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- thesr disconcertingly close, that geem
forever blank. We cannot imagine that
life goes on there in the ordinayy way: we
cnpot imagine good weather there or
mo(mmdmmhmm
deiongs to Loadon or Paris or even to
-n-aphesllum«m.ﬂﬁ
. is partly 2 matter of ignorance—who
'wmﬂdhmtmw:thaeuamym
the Ukraine, called Berdichey, that even
[ﬂwhﬁmwwm

parallcled by the move of his brother
Lazi from leader of the persecured Bratslae
seex of Hasidiag to a fife as pilgrim wan-
dever, and by the wishdrawal of zaother,
yousgey brother, Alice, 2 retarded ilior-
saint, into isolarion.

The difficultics of Moshe and his
brothers serve as plot, just enough 10
keep us reading but moce than eaough to
involve a large nomber of subsidiury
characters: Red Dudi, the represemtative
of an ossified fewish orthodoxy that
finde i<l dependent, in the end, on
violepce; Schmuliki Fist and Yooe. the
tavern keeper, two very different kinds of
- thug; beggars ke Tea Groschen Pushke:
usurers like the Kitten: ruthiess meretams
like the effets Yakov-Yossi; scholars and
fresthinkers Gike Mikid Bukyer (one of
the most astractive figures in the book)

" everyome’s life. He has an odd faciiey
{emphasized ju the text each dme ag a

" prepared joke) for appesring on the

threshoid the moment guything new is

. nbomtooemr.&nmghﬂﬁunm

threshold is his proper place, He ix a
aatural crosser of bounderics, as much &t
home with Yossele Plague, the secularist,
ané Schmulikl Fist,” whom he fas the
knack of puiting immediately 10 slecp. 25
with the saiody Luzi. He even qrosses the
line jmo the Christian world, 20d not on-
Iy whea In his youth he becomes a waiter
in poor Taverns, At e Prechistayy Fair
(in honor of the Virgin's birthday) he
$30p3 10 bear the bendurs players sing s

. ©ld song of Cossack prisonces among the
_ Turks:

There, i the midse of the rackes of
the town and the fair, in the tumalt
of buying and slling, and the shout-

{#tanis? Itix ako 9 mater ¥ chauviniam:
amot&:wmldtlumn\maln
mainstresns events 10 Weastern Bucope
and jtp gavellites and sees Gife elsewhere a3
wdcwddorhhaymxmmuuly
| dulc umdl, that is, in the case of castern
Polund, Belorussia, the Ukraine, i is -
Juminazed by eveats of such hortor (I xm
. thinking of the sweep through those arcas
-by the 88 in 1941) that we tell owrselves,
{ ‘yes, these things do bappen, dut only in
dim out-ofthe-way placks we kpow
7| nothing of. The cvents ten secm ap-
- propriatc 10 the darkncss of 3 plsce we
have never thoaughe of as real.

‘One of te achievements of 7he Family
Mashber, 2 book thax comes 1o us out of
the bluc-=writien in the laze Thinjes ane
‘only aow lansiated from Yiddish—is
.Mi-“tﬁsmormmu,md
all its rich, exoGc life, the cester of
things, the norm. 56 much 50 that when,
mmmorkm.;hmm
frond agipears, or Aristotte is mentioned,
nmmmdysuﬂd:a&khu
.been opesied into a strange wnd incom-

mmofmhwm“nhkm
say that, like all gromt fistions. Der
Nistes’s vast wo-volume sccount of the
city of N. (Bardichev) in the 15708 setzes
{he imaginaten, commands interest (even
in subjccts we know nothiag about), im-
poses belicf, and creates in the readig a
1ife 36 dezply rooted in experience, in our
sense of the way the world feels and
m&unpmmgwym
own.

Dﬁmtanmeﬂuhrm
means “The Hidden One™ has been for-
. tanare in his translator, dut ziso in the
- moment Leonard Welf has chosen -to
Tevend him 10 ws. A decyde ago he might
hove presonred an fasoludle difficulty,
ut we bave easier views now of what we
night mesn by “realism.® The way t0
mmmmwumm
other Soutd American ‘wrisers and . in
mwmnmm-cm

.do bemer 10 welcome The Family

Mashber as 3 work of magic reallstm then
‘10 evoke (pate Wolf) The Brothers
| Keramaseov or Buddenbrooks. We might

be warned ngeinst such e readiog by the
style of the narrasion itself.

The plot of the povel, all thar parz of
that hos 10 8¢ with fealistic events, can be
dealt with quickly. Thy muin line of it
follows the fall from prosperity of the
moneviender Moche Mashber, - which
mmmmWMa
sroup of Polish nobles who have got into
. trduble with the aurhortries, and canaot
mmmmmmm

P

and Yossele Plague the enlightenment
man;, Polizh nobles of & grotosque deca.
dence ana siliness; Perele the bawd and
haby killer; and several wives and mothers

of heraic fortivude of whom the most

memoradie are Esther-Rokhl, Malke-
Rive, and the Mashber’s maid Gnessye.
But the development of e plot ix negli-
gible. Everything of real significance here
happens either 100 decp inside the charne-

" ters to be touched dy 1 or qutside the plot

altogether, a0d tbe cenier of the book is
mmd&c-dwmbua

ummwmmwmm .

with the plor and agalnse it He is e
agent of agother force than the one ttan
i un the move in the social world. Every.
thing that it most original. aod mast
disrupdve of received volues in The

" Family Maskber, Is i Sruki Gol. If we are

to discover what the book iz finally

about, we tin do it ouly fhrough him. Hc
" 5 = marveious crestien. :

Sruli is the least picus character in 2

- boak where everyone, cven the 1hugs, is

pitus, t0 2 point where piety itsell seems
suspect. He is-clown, drunk, sinner, and
blasphemer; a parasite al rich’ men
of the poor, the weak. the insuled 204

injured; a guide 10 the erring. Aed be jn-
wrvenes ‘as crucial polae in almest

ing of thioves, o small jsland of
people has deen formad arcund the
musitians, an island of people who
have taken Gme to fesl compassion
for ancient capuviies—national of

Yex. And the peasamts in the
earowd are amazed at thus stagse
fetlow, thig curiously dressed Jew;
. where does he come from; why, fike
. themselves, does Be have tears in his
eyes; why is hc taking this tole of
Christan suffering 35 much to heart,
what is it that makes him give the
handurs players such a Iarge Sip? -

1t is the iasult 1o Sruli, a guest sz Yig
table, thet creaces the Gimt 6t i the

“Mashder family (3 quarrel with Luzij angd

reveats the siackening grip on (amily af.
fairs that will load to Mosbc's fall. Yet ix
is Sruli who later saves thic family from
ruin. He walke ahont.this when he sits
alone grinking and addresses 2 ‘wine glass
as if it were Moshe himeelf. “It moy
be...that | have been designstced from
o high t0 be your incarnawe punish-
ment,” Srull says, “and that against my
own will | am the whip wiclded dy your
fare. Ang ir mat's the case, I swear by
this brandy. I Dk you've been whipped
mough” HWe i3, onc nopocts, » b
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versive Gigure hete; oot Just in himself but

of the acdon as well, and most of all of

st pious version of the world theg Der
Nister's parrative is meanr (o challemge.
“IF you want to know why [ did i2.” Seuti
£0c3 04, speaking now of his astcmprs to
save Moshe,-*ir'¢ gll because § wanted to
frustrste fate for once— to plack the rod
from the wielder's hand—from fare's,
That’s somecthing I have wanted o0 do
ever sinee ] exme to the age of resson.” It
is pert of the joke in thiv great saene rhrwt
the tavern keeper Yone, suspecting Srull
of ploming 1 finaucia) coup, hav sat
tavesdroppers an him. They ¢an make
nothing of this “confession 1o the secand
m‘mmmpmwmm
. e odd relatiopship bétween Sryli as
whip und that other Sruli who plucks the
rod from the wielder's heod,

" the omc 'character in the book who scems
to have the anthor's clesr approval. ‘In
one of his crazigst moments be appears,
in 3 buriesque of Masiaje practices, at the
grave of & famous rabbi and enters inco
his own form of communion with it .

The sun'y heat heat down om his
hexd. Sruli sat in a pardy cealed

e e

“It i what they dgerve,™ Ris flute
scemed 10 =y, “Now, they are the
poor and the disappojnzed. Bat why
¢an sAy what tomorrow will bring or
who will inheric the carth on the day
after tomorrow?™

With that the gate opened. Srubi
and those who were with hicn wemt
0. Al first those who followed him
telt constnined and embarrassed,
because they were not surc that they
$ad been admittad because of their
own meneg, Bt Seuli watked before
them, encouraging tham with the
sorz of music one plays 10 welcome
Zuests into 3 palace.

And then they entered halh thaz
were ' richly decorated snd where
there were tabdles with beautiful place
settings. And thers were people sit-
Ung there, like those whom Seuli had
just brought in. They, 100, were
doarly clad, they, too, .were sorey-
looking, but they were relaxed and
happy and hospita bly made place for
the newcomers and sacouraged them

Then the owners of the.palace
-came i8. They were begutifally
dressod and gawe the impression that
they had never bafore had anything
W 8o with the sorss of peaple Sruli
had brougiit therc, 200 yet they were
proud of thedr guews. They oz with
thein and shared food and drink with
them. Latce, when they had eaten xnd
drunk, and e pewcomers started to .

© dance, the owners of the palace
danced feverishly with them ij uatl.
for sheer Joy, the palace roof began
to tise 2nd afl who were there crfed.
“Let the world e free. Let all who
will come share our cclebration.
Everyone, from the highest o the
bave but 2 penay’s worth of jt. Alt.
All. And 0ot only people, but the

under we srmpltt of peasam creafures of dhe forest and the carele
women, lhe teeth extracted with . i the felds are welcome 100.™
pincers, veins opened ur blood Two other passagex appeac to offer hines
deawn by loaches, and what be bad - . o poy g ave b fiv Srwll 1020 the novel
secn of the biind beggars, their as 3 whole and how we are, thercfore, 1o
qe&komordofed;udwlwhe ved it ) )

St yeon vy ity sken  Money is st the comer of Moshes

" swore than balf dead, and who bore Stocy, sad we might .I' r‘m‘.m’”f

the sién of on i £ : ol ol the book (hat Dex Nisecr's attitude 1o it
en ad“""m u“mumk is conventional. But Sruk’s nse of ic calls |

| ., Sigaoe ho ) that in doubt. Srull’s ceucrion to mopey is

; Prp?mvdmmrhcmd,w visceral: - .

in his hend making the world tum. :

He felt 2 spasm of gauses. Leaning | He remembered that one day, hoar-
his bead againsc the gravestone he - ing -the word “money,™ he was sud-
nested there awhile, then the aausca dealy assailed by a headache and 2
overwhelmed fim and he theew up, profound pain deep in his bowels,
covering the headstone fromtop to . and from thar (ime on the word
botlum with hix vomit, always produced gearly the amc ef-

Mkmtﬁdfﬁmm-m’a’" m".‘.'{;uwﬁ“wﬂ
otturs when Stull, in the mosi sokemn “aruney” tself but even againse thosc
and clevated passage in the book, plays who gwned it

his fiute ar Luzl’s house: - iy -
; : % Sruli o bag moncy 858 he (9o pues
Thew Srull played. And now Be fw- 1o ee L enough no¢ i the commeroial
passed himself, His wne was 50 scnse. It ix the active agent of his good
purs, the notes he sqruck an temark- oy T 0 s comminion wich Rebié

abls, that his héarers immediately
forgot the poverwy of their tives and
who they were, Stuli seemed to buve
hgmmw‘abﬂypdae;.uaﬁom_
structurs bullt op an appropriately
elevared site amid yplendid sorround-
ings. A palace with a gate closed
who wete nawortliy ta eater. )
And. it seemed that Sculi stood
befor¢ that gawe—Sruli xpd ks
fiseeacrs whom he pad brought with
Nm. And a¢ he playsd he seemed to
be pacsuading the gates to upen for
“  thom beoutisc ey were worthy of
that honor,
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Lidar's turhbstone be confecses:

And It's not jnst his motes that |
have, Not just Moshe Mashber's, [

" have them from othess grexter than
he is. From the richest of the rich. §
tefl you 1 have rhene from, Him who
‘ean jay, “The silver is mine, and
atine is the g6ld.” 1 have them from
the Cimsor of the World Himself,
and | bep you, dear Rabbi Liber, wo
eelt Him up rhecc thac he, 56 and so,
son of 30 and so, Sruli Gol has
clalms and complaine againse lim.
Ont day 11l come und stand belore
His mrone and make them myself,



but meanwhite, Reb Lider, be yuod
<nough to make them for me.

Moncy bete, and POmISIOrY gotes,
Dave acquired 2 mystical quslity=they
1 are part of what givey Sruli his power
aong men 10 challepge [Sre and reverse
it—or is it to challenge the punishing
figore of man and the rubbiy “God™

qummmxm
vicch in Berdichev in 1885. When he
" ‘begmn writing it was a2 mysical
fabulist, creatng tales thyl derived for
the most part from the Masidic teacher
* Naihman of Braslav (for those of us
who Raow poihing of these things
Leopard Wolf provides a uscful introduc-
tion)escales sDou( amgels, gnosts, dop.
pelgiingees, miracle workers, and dancing
rabbiz in which the “other world,” the
;udofﬂsjmm?mpsﬂm
workaday one of markeplaecs and
hovschold nppenings. '

The sect founded by “the Bratstsver,”
with Lzt o8 its head, is =t active in The
Family Mashbor; the move b desteoy it iy
# vivid pare of the book. Bur more jem-
portiatly Der Nister, in.qreating hic
documentary epie of Yiddish society, has
kept faith with hix origins a8 2 writer by
- keeping the style-and the narrstive for-
muls, Sut 2lto the (remloms, of the %aje®
The action of his nowe} is groonded
in shedy deals and intrigue of every
sort—u worid\of moneybags great and
onafl, tavern kecpess, porters, peddiesy,
.thiugs, beggars. whotes, and rabbis of
fival sects—but the book i= ghot through
with the light of agosher order of beivg,
Aemality may imasfrin foelf, 2t apy

Sommentor, specularer, and guido to
his Jost world. This form of narration, at
once sophisticated and sraditiomsl, oy
litde to do with the nineteenthcontury
novel but & great deal to do with a tradi-
tion of vilage storytelling that both
engages the listener and playx with his
‘sngagemene. Tz 35 foll of formulations ke

“an observer might bave nvticed™ or .

would bave seen™; or phin xudemems
followed Ly “Wby?™ and two or thres
-plausidle antwers, then “No. that was not

1. the privcipal cause, not she reason™ or -

Der Nister: will s20p the natrstive al
together to create 3 blesu, saying, “It b
sreresary 1o see Y scene clearty.” Muck
. of the tase we feal in enxering this odd

and unfemiliar workd comes from the .

way the sarration prepares a place for us

. as llsteners. We ars included, cven before
he norratur makes his world, in the vojos
he finds to breathe it rorih.

The oMd-fashicued, Jormal mode .of
adirexs—setting rhe reader close to the
_ paprater bt ar a dismnce ‘from the
action—gooounts, 1 think. for the odd
" sense we ge of the noval’s being grounded

- in acrualities of place but of Nouting free .

in time. (Thomas Mann user a similar
method. ut more knowingly, in Joseph
and his Brothers, and The Family
Mastber seeina to me 1o be closer 10 that
book than w0 Buddenhraoks.) Despite &
reference here and there :to telegraph
wirex or Lraing, we get no sense here that
we'sre in the ninesseath-century fictionil

world of Zola or Tolsoy or Balsac. ¥n jts
strice hierarchics, its definition of people
aceordiog Lo \heir tade, its marker Palrs
and 1qverns, i grotesquorsy and gotiic
superstifions, TR4 Fomily Mashber has
the fes! of the Middle Ages, a wnrld not
mm'hmmwmmw,
in which everything—every object, every
goslure—ic emblematic. This %

affects all that side of te novel Ut has
10 do with Mothe Mashber'z financial
ruin, which scems morc Like Volpone
than C&or Biromréau, aud will teouble
only thése who wam o read the book as
8nother ninetecatheconcury social docu.
wentary. For Der Nister, writiag in the

. shadow of Salinism in the Thirties, it

must have been a conseiyus and Ascessary
¢hoice. For one thing it saved him: from
wmmmv&cshmzhcndﬂfoqw
that were w lead, in his own lifetime, to
the revolution. More impostantly, @
allowad his writing 10 fusction st ite
richest and most vriginal: in just that sur-
viving medjeval world of dual levels and
doubic images Mal the dourgedis aovel
(Dot 1o spenk of the social relist ome) has
no place for.

The mird volme of The Fomily
Mashber (which would have carried the
vale forward into Der Nimer’s ows
lifetime) was completed but is Josz. Der
Niser hiroself was arverad with ocher
Yiddish writers in 1950 and soon died in
a prisen hogpital Withour it we caanot
judge the novel's final shape. The apen-
ing, howewer, is full of foreboding, and
Dot just for the' family Mashber. Der
Nister ends his evoeatian of the gich fifo
of che cicy, its marker, its ‘synagogues of
cvery kind, by soggesting that “3pyone
with 2 keen ¢yc might cven then have
been able 20 seo the seeds of the furgie
floating in Use zir.”

That fature, as Der Nister knew, was
dissolution: through seeularization dur.
ing the revolution, extermination by the
Naxls, and official persecution ‘under
Swabn:

Should a stranger come 10 the

marker, and should he stay for x . [

wnis, he would very soon gt A
whill of digsolution, the first hint
that very s00n the fiul] stink of desth
would arise from the whole shebang:
the buying and sellimg, the hulla-
bulloo of wheeling and deuling, the *
entire giddiness of 4Bl those whirling
there..... If a stranger did show up,
we syl he were A man with

. somewhat refincd scnsidiliries, he

would fesl pgrief at his heart, be
would gense that the thresholds on
which the might warchmen sat were

already mourning throsholds, that

wiwld pever be repiaced, and chat ro
enlarge the pscture, 1o (rame it muly,
obe would need t0 hang a death
lamp 10 bumm quietly lere in the mia-
dle of the marker to be 3 meémorial.
10 the place itself.

Whar is remarkebic, given the eleglac
fote, is Lhal the picturs “ruly framed.”
the world of the book itself, is 80 uncanti-
mencal. The life it resurrccts, a whsie
culture in fact, for all its obsession wilh
God and the Law, iz neither hetrer nor

- wurze thon amy omer: e seeds of cor-

ropton, of dissojution. are within it.
Whatever Der Nister may brve felt about
the historieal forces, this socicty as le
paints it has all it neads of fanavicism, in.
tolerance, injustice, and crudc viokenee o
destroy it from within, Over and over
again we sec Moshe Mashber's bouse-

supted: by the sccams of the “idiot”
brother Alter. by the aival 2t Moshe’s

tublc of the lired tully Schenutik( Plst, at
last by the mob of looters. Ouuside this
household, the rellgious leader, Reb
Dodi, in u rigid and inhusvan adherenge
to the Laws, rejects the freethinking -
scholac  Mikni Bukyer, condomes his
destrution. and in the persecution of the
Mwmmummtmm
v become the effecdve arm of his
2uthority. At the end the whole come
munily reverts (0 & <tate ol dind sypersti-
tion, hauuted by

wicacle workers, all sons of fortune-
tellers, Jewish and noneJewigh,...
seckers after casy moncy, magicigns.
mezuzah  examiners,  squint-sved
cabalisx who wore shoepskin ana
woolen socks i summer and in
winter and who pulied sheir magic
rancdies and philters out of iheir
Glthy dreast nockets. ... Tamons regf
miracle rabbis from ubroad,...es.
oti¢ pilgrims. .. fron: Jerusalem and
Safed, from Turkey and Yemea.

Mk'ahoru,mnkoamm‘
cariier in the book. that Is “giddily whirte
ing,” and et in estagy,

T2 an this morat and spiricuat distazegea.
tdos, the figures who stand out ace the
apovaues: Sodli, Mikh! Bukyer, Yossclc
Plaguc. the ratiomalist witk hig schomes
for social improvement {though we know
where some of those lead), and thic smincly
Luxi, whoni we respect mostly bevause
$Sruli docs. One of Srul?s grear moments
toward the end is « dream in which he
wers MikA) Dukycr, who has rejected
Indaism, as one of che true fiberators:

He dreamed:

That Luxi wis somelow the owner
of a large garden fenced in oo i
sides and kepr closed and locked.
Angd MikAl wat the wattlusan {here.
Bug thea be amiced rhar the garden
fence way not = normal one. Rather
it was fike-a prisou wall. It was 100
tal} to climb over and there was no
crack or opening In it anywhere thar
would buve permined amvope to
laak te. Then Sruli saw that Luxi no
Ionger had tee luok of an owner, but
rather of a prisoner ol this garden.
Sruli was very distressed by this but
there wat no way 10 get in to help
hica. Then suddenly he saw that the |
will was warping. groaning, and the
deeply ropred pillare holding it up
heaved and toppled, bringing the en- *
tirz wall crushing down with them.
And then when the wail had fallen,
Mikhl, with 3 plensed smilc on hiy
face. appeared in the gardeu w'if he
alone. all by himself, had demol-
ishad rhe wall. . .or in any evenc a5 if
he had been made very huppy by its
fall. And then the look of joy on his .
+ fnce was changed 1o the Jook of deep
woe ont (e (uce of one who has

grotefal 10 Mim for his work of
lidecation, hunicd over (o thank him
aNg 10 express hix symparhy,

In the event. fifty years aftor ir waz
written, the giest uchigvement of The
Family Mashber 8 10 have recreated
with such ‘passionate objectivity, in 3l irs
Coonplexity ond bregdih, & world thae
exists.now only In this enduring memorial
t0 it—which is onc of the things rhat lit-
undure, of off the arts, can most grandly *
do. The Family Meshber ls, finally,
a book that leads ws, like Sruli, io
€70ss theesholds, most of all the threshold
of our own experience: to enter la
and be moved ke him by che “spiri of
celebration.” . o
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