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BEHEADED

by Der Nister (1923)

--What are they thinking of? Crowning him?

~=-Who else's head is available?
Certainly not gigl'

His aches a lot . . .

And with a-stiff, crooked, and thin finger-bone he pushes
against the middle of his forehead. The 1id of his head and skull
springs up like the 1id of an alms-box, opens up, and his Comedian,
his headache, comes out from there--a dandy, elegant like a Comedian,
and from the pocket of his suitcoat a handkerchief sticks out, white
and smelling of perfume, and he snatches it quickly, creases it hur-
riedly, and he approaches his temples and his dull closed eyes,
moistens them, scents them and relieves his headache . .

--How do you feel, Adam? asks the Comedian.

«s-Better; but I would be better if I didn't see you before
my eyes.

And it is then nighttime and already almost midnight, and
the room where Adam finds himself is fully lit up with light from
lamps which hang down from the middle of the ceiling; and his
Comedian did not come out of his head empty-handed, but with his
tools, with a sheet to spread on the ground, and with his magic
wand to perform his tricks. The sheet lies already liad out on
the ground, and the Comedian--a wandering dervish--sits on it in
a linen smock and with a bowl for donations, his feet tucked under
him with his wand lying not far away.

--What's up?

--1 want to speak to you now about crowning:

how crowns
become thorns.

--Spare me, we've already exhausted that topic.

--And also how thorns, in the long run, stop being thorns.

--That's obvious.

--And that a head has only been made for the sake of
aching, that is its calliqg and sole justification.

--Very nice!

--And that yours is justified, and I serve it faithfully,
and my job is an important one, and I execute it as it should be
carried out.

--S0 be it!

--And if you figure it out and make an accounting, what

will still remain on your world other than it and other than me?

Nothing!
--My good fortune and misfortune, what is it -you want?

--Put something in the bowl . - Support your poor dervish,
he goes to and fro in your land and in your cities, and he can tell
you a great deal about your estates, spend some time with him.

--I'm spending time. Well?

--Recently I was in a large city of yours,
of yours, oh a market day and at a large fair,
noise lasted a long time, and after the commerc
calmed down from the fair, the crowd stuck toge
groups. They talked about you, about the lord
nice, they said, and good, and his good should be requited.--"with
what?"--And all the small groups gathered together in one large group
and after lengthy conversations and oratorical speeches, they decided
to erect a memorial to you. - And they started collecting money right
away, and the rich ones slipped away one by one, the well-to-do got
away with giving pennies, but a fakir, half-mad and bleary-eyed,
took a sick and mangy monkey from his lap, and a second one gave
up his day's earnings. When I saw this: the poverty of the poor
and the disgrace of the rich--1I turned to the crowd and began to
dissuade them: The issue is no issue, the whole matter is contra-
dictory and unnecessary . . . g know our lord, I said, and by his
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life, I am certain he will not consent to a memorial. By nature

he is a coward, he never goes out alone at night, and the memorial
after all must constantly--both by day and by night--remain outside,
and our lord will not permit it, I am certain, in any case . . .

and I dissuaded the crowd, and returned the monkey to the first
fakir, and to the second one his day's earnings; and the rich were
relieved, and the well-to-do also very cheerful, and the crowd
dispersed, and the square soon remained empty, and your subjects

are good subjects, and your countrymen were relieved of a debt . . .
And 1 remained alone with myself only then, and I and myself looked
at each other after the crow ad left and we both enjoyed ourselves
staying for a long time yet on the plaza there thinking over the
matter, we sat down on a stone and quietly contemplated the whole
evening . Yes, Adam!

--It's a lie, Comedian!
--Why?

--Because my subjects know that I require nothing from
them, and they themselves are not so evil or foolish, and your
attempt to make me loathesome to them is to no avail.

-=God forbid, and yet .

And here the dervish jumps up from sitting on the ground
and from the sheet that is spread out, and remains standing again
as earlier, again dressed like a Comedian, and again approaches
Adam's temples with his perfumed handkerchief, moistens them, scents
them, relieves his headache and says this to him:

--And now, I want to speak to you again about crowning,
but now not about myself, but about crowning others . .I'm speak-
ing about your Master . . And midnight will soon come, and he
will appear to you here, in this room, along with his followers,
and your great esteem for him is already felt in you, and your
fear and deference are already expressed in your face and you will
drive me back into your head, and I shall watch what will happen
here through a slit in your eyes, and I will have to observe, and
keep quiet, and listen, and not utter a word, and be a witness and
a mute one, and not disturb the entire deception, and must not mix
into it .

--Comedian!
--With your permission!

And now the Comedian goes over to one of the walls with his
wand in his hand, making some kind of motion with it in the air,
stands in front of the wall, alone by its side, and clearing away
all the rest for Adam, for his sole spectator, and then, standing
thus ready a few moments before it, its upper half suddenly moves
and disappears, the lower half remains and through the upper half
which does not remain appears a character--a disguisé: --tall and
thin, dressed in yellow and with a yellow jacket too, and in his

hand he carries some kind of utensil and
the utensil is covered with some kind of
hand, with his free hand, he covers all

utensil .

he holds it by its ear, and
cloth, and with his second
the while the opening of the

--1 heard that the Master will be coming here, 1I brought
him a soul to be repaired.

-

--A soul?--asks the Comedian. .
--Yes. !
--And what .ails it then?

--Steadiness in the feet, its knees buckle, and it holds
up weakly on its feet.--And the character adds:--I1t was born healthy
with all limbs as they should be, and also with no blemish in its
feet, but it does not have the strength to stand on them, it says,
and must always and constantly have a support and a prop.

--Well?
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--It underwent treatment for a period,
Tartars, and showed up in many places of healing. Nothing helped.
And now it has heard of the Master, and about Adam, and Adam too

has the same sickness, it asked to come here, in order to turn to
the Master together with Adam.

with doctors angd

-=-Show it to me.

And here the character lifts up the cover, and from the
pot and from inside, like rubber and jumping up, a second Adam,

like a twin of his, slips out, jumps down on the ground, and remains
standing just opposite Adam, and face to face.

--What is this
looks them over, looks at
mainly to the first one,

here?--Adam turns then to the characters,
» considers and marvels at them, and turns
to his Comedian:

--What is this here?

--Don't be afraid, it's nothing. 1It's another patient
and a colleague of your sickness, and the one who brought him here
is, as I am to you, only one of his servants . . . Look at him.

. And Adam then looks at the character who brought the
patient, and perceives: in truth, the character and his servant

are like each other, and the patient and he himself--repeat each
other, and what is happening before him is unclear to him and what
has happened before his eyes is mixed up in his head, and--what does
it mean and what does it signify, and what kind of turn is this and
what kind of mixup here? .

--What is this here?

--Don't be afraid

, and we are not one, and Ehere are a lot
(see!) 1like you,

and not a few and no small amount (see!) like me.

And Adam looks and sees:--The walls of his room melt and
move apart slowly, and his room becomes a kind of hall, and the hall
becomes bigger and is already like a large field, and the field is
filled with many people, and the people consist only of Adams and
only of servants, and all are mixed together, and the crowd consists
entirely of two types . . . And the Adams appear very serious, tired
and pale, and the servants--with servant-smiles on their lips--And
a great light illuminates everyone there, and the hour is already
late and it is close to midnight. And suddenly--and everyone's eyes
turn upward, and a kind of murmuring passes over the entire crowd,
and in everyone's eyes and in everyone's murmuring:--"The Master,
the Master"--is felt - And suddenly and above everyone's head,
floating high and in the air, the Master appears - - - And all the
Adams see him and are afraid, are not able to remain standing on

v

and the servants too see him,

standing and look at their lords with contempt . Ahd on their
lips the smiles grow, enlarge and become bigger and grow into a great

laughter, and the servants laugh and laugh, and the servants hold
their sides:

--Calves! Fool-lords! . . .
--Comedians!--Adam cries out,
frightened and afraid. And his eyes
ade of frozen glass, empty and wild. And he remembers suddenly,
and with his hand he pushes his forehead, and the 1id of his head
and skull then springs up like a narrow lock. And then, turning

to his Comedian standing nearby, with a demand and order he points
to his opened head:

not with his own voice,
become large and look as if

~-Inside!

And the Comedian obeys,

and the Comedian is afraid of his
lord's command,

slips into his head and quickly lets the 1id close . .
And the field quickly is no longer a field,

and the many
characters disappear from the field.

And the walls come together
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as before, and the room becomes a room again, and only the character

who brought the patient stands in his place with the one be brought,
stands as though awaiting Adam's word.

==Into the utensil!--Adam then orders.

And the second Adam springs into the utensil, the servant’
covers the pot again with its cloth, and himself turns his back to
Adam, and as if nothing were there, quietly disappears through the
wall . . . And the wall returns to its former position, and the room
receives back its earlier appearance, and Adam is already alone then,
but very tired and very exhausted from what has happened. And he
lowers himself onto a bench, sighs heavily over what has occurred,
wipes his brow with his hand, and his hand becomes moist with cold
sweat .

When he calms down,

he sees:--the time is midnight, the
light of the ceiling lamps is

then reflected tired and exhausted,
a midnight stillness prevails in the room and in the corners, and
after what has happened it is as though the walls are waiting for

something, for something new and something additional that is about
to happen .

And the wall opposite which Adam had lowered himself onto
the bench opens up slowly and recedes to the side . . A large, level
field is then seen . - And in the large, quiet field a road appears.
A road, and far on the horizon the Master is seen coming, and before
him, some distance in front of him, a group of disciples with bread
and with wine in their hands are walking on the road, as though
toward Adam. And suddenly and in the middle of the road a table
grows out of somewhere, and the disciples approach it, set down
the bread and put down the wine, and quietly turning toward the
horizon, await the Master and his arrival. And the Master draws
near, and the Master approaches, and the disciples make room for
him at the head of the table, make way for him silently and respect-
fully, standing on the sides of the table. And the Master raises
his hands and eyes and blesses the table, the bread, and the wine:--
A blessing on the table, a blessing on the bread and wine and on
you, disciples . . Eat the bread and drink the wine and have our new
disciple in your thoughts: we are walking toward him and coming,
and today he will be crowned with our good and our fate.

And the disciples eat, and disciples test the wine, and
while eating remember the Master's words, and already have the new
as yet unseen disciple in their thoughts.

And now, and as the Master waits there by his disciples
while they eat, some kind of trick happens in Adam's eyes . . . The
field disappears, and the wall that had opened up returns to its

former position. Quiet . - but a kind of light knocking is heard
on the door of the room: .

--Enter!--says Adam.

And as he says this word, he feels a great responsibility
for saying it, and since what is on the other side of the door must
soon come in and pass over his threshold, he rises from his place
and his bench, and then turns with face and body toward the door,
and thus, and turning and remaining respectfully, looks at his door
with expectation . . And the door opens, and the Master walks in
first, and after him appear the disciples from the field. They enter,
and Adam quickly presents the bench to the Master, and the Master
sits down, and they all form a circ}e around him .

How long these first moments last Adam neither knows nor
calculates; and the moments are drawn, drawn out for a while, and
they last, last a long time, and the room is filled with a guietness,
from the sitting Master and from the disciples standing, and the
Master's word has not yet been said, but it is soon heard:
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--You are about to be crowned, Adam, and we are too, and
we must soon be at the Plaza of the Beheaded. See!--the Master turns
then to all those around him, and Adam's entire room suddenly dis-
appears, including the ceiling and the light and the walls and
corners. And the Master and those accompanying him all find them-
selves on a large, wild plaza . . . There is to be seen there:--
Through the entire breadth of the plaza there is erected a high wall
which reaches up to heaven. And the wall is of clay, impenetrable,
and a kind of light ladder like an entwined plant twines upward on
it, and the rungs and the steps are of human heads and skulls, and the
rungs are still very few, and there remains yet a very great distance
to heaven and to the highest height of the wall . . . And the plaza
is empty, and none comes on it, and on its borders an emptiness
rules, and whoever approaches them is overcome with fear, and who-
ever is weak keeps guite far from the borders, and whoever is
stronger dares to approach, but they all soon become frightened
and turn back . . . Especially when they see the wall, how high and
far it is, and in addition--when they take a look at the ladder from
afar--at what the rungs and steps consist of . . . they depart from
there; but one person in a generation does step over the border once,
and one person once in a while does take a risk . . . comes and
approaches the wall. 'And there a place already awaits him, a court
and a place of judgment, with a wooden block, and an executioner
by the block with a large sword ready. And the one who takes a risk
is already prepared, and the one who takes a risk lays his head on
the block, and the executioner cuts it off in the way he cuts o .
And when the head is cut off, the executioner places it in the hand
of the beheaded, and the beheaded takes it and mounts the ladder with
it, and the ladder then becomes one head higher, and the ladder re-
ceives another rung . . .

And the Master and those accompanying him crossed over that
plaza, neared the place of judgment and heads, and the executioner
was already standing ready; and the Master was the first to lay his
head down, and afterward took it with him and mounted the ladder.

And after the Master all the disciples, one after another did the

same, and Adam was the last one, and Adam's head became the highest
and last rung.

When they finished this, the Master gathered them all
together, a great light shone from the place of his face, and the
disciples' faces too shone with lights; he assembled them and seated
them on the place of judgment, seated them and said this to them:

--Disciples and crowned ones! When you now come home with-
out your heads, your friends and relatives will gather around and
lament your appearance and fate. And your Comedians will come before
your eyes, they will make fun of you and will be happy over your
'"downfalls" and will ask you: "Brainy ones, where did you lose your
hgads?“-—And you will become flustered, and ashamed and embarrassed
will point out to them the light from your heads. AaAnd they will
laugh and jeer, and hold their sides, and--"Comedians"!--They will
say to you--"How will you manage your lives without your heads?

Whose cunning plot did you follow, since you didn't listen to us;
ayd you call us Comedians . . . And what will you gain from the
wind already shaking your heads on the wall there, and--you should
be so lucky!--that someone's feet will step on you, in order to hang
one more head over yours . . ." That's what they'll say to you.
Listen! Let your relatives lament their £ill, and your kin mourn;
and when you remain with the Comedians, you should tell them the
Story of the Bridge and the All-Bridge.

And tell them this: -
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MASTERS TELL.

A bridge was once put up over a river, from one bank to
the other)- A bridge like all bridges, which allowed people and loads
and horses and wagons to pass over the river--by day and by night,
in summer and winter, in rain and in snow and in all sorts of weather
and in various climatic conditions. 1In served and never complained
and never reproached anyone; if a hole developed, it was repaired,
when one of its boards or beams broke, a new one was added, and it .
performed its work and its function: uniting one bank with the other
bank, bringing people together with people, at its post day and night,
and honestly and honorably earning its daily bridge-bread and its
repairs .

But many years passed and the river under the bridge had
dried up somewhat, and in the place of the current and flowing water
islands grew up with willow trees, and the banks became somewhat
lower and became covered with many reeds, deep into the river--a clown
once settled there in the reeds. And the bridge was already old then,
and the bridge already groaned often and complained of its past, and
when wagons with large loads used to travel over it, it already used
to bend and shake somewhat then, and from time to time, and during
great early spring floods, it was not able to endure and once was
only torn in half, and once already was entirely carried away by
the current . They used to chase after it, stop it, keep it
during the flood period somewhere on a bank wherever it had been
carried, and then bring it home again, tie it down again to its
banks, and place it again in its service and in its place and old
age. :

And the bridge groaned, swaying and breaking under its
burdens, but performed its task without a choice, and noone paid
attention to its inability, and its incapacity concerned noone,
and whom should it bother, and whom should it concern? . . . .
Only the clown . . . Once at night, when the bridge remained alone,
in calm weather, on a starry night, when the banks are asleep, there
is no traveler and no passerby and no linking of the two banks, and
the river lies quiet, and the heaven and its stars are reflected in
the river and its night bottom,--the clown would then come out of
the reeds, sometimes coming onto the bridge and sometimes under it,
sit himself down and carry on a conversation with the bridge. And
the bridge used to tell him of its sufferings during the daytime,
and the clown would listen to it and agree with its complaint, and
the bridge used to turn to him for advice, and the clown used to have
just one piece of advice for him:

--Fool, why do you keep on?

What will you gain from th
hooves?

horses' And--you old fool--what do you owe anyone?

And the bridge used to think this over and exchange glances
with the river and with the heaven in the river, and'they were quiet,
and they did not mix into the conversation, and only fish in the
river and stars in heaven--sometimes a fish would jump, and sometimes
a star would twinkle--seemed to oppose and be against the clown's
advice and not let the bridge take his counsel.

Thus passed night after night, for a very long time. And
Fhe bridge sunk into melancholy, and the bridge was already doing
its task unwillingly and negligently, and frequently and very often
already accidents occurred on it:--a horse broke a leg, a man got

cgught in a hole--and it had been repaired too often, and the repairs
did not help. '

|
--Bridge, collapse!--The clown always advised it.
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--But an accident could happen!

--And how does that concern you?

And what do you gain from
being an accident? What do you pr

ofit and what do you lose?

--Come, clown, what will other bridges say?

there not

‘~-Haj-ha!

And it was then nighttime.

side of a bank, from under a mountain,

footpath there a wanderer could be seen
i The bridge awaited him,

Bright stars shone out from one
and from a mountain and from a
making his way down to the
and when he had come down and had

--Stop!

--Who? What?--The wanderer

became frightened and took his
off the bridge.

foot back

--I, the bridge, to you, the wanderer:

I have something
to ask you.

--What?

--I am old and worn out, and see no purpose, console me.
--And who put that thought in your ming?
--The clown in the reeds and my own bones.

--My feet are already

swollen as far as my belly, and the
swelling reaches almost to my he .

art. .

--And so?

--And my feet too see no purpose.

--And yet?
--And yet you are a bridge and must know the Story of the

All-Bridge . .

And the wanderer wen

t up on the bridge,
set down his knapsack

came .to its middle,
,» sat down and told:

--The All-Bridge,
highest palaces, was--togeth
had no more time for--create
He did not concern Himself w

which leads from the deepest abysses to the
er with the other things that the Lord God
d Friday evening, already at twilight .

ith it long, did not speak with it and did

not make its mission clear to it, and soon left it alene and departed
from it--and the Lord God went to greet the Sabbath. And the All-
Bridge remained alone and the first night was lost in thoughts, and
quietly and in the dark thinking over its form and size, its com-
position, and where it was in the world. It saw itself, how its

feet were stuck in the abyss, and its head in a bright palace; and

a holy stillness rested in the palace, and from that palace a door
led somewhere into a second palace, and the door to there was closed;
and on the other side of the door the Lord God had spent that night
with His Sabbath after the week-and world-weariness . It was

very happy with its head and not much so with its feet, since its

eet made it cold and wet, and wetness and sliminess and the wild
swarming things that‘'swarmed in theﬁ made it not feel good with

them. It did not think well of the » and such thinking led to dis-
satisfaction, and dissatisfaction led to complaints; complaints that
it had beeh given no choice, complaints that the Lord God had hurried
away from it soon after its creation, hurried away and spent no time
with it at all--And when he received such complaints, Satan came to
it with his first night visit to the world:

--He has nothing to do, it's ni
and the Lord God has secluded Himself now
them--him, Satan, and the All-Bridge with the feet--He has left
below in the abysses . It doesn't concern Him: wetness and

the swarms of swarming things--let them swarm, if it's loathesome
and slimy--let it be loathesome, He is resting now.

ghttime, and the Sabbath,
in His highest palace and

--Yes--the All-Bridge agreed--and why didn't He ask us
first?

®
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--Yes, why didn't He ask? And why was everything else in
Creation created for itself, but you because and for the sake of
others: that people should walk on you and only pass over you? . .

.

And here Satan made clear to the All-Bridge its mission;
and he showed it those who would pass over it from the first genera-
tions, afterward from the later and yet later ones, and afterward
from all the many and many generations, how all the crowds who walk
on the bridge bring with them much wetness and sliminess onto the
bridge, and make it loathesome and unclean, and--going up and
scrambling up, when they come to the middle already and look down
below--suddenly they become confused, vomit and throw up, and with
their confusion and spewed-up sliminess they fall back down into
the abyss . . . The All-Bridge saw this, and its task became evil
and loathesome to it, and disgust overcame it, and its complaints

increased, and Satan then stepped nearer to it and quietly whispered
in its ear:

--You've been insulted, bridge! ..
--What can I do?

--Collapse!

--Then what will happen?

--You will fall down, and the Lord God will not hear,
because the Lord God is now occupied in His last palace. And when
you fall down, we will establish our own state below; we will divide
up the state, and if there is a bridge, it will not unite the heights
with the depths, and it will not stand upright, for one to scramble
up and fall back down, but will unite length and breadth, and every-
one will find it easy to walk on, and will arrive directly wherever
they wish; and the matter is justified, because the abyss too has

rights, and why should we serve Him when we ourselves can be lords--
And let Him rest here. :

And the All-Bridge heard out Satan's speech, and it sank
into thought. And an evil thought came to it, and it looked at Satan
and at the inciter, and Satan turned from it and left it alone to
think; and the All-Bridge waited and doubted, reflected and hesitated,
and then in deliberating still did not come to complete agreement . .

A cold feeling and a shudder went up and down the entire
length of its body, it trembled and shook and from yes-agreement and

no-agreement shook off from itself just the piece of the bridge which
had stood in the abyss.

In that moment the light of its palace, where its head had
been, became dark, and the Lord God came out of the door of the
second palace; rested and astonished He glanced at the All-Bridge,
glanced and said nothing, glanced and turned back to His Sabbath
rest . . . Satan did not turn back from his turning away from the
All-Bridge; angry and dissatisfied and insulted by the meager success
of his first visit, he disappeared from before the All-Bridge's eyes
and returned to the place from whence he came . o @

It was already dawn. And the Sabbath day came, and the
Sabbath day passed peacefully, and at night, when the light in the
All-Bridge's palace was kindled, it no longer shone as it had the
night before, with a Sabbath shine, but weakly and with an end-of-

Sabbath shine, and as soon as the light began to shine, the Lord God
appeared on the threshold.

--A good week!--He turned to the All-Bridge.

And the All-Bridge felt sinful and'diminished, and the
piece that yesterday had stuck in the abyss had departed from it,
and although it no longer felt any darkness or wetness from the

abyss--for this reason its crown, the light of its head, was dim
and battered.

--A good week!--It replied to the Lord God's blessing and
lowered its eyes, ashamed.

And-- (the wanderer added to his story)--and now all bridges
must suffer over that piece of the All-Bridge, and length and breadth
have been occupied by Satan, and he has placed his clowns at all the
bridges, and bridges are dissuaded from their mission; and the broken
off part has been searched for, in order to unite it with the All-
Bridge, and for a long time already, when it is searched for, the
searchers' feet are already swollen from walking; for the sin of the
All-Bridge's head and for the diminution of its light many heads

must be decapitated, in order to fill that palace-light with the
light of their heads. -- -- --

And--"Disciples," (the Master adds) "thét is what your
Comedians will say, when they importune you and cause you pain,
when they importune you and ask about your heads."

And the Master becomes guiet, and he walks out of the

circle. And the plaza of the,wall and the ladder soon disappears,

and there opens up again therL the field from which the Master and
his disciples had come in the beginning and had appeared from there . .
And the Master is already far away, and he already pushes against the

orizon as he goes back, and the light of his head looks like a faint,
weak circle, and the disciples behind him also with lights in their
heads and with bread and wine in their hands--bringing it out into

the world wherever the Master leads them; they walk there and fade
into the distance, and Adam looks after them for a while, until they
have completely disappeared from sight . . . And then Adam turns

back from looking after them, in order to turn back also with his
light to himself at home.
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And when Adam comes home and looks around at his room, he
finds it as it was the day before and the evening before; he himself
lies in his bed now, and in the place of his head only a light shines;
relatives and kin stand around his bed, shake their heads at him and
his appearance and bemoan his fate, and he looks at them and regrets
their crying and the pity in their faces. And when they finally
leave him, and depart, and he remains with the light of his head,
and when the Comedian then appears, and once more as usual is pre-
pared to sérve him, and with his hand already in his pocket,

in order
to take out his handkerchief from there, in order to relieve his
headache--Adam smiles then, makes a motion with his hand and does
not allow him too close, and "Unnecessary"--he says--"as you can
see, so don't bother.. "

--What do you mean?--the Comedian says, not knowing, foolish.

--As you can see, your service is not needed,

I am beheaded,
and you may hire yourself out to someone else .

And then the Comedian begins, as the Master predicted:
"What do you mean?" and "What does it signify?" and "Brainy one,

where did you lose your head?" etc. etc.--Then Adam smiles completely,
calm himself, and calms the Comedian, does not let him come near and

talk, directs him only to sit down, and he tells him what the Master
told him.

Translated by Michael Stern
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