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Zeidman, 1997: p. 6. '¢°

"My admirers, the lovers of the Hebrew Language', rebuked me for besmirching my honor and 97 am3 9 ¢
reputation by giving my power to that foreign woman. But my love for what was useful conquered my pride and I
decided that, come what may, I would take my pride on Yiddish, the unpitied daughter..." Abramowitsch, "Notes
toward My Literary Biography", p. 4.
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Abstract

This study examines the characteristics of fictional beggars in Jewish literature through three
pieces: "The Tale of Seven Beggars" by Rabbi Nachman of Breslav (1810); Fishke by
Mendele Mocher Sforim, the pseudonym of Sholem Yankev Abramovich (1888); and
"Vehaya Ha'akov Lemishor" (And the Crooked Shall be Made Straight) by Shmuel Yosef
Agnon (1912). This study pays special attention to Rabbi Nachman of Breslav’s literary
writings as fiction. Rabbi Nachman’s aforementioned tale is exceptional since it is not defined
as part of Modern Hebrew Literature, but it had considerably influenced it. Albeit, it is
important to note that this thesis does not argue for the inclusion of Rabbi Nachman's fiction
within the Hebrew literary canon. Rather, it ponders the limits of the historiography of
Modern Hebrew Literature using the example of the Rabbi Nachman’s exclusion. At the same
time this study offers a different approach to R’ Nachman’s literary writings, based on a
“Breslav reading” of the other two works. Taking the differences between Rabbi Nachman
and Mendele and Agnon into account, this thesis focuses, indeed exposes, the affinities and
similarities between the three works. These affinities and similarities, so I argue, compel us to
denounce the historiographical dichotomy between Hassidic Literature in general—that of
Rabbi Nachman in particular—and the mainstream, canonized, literature . .

Utilizing the liminal characters — the beggars, this work examines major aspects of Jewish
consciousness: Exile and Redemption; Theology and History. This study deliberately avoids
the conventional historiographical approach that considers beggars as a symbol of exilic
corruption and distortion. I view these characters as an embodiment of the longing for
redemption in the sense of spiritual revelation and not as an historic realization. Therefore I
argue that the perspective offered by the image of the beggar enables us to describe a
direction that is counter-secular, as opposed to the secular practice of dominant
historiography .

Rabbi Nachman's beggars do not ask for money. Their begging is spiritual — they wish to
bring about a Tikkun in upper spheres through the stories they tell. They are crippled,
homeless, without any possession, apparently inferior, but they wish to touch the exalted. The
main issue in Rabbi Nachamn's tale is their deformation and their being out of place and time.
They are the quintessential signifiers of exile—of the detachment from The Place
(Hamakom), from the sacred. They represent the passionate yearning for redemption. Their
wanderings are perceived as essential and valued, as part of the wish to be in a liminal
condition that enables the intense spiritual experience. The in-search movement of these
Zadikim — holy beggars (whom Rabbi Nachman calls Bettlers) is never static. Seeking is their
motivating force. They are constantly imploring to bridge their distance from the ultimate
unperceivable, and therefore their exilic state is essential and inherent. This Paradox is one of
the main attributes of the Breslav tale, producing both its esthetic and religious attributes. It is
this paradox that preserves the never-ending tension: the paradox of belief. Namely — to
believe in something one is never to attain. Those who can uphold this tension can enjoy a
glimpse of knowledge, of revelation.

Rabbi Nachman's tales are viewed as awesome secrets, high and mysterious, ones that touch
the wondrous. They are riddled with Mystic and Kabalistic symbols, and intend to represent
the inexplicable. Although steeped in kabbalistic symbolism, they can still be the subject of
literary interpretation and examination.



Rabbi Nachamn had developed his own poetics, and believed that the role of the story is to
ravel and unravel, to expose and to conceal. The stories he told were intended to reveal what
had been forgotten; they are simultaneously very new and very old. Contrary to the notion of
progress, he depicts a state of eternal waiting for redemption. Rabbi Nachman's perception of
the function of the tale and the role of the story-teller, later echoes in Walter Benjamin's
writing wherein remembrance is redemption. It occurs as a blink of an eye, as a joining
between a moment of distress and repression in the present and a memory retrieved from the
past, containing all fragments and ruins of the past as a glimpse of redemption. Rabbi
Nachman's Bettlers, like Abramovitch's and Agnon's beggars who wear the garments of exile
and wandering, (like the oppressed of Benjamin), are all experiencing being in a non-place
that is the only place from where one can grasp the meaning of redemption .

Rabbi Nachman's tales depict a sharp-edged expression of longing. His historical
consciousness becomes apparent from his other writings. Out of it arouses a fear that in a
world that undergoes a process of secularization, even longing is endangered. Rabi Nachman,
like Abramovich and Agnon, experienced and expressed the exilic state of crisis. At the end
of his life, desperate to fight secularization, he turned to story-telling as a way to restore
tradition and to allude to the secrets of revelation. Rabbi Nachman opted to express his
theological perceptions through stories as an attempt to resist secularization. Rather than
talking about religious experience through abstract intellectual concepts, Rabbi Nachman
presented enchantment itself against its annihilation.

One of the ways in which the comparison between Rabbi Nachman and Mendele and Agnon
can be conducted, is by pointing out the different meaning of his Bettlers vis-a-vis their
beggars. The latter ask for a resolution in the concrete realm, the former pray and beg to reach
God and their begging is their religious practice. Yet the difference between the earthly
beggars of Mendele and Agnon and the spiritual Bettlers of Rabbi Nachman is not only
between the worldly and the lofty. The difference is also in the nature of the revelation to
which the stories direct. Rabbi Nacham’s maimed Bettlers designate the unattainable.
Whereas Mendele's beggars demonstrate that Kesalon, the place they wish to reach, does no
exist, and yet it is all that there is. Agnon’s bagger represents another earthly perspective in
wishing to reclaim his place — his home, after he had left for exile, and in that regard
expresses the tragic realization that redemption, in the concrete realm, is beyond one's reach.
All these beggars refer to and establish a non-place. They signify the possibility of
redemption as well as its unfeasibility.

The common interpretation of Mendele in the historiography of Modern Hebrew literature
understood his writings as authentic representations of the misery and wretchedness of Jewish
life in East European Shtetels. Scholars found a compassionate literary description of a
decaying Jewish way of life—that can only be cured through a political and social salvation—
in his writings. Many critics saw in Mendele's writings a fertile ground for the justification of
the urgent and messianic new (Zionist) project of nation building. However, current
researchers (such as Yigal Schwartz, Amir Benbaji, Anat Weissman) rescue Abramovich
from the clutches of Zionist interpretation ascribed to his writings. This work suggests an
additional interpretation based on a different perspective: one that retrieves the theological
and Hassidic aspects ingrained in his writings, aspects that had been neglected by the
historiography and secularization .



The similar and different meaning of the bettlers/beggars and the questions they raise are
discussed in this study through, amongst others, aspects of language, or rather languages.
Rabbi Nachman told his stories orally in Yiddish but asked his disciple, Rabbi Nathan, to
write them both in Hebrew and Yiddish (Hebrew above the Yiddish); Abramovich wrote his
novel twice - in both languages — Hebrew and Yiddish (not a one to one translation); Agnon's
novella was written in a multi-layered Hebrew (that includes the languages of the bible, the
Mishna, and Rabbinic language). One can read in the diglossic, or multi-layered languages of
each, as a reflection of the ruptured nature of existence. And furthermore: the structures and
concepts raised by these languages do not belong in European traditions but in particularly
East European ones, wherein the literature they refer to, had been conceived and written

The project of the "Grandfather of Modern Hebrew Literature" (as Bialik crowned Mendele),
who had not been a full participant in its secular endeavor, was to retain the East European
Jewish collective through its languages. He did not dispense with the exilic language of the
sages, nor did depart from the rabbinic one. Unlike the writers of the Haskala, he did not
establish an affinity between the collective created around and by the unifying language and
its territorial redemption in Eretz Isreal, just as he did not establish an affinity between the
rehabilitation of the Jews through the language of the Bible and their inclusion as a nation in
Europe.

Unlike Abramovich, Agnon did not try to dissolve all the Jewish languages into one synthetic
Hebrew (Nosach). Agnon did not try to create a synthesis, he wanted to highlight the
fractured and multifaceted nature of the collective and underscore the individual Jewish
existence at the same time. Like other writers of his period, he used the Biblical language, but
introduced into it other layers of Hebrew that had been used in writing religious texts
throughout the Jewish history—Ilayers that nourished the historic exilic consciousness of
many generations and anchored Jewish existence. The Hassidic and Mithnagdi language in
which Agnon's novella is written wrestles with the language and concepts of the period in
which he wrote

Another aspect of the discussion on the bettlers/beggars presented in this study engages the
meaning of the different genres that the literary works apply: a tale versus a novel and a
novella. Fishke is written as a novel but incorporates the tradition of story-telling. This
merging of two traditions crumbles both and leaves us abandoned in a unruly world where
there in no way out — nor through the miraculous option of the legend, neither through a
political or social resolution that is frequently offered by the realistic novel. Mendele points
out that redemption is attained through the telling of the story, through the revelation of what
life entails from within its gutters and pain. In this sense Mendele’s beggars echo Rabbi
Nachman’s bettlers and in no way ignore them. Like the bettlers, they too demonstrate the
idea that only in the state of destruction (or through the maimed body, in the case of the
bettlers), revelation is a possibility.

Haim Moshe, Agnon's protagonist in "Vehaya He'akov Lemishor", loses his identity when he
is in exile, and later tries to re-attain it. His quest is to reclaim his home and identity, but these
are returned to him only after his death. He reaches the understanding that return is
impossible. Only at the non-place where he finds himself (in the graveyard, awaiting his
death), his awareness is refined. The plot in this early novella of Agnon, leads the protagonist
through a course of crushing, it contains in its form his bitter end. At the core of the novella



one can find the deep conflict that Agnon cannot settle and straighten (this is conveyed by the
very title of the novella: "And the Crooked Shall be Made Straight"): between the inherent
and principal apprehension of the thoroughly Jewish world from where he comes that sees the
world in an immanent state of rapture and exile, and between the apprehension of modern,
secular Judaism that looks for a concrete redemption and settlement in a territorial sense as
much as in the sense of making the crooked straight.

Rabbi Nachman tells of a legendary ahistorical world, (albeit from an acute historic
consciousness), that is in an eternal exile and everlasting state of longing. Mendele, on the
other hand, describes a world that is anchored in an historic social and political reality,
wherein the sense of despair is an echo of the theological exile (as described in the kabalistic
myth). Finally, Agnon describes a historic world in which faith had been painfully lost.
Agnon who wrote about a period in which the Hassidic faith was described as a naive reliance
on miracles and legends, while a new faith was being offered — that of a concrete redemption
in the "Land of the Fathers", was himself torn by the contradiction between these worlds. Yet
his dilemma was not between naive faith and sobriety, or cynicism, but between a perception
that sees the eminent impossibility of redemption — a central concept in Historic Judaism—
and a naive belief in the possibility of concrete redemption in Zion .

Reading Mendele and Agnon through the perspective of the Hassidic story as suggested here,
while pointing out the similarities and affinities between them, as well as their differences,
opens up an option for a non-secular interpretation, and refers to worlds of spiritual and
intellectual wealth as well as a consciousness that Modern Hebrew Literature had denied.
This denial was directed by the belief in progress, enlightment, and the desire to construct a
“new Jew” through a narrative of territorial- political return and redemption. This study
wishes to contribute to the formation of a cultural perspective that does not subjugate
theology to concrete realization, but opens up venues for the voices of the bettlers and
beggars — those who are outside hegemony — in the pit (form where the bettlers tell their
stories), while wondering, and being in the permanent and unbridgeable gap between longing
and the object of longing.
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