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235 THE TALE OF THE SCRIBE

INTERPRETATION

In this story Agnon again tells his tale in an old style. The
title Aggadat Sopher (like Ma'aseh Hameshullah) carries us back
to a world of legend and folklore. A quaint mixture of elements
of biblical style and several strains of later Hebrew all inter-
woven with Kabbalistic terms, gives the impression of medieval
piety.

The pious narrator tells his simple tale without critical evalua-
tion. He is quite visible. Both he and the reader are conscious
of the act of storytelling (see the beginnings of chapters 1,2
3,9, 11). He uses old techniques of narration, blending parable
and proverb, anecdote, legend, verse, and biblical interpretation
into the flow of the story. He uses thes
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advancing the
ourtiers

The parables are taken from an ancient world of kings, ¢
and artisans in which royal service corresponds to divine worship.
The legends of miracles, barren women who give birth, of cameos
and remedies, give the story a tone of folk piety.

The ninth chapter is a good example of the narrator’s art.
The story slows down to detail the months of desolation after

the death of the scribe’s wife. The mouse playing with the spoiled

quill and the cat at the orphaned stove, are familiar details of
n outside (cf. a

the ennui that fills the house as time moves O
similar image in Bialik’s *““On my Return’’). Time turns Raphael’s
sidelocks white. He uses a proverb about death to exhort himself
to work. Now playful rays of sunlight mark the passage of
time. Then verse is introduced to bewail the vanity of human

behavior. The last two paragraphs are dominated by a biblical
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the Song of Songs,” and Miriam dies young because ‘‘she was
not inscribed Above for a long life.”

But the story the author tells is not as simple as the narrator’s.
It is concerned with sexuality as well as with piety. We have
observed that the probing of erotic moods and relationships is
one of the preoccupations of Agnon's fiction. In this story he
examines the repressions and inhibitions that leave no room for
emotional expression. All emotions are censored or sublimated
into forms acceptable to religion. Thus people hold the Torah
and ‘‘embrace and kiss it with their lips.” Girls fondle and kiss
it. Young Miriam sinks her two red lips into the scroll’s white
mantle but the married Miriam blushes when her husband feels
her gaze on him.

The embroidery on the east wall proclaims The Earth is the
Lord’s and this divine claim dominates the house. Raphael and
his wife check their feelings when they see the verse reflected
in the mirror. In *“The Kerchief” this verse emphasized the
vanity of material things. In our story it is used to suppress man's
personal expression. It is joined to the verse: *“l place God
before me always.” The house is serene and holy “as if every
day were the Lord’s Sabbath.” The one-room dwelling is divided
in two, Raphacl writing scrolls ‘‘in purity and holincss™ on

one side and his wife keeping house on the other side (cf. the
relationship of Hartmann and Toni). Raphael is isolated in
his mystical routines. His social ties are few. “There is none
with him except His Blessed Name.™

To transcend his emotions becomes Raphael's end. In his
youth his song had lulled the senses so that the worshippers
could neither move nor sing. Now the old Raphael learns the
secret of the Lord, that before one can experience mystical
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6. How does the progress of time in chapter 5-8 differ from
the earlier chapters? How is the passage of time described

in chapter 9? In chapter 11?

7. Who utters the verses in chapter 9? Discuss them. Why is
the first word of line 1 repeated in line 3? Cite other
examples of such repetition in the story. What is their

effect ?

8. Do you think chapter 11 paragraph 3 should start a new

chapter?
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interpretation couched in a Hassidic anecdote, a mystical con-
cept of human perfection wrapped in Kabbalistic terminology,
and a parable. There is hardly any straight narration.

A chain of traditional forms lends the resonance of the past
to the narrator’s story, echoing the old traditions he describes.
The tale’s hero lives in a world of devotion in which mystical
ritual creates a dense atmosphere. The use of Kabbalistic
concepts evokes a sense of unity, of organic relationships
between man, nature and God.

In this vast system of correspondence man’s behavior is
reflected in other dimensions, imparting cosmic significance to
his acts. Descriptions of the mystical effects of pious acts are
scattered throughout the story, many of them using images of
tying together. Thus the scribe’s worship “ties crowns to his
Creator.” His wife sews clothes for orphans and with every
stitch “a thread of lovingkindness is drawn from Above and
good angels bring all kinds of visions to her.” The scribe’s
devotion before dawn ties night to day. His study of the Talmud
ties the Oral Torah to the Written Torah. The candles on the
children’s festival flags shine “like planets in the Field of Holy
Apples.” Another mystical image is used at the story’s end in
a description of evening: “The Holy One Blessed Be He took
off His garment of light and the world prayed the silent evening
prayer.”

The blend of special concepts and terms, of belief, superstit-
jon and folklore, appears to be the narrator's, as well as the
scribe's, view of the world. Causes of events are to be found
far from their effects. The couple has no child because *“the
Holy One Blessed Be He desires the prayers of the righteous.”
The birds return in the spring ‘‘at Passover in order to hear
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union he must first reach the spiritual state of “a man standing
In ice water on a snowy day.”

However, the subterranean scxuality breaks out in the sur-
realistic ending. Raphael fills the last letters of the scroll himself,
denying again the social aspect of religious experience. Past
and present are confused. He dances the immobile dance of
the Shekhinah and transcends movement and time. Then
Shekhinah, Torah, and Miriam fuse into one image. The tensions
of repression and mystical sublimation are resolved in death.

Agnon is dealing with an erotic theme and, as usual, whether
in Buczacz, Berlin or Jaffa, the ending is tragic. Separation or
death ends the troubled relations of his men and women.

QUESTIONS

1. Explain:
TOY 1WA AT 1 MmRD TR na 1 15y ’ene
NI PIAW 1 Dwa M 1 0w o'popID
mpat [ 17w pap 1 77ant ww
mbyoni 1 PYrTp 1°mon Spn

2. How does the conversation of the scribe and his wife differ

from the Lady and the Peddler's?

3. What does Raphael think of himself and of others? What

does the author think of him?

4. In chapter 4 there is gossip that shows the influence of

modern desacralization. Why has Agnon pointed out this
breach in the harmonious world of the scribe ?
Discuss the use of tenses in chapter 8.
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