The Mad Talmudist
I. L. PERETZ

1.

e rushes back and forth, alone, in the House of Prayer. It is noon
H time. Suddenly he stops himself.

Almighty God: who am I?

Who am I? They call me Berel, son of Chantsia. But is that what I
am, the name? A sign is not yet the store. The house where the rabbi
lives is called Pod-karpiam, and I—Berel Chantsia’s!

In Tzachnovka everyone knows who Berel is; but in America? Sup-
pose someone in America were suddenly to say, “Berel Chantsia’s.”
Would anyone know he meant me?

Here it’s different. They smile, shake their heads, make wry faces.
“A familiar creature, this Berel.” Ohe thinks: the village Talmudist.
Another: our madman. A third: who knows? And the fourth remem-
bers that I'm named after my uncle Berel. When Teibele says this she
sighs; she knows I’'m an orphan. But in America, where no one knows
Chana the marketwoman, or that once there was a hair-splitter named

Berel who was my mother’s brother, or that I am called madman,’

student, orphan, and pérhaps hair-splitter too ( I must take after my
uncle)—what would they say there about Berel Chantsia’s? ‘

But I must have some idea as to who I am. I myself repeat the words:
madman, student. So that’s who I am! .

Mad. Who else would stop to ponder: who am I? A man is a man!
I’'m a man and they call me Berel. If I were a house they might call
me Pod-karpiam. 1f 1 were a prisoner I'd have a patch on my back
with a number on it. If my father, instead of my mother, had been the
breadwinner, they’d call me Berel Shmerl’s. Of course it would be
hard to pronounce Berel Shmerl’s, but they’d have to! And they might
not chatter about me all the time if my name didn’t roll off their tongues
so easily.

But no matter what they call me, I'm still a human bein g

A human being, but also a student, an eternal student. Suppose a -

man becomes an orphan: does that mean he has to spend his whole
life in the House of Prayer? I'm not a cripple; why couldn’t I work
like the others? Run errands, chop wood, become a servant. Then I'd
have something to wear instead of these rags; I'd have bread every day
instead of missing two days a week. And I wouldn’t go around worry-
ing my head about who I am.

If only I knew whose coat I wear; the devil take me if I know! A
- piece of Chaim’s, a pigce of Jonah’s, and three-quarters rubbish. It’s a
blessing Teibele sews, otherwise I'd be naked as Adam.

But isn’t it all madness, this endless probing, this endless hair-
splitting .". . pointless . . . Shmerl, Chaim, Jonah . . . Is there a
limit to the number of students I've seen go by? One is now a merchant,
another a street porter, a third keeps an inn; one is a widower, and
Shmerl has his third wife; all have children, work, things to do; good,
bad, but busy; they feed themselves, they don’t remain Talmudists all
their lives. They’re human beings. I too want to be a human being!

But what is a human being?

As sure as I'm a Jew, I'm not a human being.

A Jew, yes. Of course a Jew. But so is everyone else in Tzachnovka,

and yet they’re not me. I'm a man . . . all human creatures that
aren’t female are men. But they’re not all Berel Chantsia’s, are
they? )

No, brother Berel, don’t fool yourself. You’re a man, a Jew; but you
aren’t that man, you aren’t that Jew. All that is added on, extra; it’s
not you. You are something else.

Talmudist, madman, orphan, unfortunate—but of Talmudists, mad-
men, orphans, and unfortunates there is no lack in this world . . .
perhaps fewer of my kind, perhaps in another city, perhaps in America.
But are they all alike? No, heaven forbid, each is different.

In that case, who the devil am 1?

A dybbuk must have entered me, someone else, an Other who thinks
for me—while I go around thinking it’s I who do the thinking. The
proof is, when I have strength (every day but Mondays and Tuesdays)
the Other has no power over me; and then I think even less. How is it
possible for a man in this world to understand himself? What does it
mean to want to understand yourself? I want to tear myself out of my
body, I want to stand apart from myself, or have the Other stand apart
from me. Then “he” can look at me or I-he can look at him-I.
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What is all this? Wait, let me think. Somethmg is buzzing in my
head.

He runs to the washstand and pours cold water on his face. He
pulls out a rag from beneath the oven and binds it tightly around his

forehead.
Good, now it will work. Let’s try again. I want to know: who am I?

I myself .

Where shall I look, up or down? right or left? After all I live in
myself When I crawl on top of the Sacred Ark, I'm entirely up; noth-
ing of me remains below. When I go to the cellar, I'm entirely down
So how can I find myself?

What is it that lives in me and thinks for me?

Something does live there, doesn’t it?

I know this: when the sexton’s wife didn’t count the cookies and I
hadn’t had anything to eat for three days, I was terribly tempted to
snatch one. But I said: no, you mustn’t! they’re not yours. And then I
found a thousand excuses. “The sexton’s wife can afford to give me a
few.” “If I asked her she’d let me have some.” “With God’s help I'll
pay her back.” But no: you mustn’t! And so it remained: no! .

At first everything followed in order:-I asked the question and I
answered it. But later something else happened, it became mixed up:
Yes and No, No and Yes, and then agajn No! It became a debate, and
No won. Not because I didn’t want the cookies or had lost my hunger.
It was just that my hand couldn’t move; it didn’t know whom to obey.
The proof was, I became exhausted, just as after a fierce quarrel, or

. after a heated discussion with Jonah the Noodle, who tries to tell me
that the Vilna Gaon, of blessed memory, sits in Paradise with his snotty -
beard simply because he stuck his tongue out at Hasidism!

Such a fooll But really I was tired. I remember so clearly. And the
same thing on Purim, when I brought sweets from the merchant Fein-
holtz to the rabbi. My mouth watered, my tongue twitched just as I
now jump around. My hands trembled; a piece of cake, macaroons,
other sweets. The tempted “I” wanted to take; the honest “I”” did not.

They talk about the Spirit of Good. All right, let it be so. But me, I'm
nothing more than a house where two neighbors live, the Spirit of
Good and the Spirit of Evil. Isn’t that so? But here it is again, the same
business with names. Who arg they? And who am I?

I'm the house, I'm the good neighbor, I'm the bad neighbor. I'm all

of them; yet who an: 17
. Yesterday everyone laughed because I stood on one spot for an

hour. T know why I did that. I just couldn’t move. Out in the yard they
were chopping wood and I wanted to see whether I too could work. I
had already begun to go out when I saw two benches: one on the left
and one on the right. On this side they say the bathhouse is being
heated, and my skin begins to itch, I want to run off to the bath. But
on the right Zorach the teacher is telling Yankel that in the Bal-Akeida
(the commentary on Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac) the chapter for the
week is truly marvelous. So I begin to wonder what has moved Zorach
to hurry over to the east wall and pull down the tome. Well, I remained
standing; the feet didn’t know whom to obey: the Berel who wants to
/chop wood, the Berel who wants to go to the bath because his skin
itches, or the Berel who wonders what has struck Zorach the teacher.
And I remained that way, standing still, until I remembered I hadnt
. said my evening prayers.
Now four people live in me: a wood-chopper an Abraham sacri-
ficing Isaac, a bather, and a man who says his evening prayers and
. drives the other three behind the oven so they shouldn’t make a sound.
~ He rules, the feet obey him. Proof is, I went to the east wall and prayed.
© There’s a bit of truth in all this. For the others didn’t get lost, they
~ just hid behind the oven and kept peeking out at me—they winked,
they laughed. In the middle of the prayer I kept thinking about wood-
chopping, switching to the highest step of the bathhouse, and the com-
mentary on Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac too.
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But what’s the use of a Spirit of Good and a Spirit of Evil if some-
_ times I'm three and sometimes four!
Right now I feel as if I were not even alive, as if “I” am absolutely
- nothing. And even if I were alive, I would not get up from my benck
in the morning, I would lie there like a golem till the end of the world.
- Indeed, I am a golem, I have no soul. Everything near me lives, every-
- thing has a soul, their souls send out long, narrow, pointed threads,
. rays that come to me, penetrate me, stir me, force me to my feet,
- order me to move, act, run. But I—I myself am nothing! ;
Who then does the thinking? What within me thinks? Agam, a
_ stranger? Not me?
J;» All right, a stranger. But who? How does he get mto me‘7 Am Ia
%”fcage and he a little bird? King David, of blessed memory, speaks of
“my little dove”—is it the dove that wants to chop wood, go to the
steam bath, steal a Purim sweet, snatch cookies from the sexton’s wife,
and at the same time ponder over a passage in the Bal-Akeida? No,
little dove, that won’t do. 1f that’s what you are, you should be ashamed.

Ha! Berel Chantsia’s is a little dove, a little bird; Berel has wings
and a mouth, and someday Berel will fly out of the cage.

Well, Berel, will you then also wonder who you are? Also be an
orphan? A student? A madman?

Master of the Universe! Who am I?

The merchant Wolfe enters the House of Prayer.

Berel notices him and runs off to one side. Wolfe washes his hands,
wipes them on his coat tails, pulls down a tome from the bookshelf,
and begins to study. Berel does not take his eyes off him. '

Who is he? Berel asks and quickly answers, Wolfe the merchant!
Meanwhile Berel pinches his cheek sharply.

Fool! Donkey! Wolfe the merchant is just like Berel Chantsia’s.
That’s his name—but who is he? Is he one, two, or three? How many
birds chirp in his cage?

Let’s think.

Right now he is one, Wolfe the merchant. He sits and studies, so
absorbed he doesn’t see me. He studies Nedorim (the Scripture of
Vows) ; more than that he can’t follow. Now he is a portion of Nedorim
—but later, what will he be then? Later Wolfe the merchant will go
into the street, sell his grain with false weights, cheat the length and
breadth of Poland, go home to his wife, poor little Teibele, and beat
her black and blue! Berel Chantsia’s. You see that little lamb? See
how it wrinkles its forehead? See those pious eyes? See, see! And you,
Berel, you fool, you donkey, you want to tell me that this is the thief
of the street, the brute of the house? No, Berel, you can’t put that over
on me; no, that’s not the way a thief looks, or a brute.

I tell you, Berel, there are three Wolfes. One is a pious little lamb
that sits and studies Nedorim and will continue to study it straight
into the other world, no doubt with the commentary of the Almlghty
Himself. The second is a thief and will steal from the plates even in
heaven. The third is a brute who beats his wife without mercy.

It stabs my heart—I often dream of her. At night sometimes, when
I'm asleep, she pleads with me to rescue her. Not with her lips, of
‘course; she says nothing. A daughter of Israel doesn’t converse with a
man. But she looks at me with such—with such a—such a sort of look.

God Almlghty' She’s allowed to look, isn’t she? She can look at a

man . . .
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I, a man. Wolfe the merchant, may he rot in hell, he’s a man. I eat
in his house one day a week, but I'm his enemy. I would stab him— -
not the Wolfe who sits and studies, not even the thief, but the brute,
him I'd kill! I can’t do it myself, I have no power, I'm only a cage. I
even have a pocketknife, a sharp pocketknife; it's so sharp you can cut
your nails with it or shave.

I never use it, the edge mustn’t get dull.

But I alone, by myself, can’t. I need a voice to command me, a voice
from heaven, someone, anyone, even Zorach the teacher. Even Wolfe
himself! And if she asked me, quietly, in a dream at night! But she
won’t, a daughter of Israel won’t. God forbid, I'd despise her if she
even talked to me.

It’s better this way; let her look, all night long, always; in the day-
time someone might see us. It’s enough to look at night.

* But oh, how beautiful it would be! I'd take out my knife, sharpen it
on my boots, once, twice, a third time—and finished!

How his guts would spill out! ~

Not you, I don’t mean you, Wolfe the merchant, who sits there
studying Nedorim. The other one, the other one, the brute—not you.

Listen, Berel Chantsia’s, if you were a man and not a Talmudist,
an orphan, a madman, a philosopher, everything would be fine. Teibele
would cry, she’d be a widow, but in my dream I'd say to her, “Teibele,
it's enough you have two husbands, one who steals and one who studies.
What do you want with a third one? Do you really need three? To be
beaten day and night?” 7

But perhaps he is really just one? Ty

Berel, let’s bet on it: there are three. Come, while he sits here and
studies, come into the street and you'll see how the other one steals and
later how he beats. Come, you’ll see!

He gets up, runs on tiptoe to the door, pulls out the key, and locks
the door from the outside.

\

He returns, angry and pale.
They hid themselves, those scoundrels.
They have nothing else to do today, there’s no fair. Some sort of
\ holiday, flags hung out, no chance to cheat anyone. Teibele isn’t home
... must have gone to a neighbor . . . the door is shut. . . .
Maybe both of them, the swindler and the brute, are hiding. When
I looked in through the window I thought something was stirring be-
neath the bed, a shadow was quivering on the floor. So that's the
answer to the riddle! He sits here and studies while the other two hide
under beds. Where else can they hide?
And Wolfe the merchant, that dunce who studies Nedorim, didn’t
even hear me get up and lock the door, he’s so deep in his study. |

But maybe he doesn’t study, maybe it’s the thief who sits here aI.lfiY%

|

tries to cheat both me and God: :

Wolfe! ; : ; ) -
What is it? i \
Nothing.
Fool!

- A minute later.
Wolfe!
What is it?
I have a pocketknife.
Good for you!
Want to see it?
No!

So don’t. | e

A few minutes later.- = i
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- What?
- Are you really studying or just making believe?

What do you care?

I've got to know. Honestly, I must know.

Be quiet, lunatic! '

Still later. ' .

Wolfe! . {

What is it now? ' £

How many are you? :

Wolfe the merchant grows angry, closes his tome, leaves the House
of Prayer. Berel is alone. :

Was it Wolfe I.talked to? And what did I tell him? Why did he
run away from me? How did I get out? What is this knife I'm
holding?

Berel, you beggar! You cut the boots yourself! Do you have any
others? Will Teibele give you another pair? Did she come by these
o) eagily? You see, madman, someone else is living within you, it-isn’t
you. 3 TRy 3 /

Let me see for myself what you look like, donkey, let me see what
someone looks like who lets his boots be cut. |

He runs over to the washstand, pulls the rag from his head, and
begins to rub the brass basin.

Now I see something of you—wait, wait, I'll see you still better. I
Wwant to see your miserable face, your donkey’s head.

He drops to his knees and vubs with all his strength. Suddenly he
stops.

But who is polishing the basin? Is it I? Do I have the strength? Did
I eat today, or even yesterday? What is today? Tuesday? Monday and
Tuesday I have no place to eat. Who then does the rubbing?

He continues his work.

Whoever it is, let him rub: I, the bird, the dove, the Spirit of Evil
or the Spirit of Good. But I must see this beggar’s miserable face. I
must see it—now, now! . F

He closes his eyes. He continues to rub vigorously. He opens his
eyes and sees himself in the basin.

So that’s how you look—a corpse, an utter corpse, ready for the -
grave! They can put the shards on your eyes.

You see, Teibele, you see how I look? And this, when you give me
a piece of bread. If not for that . . . bt O

He loses himself in thought, but remembers: A corpse! Yes, I Berel
the student, Berel the orphan, Berel the madman! That’s it! And yet:
who am I1? / :

He looks into the basin and sees himself: Where are the torn boots?

Angrily: A plague on you! A plague on you, you basin man! You too
must have torn boots; if I have them, you must also!

He stretches out on the floor, props his head on the ground, and
sticks his feet against the basin: I can’t see, but you have them, you have
the torn boots! Look!

Getting up is hard. He thinks the man in the basin is holding on to
his feet. But he pulls them away, stands up, surprised and frightened.

Basin man! he taunts himself, and yet is afraid to look in the basin.
He runs over to the oven, smears his hand with lime, spreads it over
the basin.

There, lie in your misery, don’t stare at me!

His head begins to hurt, his feet to wobble. Again he loses himself in
thought. :

¢ I must remember something . . .
- Now my head hurts . . . when the brute beats Teibele my head

hurts . . . my legs hurt. When I pinch my cheek it burns—that means
I have a cheek. I have hands and feet, a head, a heart, and maybe even
a soul—everything. But I myself, what am I? Not the cheek or the
feet, the head or the soul. What then? Nothing!

If T could kill myself and see what happened to me—what would
remain of me when there were no longer a head, hands, feet, cheeks,
torn boots—then I might know something! Maybe it would be good
to try. i ‘

If only she commanded me . . . But perhaps I could try it on him.
Translated by Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg
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