl: l;)cﬁy i:nd:’ Ty
q g in my native earth. Bit of c ay ) ;
1}(13361;gi1'1;2rsmoef 1gposz’asy, banality and alienation the é}tf)nt‘usil o£d$ssl:r:$]§$2
. is ; t be integrated into the
: im. Bloom is the convert who canno L ; c
i‘];jt\::ieh;?hish life. To the Irishman, and to his own deepest self, he always re
ains ¢ an exile. '
11121}1;;8 l:ejf:;iks around Dublin on ]tine 4, %)’04, Bl(t)lol;agr‘:élfﬁ;‘l:min?e:gs?tagz;:
. . Y
X - a Zionist project in Palestine. e see :
{.)losgic;izofl?f’stnind: “Agendath Netaim: Planter’s company. .To pmchaé)er :ri;te gs?;ii)s’
t?’l;f:ts from Turkish government and plant with eucal}fpltus tl.eis' and Orngesves
-1;1d immense melonfields north of Jaffa. You 1pay glg ;E 1;11::0 rsls oy pant @
dun: + you with olives, oranges, almonds Cee ar
d:;m;;toi izrrﬁir{;l o)f the crop. . . . Can pay ten down and balance in yearly in
u ¢ . 2
gmllments. Bleibtreustrasse 34, Berlin W. 15. (p. 60). 4 N b conscionsness
) Through the long day, as thousands of lmagles pass throug lb his consclousne "
’ in again. The oranges sym
Vi oroves emerge again and again . s .
ttl?-elm;::agxiof; In a life that is an endless series of banalities, he drianﬁdﬁ-;itsl]g-
111113;13]6 archtyéal dream of the East, man’s deepest drgam of renewa siz:lirred' ur-
y ti In the Jew within the convert Bloom, t}le racial memory is s . ix; e
1“:101:;1513- is Bleibtreustrasse: remain faithful, remain loyal. Th.ese are ]0:1258 }
%ignist dream of national revival which the Ag.enda'th.Netalm }'e(grcealslefor;n Tum
This dream of the East is the instinct f01_' survival in its most radi .
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tension of distance fired the sense of the holy. It turned oranges into
Paschal sacrifices. In the Lan dof Israel, where the palate is not sweet
with the fragrance of yearning, the hierarchies of sacerdotal experience
are ironically reversed. In the real land, where absence becomes pres-
ence, oranges are oranges or potatoes, blood turns to water and wine
becomes soda. There is a deliberate devaluation of all sacerdotal ex-
perience. The sentimental symbols, no longer nourished by yearning,
collapse into reality. The metamorphosis of each symbol is animated on
the author’s part by a curative irony.

The first sentence of the excerpt cited above juxtaposes two worlds:
the child building a model tabernacle (an authentic imitation of the holy)
and the young man selling the Zionist shekel (a dubious imitation). Here
us experi-
ence. The child participates in religion in a naive way. His model tab-
ernacle is indeed a miniature sanctuary. The young man who reads sec-
ular literature participates in a sentimental way. His Zionist activity is

- a distorted resemblance of sacred experience. Both the child and the

young man, however, are representatives of an epigene religion whose
efforts to recover classic experience range the mimetic imagination from
pious play to sentimental masquerade.

The implicit criticism in the author’s juxtaposition, in the reader’s

impression of the succession of memories is, in addition, that secularism

- hides its blasphemies in the same psalms in which religion hides its

narrowness. The traditional tongue of Jewish faith has become a dia-
bolical system of homonyms which is abused by profane motives. Even
more decadent is the calculated evocation of old emotional attitudes
that have been emptied of their spiritual content and are exploited for
ends that are inimical or ambivalent in their attitude to religion. When
the gestalt of a parallel experience is used for conceptual approxima-
tion or education of the emotions, it has, as Rudolph Otto has shown
in the relation of the sublime to the holy, great value for religion; but
when placebo sentiments induce quasi-religious experience, the struc-
tural similarity is a deception.
- -Agnon is again saving nostalgia from sentimentality. He is criticizing

se religious emo-
tion over the wider range of experience. In desymbolizing, Agnon is

ing to the East signifies metaphysical orientation, aligning oneself with the center
‘of being, the navel of the world through which life flows. Bloom’s dream is the
dream of an exile whose extensive property in the East has been mortgaged. He
serves not only as a sensitive reflector of Dublin’s life, but also as a more com-
prehensive symbol of man as an exile, of life as The Exile.
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applying 1. A. Richards’ cure for sentimentality: “The only safe cure
for a mawkish attachment to an illusory childhood heaven, for example,
is to take the distorted sentiment and work it into close and living rela-
tion with some scene concretely and truthfully realized, which may act
as a standard of reality and awaken the dream-infected object of the
sentiment into actuality.”*®

Into the tale of the narrator Agnon has set a short history of the

deterioration of traditional values. Moreover, the whole series of grad-
ated acts of the narrator’s recollection has been arrayed by the author
in an inverted manner. The natural disposition of the symbolic objects
would locate the handful of soil, the child’s sanctuary, wine, oranges,
soda, water and potatoes, in that order, along a line running from Zion
to the farthest reach of the Diaspora. In fact, however, the soil is sacred
only in the Exile. Paradoxically, soda and potatoes belong in Zion,

This same logic of devaluation by symbolic inversion appears in the
story “A Whole Loaf.” On his way to the post office the narrator sees
many people drinking soda at Kiosks. He uses a curious circumlocution
for kiosk: lishkot hagazoz, “chambers of soda,” which is to be taken as
a punning allusion to lishkat hagazit, the chamber of hewn stone, the
seat of the Sanhedrin in the Temple. As the center of holiness is ap-
proached, the symbol of vulgarity is used. Once again the paradoxical
juxtaposition of the center of holiness and the drink of the common man
impresses on the reader’s consciousness a sense of the deterioration of
the holy.

Thus the consul of the story “Betrothed,” who is urban, assimilated
and completely divorced from the traditional myths as well as from the
Zionist reality of the Land, decides to break his journey and spend the
winter in “the Holy Land.” He inhales the fragrance of oranges from
the garden and thinks of Europe. He says, “Go tell my countrymen that
while they’re sitting over their cold cabbage with their blood congeal-
ing from the cold, we here take dinner by the open window.” Because
to the consul Taffa is not in the Land of Tsrael but in the Holy Land
of European thought, there is still distance and tension in his attitude
to the country. If it were truly the Land of Tsrael, oranges (in the logic
of inverted distance) should have lost their sacred quality and become
potatoes or cabbage.

This logic of Fxile is carried to its extreme in the story. “A Cove-
nant of Love.” Three old men sitting on the beach at Jaffa excliange
confidences. They have all been disillusioned with the reality of the

18 1. A. Richards, Practical Criticism (New York), p. 254.
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511?12‘7 ]I:_J,:nc}. (:E)I}C.Of th.em runs the sand through his fingers and sighs
d(mb,ts \l;lcle:l .51‘361., like a man who calls something by its name %)ut,i
s 1ef1f ‘ 11“: is really it.... His friend said to him. ‘Be calm
grandfath 1, Jafta isn’t the Land of Israel. How do we know that? Fr ,

e prophet Jonah. When he sought to flee from God where did ile 52_:;

He went down to JaJffa.”
' a.”” The old
truth is in Exile. men sense that the whole land in

ironic reversal at the post office

AFTER RETURN. 3
ING TO THE Land of Israel, the narrator does not vouch

- safe an affirmative reply to the gravekeeper’s request for a handful of

soi . .
tﬁi ;311;1 ;)u.t ofﬁ IIieghgence and laziness puts him off with the assurance
re is still time. But when he finally obtai
: tains the soil “tri
to send it, he encounters in Y on o tries
: scrutable restrictions. Th i
' nsc . The clerk
oiﬁce frlustrates his efforts, insisting that the neat package do«-i:rs1 nﬂ;: B
EJ; with p.ostal regt.llatlons. The narrator is bewildered by the intr?o'ntl_
o Ig:?;:attl}(; rr.lystenes and the post office soon becomes, in the mar:ei3
, the institution which repres irrati , .
i, the instituti presents the irrational demands of the
The i i
i seclzcl)st. oﬂi&:ef is an ambiguous symbol standing both for the abso-
ilar and for the compromised holy. Before we examine the sec

o . .
nd, more symbolic meaning of the post office, we can adequately e
> c X~

plain the difficulties encountered i i
’ n sending the soil by : i

pu ! : g soi applying tl

; a;yesiso;x;ntlo'glcd 'of distance. The sacred experience oi', dipﬁr':agentgia:;g

}}i)owever ute dm irect Proportion to the intensity of the sense of distance

Hower a;t;nn?l :emtmar]lj S 1jelnse of distance has been enervated by his suc.

pts to abolish space. Travel by trai i ,

coslu . 3 y train and airplane h:

Phenogl}; nc(l)mn‘gled(:1 our expenfence of space. Paul Ginestier Wl;]i?tes of tai:lij
n, “Indeed, psychically, space seems essentially proportionate

; . .
~ to the time needed to traverse it; and ‘space as a concrete entity is al

;ngtsee;l as a restriction in man’s world.”* Ginestier discusses the at
s . . - . a i
WGELWZ potetlxlydto cope with this basic change in human sensibili

ave watched the holy recede in this story, and chaos, or exile. tc))ll.'

i “alienation (all describe the same condition) follow the ebb tide inexor

(lb[ t t o l t i . :] '] h [
Ly y 0 118 Ver source, (o] Iy (0] Send the llandflll Of sacred so1 i I()”g 1
the Illall 18 thelefOIe flltlle an.d abSLlld, fOl t}le fllllCthn Of tlle POSt Of

. fice is to re is i ;
el to dec:?ce zpace. It is 1nherently an instrument of desacralization
, gned as an equalizer of terrestrial spaces, and hence ne
, .

ates ¢ " L .
gates the modalities of a Zion-oriented reality. The distinct hierarchies

1 i i i
9 Paul Ginestier, The Poet and the Machine (New Haven 1961), p. 76
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of space do not exist for the mailman. Holy soil cannot travel in the
secularist pouch. ‘ -

There is a deeper symbolic level of meaning to the post office inci-
dents. Upon the narrator’s return to Jerusalem the sto.ry.does more than
simply move forward on the same level. Altho.ugh fchls is the middle of
the story, it is not really—or not only—a continuation of th.e first part.
It shifts into a new dimension, the theological interior. First, the at-
mosphere is different, the mood is more tense. Secondly, now that the
narrator is clearly the victim, the attitude of thg author to him ha.s per-
ceptibly changed. The distance between them is not as great as it was
in the ‘beginning of the story. Thirdly, as in other stones,'Agnon pro-
ceeds by analogical technique, building the story on a series qof para}-
lel encounters whose repetition forms the pattern of the story.*® In this
story, however, the encounters do not proceed in a norr.nal sequence.
The theological-psychological modification of the Eattern is extreme be-
cause, fourthly, the theme of Exile now cuts vertically to the theolog-
ical core of man’s condition of alienation.

The first part of the story serves as an ironic analogl%e. ’l:ljﬁe order of
the holy is established on the gravekeeper’s sense of dls.tance. He pre-
figures the narrator, whose sense of distance is not horizontal or geo-
graphical but acutely vertical, a sense of absolute dlstano:e between GOfl
and man. Here not order or holiness, but chaos prevails. The experi-
ence of exile is realized in an entelechy of spiritual alienation. Thus in
his first visit to the post office the narrator finds:

The post office was filled with Israclites and with the rest of all nations
which are in Jerusalem, their hands filled with bundles, and the clerk was
sitting behind a window going about his business. Taking a pla.ce in line,
I waited until He who dwells in this house would put it in His heart fo
bring me near again.

~“This house” echoes Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the Temple,
in which he mentions “this house” several times:

That Thine eyes may be open toward this house night and day, even to-
ward the place where Thou hast said: My name shall be there; to hearken

unto the prayer which Thy servant shall pray toward this place .. ” (I Kings
8:29-30).

920 See A. L. Strauss, B'darkhei Hasifrut (Jerusalem, 1959), pp- 148-153; Gershon
Shaked, “Structural Problems in Agnon’s Works,” in L’agnon Shai (Jerusalem, 1959),
pp. 307-330.
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For Israclite and stranger alike, the Temple is the focus of prayer.
The post office here symbolizes the Temple, the place set aside for man
to approach God, the place where man can have guaranteed commu-
nication with God.

The phrase “I waited until He who dwells in this house would put
it into His heart to bring me near again” alludes to the formula with
which one who is under the ban was to be greeted in the Temple:

-Whosoever it was that entered the Temple Mount came in on on the right
and went round and came out on the left, save any whom aught befell,
for he went round to the left. “What aileth thee. that thou goest to the
left” . . . “Because I am under a ban.” “May He that dwelleth in this
House put it into their hearts to bring thee near again!” So Rabbi Meir.
Rabbi Jose said to him: “Thou wouldst make it as though they (who had
pronounced the ban) had transgressed against him in judgment!—But, rath-
er, (they say) “May He that dwelleth in this House put it into thy heart
to listen to the words of thy fellows that they may bring thee near again!™!

Alienation is complete. The man who would communicate with God
finds himself in a state of excommunication. The primary channel of
communion is closed. The Temple is no longer the guarantee that man’s
prayers will be heard.

Agnon alludes to the harsher greeting which is formulated by Rabbi
Meir, in which it seems that the judge rather than the sinner has trans-
gressed. The Tland of the living’ hardly seems to be that any more. As
he waits in the post office the narrator thinks: :

Does that gravekeeper lack land in his own town that he yearns precisely
for a handful of soil from the land of Israel® In my mind’s eye I saw the
fertile land of his town, and it brought to mind the wheat and rye; fruits
and vegetables and other things the ground produces, in contrast to this
parched earth burned up like bones lying out in the sun unburied.

Nor is the companion promise, “Once thou hast returned to the land of
thy fathers, I will be with thee” fulfilled. The narrator has been be-
trayed. Faith has been violated. He is now in a state of spiritual ex-
communication, under the ban of hevean, menudeh lashamayim.** He

21 Mishnah Middot 3:2, translated by H. Danby. A heretical association may also
be involved. See Yoma 1:5, where the elders of the Court adjure the High Priest
“by him that made his name to dwell in this house that thou change naught of
what we have said unto thee.”

22 On this category of excommunication see Pesahim 113b.



does not achieve blessing in the Land itself because cosmic exile has
pervaded all. The spiritual possessions acquired by religion in the course
of centuries have been expropriated.

The established structures of the holy have been destroyed. The Tem-
ple is emptied. When he goes to the post office on his third visit, the
narrator observes:

When 1 entered the post office, I found no one there. It was not a festival
and not a non-Jewish holiday; nevertheless it stood almost empty. Where
was that crowd (ukhlas) of people who stood pressing and pushing each
other? Of coursc~—when they heard that story (i.e. of embezzlement by
the post office clerk) they began to worry about putting their money in the
care of the mails.

Two descriptions of the ancient Temple Mount are alluded to in this
episode. The pressing and pushing of the crowd derives from the mi-
raculous condition of worship in the Temple when the people stood
pressed together but had room to bow.*® The word “crowd” (ukhlas) in
a talmudic passage again refers to the days gone by when. religion
thrived:

Ben Zoma saw a crowd on the Temple Mount. He said: Blessed is the
knower of secrets and blessed is He who created all of these to serve me.**

But now the crowds are gone. There has been a breach of trust, an
embezzlement of the funds of faith., People no longer consider the pos-
tal system dependable.

The regulations of the post office are like the incomprehensible rules
of the court in Kafka’s The Trial. The narrator deals with a mere clerk,
as foseph K. in Kafka’s story deals only with subordinate judges. ’Irhe
supreme authority is inaccessible. The regulations are the Law which
man does not understand and cannot satisfactorily observe. Even the
Temple builders would be hard put to understand the ritual minutiae
of the Law.

This thing depends on luck and not even Solomon and Bezalel would be
able to redlize what this clerk really had in mind.

The people of Jerusalem wait in the post office, “their hands filled

23 See Abot 5:2; Yoma 2la.
24 Berakhot 58a.
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with many bundles (havilot havilot).” After the clerk rejects the narra-
tor’s bundle “he told me the laws concerning bundles (hilkhot havi-
lot). . .. Bundles and bundles of laws (havilot havilot shel halakhot) did
he teach me.” When the narrator returns home, he examines his bundle.
“I tried to remember the laws (halakhot) but I could not recall auny.” The
same phrases (havilot, halakhot) appear again in the description of the
narrator’s second visit to the post office, stirring up many talmudic as-
sociations regarding the Law, such as: “Commandments should not be
performed in bundles, i.e. many at a time (havilot havilot).”? The Law’s
demands are too much for the supplicant. The open channel of tradi-
tion has become a maze of bureaucratic red tape.

atmosphere

Tae anxiery, guilt and alienation of the narrator have close affnities
to the atmosphere of- Agnon’s The Book of Deeds. Indeed, the story is
an excellent introduction to the stories of The Book of Deeds. The con-
dition of excommunication we have perceived in this story is an excel-
lent example of the peculiarly abstract quality of alienation in this type
of Agnon story. The state of being under the ban of Heaven places the
hero outside the normative structure of religion while stll applying a
religious category to his spiritual status. The deeds in these stories
seem to be autonomous. They operate in haphazard, perverse, coinci-
dental patterns of their own. They are not controlled by will or per-
sonality. Van der Leeuw writes of religious conduct: “Behavior, in other
words, must accord with the powerful, that reveals itself through him.
How he behaves, or even how he sits, or stands, or lies down is thus
no matter of indifference....”2¢ In the category of the holv, a deed
is rot a neutral act. It is elevated to celebration, or rite. But in The
Book of Deeds experience is no longer sacred. In the amornhous wel-
ter of happenings and doings, the hero feels his acts are futile. They
don’t count. They do not form a pattern of purpose and volition. The
radical dissociation of intent and deed make each man his own dubbuk,
occupying and possessing his self, but never achieving a sense of iden-
tity. His spiritual sensibility is atrophied.

In this predicament of alienation man’s gestures can no longer open
to the divine. The rudderless deeds have no organic context or causal

25 Berakhot 49a, Pesahim 102b, Sotah 8a. See also Avodah Zarah 19a, Baba Met-
zia 84b, Sanhedrin 42a.

26 G. Van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation (New York and
Evanston), p. 340.
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relationship; they flodt in an emotional as'well as a theological vacuum.
The passive hero finds himself an observer, an object, a victim. His
self is no longer the source and focus of his behavior. Since coherent
structures of personality or society no longer control the acts of men,
the demands that come down from the vertical infinitudes of unbridge-
able distances, and hold man responsible for deeds that he cannot con-
trol, are patently unjust. The inner psychic distance between man and
his acts reflects the distance between man and God. Everything is wholly
other. There is neither contiguity of personal experience nor sense of
divine immanence. Distance fills the barren space between all things.
Everything has been divested of complex relationships, of the sense of
direct experience, and has become an abstraction without personality.

interpreting the theme

Now THAT HE UNDERSTANDS the schenie of things the narrator is angry
with himself. He realizes he has been living ‘a life of tranquil delusion.

The doubters and skeptics and the suspicious alone are men 0f truth, for
“ they see the world as it is, unlike those who are happy with their lot and
with their life, for it so happens that their happiness hides the truth from

their eyes.
He begins to scrutinize the system of justice. Although in his childhood
he always prayed for the welfare of the government and the Emperor,
doubts now plague him. “My heart was not whole,” i.e. heretical thoughts
aest within him. Finally the clerk who has refused the bundle turns em-
bezzler and flees. “He (who) restrained the compassion of The Holy
One” is now gone. A young woman takes his place in the post office
and accepts the bundle immediately. - - :

Examination of the story’s vocabulary at this point shows that Agnon
envisions the male clerk as the divine attribute of justice and the fe-
male clerk as the divine attribute of mercy. The man represents “harsh
decree.” The girl is young, lovely, proper and has a good heart. Her
voice is pleasant. When she asks the narrator what he wants, he replies
that he wants to send a handful of soil.

. out of my lady’s kindness (b’hasdah) perhaps it would be possible }‘01‘
her to take the bundle . . .

She finds the bundle well-tied and accepts it. The narrator leaves the
post office praising “the authorities who had appointed lovely .creatures
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The Ironic Imagination / Samuel Leifer

for the pleasure of the people.”?” He had hoped, “Perhaps this is a
pitious time and my bundle will be accepted (sk'at ratzon utekubal h
lati).” It was indeed an hour of grace, for across the sea the graveke'eper
receives the handful of soil a short time before his death “and truly his
prayer was accepted (nitkablah tefillato).” The bundle (havilah) is now

~ conceived of as prayer, tefillah, and is finally accepted.

Whether or not the bundle really meets the regulations of the bu-
reaucracy is quite irrelevant. The crucial question is whether the divine
system chooses to abide by the minute regulations and unfathomable
demands of harsh justice, or to turn to man with the aspect of kindness
mercy and grace. Here we have reached the climax of the plot as weli

* as the key moment of the story, the point at which the meaning is fully

revealed. How are we to interpret this moment? The happy ending that
follows, in which the soil reaches the gravekeeper, and his sons come
to settle in the Land of Israel, seems to belie by its happy coincidence
the desperate anguish of the inner theological struggle. For the dis-

- crepancy between the story’s parts indicates that irony is at work. As

far as doctrine goes, the revelation of grace at the expense of the per-
verse, negative response of justice is certainly untenable. But our con-
cemn is fiction, not normative theology. We are concerned with Agnon’s
own vision rather than the tradition’s. To suppose that Agnon’s view of
anything always coincides with that of the tradition is a naive, unwar-
ranted assumption. We are dealing with a master ironist. We ;nust try
to determine here how his irony is operating, in order to know what
the story’s theme finally is.

how the theme means

Wz HAVE NOTED that the detachment which the author’s irony afforded
him in the first part of our story has practically vanished in the middle
episode. The distance between author and narrator has closed. The
narrator has moved into the gravekeeper’s condition of exile, but the
author has made a double move, as it were, assuming the stat; of exile
along with the gravekeeper. For irony is not incompatible with love. It
can be compassionate and self-inclusive. So in this story it has been mod-
ified to self-irony from mordant, and at times whimsical, detachment
The theological encounters of the narrator are treated in’ earnest Thé
concerns of the author and narrator are the same. We must theI{ look
for the irony in another area.

.27 See the benediction on which this is based: Berakhot 43b and 58b. See also

notes 5 and 24. As frequently in Agnon, a ¥ ion i
. 1 , a pattern of allusion is -
ing methodically on a single source. v s formed by draw
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Agnon has dealt with the theme of alienation in other stories, and
there too the unpredictable shining forth of grac‘e saves the hero from
utter dejection. The revelation of love is as arbitrary as tl}}e demands
of justice. Thus in the story “With the Commg' of Evening,” the d'el‘nse
atmosphere of spiritual danger is suddenly dispelled by the shining
forth of a Torah scroll in the ark.

... I stood and prayed like those with prayer shawls and kittels. My little
girl who had fallen asleep repeated each prayer in her sleep with sweet
° : . oo
melodies that no ear had ever heard. I am not exaggerating nor am I over

stating.

So also in “To Father’s House” the happy, unrelated end is an arbi-
trary revelation of grace,

There was suddenly a sound like a sheet being torn. Actuaﬂy no sl.leet had

been torn, but a small cloud in heaven was rent and the cloud being rent,
’ 13

the moon emerged and cut through the clouds and a sweet light shone on

the house and on father.

Especially germane to the discussion of the thfzme is the story “In
the Forest and in the Town,” where a dichotomy is presented between
the institutions of Town, Family, Home, Synagogue and School on the
one hand and the non-cultural state of Forest, Nature, Freedom and
even Crime on the other. In his excellent analysis of the story, ’A. L.
Straus has discussed®® its romantic theme, showing thajc thg 1'evela.1t10'n‘ of
divine grace to the murderer on his way to execution is an 1110151.v.e
statement by Agnon that grace is capricious by nature, jchat it can carry
God’s love to man outside of the institutions that religion and 01v111zzf-
tion have established as exclusive channels of divine love?. The eantl-
ness of the post office in our story at the hour of grace is also a hint
that the institution no longer controls God’s love for men.

That the meaning of the story is indeed conveyed .in the act of savir‘lg
grace is confirmed, as we have seen, by the symbolism of the story it-
self. That this theme is found in other stories we have also seen. The
facile resolution, however, indicates an irony that must be accounted for.

28 A. L. Strauss, op. cit. See also Arnold Band, “A’]ewish Existent.ialist Hero,
Judaism, Summer 1961, who discusses “A Whole Loaf” in terms of this theme.

The lronic Imagination / Samuel Leiter

the ironic pattern of the book of job

THE PATTERN of a story, as distinct from other elements (story, plot,
character or theme) is decisive in fiction, frequently fixing and occasion-
ally limiting the operation of the other elements. E. M. Forster, in his
discussion®® of pattern in story, shows how Henry James sacrificed many
interests of the novel so that its pattern would triumph. He also gives
examples of hour-glass patterns and chain patterns that give stories their
unity. -
The theme of suffering, judgment and grace in “Soil of the Land of
Israel” is the theme of Job, and the pattern of the story is the pattern
of the book of Job.? The relationship of the two parts of the story bears
a close structural analogy to the two tales contained in the book of Job
—the prose tale with its traditional view of suffering and submission,
which is the framework of the book, and the poetic tale with its more
personal anguish. Just as the poetic Job seeks a confrontation with God, -
demands justice and does not receive it, so the narrator of our story is
not afforded justice. Just as the prose ending of the Job tale is
not nurtured by the poetic dialogues, does not really answer in prose
the questions asked in verse, so our inner story, what we have called
the theological interior, is not completely integrated into the outer one.
It is this non sequitir which draws attention to the psychological in-
congruity of the ending.

To regard the vision of the irrational glimpsed in the inner story as
an ironic correlative that turns the coincidence of the plot into theo-
logical accident, is to approach the problem of inscrutable justice as a
rationalist, a view that Agnon’s The Book of Deeds (to which this story
is an excellent prelude) decidedly does not maintain. To seek justice
in the world of dislocated and unrelated deeds is to involve oneself in
a futile, obsolete search for clear cause-and-effect relationships. The

- sense of contingency which pervades the lives of men in these stories

finds precise correspondence in the whim of divine temperament, in
the sudden, arbitrary moment of grace. The ways of Providence that
seem unreliable in the book of Job have gained profound psychological
validity in the experience of man in The Book of Deeds. Here grace is
not the guarantee of justice, an incomprehensible proof that assures the
suffering victim that his Redeemer is just. After all, a transcendental

29 E. M. Forster, Aspect of the Novel (New York), pp. 149-1609.

30 See William R. Mueller, The Prophetic Voice in Modern Fiction (Garden City,
New York), pp. 79-105, for a discussion of the theme of judgment in Kafka’s The
Trial and Job.



God cannot be expected to appear in a W'Ol'ld of history when I;istor){
has disintegrated, when the sequences of time and.spe.lce are no‘ko.ngfal
rational contexts of deeds. The only way left for justice to w011 is in
the ephemeral epiphanies of grace in isolated deeds; and t.he on yt .wfa}i
for two deeds to join is by coincidence, by haphaza%'d'ahgnme'n ; 311
both coincidence and grace are responses to surrealistic experience.
The earlier cosmic irony which dwelled on the low state of g}an, gn
God’s betrayal of man, is now transformed into what' could perhaps t:
called divine irony. The narrator finds himself a prisoner who can}rllod
free himself from the prison, a man who can no longer play 'the. fletact e
eiron. At this point we have seen the suspension of authorial uogy. 00,
as the author takes his place next to the narrator. For once the domain
of The Book of Deeds is entered, there is little ’.chat purpose can a.cioi:;
plish either by detachment or engagement. It is God who now rela
to the narrator as the narrator related to the gl:avekeeper. o
The humble requests of the gravekeeper in his letters to»tEt}eI na1ia (;;
now echo. “He asked me to grant him the favor (h”esed). 5 e plac
his trust in me to deal favorably with him ( Zles"ed).. And t? a}1swe;'s
of the narrator, assuring the gravekeeper that }t still was n}olt tlrn'e eo.
send the soil foreshadow the propitious time (sh'at ratzon) when plte:}; el
is accepted. For the handful of soil is the Land of Israel in m1tme; lh(;
and it works symbolically on two levels: to Fhe gravekee.pen 1f lcod’s
promise of resurrection, to the narrator it is the blessing o
pl?ﬁzcigincidence, then, is organically tied to the momeint ofl gr\iie.
They are both part of the same experience. For Agnon,.hz ogis);anc gr
out of the many symbolic situations that we hfwe.exar.nmg -—Showm,
Exile, graveyard, descent, prison, exocommunication—is the g
forth of grace. Only then is the distance closed.

31 See Gershon Shaked, op. cit., pp. 320-330 on coincidence in Agnon’s stories.
ee , OP. s
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INCIBENT AT COMPIEGNE

- Zosa Szajkowski

«I N MEMORY OF Kadmi Cohen, who gave me life, and to Osias Steiner,
who gave me love.” So reads the dedication by Jean-Francois Steiner,
the newest young French literary celebrity, to his prize-winning Tre-
blinka [Paris: Publications Fayard, 1966]. The references are to his fa-
ther, who was deported to his death when Jean-Frangois was about five
years old, and to his step-father, whose family name the author now
bears,

Steiner’s book, with a preface by Simone de Beauvoir, has earned him
the Prix Littéraire de la Résistance for 1966. Sll in his twenties, he has
been taken up by the French literary world and widely discussed by
Jews and non-Jews alike. One wonders, however, how much his readers,
even French Jews, including even young Steiner himself, know about the
man whose name shares in the dedication—his father, Kadmi Cohen.

First, a few words about the book. Its basic theme is the question:
Why did six million Jews let themselves be killed? Why did they not
react? Steiner tries to find an answer in the history of a revolt at one
of the most terrible of the death camps—Treblinka, from which six_hun-
dred Jews escaped but only forty survived. The book is a novel-like
history of the revolt, based on the author’s interviews with survivors,

In her preface Simone de Beauvior predicts that the author’s conclu-
sions will be regarded by some (those who did not fight back) as anti-
Semitism. Others, she predicts, will regard him as an angry young author
who has decided to find the truth, “to trust reality.” The history of Tre-
blinka, she writes, gave the author back his self-respect. Since publica-

tion, the book has been decried by some and praised by others.

Zosa Szajkowski is a Research F ellow of Yivo, the Yiddish Scientific Institute, and a
Fellow of the American Academy for Jewish Research. He came to the United States
in 1941, after active service in the French Army. [While this article was in galley,

announcement was made by Simon and Schuster that an English translation of Treh-
linka will be published this spring.]
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