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Under a Fence: A Revue
BY DER NISTER

I aM sick to death with grief.

And only you, my daughter, will feel it and understand me. For
tonight your honored and respected father could be seen at the
circus, not among the clowns or in the audience, but on the narrow,
twisting stairs that lead to the dressing rooms. There, with a bouquet
of the last flowers in my garden, the last of my moncy, and all the
love left in me, I went up to a small room and knocked softly, like a
puppy, with a trembling heart, and waited.

“May I?”

“Yes,” came from within.

And I went in to the bareback rider, dressed in her flesh-colored
costume, ready for her entrance. She held the whip in her hand and
slapped it against the tops of her riding boots as she looked at me
and my presents. She considered me a pest. She took the bouquet,
said it would be beautiful on her horse’s head, and filled her mouth
with my sweets, but wouldn’t let me tell her that I loved her. All the
while she slapped her boottops with the whip.

“Lili,” 1 said shyly.

She looked at me with pity and held herself away from me, and I
could see that she would never let me near her, no matter what
might happen.

Then the door opened, and another circus performer came in
from another dressing room. An athlete with gigantic legs and huge
calves. His pectorals were like two anvils, festooned with medals; his
arms and legs were bare; his face was a barrel; and his features were
like a moon. When he saw me with Lili, he asked, “Who is this?”
and Lili, sucking the sweets, answered, “He’s a professor in the city.
He’s famous, and he’s one of my admirers. Ha ha....” And she
showed him my presents, the bouquet, all that I had brought her,
and he looked at them and, my daughter, at me, your father.

He looked me over with contempt. He found me insignificant,
but he pretended to be angry at Lili. Lili went along with the joke
and pretended to talk back to him, to be afraid of him, and begged
him to forgive her for my visit. He forgave her, but not me. He went

up to me and pushed my hat down over my ears. And he took the
whip from Lili and struck me on the side, “Out!” he ordered. “And
don’t let me catch you here again! Professor!”

And I went out and retraced the labyrinth of dark little corridors
that smelled of horses and stable and circus. Such was my reward for
going there, for my presents and my love for Lili.

I came home, changed clothing, and sat down in my usual
armchair, and one of my students knocked and with great respect
asked:

“May I, sir?”

“Yes,” I answered.

And he entered and sat down with great deference, and I began
to talk to him—not as I usually do, not about the things that he
expected of me—but about something entirely different and irrele-
vant—about love.

My student looked astonished, and only his great respect for me
made him listen without interrupting. I warmed to my subject,
spoke of love and how it misleads us, turns our heads, how we grow
foolish and set out on childish and dangerous paths. “And yet”—I
added—“however bitter its fruit, the man who tastes love is lucky.”

My student stared at me and listened to it all-he thought I
intended a parable, that I would soon come to the point, and would
then proceed to the things that concerned us both.

But I went on, and spoke of how love is sometimes rejected and
ridiculed, of how miserable it is for the rejected, of how he comes
with his arms full of good, and the good is thrown back in his face,
and they stand and laugh at him while he kneels and gathers his
crumbs up off the floor.

My student listened and pretended to be interested, and agreed
because hc wanted to comfort me.

“Yes,” he said, * and the ones who refuse to love aren’t worthy of
the love they reject.”

“Do you think so?” I said. “And should the rejected be comforted
by that? What if they aren’t? What if they fall in love again and are
rejec ted again?”

And in innocence my student answered:

“In that case, they descrve what they get. If they don’t have the
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pride to look down on the worthless people they love, they get what
they deserve.” *

He was naive and he held firmly to his opinion, but in the end
none of it really mattered to him. Only out of courtesy had he
allowed himself to be drawn into the conversation. I could sec that
he was hoping for me to finish as soon as possible so we could turn
back to the proper subject, to the things that he had come for.

But I didn’t. I went on as I had started. And I warmed to my
theme even more. I rose from my armchair and paced around the
room and spoke about worth and worthlessness in love. As if I were
arguing excitedly with myself, I said:

“Really, what is ‘worth’? Does the word ‘worth’ apply to love at
all? Don’t we lay all worth at her feet? Don’t we give love gifts of all
that we have? Do we deal in reckonings and bookkeeping with
love?”

My student would have answered me but, as 1 have said, none of
it really mattered to him. All the time I could see the questions in his
eye: “What do you mean, sir? Why are you saying all this? Surely
you must have something else in mind...” -

But I had nothing else in mind, nothing else in the world. The
only thing in my heart was the memory of how I had been insulted.
It burned inside me, the story of the circus and what happened to
me there rose before my eyes, and most of all I saw Lili before me—
mounted and riding or sitting among the clowns and acrobats,
surrounded by performers, with so much charm in her lips and so
much sweetness in her mouth. The acrobats taking her, lifting her
up. Poor or rich, each of them would have given all he had, all his
body and life for one kiss.

I don’t know how, but somehow I ushered my student out. I
didn’t spcak to him about the things that intercsted him. I just
wanted him to go. I don’t even recall whether he said “goodnight”
or not. I was alone.

I wasn’t able to turn to anything or deal with any students that
night. I opened one book and immediately put it aside, then another,
with the same result. I couldn’t concentrate on anything or think
through a single thought.

And suddenly: I forgot who and where 1 was, my position in

society, and instead I was a performer myself, dressed in flesh-
colored tights, with a whip in my hand like a circus rider. I was in
the center ring of the circus. A beautiful horse was brought and 1
mounted him. And just ahead of me an even finer horse was in full
gallop, and Lili rode it, balanced on one leg, her other leg stretched
out behind her. The packed audience passed dizzyingly before my
eyes. All around us the circle of seats and the crowd, all eyes and
enthusiasm. Each pass of Lili’s took their breath away. Each “Hup-
hup!™ each shout excited and enchanted them. And I, too, was
excited, and I stood on the back of my horse and rode, as Lili,
weightless in her light costume, rode before me.

And suddenly she turned as her horse galloped. Now her back
was to his head and she stood facing me. And the crowd burst into
applause as Lili stretched her hand out to me and I reached out to
her. We couldn’t touch because the horses were between us, but we
felt just as though we had. Lili’s success was mine too, and I had my
share of the crowd’s excitement and applause.

Then Lili turned her back to me again and rode on, cracking her
whip in the air, around the ring once, then a second and a third time.
When we came to where the horses make their exit, I leaped down,
and as Lili rode up, I gave her my hand. She sprang to the ground,
and the horses were driven out by her assistants. We went after
them, but the crowd wouldn’t leave us alone. They called us and we
turned to them and bowed. That was our first number.

And the second time we rode out, I don’t know how, or where
you came from, but suddenly, my daughter, you were there too, in
the arcna, where the clowns and acrobats and animal trainers
perform,

As Lili and I rode by, you met us. You were waiting for us en
route. We had arranged among us that you were to leap up on one of
our horses as it galloped by.

And you did. Lili was the first to ride by, and you leaped up on
her horse. You were young and agile and amazing to the crowd. You
leaped to a standing position on the horse and rode holding on to
Lili, and I followed. And then suddenly (but again as agreed among
us) you were to lean on Lili’s hands, lift yourself, and balance on her
hands as you rode.

And I was to keep my eye on you and the horse, to see that it



"> on—"% o &% own Yo &Y mbpar abp n
M2 9 ° 190%,19 BRY,OPIPI AYNIVY 171 ] DR YN nLYnY
WI-NR D) RV DI=12N0N 7900 PR S n9ps PoRY AnRD

e 3o o v ?DN
PY OV AOBNTIIAN AT 70 MR YD UKD (YR 70 DK

L)TIPTIW DD DR 10 DN PIP PR AP dpIpn

yum ,anky WY

nIMa abpn sn

TR NN NEIRIYNINK 720 MR NOH W LXMW 7D DWND YNt
IR RONTY /1792 TN —222%1 1097 WK nR An=nwn DIdi DIRND
~N3 DR MRATAOY 1°2) PR P2 ATMI0RA MM 1D YY 102w

«NYRY YIR=REMN YR A93w0a R Yp n
DML 179251 ARTP ‘7 pAr=naa b1om

X1 .np1 o107
onbnna Yapm

TR VTP IR ,DIRNDY A NWY 2 MW ,hvat) ']"'7& XY NN Y

~nn3a.,optpn LY ,ANRENM TN MWRY DR 1 b

A1 937 Ra

URYN WKL, WYY AR YR, TR0 Y 1 wyIm Yapi peen
NP MR, N0 N YV URI=NNAM AVIXD DRI, Ta%3 WY 9TNa
“I2N7 PYR IR NN NI DRYSNIVIT DB MR DN JoRY Yy
=N TATT DRI SN = RO DRI hwn YD hnwRy

S vnp

AN NTP3) DTN 1397 DMWYD JHDYA DRI, TOYD *Naw* WK
X1 7,..0PIPA PP RIXY,OPIPI RIR ,RIXY MR/ ;NI BYD Yo
2YR NI KDY ARYY TV 0D ARY,NNA AR NaARD

DT DT DY MWW D MM AR AN NIMIRD
TR0 T 2, ANNDI NYTN, A MAIT /N IR, N

2W=nyw 935
LR 70 ORNA

SRR /210 3797 D191, TNY 0101, 97 WA IR BNP NP3 R

o , 1929
2NYRY /e RN AT DYMRG 19

19,2 39V’
ey ,n9p an’
LTIV XYM

RIDR *NRI .7 TN 5,227 911 1 1P BPIpa N nune’
~05% AT BIR S 5, ANTHY YIS MY

T0pPPa MY AYYNRI YT 930 b N

R /15 DIvRA’

“DIN PRY DN PA0M, 915 %63 ANvw’ 9'wa 9378 1% 92,
BNDT O ,DMMIKY /IR PRY L1299 92 0 0% 1% an .o
DR YT &Y MM A mnT vhawm R opapn Yam
222" PNADAD Y211, 7P2Y N2 *2IR) ANV AN BRY A% DMDIDa
N1, PTRN R ,EMD 2 YR .oononY 21w uw qomab (e wa

AR 37 NYT 9, 0eRA A ANR RY D, 03

., %npnn ovan

SWRDT VYA MR 12299 ,0m0 WPIIMan 2N, MRIP Y I

7 TIRYR M@DANTM 2197 YYLAIRIND PRI RIN
TRNNADYY LR UMW 2V N3 L0 P TR

1,798 PR DN
nx TR0 k9

$NIND DNPIY YTAR

~X% R OPIPI DY TR 1 M 12 M L aRM

MRY DY ... RPN’

ADIID 1M1 92T WD RDR 71 51720 RY 0OPIPA Mpam R A
STan% S5y S rrebn Manh om

P71 03 171 ®Y mvm *nPOnon 13 UK, IR VY

MR *1a%n 7o

1MW 12 owmia
/B3 NADI *N2 MM R0 ML RY DER LD TR )0 1Y
bV 03 %7 IV LN AR XM 25000 N3 oA TRbnm

T R DT B *nan i oy anoin Yo van
41BN M PNNRY -0 WpY IR .NoYY M min

"3 T3 XM M0
1 n%p NYY Ty

S0 MR NPT RS AN

STPRY 200 7% IR 0WA DR 2w R *1a

TBY N3 NRY

020 AN TR R NP
M 952 WM ona O'PTOY &M ANNDI WITA MIPY DIRNDY
APIN R DTN, MT'P3 @'37 DWIR 1191, PR DY P10 7521, R
—,¥ND%1 ANYY BT BN TN QTINRY DI BYITILAN BINRY

L BMIART OV, ]2 7 RO, 77 &P onm, 0% o HY aNar 79
1IN3 ,N751 OPIPTANIY N3 WK INMDY JpT AR SR My

1Y) )

T NP NXITHRN2 DMDTTWIR 5NN T30 ONARM ST M
XD 211 ,mXmn JORY QNIART A S NIVING TR KR bp byn
ADIMP2Y T, NIWINT TR BIR ...NTVNR TN JINTRR I
LR MPEUA BNARY DU 21 ,NAYA WRM A ,PhY TIE M
TR M, A0 WRII TN 70, DR (2R ARDAT RD oNIRM N

RYR ,nwn ]Y 927 21 ,°nYDs *nnn 79907 8591 .0

NI MRY TYID

nwhs P A%V TIRA AN NN RIAW OYY ,URIM DN 0w

0'5
17770N27,9N 01,1 M3 md XX 07 W

5P M R
RD 201, mRnDY

220001 MRS Y¥1,1nPwR 3220 BMBPI MRODY ,ADIN T2 NYW
AW P nwn 0%~ L opswn—on oawr vrebn Y

AP 91 22 mn0Y% XM L awe PTITAA AR R

L

M 2T YRV nune XD R ,ADRT KD D oY
| e

AN YRR

™MmTnaa ,T'D)D WX 2371 MW R 1NN A2 *nYONon v R

1TV AN, nmb
SN OYTIRTIR Mt

- 31

didn’t alter its pace, and on Lili, to see that she maintained her
balance. I wasn’t to miss anything, not the slightest movement of the
horse or Lili. If I did, it would be a circus scandal, or worse. There
might be an accident. Lili might slip and both of you might fall.

And that is exactly what happened. Lili rode before me holding
you balanced on her hands, and she had only done a half-circuit of
the main ring when, either because the crowd suddenly began to
applaud or for some other reason, the horse dropped his head, and
Lili slipped just as you were passing the barrier that separates the
public from the arena. And you, my daughter, fell, and I heard your
skull crack on the wooden barrier.

The audience was horrified. All at once everyone cried out “Ah!”
Lili leaped down from her horse and left it where it was, and 1 came
over to you and did something, and suddenly the entire circus, the
arena, the audience, and the uproar that followed your accident was
gone, and we were alone in my room. You were wounded and lay on
my bed, and I applied ice and wet towels to your wound. You were
delirious. I gazed at you, full of guilt for what had happened. Your
pain was my shame; your delirium, my great grief.

As I sat by you, you kept saying over and over, “Father and I,
father in the circus, my father a performer in the circus...” and I
felt both pain and shame, though your eyes were closed and you
couldn’t see me.

It was late, but I thought I heard someone knocking at my door,
asking “May we?” “Yes,” I said, “you may,” and the door opened
and my student came in again.

“Good evening, sirl” he said.

“What’s happened? Why are you here at this hour?” I asked.

He said, “I heard what happened at the circus, sir, that your
daughter was hurt. . .. I came to see whether you nceded help.”

“Ah, really!” I leaped to my feet. “Does that mean that people
know about the circus already?”

“Yes, the whole town is talking about it. People can’t understand
what you were doing on a horse. They say that the circus owner
must have disguised one of his people as you, but they don’t know
why. Was it just for publicity or is he angry at you and trying to get
back at you in some way by ruining your good name? Your-students
and other people who were there say that it wasn’t you, and my

friends chose me and asked me to go to you, in spite of the late hour,
so that we could be sure that it isn’t true.”

And at that, he looked around the room and saw you on the bed,
and he grew confused and began to stammer:

“But I see, sir, that what they say is true. What does it mcan?
What can I tell my friends?”

I looked at him and had nothing to say. I only stammered back:

“Say? Yes, say that ... it’s the truth, and my daughter is the
proof.” _

And he looked at the bed, my daughter, and there was pain in his
eyes, and he looked at me accusingly though with great sympathy
for my fall. He stayed awhile, turned to go, turned back again, then
finally went out and closed the door behind him. .

And T was alone with you again, sitting beside you, gazing at
your bandaged head.

And suddenly: the walls of the room opened. There were holes
and cracks in the walls, and in every hole there was a head, and at
every crack I saw eyes and faces. Some ground their teeth and
mocked me, some gave me ugly looks, and others stretched their
hands through the wall. And all at once, stones showered on your
bed, meant not for you, but for me, and voices called out, “Old
lecher. You sold your daughter for a circus whore, sold your
daughter for a whore. ...”

And, my daughter, the stones fell like hail. People threw them
with murderous intent, and if I hadn’t jumped up, at once, the stones
would have shattered the other side of your head. But I jumped up
quickly and bent over you to protect you and made my whole body
into a target for the falling stones. One especially pointed stone
struck me in the head, and I lost consciousness. All I knew was that I
was bleeding and growing lightheaded with the loss of blood and
feeling somewhat empty and yet somehow relieved.

And suddenly: T was no longer in our room, but in a court of
justice. There was a felt-covered table with chairs and benches
around it, and on the chairs and benches all my students were seated.
They were the judges and I stood before the bar of justice. And at
the center of the table sat the oldest judge, at first unfamiliar to me,
but when I looked closely, I recognized him. It was my teacher,
whom T had studied with at our academy, whom I hadn’t seen or
heard of in so many years, Medardus.
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He gazed at me with pity, and so did my students. There was no
one in the hall but my judges and myself, no witnesses or spectators.
I was asked to step up to the table, and I did.

And 1 was glad that my own were judging me, that I stood before
my own students and teacher, for T expected them to be both
understanding and just.

Medardus waved his hand and a wall opened, and you, my
daughter, were brought in on your bed, meaning this was my guilt,
the trial would concern you, and I would have to account for your
fall and the injury to you.

Then Medardus gave me a sign, and I felt as if I were his student
again, a scholar among scholars in the academy, as I had been, as my
students were. And all of them were dressed as scholars. I was the
only one dressed for the circus, in flesh-colored tights. Shyly, I began
my defense.

“You have permitted me to defend myself,” I said, “but I don’t
know how I can. Standing before you now, I fecl like a turtle
without a shell: completely naked. Medardus, my teacher, I left iny
shell, our tower, and I grew cold. And when we are cold we hug
anything that can keep us warm, any garbage or filth, as long as it
covers us. And we wear anything, even rags or flesh-colored tights, as
long as it’s clothing. And when we are hungry and have no work,
being a clown is work, after all. And when we have no home, the
circus can be home. And the circus is as it is. Your life is cheap. You
are there only to gratify others. Your soul hangs by a thread, and
your life is unimportant, so is it any wonder that your child is
unimportant too, and that you can sell her to the tightrope for a
trifle, for your breakfast?

“And don’t be amazed, my teacher, Medardus, that I left our
house. You know better than anyone that if our house flowered in
your time, it withered in mine. In your time, the light from our
tower was dazzling. It glittered like gold, and was visible for miles
around. But in my time, not only was the light gone, but the house
itself was in ruins, and no one came to it except the dogs that pissed
against the walls. And in your time you still sat secure on your seat
and directed us, but in our time the scats were falling apart, and the
legs were about to collapse under us.

“And you should have foreseen it, Medardus, my teacher, and
told us to abandon the house. You should have written that into your

will when you left us, so that we wouldn’t have had to stay behind
with the walls and ruins and rusty keys. We stayed and, out of
respect to you, we observed the order established by you. But no one
supported us, no one came to study with us, and we no longer served
as an example. -

“We sat down to our own poor meals by ourselves, and it was
melancholy at our tables. There were no visitors to us, as there had
been to you. No one brought us gifts. Our cellar and storeroom were
cmpty, and our bread was dry, and there was nothing to dip it in.
We washed for our meals without joy and said grace in sadness, and
one by one our servants began to leave us, and after them, the
weaker students as well, and the ones who stayed couldn’t blame the
ones who left, because all of them felt that staying was useless. No
one could condemn the ones who gave in to temptation and went
away. And in the end, when we were very few, my turn came. I
want to tell you what happened to me, and I ask you to listen.

“Once I was alone in our tower and heavy-hearted because the
streets outside were full of life and our house was deserted, except
that once in a long while a teacher would bring schoolchildren to sec
how poor we were. The children would ask about our tower and its
history, they would want to know who used it and what it was for.
And the teacher would tell them that it wasn’t for anything, that it
could have been torn down, but it was left standing because of its
age, as a reminder of the way things had been. And when the
children sometimes saw me or a student or a servant in the courtyard
and asked who we were and what we were for, the teacher would
answer that we were useless and we were also only reminders of the
past, but there were things to be learned by observing us too.

“On one such day I was alone in our house. Everyone else was
away, and I sat by mysclf staring at a corner of my room. And
suddenly something strange happened. My vision wavered, and I
saw a dustman coming out of the corner. He was frayed and nearly
bald, with dusty eyebrows and clothes that were so worn out it was
impossible to tell what color they were. He still had a few hairs on
his head, but no beard, and at first glance his eyes looked half-dead,
as if they were coated with dust. But hidden somewhere in the
corner of his eye there was a sharp, thievish smile.

“The dustman was a surprise to me, but apparently I was even
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more of a surprise to him. When lie shook free of some of his dust, he
looked all around him and then at me and asked me who I was and
why I was there. I said, ‘What do you mean why am I here? I belong
here. This has always been my place.” But who was he and what was
he doing here? '

“He answered, and there was that hidden smile at the back of his
eyes, that he came from the corner, which had always been his
place:

“Then why hadn’t I seen him before this? Why hadn’t he shown
himself? ~

““Because,” he answered, ‘I had no one to show myself to.”

““What do you mean? What of the scholars who live here?’

““No,” the dustman said, ‘if I had come to them, they would have
taken me to be an illusion or an apparition, and they would have
spat and turned away.’

“ ‘What of now and myself?” I asked.

“‘Now isn’t then,” he said. ‘And you aren’t the others. You are
not a scholar to me now, and I am not an apparition. You are the last
one here. Your teacher is already dead, and your students are leaving
you. Any day now the rest of them will go. I have nothing to do in
my corner anymore, and soon I'll have no way of making a living, so
I came out to introduce myself to you. You and I are the last ones.
Let’s get acquainted. I know you and your work, since I am used to
seeing you through the wall, but you don’t know me. Let me invite
you in to me. You have nothing to lose and I have nothing to lose.
We are both in the same situation. Maybe after we have become
acquainted we can look for a new place and a new livelihood
together, eh?”’

*“‘And your work?’

Come in and take a look.”

“The dustman beckoned, and I followed him through the wali
into a tiny room where a wick was burning in a can though it was
daytime, and there was a bed and a rusty dipper at the foot of the
bed.

“It took a long time before I could see anything else, and even
then there seemed to be nothing but a stool, a little table, and a few
worthless utensils. But when I looked closely at the bed, I was
suddenly amazed to see that there were three people lying there: a

“« ¢

father, a mother, and a child. The father was in the middle, the
mother was next to the wall, and the child was on the outside of the
bed. All three were made of straw, and they had all lain there a long

~ time and smelled moldy. The mother was dried out, thin, and flat as

a board, without breasts for the child, but the father was fuller, and
he was the one with breasts, and the child lay at one of his breasts
and sucked. The straw-child had a little straw mouth, and the little
mouth apparently pained and bit the father as it sucked at him, for
he twisted and grimaced while giving the breast.

“And the dustman pointed to the bed and told me to look, and I
saw that the father had nothing left to give and that the straw child
was sucking the marrow out of him, and the father twisted like a
snake, and groaned and cried out.

“And the longer I looked at him, the more his pain became my
pain, and the more he twisted and turned, the more I twisted and
turned as well.

“And suddenly I found myself in the father’s place in the middle
of the bed, with the mother on one side of me and the child on the
other side, and the dustman stood and looked at me. And when I
asked him, ‘What is this, and what’s happening here?’ he said, “This
is my work. This is what I always do: the father is made of straw and
has no milk to give, the mother has no breasts, and the child wants to
cat, so it sucks and bites, and I have to feed and sustain all three. In
the rusty dipper you see here I draw damp and mold from the walls
for them, and I gather hair from the beards and bald heads of
scholars and make wicks to give them light.’

*“‘But what am I doing here?’ I asked again. ‘How did I get into
this bed and what do I have to do with the straw mother and child?’

* ‘But this is your straw,” he said, ‘your straw work. It belongs to
you.and all your brother scholars. These are the children of your
straw lives. You suckle them, but you have nothing to give, and so
you twist and turn.’

“At this I jumped up and moved away from my wife, but I pulled

‘the child close to me, and I put my feet down on the floor and sat

there with my head bent and my eyes to the ground, and my eyes
grew wet, and my tears began to fall.

“And I cried, and at first my tears fell on my hands, then on my
knces, and then on the floor. They dripped like rain from the roof.
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First they made the floor wet, then they formed a little stream, and
all the time, the dustman stood over me. And - when I had cried a lot,
and the stream of tears had risen, the dustman told me to put my
feet into it, and I did.

“And immediately I saw a wheel of light on the opposite wall. Tt
was small, like the circle of light cast on a wall by a lamp, but the
light grew and the wheel kept opening and growing larger until it
filled the whole wall, and then the wall opened, and sitting on the
bed with my feet in my tears, I saw a great open space out of doors.
After the tiny room lit by a wick, the light was blinding, and I
thought I was looking at a sea.

“And it really was a sea. I could see the shore from my bed.
Groups of people were standing on the shore. They looked like they
were there for someone’s burial, and in the midst of them, there was
a person who was very familiar to me. He was taller and paler and
more impressive than the others, but he seemed to have been
sentenced, and the people seemed to have gathered on account of
him, to throw him from the high shore into the sea and dig a grave
for him in the earth.

“And suddenly the people on the shore lifted him up and held
him on high for a while, as though holding him up to the sun, and all
at once 1 could see that the person held on high was you, my teacher,
Medardus, and I also was helping to hold you. Then all the people
flung you, I along with them, and you flew down. And as you flew,
you turned into a bird, and you cawed and laughed and flapped your
wings and laughed again. And when I looked at the bird, I saw the
dustman’s face, and at each caw and laugh he snorted and sneezed
dust. The bird flew over to each group of people and circled them,
laughing and sneezing dust, and then my dustman came over to my
bed and laughed and said:

“‘Laugh too and let your dust come out of you.’

“And I laughed and a bird flew out of my mouth. Again, and
there was another bird, and again and again, and birds flew out of
my ears, my eyes, my nose, even out of my head, and we all laughed
together, and I felt relieved and happier, and I thought that I would
now do whatever the dustman or the birds told me to do.

“And the dustman appeared again and waved his hand, and the
sea and the people disappeared; another wave of his hand and the

birds were gone; and a third wave and the walls closed again beforc
my cyes, and there was the bed and my wife and child on the bed
and the can and the burning wick that lit them both.

“And the dustman pointed to the can, meaning that I should take
it and pour the kerosene over my wife and leave her there and that I
should take the straw child and put it under my belt. And I did. I put
the child under my belt and poured the kerosene over my straw
wife, and what happened after that I don’t know, because the
dustman led me out of his room at once. And I don’t know how, but
he and I and the straw child were suddenly outside our house, and I
held a bunch of keys in my hand and turned a rusty key in the door
and locked it.

“Then,” I continued telling my judges and Medardus, “then the
dustman and I left the courtyard of our house and stepped out onto
the street. And as soon as the first passers-by saw us, they looked at
us in amazement, and I wasn’t sure who it was that amazed them so;
the dustman, or me, or the straw child sticking out of my belt, or all
of us together.,

“Then I looked around, and I found that I was wearing the
clothes I had always worn in our house, but the dustman looked
altogether different now that he was out of our house. He looked
richer and more important than the richest people on the street. He
shone in a new hat, a black frock coat and tails and patent leather
shoes, a pressed shirt and deep-cut vest, and in his hand he held a
stick of some sort—not a walking stick, but the kind that orchestra
conductors and magicians carry.

“And when people saw us together, the dustman in his new
clothes, and myself so typically a scholar in clothes worn out, shiny
with age, and tattered, with my child in my belt and the straw
poking out of it, they were amazed. Some stopped and stared.
Others, who had already passed us, turned back. Some of them
smiled and some assumed that this was publicity for the circus or

some other show, but we weren’t carrying placards, and they

weren't sure what we were trying to publicize.

“The dustman saw their interest and wasn’t at all uncomfortable.
Unlike me. I felt very uncomfortable. But the people saw that he
was interested in their response to us and that he wanted it.

“When we went further down the street and came to a busier
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spot, people surrounded us at once, and the dustman made us stop in
the thick of the crowd. The people here were also amazed and
questioned us, first with looks and then with words: who were we
and what were we publicizing? And the dustman waved his baton,
meaning, ‘People, listen to me. I have something to say.’

“And they waited, and he let them wait a bit longer, in order to
awaken their interest even more. He stood there in silence for a
moment, and then he said:

“‘A public announcement. The scholar who stands here before
you has lost his livelihood. He has nothing to do. As you know, the
scholars are all shut out of their shops these days, and so is he. And
he has no home because he lived in his shop. In addition, he broke up
with his family. He had a wife—a sack of straw—and when he left
his home, he poured kerosene over her, and if you care to see it,
ladics and gentlemen, turn in the direction of the tower, and
in a short while, you will see smoke and flame rising out of the
chimney.’

“They did care to see it, and when he pointed, they all turned to
look. Our chimney had been cold for a long time, but now there was
smoke rising out of it, and then a flame, and within the flame there
was suddenly a woman, who didn’t last long, but disappeared in the
fire.

“And when they had seen the brief fire that came out of the
chimney, and there was nothing more to see, they turned to the
dustman again and said, ‘What more?” and he said:

““The scholar who stands here before you—I am about to help
him. I am going to lead him out into the world. When he was a great
and important man, I was a hanger-on in his house. 1 lived off his
wealth and importance. And now that he has fallen so low, I can’t
just abandon him. He is alone and helpless. From his long years of
isolation in the academy, he has lost his good sense. You can see that
he is impractical and that he has hardly any strength left. It took all
he had just to leave the building. He could hardly lift his half-dead
feci over the threshold. And here he stands before you, aimless and
good for nothing. Something has to be done for him. He has to find
some way to make a living, and who should help him if not I? After
all, I lived the same life, ate with him, and was close to him for
years.’

“«Of course,’ some of the people said, nodding and agreeing with
the dustman. ‘Of course, That’s only just.’

“And the dustman seized on the nodding and agreeing of those
few, and he continued and said:

“ I have had him on my mind for a long time, wondering what to
do with him. He has no work, and a scholar’s hands are no good at
all, and there was nothing to take along when we left the house,
except for what you sec in his belt, which he had by his wife, who
just went up in flames. When I decided that we would have to leave
the house, I realized that there was nothing to hope for from him, he
wasn’t good for anything, and there was no use hoping for a miracle
or luck or coincidence to help us, so I began to prepare myself to go
out into the world. I poked around in all the corners of the house and
searched all the cupboards in case there might be anything valuable
left, but there wasn’t. Everything had already been taken before our
time. There was nothing left for us but dust and rags and torn books
covered with mouse droppings. Since I had no other choice, 1 picked
over the rags, but I couldn’t get anything for them. The rag dealers
wouldn’t take them. They were worthless. However, among the torn
books I found something useful, a fortunetelling book, without
covers and pages yellow with age, and I began to read the
prophecies in that book. And there was one prophecy—if you care to
hear it, ladies and gentlemen, I can read it out to you now.’

“ “Yes, we want to hear it,” some of them said.

“And the dustman put his hand into his breast pocket and pulled
out the little book he had referred to, yellow and without covers, and
he turned the pages and found his place, and no longer looking at the
public, read from the book.

*“ “This is what the prophecy says:

““First,” it says, ‘he will be poor and capable of nothing, and he
will get his living from a basket of mockery which he will carry
around with him, mockery of himself and his former teachers and his
work. Second,” it says, ‘all paths are closed to him but one—to go into
the circus and onto the tightrope. Third,” says the prophecy, ‘let him
take to it in time, and let him seek the companionship of tightrope
walkers and magicians and learn their work from them, because his
fortune can only be mended by them.

“‘And fourth,” says the book, ‘let him be ready to pay for these
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things with the shirt off his back and the eyes in his head and
everything dearest to him, and unless he does, he would do better to
dig his own grave at once and not even bother to leave his house.

“ “Who? The last of the scholars!”

“Here the dustman finished reading from the little book and put
it back in his breast pocket. Then he turned to the public and added:

““Aftér reading these prophecies, I saw what had to be done.
saw that the academy had come to nothing and that this man who
stands before you would finally turn the key in the door of the house
and no longer return to it, that the little book was speaking about
him, and the prophecies would provide him with a way of earning a
living. And since I was close to him and he was close to me, as 1 have
told you, I used to come to him and urge him to think about it, but
he was lazy and heedless, as people usually are when they are going
down and no longer know what world they’re in. They stand
teetering on the edge of a ditch and don’t see it.

““So I gave up on him, but out of gratitude to the house, I took
pity and did it all myself: visited performers and pledged brother-
hood with clowns and tightrope walkers and sleight-of-hand artists,
and I learned from all of them.

“*And look,” and here the dustman raised his hand and pointed
to my belt, ‘here is our first trick, and I hope it will please you and
that you will come to see our shows. Look!”

“And the dustman grabbed my straw child from my belt and all
at once: the audience and I saw a real child before us. We saw you,
my daughter, spring to the ground in front of us, dressed for a
performance, in a short skirt, with arms and legs bare, poised and
ready to dance.

“At first the audience was stunned by the trick itself and then
amazed at my daughter—at her beauty, her easy, graceful bow, and
her poise. Even after they had recovered from their surprise, they
kept praising her. The dustman held out his hat and went around
with it, and the audience gladly threw coins into it, and the dustman
thanked them and invited them to come and see us again, and they
promised to come. And then my daughter and the dustman and I
said goodbye to the crowd and left them and went to an eating
place. And so, the first day after leaving my house, I had my first
taste of circus tricks and of showing off my daughter to the crowd.

“And, my judges and teacher,” I continued telling Medardus and
my students, “while cating I suddenly began to cry bitterly. Looking
at my daughter, I drowned my head in tears, and the tears ran down
my cheeks and into my bowl. I wanted to wipe them away, and I
looked for a handkerchief in my pockets and couldn’t find any.
Instead, I found the keys to our house, and I don’t know how, but
suddenly I found myself back at our house, standing before the door
I had locked that day, and I opened it and went into my room. In the
corner where 1 had seen the dustman, the wall was broken. A draft
blew in from behind it, and the air smelled of burnt straw. It was like
a ruin after a fire, and 1 grew sad, and as always when I am sad, 1
leaned against a wall, and I cried again and couldn’t stop crying.

“And suddenly someone was shaking me, and when I lifted my
head to see who it was, I found myself back at the table, and it was
the dustman rousing me: What was it, why wasn’t I eating, why did I
drift off in the middle of the meal? I should finish, since we had to go
somewhere after we ate.

“ “Where?” I asked.

““To the circus,” he answered. ‘After all, we invited the public to
a performance.’

“And I obeyed the dustman and finished eating, and we left the
restaurant and in a little while we came to the circus.

“And when we arrived, the dustman introduced himself to the
circus manager first of all, and then my daughter and me. We stood
behind the dustman’s back and he spoke for us. And he explained
that my daughter had made a big hit on the street, and he expected
that she would do the same in the circus, at dancing or riding or
whatever the circus manager asked her to do.

“The circus manager asked my daughter to come closer, and he
looked her over and was obviously pleased with her. Then he
glanced at me, and it was clear that T didn’t please him. He said that
he was ready to take on my daughter, but I was useless to him, he
had no work for me.

“But the dustman argued for me and convinced him that with a
little training 1 would be ready to do anything. And more to the
point, he added (and gave the circus manager a knowing wink), was
that I would be good for publicity, for if they announced on their
posters  that so-and-so, the well-known scholar of such-and-such
academy would be appearing in the circus, the circus would
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certainly fill right up, and they would run out of tickets at the box

office.

“Then the dustman bent down and whispered my story in the
manager’s ear. ‘And ... since he's a scholar ... he understands, of
course ... that he gets no pay ... just let him meet some of the
circus people, in particular, a woman. . .. He is starved and he will
certainly fall in love. Scholars are hotheads and stop at nothing. The
woman can easily take him in hand. He'll do anything for her, and
he’ll serve the circus well. Perhaps he’ll even be a magician, a
tightrope walker or a trick rider. ...

“The circus manager liked this suggestion, and he agreed that my
daughter and I could stay and, of course, along with us the dustman
who sold us to the circus.

“And it was just as the dustman predicted. The next day during
the riding lesson, I saw Lili on her horse, and I couldn’t keep my
eyes off her. She let me get close to her and pretended that she
wanted me to ride with her and be her partner in her act. The circus
manager apparently persuaded her to agree to this so that my lessons
would be successful. He knew that if I had Lili before me, I would
work hard, and it would be to his advantage. We would put on a
good show, there would be something to announce on the posters,
and my appearannce was sure to be a sensation.

“And I rode after Lili and loved her, and my daughter rode with
us. All three of us practiced together. And the dustman was also
given circus work to do, so that he would be earning his bread too.

“The dustman was full of ideas. He suggested to the circus
manager that since the last academy was locked now and the last
scholar had come to work in the circus the public might be
interested if we did a number based on this.

“A trial of the scholars. And I, the scholar turned circus
performer, would be the chief judge, and other circus people would
assist me as fellow judges: clowns, acrobats, and sleight-of-hand
artists, and the sentence would be carried out openly before the
entire audience. Some of the circus people would have to be the
accused, and among them an older one, who would be a teacher of
the scholars, and younger ones, who would be his studeats, and when
the sentence was pronounced, a bonfire would be built, and they
would be burned up then and there.

“‘And,’ the dustman said, ‘the clowns would have plenty of

opportunity for humor and ridicule. The theme was current, and the
people would love it. They hate scholars, ridicule of scholars would
give them pleasure, and it was sure to be a success.’

“The circus manager heard him out, and he liked the idea, and
they immediately started to work on it. I had the main responsibil-
ity, because, as I have said, I was to play the main role. I was to be
the head judge.

“And when everything was ready, all the roles distributed and
the texts learned, the circus manager had posters made announcing
the first number in the biggest print. It was to be:

The Judgement of the Last Scholar

on His Teacher and Students.

In addition, it said, the assistant judges would be the world-
renowned clowns, Jack and Mack and Shlim Shlimaz]. And, it said,
the public would greatly enjoy this number because all the guilty
were sure to be sentenced to be burned. A bonfire would be built on
the spot, and Lili the circus rider would put the first match to the
dry wood.

“And it all went exactly as the dustman predicted and as the
circus manager calculated. As soon as the posters were put up, there
was a great crowd at the ticket office. People stood in long lines, and
the cashiers’ hands grew tired of selling tickets, and there weren’t
enough for everyone.

“And when I made my entrance as the head judge, along with
my assistants, the clowns Jack and Mack and Shlim Shlimazl, the
audience began to howl with laughter just looking at us, because we
were dressed like real judges. We sat down and the accused were led
in, an old scholar, who looked like you, my teacher, Medardus, since
I had had him dressed and made up like you, with long hair and a
long gown, and his feet got tangled in his gown. And after him the
younger ones, who looked like you, my students, in long gowns and
droopy velvet skull caps that came to a point on top. And when you,
Medardus and my students, were led in, the entire audience let out
one resounding roar of laughter. Everyone held their bellies, it hurt
so much, and the plain public and the gallery let out belly laughs
and snorted like horses, because the clowns who were made up like
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scholars looked so serious. But then, turning around to the audicnce,
they made funny faces and winked, and the audience razzed them
and shouted wisecracks at them. K

“And the trial didn’t last long, only as long as a circus number
should last, but the whole time the circus building was full of
laughter that resounded up to the roof at the accused when they
defended themselves, at the judges when they questioned them, and
at me, the chief judge. And I don’t know how so much insult and
abuse came out of me. But I suppose that I was influenced by the
clowns and the circus air in general and the huge audience that I was
performing for, and I plunged into the hubbub, and I mocked more
than any of them, and when I told the scholars off, I was wittier than
anyone. And finally the sentence was pronounced: dirt and garbage
that had to be burned. And assistant clowns came in dressed like
executioners and axemen, and set up a bonfire, and they brought in
straw effigies of the people sentenced, laid them on the woodpile and
skillfully lit the fire, and the flame shot up, and the straw cffigies
burned. It was Lili who lit the fire, and she invited the audience to
come down and light their cigarettes at the flame, and the crowd
laughed again; and for some time after, whenever they thought of
the number, they laughed out loud, and they had a fine time at the
circus that day.

“And that,” I continued telling Medardus and my students, “that
was my first number. And I prepared myself for more. I continued
my riding lessons. At times I rode alone, at times with Lili or with
my daughter, and sometimes all three of us rode together.

“And I saw that Lili was jealous and couldn’t bear to share
billing with anyone else or to have another woman ncarby. Though
she knew that the woman was my daughter, it still bothered her, and
she was always angry at her and worked against her whenever she
could, in riding and in other things as well. She spoke against her to
the circus manager and belittled her riding ability to the other circus
artists. And I felt that she was capable of worse and that she was just
waiting for the chance. Lili was the sort who would stop at nothing.
If she felt she had to, and her jealousy overcame her, she would do
physical injury to her rival, even cripple her.

“But I loved Lili, and for her sake I bound myself to the circus,
and I felt the force of all the years of ungratified needs, all the time

that I had spent in our house with my straw wife. Now when I saw
Lili, I fell in love with her and went crazy for her.

“But she never even noticed me. She loved everyone else, the
athletes, the clowns, and all the other circus people, but not me. For
what was I to her, what could I bring her but my moldy, scholarly
past? That was the truth. She would certainly have driven me away
the first time I came to her if it hadn’t been for the circus manager
and the dustman. The first, to promote his interests, because a
scholar-rider meant moncy to the circus, and the other, for my own
sake, because he was loyal to me and wanted to see me suited to
circus life, persuaded Lili not to do it. The manager asked her only
to let me hang around her and not to send me away, and the
dustman asked her to love me because I deserved it, and he told her
about my good points.

“So Lili let me ncar her, but she made a fool of me, and though
to please the circus manager she often allowed me some small
liberties in a corner, 1 felt that it was all a joke to her. In the middle
of it she would smile at me coldly and mockingly. Also, often while I
was making love to her, she would complain that I didn’t love her
with my whole heart, because 1 gave most of my love to my
daughter.

“The truth was that I loved my daughter very much, even
though she came from straw and from a wife I didn’t love. All my
past was bound up with my daughter. How could I deny her? I saw
my life through her. She was my reminder of it and of how much I
regretted it now.

“I was always with her, and Lili couldn’t bear it. It was no longer
a joke to her, especially since my daughter showed great talent for
circus riding from the very beginning. The riding master and the
circus manager praised her, and the circus people would come to see
her riding lessons and couldn’t take their eyes off her, her body, her
skill, her speed, her great mastery in riding.

“Lili saw it and she was envious of the praise that was showered
on my daughter by everyone. My daughter was a thorn in her fiesh. 1
could see that she regarded her as her rival, that my daughter’s
successes gave her no rest, and that Lili planned to do my daughter
harm one day.

“And that,” I told my judges and pointed to the bed where you,
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my daughter, were lying, “that is what happened tonight. Lili
managed to carry out her plan. And surely it wasn’t the horse’s fault
or my daughter’s lack of skill at riding. 1t must have been that Lili
didn’t give her her hand at the time arranged between them, and she
lost her balance and fell and injured herself.

“And it is my fault, my judges. This is what happened to me after
I left our house. I betrayed my teachers and made my only daughter
a cripple. And it all came about in the course of time because the

corners of our house were broken up, and dustmen and these who
lived off our mold got control of us, and we were good for nothing
and completely unprepared for the outside world, and they took
over and led us where dustmen have to lead us, to the street and the
market place, to tricks and the circus and to giving up the shirt off
our backs, the eyes in our heads, and the daughter of our loins, for a
piece of bread. Sentence me and do what you want to with me,
Deny me, just as I denied you, and just as I injured my daughter, do
me injury too, and carry out your sentence on me.”

With that, I finished speaking to the court, and they heard me
out to the end, but in Medardus’ eye I read “guilty,” and in my
students” eyes there was pity and sympathy, but they agreed with
Medardus. They also found me guilty.

And suddenly: the hall where the trial took place and my
daughter had been brought in as witness of my guilt and had been
constantly before my eyes, began to change and grow larger and
higher. The walls dissolved, and the ceiling lifted, and there was a
high space overhead, and I recognized the circus and felt the circus
air.

And there it was, the whole circus building, the benches and
seats, the arena and the galleries, but they were empty. No one was
in the seats or on the benches, but in the center was the judge’s
table, exactly where it had been during the clown show, when I was
the head judge and Medardus and my students were on trial. Now it
was exactly the opposite, Medardus and my students were the judges
now, and I was the one on trial.

The building was lit by one little lamp. All around it was dark
and empty except for that little light at the judges’ table, and 1 stood
before it with my head lowered, and Medardus began to question
me.

He said:

“Did I know that the last one is obligated to the end, and to the
end means until the ship goes down and the captain goes down with
her?”

And I answered: “Yes, he is obligated.”

And Medardus asked further:

“Did I know that dustmen and similar creatures are not persons
or living creatures at all, but only illusions, born in the sick minds of
scholars, and to allow oneself to be led by them and to do as they do
is a disgrace?”

And I answered: “Yes, I must have been sick, and I took illusions
to be reality.”

And Medardus asked me further:

“Didn’t I know that we scholars had no wives and of course no
children, and that my child of straw that was brought to life by the
dustman was illusion and magic, and that magic must be burned
along with anyone who uses it or has the slightest connection with
itr”

“Yes, I know,” I answered. :

Then suddenly I heard laughter in a dark corner of the circus,
and I looked around and saw Lili coming down dressed like an
executioner in blood red, down to me at the judges’ table. And when
I turned back to the table, I no longer saw the people who had been
there before. Instead of the table there was wood laid on for a
bonfire. Medardus and my students stood to one side. Lili didn’t wait
to be told by Medardus, but went over and took hold of my
daughter, who was light as straw and allowed herself to be taken,
and laid her on the bonfire. Then she came over to me and told me to
go up there too, and I went.

Then Lili struck a match and held the flame to the wood, and the
fire caught in the wood and in my straw daughter, and the whole
circus was lit up immediately, and it was silent in the circus, and my
daughter had already burned up, and I began to burn, first my
clothes, then my body, my hair, my hands, my feet, and my face, and
I burned briskly..

I burned and illuminated the circus for a long time. Then the fire
began to burn down, and the circus grew darker. The coals settled,
and I had turned to ashes, and the light of the bonfire burned lower
and lower,
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And then I noticed that Medardus took his shoes off, and my
students did the same. And when the circus was dark again and there
was only a little heap of ash and coal where the bonfire had been,
Medardus and my students sat down on the ground and mourned for
me, while Lili stood by the fire and lit a cigarette on one of the coals.
And when Medardus and my students had sat in grief for a while,
and I had burned up entirely, I spoke from the ashes and said:

“Stand up, my teacher and students. I deserved what was done to
me. I brought you to shame, and you turned me to ash, and we're
even, all equally brought to nothing. There won’t be any grief at the
circus. What kind of circus person was I really? If you hadn’t forced
me out now, the circus manager would have shown me the door
later. He only kept me because of my daughter, and if my daughter
can’t perform becausc she was injured, why would he need me?
What good would I do him? And Lili won’t shed any tears for me. 1
was never anything to her, and now that she’s free of my daughter,
why should she bother with me?P Stand up, my tcacher and
students!”

And saying that, I suddenly woke up, as if from a dream. I was
cold, and I was lying somewhere, and a person stood over me and
shook me. For a while I resisted him and wanted to lay my head
down again. Why wouldn’t he leave me alone? But he was stubborn.
He woke me gently at first. Then he shook me harder and harder. He
had a strong hand. He turned me and rolled me from side to side,
and finally I couldn’t get away from his hand, and I was forced to
open my eyes.

And when I did, I didn’t understand where I was. I thought I
must be lying on the ground outside, and when I looked up, I saw
that I really was outside, with my head under a fence, and the
ground I lay on was filthy, like a place where drunks throw up.

And that is exactly what it was. There was filth all around and
some straw near me and my hands were filthy. When I lifted my
head higher, I recognized where I was. I saw the circus and the
wooden steps that lead up to the galleries, and I immediately
understood and remembered: this was where I caine out after my
disgrace with Lili and the athlete. I couldn’t bear the pain of it, and
I went right into a tavern near the circus, and I must have gotten
drunk and set out for home and passed out near the fence and
dreamed everything that happened up to now, and now it was

morning, and a man stood over me, waking me, telling me to get up
and go home to sleep.

And 1 obeyed him. The policeman helped me to get up. He
supported me for a few steps until I was a little surer on my feet,
then he left me, and I went on alone.

I came home and dragged myself up to my door and rang, and
the housckeeper came down to open for me, and I went into my
bedroom, fell into bed in my filthy clothes and slept most of the day.
And when I opened my eyes again, I saw my daughter standing over
my bed, looking down at me and crying for me, and for all of that
day and the following night, her eyes were red from crying, and I—
drunkard and ashamed—had nothing to comfort her with and
couldn’t lift my head up to her.

Translated by Seymour Levitan

From: I’\’""J Howe § Efiezer Greu\borl eds,
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