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ABSTRACT

This thesis attempts to explore the symbiotic intercourse
between the word and the flesh as manifested in the short
stories of I,B. Singer. The insights afforded by post~
structural and psychoanalytic thecrists, particularly Lacan
have been used to re-examine Singer's tales. From this
alternative reading I hope to demonstrate the relationship
betwees writing and the body, between the law and desire,
that is of such significance in his stories. Moreover, it will
be shown that it is precisely these extremities which structure
the shtetl communities of whom Singer writes.

The trensmutation of flesh into word is demonstrated by the
developing individual who at the moment of his negotiated

entry fnto society, seeks to locate himself within the locus

of a lenguage 2t once fragmentary and alienating. An examination
of Lacen's three developmental stages will be facilitated;

the birth into the imaginary, the movement through the mirror
stage and the entry into the symbolic,

Of central importance in these tales is the independence of

the word and the autonomous status of all language rooted at once
in the parameters of the law and in the volumes of the body. The

potency of the word is explored, both as transcendent artifact

and as edjunct of the flesh, The means by
transformed from blessing to curse in the
community will be demonstrated as well as

of reification by means of which the dual

which language may be
context of a religious
the secular processes

axes of the word and




the flesh are constructed.

The finel concern of this dissertation is an exploration of the
ingistence of the letter in the unconscious, and the means by
which the structures of language come ta mirror the arrangement

of the unconscious according to a Lacanian Qisvourse.
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In woman's womb word is made
flesh but in the spirit of the
maker all flesh that passes
betcomes the word that shall
not pass away

James Joyce

Wlysses
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INTRODUCTION

Interpretation is not open to all meanings, it is
not just any interpretation. It is a significant
interpretation, one that must not be missed

J. Lacan
The Four 2 o8 lyeis

This thesis is concerned with implementing a post-structural,

psychoanalytic exemination of those short stories by Isaac

Bashevis Singer which address the rabid discourse between

langusge and the body. The connection between writing and the

flesh insists in the tales of Singer as in the dorits of

Lacan, both of whom chronicle within their separate oeuvres

the structures of compulsion by which language may be imprinted

on Lhe body. Furthermore, Singer's stories with their magical

resonances and fantastical configurations, would seem to yield

to o paychoanalytic study, where myth, dream and fantasy are

utilised as the instruments of psychic recovery

In his essay on research in The Rustle of Language, Moland

Barthes speaks of "true interlocution" as "overflow", of

& language of desire which Junkets the discourse of research

through the Preedom of the signifier, encountered here as féte:
...the return of words, of word games and puns, of proper
names, of citations, of etymologies, of reflexivities of
discourse, of typographies, of combinative operations, of
rejeations of languages, This freedom
vxrtucsihy, the kind which ultimately peraits us to resd

1thin Lhe support text, however anclent, the motto of all

erxing‘ it givoulstes (Barthes' emphasis)

It is this freedom of the signifier that I have emplayed in

my dissertation, and by means of which I have endeavoured to




prepare a text which defines itself both as exploration and as
circulation. My subject deals to a large extent with the dual
concepts of the word and the law, and it will be noted that these
icons are often capitalised wibthin the body of the text, It is
necessary st this point to enumerste the polemical differences
implied in the separation of lower and higher case
significations,

The law as a ifteral construct, as an actual body of ocopmandments
and sanctions, 1is distlngulshed from the Law es & symbolic
structure, & mythological reservoir comprising Lacan's notion of
the paternsl metaphor, la nom-du-pere.

Sinilarly, the word as linguistic currency, as gramwmatical
transaction, ls delineated from the Word as created artifact,

as when for examile, it is used by the devil as instrument of

persuasian, or by the rabbi es chalice of absolution.

i have used the following abbrevistions to indicate Singer's
tects in my thesls, Each title refers to a collection of
short steriea:

CT A Crown of Feathers

FK A Eriend of Kafkg

GF  Gimpel the Fool

1 The Image
oL 0ld Leve
P Passions

& The Sance
SF  Short Briday
SH5  The Spinoza of Market Streef

1




SECTION ONE
THE STRUCTURES OF ANALYSIS

I was brought up on three dead languages - Hebrew,
Aramaic and Yiddish end in a culture that developed
in Babylon: the Telaud.

I.B. Singer

Shosha

1.1. Contaxts

Scholarship on Singer like research on apy other writer has
ranged from biblicgraphic explorations to literary
criticism.  Crities like Irving Howe ¢ and Irving

Malin  have taken pains to place Singer within the

context of Jewish American writers, a category that accords
his work refugee status. This is particularly evident in
Dorothy Seidman Bilik's book entitled Immigrant - Survivors !
in which his fiction is seen to be at once assimilated into
and differentlated from the geinstream of the American
literary tradition.

Other theorists have viewed Singer as a writer concerned
essentially with what is known as the Jewish experience, and
whose characters express the extremities of exile and

persecution. An example of this may be seen in Sanford Pinsker's

study, entitled The Schlemiel as Metaphor in which
are 1 significance, Gimpel, in

"Gimpel the Fool" for example being described as the symbolic
figure of the Lamed Vov, a righteous man or wandering
Jew. More recent studies have paid tribute ta the narretive

strategies contrived in Singer’s shorter fiction. David Neal

12
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Miller in particular, writes of the "self~-conscious shaper of
fictions”  that we encounter in these tales.

Whilst studies of Singer's fiction have spanned historic, racial,
generic and symbolic considerations, there is & lacuns in the
body of theory which has neglected to explore the language of
these tales and the cultural precccupations inherent in the scts
of speech, writing and exegesis in a particular community. What

I hope to do in this present study then, is to examine the tales
as cultural and linguistic artifacts by means of which a people’s
consciousness may be excavated. My task is in many ways
facilitated by the specificity of Singer’s enquiry. Whether his
tictions describe the shtetl communities of Eastern Europe or

the ghetto neighbourhoods of North America, the emphasis is on
isolatien, of a culture under siege snd of the nature of their
communications with the outside world.

The people of whom Singer writes: rabbis and heretics, sages and
fools, virglns and hariots, women barren and bountiful, are all
bound by the constraints of a narrow culture and it is  this
topos that I wish to illuminate through the medium of
psychoanalysis. Through the insights afforded by Lacan I have
hoped to explore the cultural artifacts of a community who define
themselves in language, by the Ward and through the law.

The work of Lacan concerned as it is exhaustively with language
and silence, desire and prohibition, speech end writing would
seen to provide the ideal tosl for excavating the collective
psyche of these isolated communities. For the shtetls of

Zurope, Singer's preferred milieu, no lonmger exist, their




people extinet, their language extinguished, they survive oaly

in memory, as fiction. Paradoxically it is precisely this
eidetic status that provides us with the only communicable
forms with which to measure a cuiture, the self-enclosed
artifice of narrative.

Isaac Bsshevis Singer is & prolific and versatile writer and
his oeuvre includes novels, short stories, chidren’s books,
memoirs, essays, rei ews and trenslations. My object of
enquiry is his short fiction and the tales chosen all attempt
to illustrate the central concern of my thesis which is the
significance of writing and speech for those communities whose
physical survivel snd ethical continuity is entirely dependent

upon a covenant: The Word of God and the Law of the Fathers.

1.2. bLanguage and the Law

If ve are to be concerned here with language as it traces itself
aut upon the flesh, we must necessarily define langusge as
sentient, as capable of animating, In the following pages I wisk
ta examine the source of the original vernacular of the tales in
order the better to define a lost world of living corpses and
deed languages. I wish also to examine the race of whom Singer
writes almost exclusively; they are a peopie peculiarly connscted
to the word and the book, This may best be illustrated by e
comparative analysis between the sacred principles of the Hebraic
Kabbalah end the secular principles of post-structural literary
theory.

In his Nobel prize acceptance speech, Singer replied to the

ey

v
'
i
H
f

e




auestion "Why write in Yiddish?", with the following words:
‘First, I like to write ghost stories, and nothing
fits a ghost better than s dying language. The deader
the language, the more alive is the ghost. Ghosts love 4
viddish; they all speak it.' 11 §
Singer’s protagonists of the Eastern European shtetls end
the American ghettos speak Yiddish, write Yiddish, and are
written in a language which situates itself both as statement of
survivel and as acknowledgement of extinction: the characters
caricaturing, via the muthority of their author, spectres
animated by an obsolete language. And if to write in a defunct
tongue ®ay be hailed as the preservation of & sentient past, it
must also be reckoned as an archeology of effaced runes. Far the
plaves that he writes of, Frampol, Turbin, Bilgoray no longer
exist except in fiction, where lost worlds may be apprehended -
only through an extinct grammar. Indeed literature is the site
of the only possible resurrection, the location of alchemy
and transmutation, where, as Alfred Kazin has it, history is
transformed into “fiction, fable, story”
Yiddish was the language of women and children, occupying in <
ancient daye the pluce of secular discourse, while Hebrew was the *
sacred langusge of the holy tongue through which intercourse with
the Deity alone could be gainsaid, and that only by the men of p
the community., This division is significant in the light of
Lacan’s categories, where Yiddish becomes the subverted language

of desire, spoken in the imaginary register, and Hebrew is

situated in the symbolic dimension, the place of language and the

law, spoken in the name of the Fathers. The tales written in the




original idiom then, frame themselves structurally as texts of
routed pleasure in the invocation of an old and dying tongue
Binger writes about a pecple bound by ritual and remorse both to
language and the law. The Jew by virtue of an ethos that inheres
in an endless proliferation of texts, interpretations and
exegeses, experiences his God ab a remave, at the displaced site
of significance, or what Susan Handelman has called "mediation
deferment, exile, absence, equivocal meaning". For where
the Christian experiences the flesh of his mediator
Christ, as in the ceremony of the Eucharist, the Jew is
uncacotciled except by a covenant, e Word and the body of the
Law, repossessed through the father by the son., The holy text
thus functions as a gifL of continuity and survival to a people
exiled and bereft, redeemed only through the spoor of the sacred
letter Lraced wut upon regenerate flssh. It is this trope that
Michel Feucault haa celled “similitude’:

..«the value of languag: lay in the fact that it was

the sign of things. There is no difference between the

visible marks thet God has stamped wpon the surface of

the earth, so that we may know its inner secrets, and

the legible words that the Scriptures, or the sages of

Antiguity, have set down in the books preserved for us

by tradition. 15
Like all ancestral races, the Jew is no more than the history
that writes him, but like few genealogies he is alse the writing
that writes his history. Nowhere is this presented more
profoundly than by Derrida:

The only thing that begins by reflecting Stself is

history. And this fold, this furrow, is the

The Jew who elects writing which elects the Jaw...
{Derrida’s elipsis




And what writing elects more strenuously thsn the holy tracts of
the most sacred text, the Kabbalah ? What I wish to show here is
the connsction between Kabbalistic cxegesis and post-structural
deconstruction in order to establish the bridge between the
sacred and the secular word that is necessary to our enquiry.
This will be facilitsted in my dissertation by an examination
of the textual structuration of the short stories and an
exploration of their existence as cultural and communicable
torms.

17
According to Gershom Scholem in Kabbalah,  myaticism is
knowledge that can only be communicated through symbol and
metaphor, Kabbalists, called doreshei reshumst meaning “those
who interpret texts”, established communities of scholars led by
& ¥aster, and concerned with the exegesis of the Torsh as a
living body, an organic structure from which no single letter may be
erased without mutilating the entire body. The Kabbalah instructs
s that all the world came into existence through the inter-
cannection of the twenty-iwo letters of the Hebrew alphabet with
their two hundred and thirty one possible combinations, so that
the dimenslon of the world is essentially linguistic and based on
infinite acrostic polvglot. Added to this is the mysticism of
langunge, where Lhe speech of men and divine speech are aligned
all deriving from the source of the Sacred Name, where God
Mimself is the soul of its letters. The infinite significations
of divine speech are equalled only by the multiplicity of
interpretations accorded the Sacred Writings

There is a legend that affirms that the Torsh is written in black




fire on white fire, The white fire (the spaces between the
letters) is believed to be the true text of the Torsh, and the
black letters comprise the Oral bLaw. Concealed in the parchment
6f the scroll then, 1is the true written baw, & vanished text
which will only be revealed in bhe time of the Messiah.

These then are the elements of Esbbalistic mysticism: initiation,
metonyny and metaphor, erasure, divine letters and sacred names,
plurivalency, hidden texts and infinitely creative exegesis. The
parallels with deconstructive theory are explicit, especially
when we conslder those writerly texts, polymovphous

cornivalesque and dielogic upon which post-structursl theory is
based. Umberto Eco, speaking of the Kabhalistic trestise compares
it to a book "blown up, 50 to speak, in & really unlimited
semioais”.

Having established now the recipracity between sasred tracts of
the law and secular texts of language, I would like to

explicate those polnts of Lacanian doctrine necessary for my N

literary exploration.
1.3, Lacanian Figures *
Life does not pass into speech {atect.
Vincent Descombes

French Philosephy

The imaglnary register in accordsnce with Lacan is the dimenslon

of the image mnd is characterised by the relation of similitude,

that. being the concordance appsrent between the objeot and its

/ . e b o
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image.

a3 is most often the case, the figure projected
conforns to the lineamenta of the psyche, then the ego thus
addressed must seek its own congruence in the volumea of the

image. The symbolic vregister is located in the domair of the

signifier and is characterised by relationships of conjunction.
For the sign in this incarnation is an empty cipher which
acquires vajue only insofar as Lt defines other signs, themselves
enigmatic except in their function as differential referents: the
signifier is what defines the sign for the subject. The symbolic
register pre-exlsts the subject who is defined through his entry
into 1t and hia artleulated response Lo language and the law, the
dual axes of symbolisation,

The child located in the imaginary phase may best be described

by an identification Lhat is at once fusional and perversely
dual. The {nfani belleving itself to be part of the mother can
percelve no separation, no difference hetween itself and the
source of all gratification. When this plenituce is generalised
to encompaass all af the external world, the subject is then
possessed of an {llusory and false unity of the ego by which all
further images eve measured. If the subject does not negotiate

the mirror stage at this point he will remain locked within an

tmaglnary dimension of phaniasma, lmagos and spectres,

unable to redeem the self from Lhe mother, the word, the world.

The mirror stage is thal mythic moment symbolised by the first

glance of the subjecl into the lvoking glass - when he apprehends

his own image beyond himaelf and witnesses then and ever sfter




the physical fragmenteti.. into ego and image. Presented thus
with the apparent material Jisintegration of the self into

unitary image and statutory c4o, the infant experiences his first
trauma of the flesh, identifying his own body as "other" and

beyond himsell, anarchic, subversive and rebellious. Lacan's
mirror stage is reminiscent of Freud’s oedipal crisis inscfar as
the moment of the mirror is brought about through the precipitate
interventlon of the Father’'s Law which severs forever the
blissful dyadic unity of mether and child. The loss of this
imaglnary identity with the mother (and through her: with that of
the world), the violent separation [rom the maternal bounty, can
anly be experienced as a physical expulsion from the mother’s
bady - as amputation or as birth

Like all births there is pain and the tearing of flesh; like all
births Lhere is the wall of the infant wrenched from its source.
And It is here that langusge begins, here at the place whare the
subject articulates its loss, so that language firat uttered by
the "I" who has lost, must ever after be defined and structured
about an absence, an insatiable desire. The speaking subject
comes into existence through ite loss and its desire, and loss
and desire must thenceforth be the orjentation of all language.
And it is at this place Loc that we locate the unconscious,
emerging like language from the child’'s thwarted desire for
symblotlc unity with the mother. Like lunguage, the unconscious

is precipilated by desire, perpetuated by repression and taboo,

Let us return to Lhe father whose Law invokes the mirror stage:

20

[OOSR S —




it is always the father's phallus that precedes beth the child’s
real birth and its psychic separation from the mother. The

infant within the imaginary register comea to represent the
phallus fer the mother, and as such becomes her deccy, the elided
object of her desire for the phallus that she lacks or lost in
her own childhood. 8o the child must conform to the desire of the
Othsr, the law-giver, the phallic progenita, he who has not lost
he who has never lscked. Furthermore, with the entry inta the
symbolic order, the primitive icons of the imaginary register
are btranslated into signs - flesh becomes word, word fragments
inte letter; the mother that once was, now is m{other) and the
father becomes Name and Law, both legal fiction end paterna)

metaphor,

Pol Pl B P ' hete end ineluctable, the

subject now falls subject to the law, the divisions of language,
and the prohibitions of the phallus,

child

The dyad has been broken and

the must teke up his position in the symbolic order,

separate and distinet, free to choose beyond the incestual

clireuit from object clolices not constituted by his own lack. But

too many misrecognitiois have taken place: the child who believed

he was part - mother, and was proven wrong, the child wha

believed he was part -~ mirror, and was proven wrong, grows wary

of the words de-signed to catch the world. Despite the succesaful

negotiation of the mirror stage, imeginary significations

proliferate, the subject misrecognises himself and his world, and

the very lenguage that defines him falters on misconstrusl end
enigna.
21
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This Lacan called mdconnaissance, 8 neolofism which in his
discourse represents this failure to recognise that is so

pivetal to the figure and functien of knowledge {connajssance).

Language and the Law, the mono! “ic edicts of the symbolic
ather, act as a bar to the chii. s hectic desires, and as such
divide the subject on his entry into the symbolie dimension. Tt
is however, a division of the word that is experienced perversely
83 a Eragmentation of the flesh, & peint which deserves
clarification as it is of great significance in the third
section.

Firstly, the child enters the symbolic dimension already
mutilated by the effects of a discourse that divides even am it
nemes. This disfigurement may be physical, as is evidenced in the
fafry-tale genre which explicitly reveals the mayhem of the
coming of age: the Little Mermaid is cloven and from & teil torn
apart she receives two new legs (and the space between them,
which {s the real lure), but with every step she walks on knives
und can utter no sound of pain, for she is mute, her lovely
mermaid volce drawn from her by the sea witch in exchange for a
women's form with which to catch a prince. More often however

the maiming is psychical and no less painful for that: Hindele
{"Black Wedding" SMS} is rent, and from her shattered womb &
demon child is torn. She too is mute despite the sgony of
misbegotten travail, for her voice has been stolen by the father
in the promise of salvation, Neither findele nor the Little
Mermaid survive the ordeal, the one diving silently beneath the

waves to her grave, the other sinking mutely through the earth to

22




gehenna; such are the deaths of those who live unmediated by speech.

Secondly, language whethar it be the =poken word or the wriiten
cipher is inextricable from tia subject who speaks - writes, and
the precariousness of that identity before articulation mimes the
wlsconstruals and misreadings te which all flesh is helr. In
Barthes' words, writing destroys identity insofar as the
author-ity of each writer is displaced by the ecritoire
that writes him:

Writing is the destruction of every voice, every

origin, Writing is that neuter, that composite

that obliquity into which our subjest flees, the

black - and - white where all identity is lost,

beginning with the very identity of the body that

writes, 19
Speoch similarly annihilates the body that speaks, the veice
that mames, and speech aven mare than writing is potent to
depose the subject who desires and through whose utterance
desire is recognised {"Speech is irreversible; that is its
fatality”, says Barthes) . Whilst the tales of the
second section exbibit the plight of the subject who is
written-spoken by others (the prohibitive father, the
peralssive mother) and who cannot then achieve symbolisation,
the tales of section three illustrate the bedlam of the subject
written by his own texts, spoken by his own spesch
Bath situstions involve a displagement of the word; in the first
Place from the individual to the authority who spesks for the
subject; and in the second place, from the subject to the
authoritative centre of hia speech. A Lacanian paradigm

Pacilitates the passage of the word from subject to other, from




speaker to speech by a notion of exchange where the word iz given
in the form of a reciprocal gift, and received as debt, deposit
or demand. The particular form of the discourse between

two speaking subjects then, patterns the figures of their ensuing
social intercourse. The word thus forms the basis of all
political ties, establishing itsalf as contract and so
entrenching a power relationship between sender aad receiver. The
belance of power lies of course with the subject best able to
limit meaning, able that is to restrict the arbitrary forms of

the signifier to univocal significance. The symbolic

Father whose Word is Law is he who most stringently represents
the power of language to limit, and in limiting, prohibit all
ambiguity, ell desire. It is to him that all speech falls, and
the subjects who disobey his edicts and indictments are to
greater or lesser extent spoken, stricken or silenced

One further connection needs to be made with regard to discourse,
and that is the symbiosis of language and the unconscious. e
Section four deals explicitly with the agency of the letter in
the unconscious and must be understood as a further statement

of the initiatory motif which insists that the infant subject
confront the language to which he is subject, the law which
subjects him.

In his paper "A Note upon the Myatic Writing Ped”, Freud compares
the functionings of the unconscious to writing, and more
particularly to the trace of the lette. upon an imaginary slate

which may at once erase and recall:

None the less, I do not think it is too far-fetched to |

24




compare the calluloid and wexed paper cover with the
system Pept - Cs and its protective shield, the wax
slab with the unconscious behind them, and the appearance
and disappearance of the writing with the flickering-up
and passing-away of consciousness in the process of
perception. 23
Lacan recalls this metaphor, returning to the subject’s entry
into the symbolic register wherein language and unconscious
become inextricable and enmeshed, snd the structures of the
former dictate the function of the latter
For interpretation is based...on the fact that the
unconseious is structured in the most radical way
like & language, that & material operates in it
according to certain laws, which are the same laws as
those discovered in the study of actual languages,
lenguages that are or were actually spoken
When the subject first confronts the symbolic register he is
divided by his own speech at the moment that he says "I am",
fractured by a discourse that has gained at last the power to
name. In retributicn the "I" that speaks fragments in language;
in recompense the subject now spoken acquires the gift of the
word with which to speak others. These sre the processes of the
unconscious by which language stands and falls, by which it iam

written and erased.




REFERENCES TO INTRODUGTION AND SECTION ONE

3.

Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language {Oxford:Basil
Blackwell, 1888} p.71,

Barthes, The Rustle of Language p.72.

Paul Kresh, Isaac Bashevis Singer. The Magicien of
Wesk BSth Bigest (New Yorn: The piel Press, 1978)

Another work which emphasises Singer's background is a
bicgraphy of the Singer family, particularly of the
relationship between Isaac Bashevis and his brother
Israel Joshua.

Clive Sinclair, The Brothers Singer (London: Allisen
and Busby, 1983)

As in the collection of critical essays edited by

#, Allentuck entitled The Achievement of Isasc i
_Lnx_u (Carbondale: Southern Iilinois Unxversity Presa,
1969

Irving Howe, Oritical Views of I,B. Singer {New York:
Frederick Ungar Pubishing o. 1972

Irving Malin, Isaac Bashevis Sin ozer (New York:
Frederick yngar Publishing Co. 1972)

Dorothy Seidman Bilik, Immigrant - Survivors
{Conneaticuts Wesleyan University Fress, 1981)

Sapford Pinsker, The Schlemiel as
{Carbondale: Southern Illinois Un;v:raicy Press, 1871)

David Neal Miller, Fear of Fiction (Alban;
State University of New York Press, 1985) p.73,

Apart from his translations of works by writers like
Stefan Zweig, Knut Hamsun and Thomas Mann, Singer is
closely concerned with the translation of his own fiction
into English. He is often cited as collaborator when his
work is translated from the original Yiddish.

Quoted 1|1 Kresh lseac Bashevis Singer. The Magician
of West 86th Street p.418.

Gabriel Josipovici in ¥riting snd the Body

{Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1982) makes & siniler
point with regard to Lawrence Sterne’s novel The Life
and Opinions of Tristram Shandy:
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By exploring the multiple possibilities, their
inevitable limitations and finsl disappearance,
Sterne returns us, his reader, to the primal
world of polymorphous perversity, and

nakes us realise that a condition
of such en exploration is that such & world has gone
for good and that scon we too will be no more. As he g
does so the dead bones of his body and ours begin to .
live. {Josipoviei’s emphasia p. 32-33)

Jobn Forrester in his article entitled "Philology and the
Phallus” in The Talking Cure, ed, C.MacCab

{London: Macmillan Press, 1981} would seem to concur

with Josipovici when he speaks of the dual capacity

of the word both to renounce and reclaim the past:

On the one hand, the word stands for the

object that is searched for and renounced

On the other hand, the word is a monuna

te s past satfsfaction - to the lost anect, p.53

In many ways these fictions fulfil both capecities: on
the one hand a past is voluntarily renounced; on the
other, the memory of that past restores to us, in

writing, the minutisze of its existence, -
1% AMfred Kazin, Bright Beok of Life (New York: -
Deltn Books, 1974) p.157,
4. Sugan Hondeloan, “Jacgues Derrida and the Heretic
fevaeneatic”, . REDLL A
{Blooaington: Indiana Hniversity Press, 1983) p.108,
1%, HMichel Poucault, The Q:dgz of Things (Naw York:
Vintage Books, 1973) p.33, E
16. Jacques Derrida, Wrlting and Difference (Chicego: * 1
The University of Chlcage Preas, 1878) p.65. M

17, Gershem Scholem, Kabbalah {Jerusalem: Keter
Publisning Nouse, 18747

18, Usberlo Eco, Semiotics and the Philosaphy of
ge (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1984) p.163.

19, Barthos, Ihe Rustle of Lenguage p.49.

If writing destroys identity, then speech is the mesns
by which {dentity is reclaimed, Bice Benvenuto and &oger
Repnedy .ke this polnt in thelr psychoanalytic study
entitled phe Works of Jageues Lacan (Lendon: Free
Associstion Books, 1986):
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In Lacan's view, spesch is the dimension by which
the subject’s desires are expressed and articulated.
It is only when articulated and named befare the
other (e,d. the analyst) that desires are recognised.
It is only with speech that the subject canm fully
recognise his history, p. 83

Barthes, The Rustle of Languade p.76
Lacen bases this notion of the exchange of the word
an 1 t practices amongst

o

tribal communities. Marcel Mauss in

(Lundon, Roatledge, 1068) and Bronislaw Malinowsks
Argopaytg of the ¥ Pagifig (London

Routledge, 1953 “preaent systems of reciprocal

obligation, whera a formal and non-functional gift

is given whose purpose is Lo reinforce kinahip ties

by demanding that the gift be returned in kind. The

gift has no intrinsic value within the society but

is at the same time priceless because it can never

be replaced. Lacan maintains that the tribal artifact

s replaced in modern culture by the gift of the word -

the only object given, whose sole value lies in

exchanga.

Although Mauss and Malinowski are working in the
context of anthropology, =ony psychoanalysts have
taken up Lhis idea. 2

{Harmondsworth: Pensuxn Books. 1979).
Juliet Hltchell uti.ises this concept in the
context of the socisl sclences: "Furthermore. it
is not what is given, but the act of exchange
Ltself that holds any socisty together® {p. 374),

Julfet Flower MacCannell makes this point particularly
trenchantly in her book Figuring Lacan {London:
Croom Helm, 1986

sigmund Freud, " Xote upon the ‘Mystic Writing Pad'",
Qn Hetaps
Tharmondaverihs Pengain Bocke, 1654]

Jacques Lacan, forits (London: Tavistock
Publications, 1985) p.234.

Susen and Leslie Brisman in theic article "Lies
sgainst Solitude: Symbolic, Imaginary and Real",

Ereud, ed. J.H. Smith (New Haven:
Yale University Pross, 1980), comment on this
well-known Lacanian axiom by explaining that both
language and the unconsclous involve a "pre-established
synbolic order" (p. 41).




SECTION TWO
THE HOMENT OF THE MIRROR

Because language is by nature fragmentary, and the law inherently
prohibitive, the subject who enters discourse suffers both
mutilation aud privation. And it is this crisis that is traced
inexarably upon the Piesh as wound or beatitude, the sign and
symmetry of all loss, all gain. I have explored "Gimpel the Faol"
in detail hecause it is a tale in which the pratageniat
encounters and masters both language and the law, passing from
silence to story in the course of the narrative which is told of
8 subject trapped in the imaginary register, by the identical

subject resurrected in the symbolic dimension.

Whilst Gimpel attempts to negotiate the mirror stege, Akhsa of

"4 Crown of Feathers" engages more specifically in an oedigal
struggle, structured ss quest motif. This tale wes chosen because
it so ably illustrates the plight of the infant subject divided
by the rival discourses of her grandparents, each of whom
purports to know snd to express a separate truth, Eventually %
Akhsa frees herself by setting out to find her own truth,
knowledge, story. M
If to enter discourse is to suffer division, what of the subjects
who refuse apportionment, who remain inviolate despite the

{mpersion in language, As will be seen, Lacan makes it clear

within his oeuvre that the individual may not pass into -

language intact. There is always & price to be exscted and if
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one refuses to pay one’s debts, then one iz rendered a bankrupt.
Hindele of "Black Wedding" provides an example of this spiritual
insolvency. A woman circumscribed by the patriarchal laws of her
culture, she refuses to speak, snd ss such is prevented from
negotiating the passage from the imaginary phase to the symbolic
order,

Whilst Hindele refuses symbolisation, the inept protagonists

of "Two Garpses go Dancing” are merely incompetent o tranaform
imaginary objects into a symbolic discourse. For lives governed
by illusions and images they pay the price of death at once

mute and obscure, a memory unmourned.

This section then offers four alternatives to the problem of
development. The protagonists of "Gimpel the Fool" and

"a Crown of Feathers" achieve symbolisation at great cost, but
they are survivors who live to tell » tale. And it is these tales
that bear witness at last, to their mastery of language and the
law. The subjects of "Black Wedding" and "Two Carpges go Dencing”
on the other hand, refuse the stigmata of the letter, and so they
die for their sins, unconsecrated by the Word, unredeemed by the

Law.
2.1. Negotiation of the Three Stages

Man is the language of God.
Menahem~Mendl of Vitebsk

Souls on Fire

1
In his influentisl seminar on "Aggresaivity in Psychoanalysis"

included in the Eonits collection, Jacques Lacan delineates
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the mirror stage as & point de cepiton of sorts, a crux of
meaning or knot of experience through which the developing psyche
must pass in its evolution from the imaginary to the symbolic
order. In so doing, certain empsthetic phasea must be negotiated
on a continuum which . _hes from a sudden imaginary

Tecognition of the identity of the sel? to a gradual alienation
from this "I" manifested symbolically in the individusl’s desire
for the other. The movement from what one commentator has called
an "undifferentiated state of the signified” to the articulated
status of the signlfier predicates the entry of the subject into
a socially structured world, geverned by langusge and the desire
of the Other. The first two stories in this chapter present the
archetypal theme of the child who must enter psychical maturity
through the reflexive world of mirrors. In the traditional
Lacaniap paradigm, the child before the mirror is duped by the
perception of what is in effect a false unity of the ego. It is
fitting then that Gimpel, thwarted by en imaginary consistency
commits multiple acts of méconnaissance, blithely camplying in
his own downfall: the fool once self-deluded now is deluded by
8ll. Hls entry into the symbolic phase therefore is consonant
upen the recognition of his own felony and the congruent
apprehension thal all truth is deceptive and that langusge itself
is both fragmentary and duplicitous.

“Gimpel the Fool" thus charts the progress of the fool, perineal
child, through the blind labyrinths of the imeginary phase
towards an apprehension of the aerfal vistas of the symbolic

dimension. Gimpel, like the maturing child must learn to




distinguish between certain falsehoods and deceptive truths,
betwsen harmful allegiances and hurtful colloquy, between the
truth of the heart's affections and the nmanifold betrayals of the
marriage bed. He must, in effect, ascend through the purgatorial
realms of appearance and fallacy to a dawning comprehension of
that apparently barogue hybrid that we cail truth in this our
mortal werld.

That Glmpel eventually enters the symbolic dimension is apparent
in the final act of story-telling in which the conscious
manipulation of truth and the word to the ends of ertistry may be
envisaged s the undisputed mastery of language by the speaking
subject.

This Is the self-same task that Akhsa in "A Crown of Festhera"
wust sccomplish. She too, like the infant before the mirror stage
musl extricate herself from the incestuous circuit of
consanguinity that encloses her, to journey forth into a
symbolic extension in search of the mutant, truth. This tale is
primarily concerned with the negotiation of the cedipal conflict
and the meens by which the girl-child, wedged between a
prohibitive masculine law and the force of her own subversive
feminine desires, disentangles herselP from the destructive
effects of a rigorous upbringing, Initially she chooses the
weyward dictates of her hectic and hegemencus desires, But she
spends the remainder of her 1ife expiating this impulse, in
penitence to Zemach the lover she haa wronged and through
defercnce to Reb Naftali, the father who has wronged her. In this

way she submits wholly to the Law of the Fatherjfliterally
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prostreting herself upon the threshold of the prayer-house. Like
Gimpel, the mirror stage for Akhsa is structured about a moment
of humility. And, like Gimpel, her entry into the symbolic phase
is dependent upon her apprebension of truth as 1 crown of
feathers; duplicitous, elusive and allegorical. The cennection in
these two tales hbetween truth and langusge is symmetrical and
cangruent, Akhsa and Gimpel, gallant knights errant, voyage forth
in quest of a grail, a truth at once beatific and revelatory

What they discover is a series of falsehoads, phantasms of the
persona founded upon the arbitrary status of the werd and the
equivaocal position of language, Theirs is not the conventional
self-discovery of the protagonists of th43ildungsromnn. heroes
and heroines whose every developmental zeséure antrenches an ego
posture ever more monumental and irrevocable. On the wontrary
thelrs is an existence which falters upon the periphery of
Cartesian doubt), & follacy at once hard won and veoluntarily
renounced: 'I think falsely thersfore I am truly.’ i

Finally however, both Gimpel and Akhsa attain their mejority,

entering the symbolic arena via language, he through the

enunciation of the spoken word in the lattice-work of his tale,

she through the discovery of the written word in the tracery

of her crown.

Thus Gimpel and Akhsa pess beyond the imaginary when both reach
an apprehension of multiplicity in the world. This is the
ultimate test of the infant before the mirror, the jubilance of
one-ness fallaciously assumed gives way to the precarious

pestures of multiplicity in the world. The "I" raeflected in the




glass refracts into the I before, of, and in the mirrer; and
hencaforth are all pseudonyns assuwed. But what of the aubjects
who canpot recognise bhe duplicity of their own images

reflected back at them. In the tales which follow, we may cbserve
the plight of the individual unable to accommodate the infinite
other bscause of the fantasy of the immutable one; unable that
15, to say "thou" for the stridency of the unproouncable "I".
And so it is longuage itself that forecloses the subject

language that traces upon impenitent flesh the profane

writ of dispersal and death

Both Singer’s stories "Gimpel the Fosl® and "A Crown of Feathers"
accommodate the Lecanlan passage of the sign, as the subject
stteapts to navigate his way beyond the signature of the
imaginary stage to reach the significations of the symbolic
order. Gimpel, severed from an imsginary dimension of lies
deceptions and falsehoods, gains the power of language, the
potency of the spoken word to become a story-teller, a wanderer,
a wonder in strange lands, a dedicsted alchemist who seeks to
transmute all falsehoods into the one true faith of his own
desire for and in the other. Akhsa, for her part, lesrns through
the interstices of the written word of the equivocal structures
of 4 mortal world fallen foul and fallow in the dreary wake of
her unfulfilled feminine desire. Anika Lemaire, in her treatise
on Lscan, speaks of the restitution that must be made, the
penance exacted upon the child as, 1ike Alice, she falls through
the mirror and into one-derland:

Bach stage in the prooess of becoming, in which man fashions

his world by assuming his original vent, is marked by a
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sacrifice bordering upon suicide.

akhsa upon her deathbed braids her life inte the story of a
talismen, and that is her sacrifice. Gimpel, weaves a story into

A shroud, and that is his.

2.2. "Gimpel the Fool" (GF)

I, Serafi, the absent one, I was born to write books.
(I am absent because I am the storyteller. Only the
stary is real).

Edmond Jbe

Livre des guestions.

The Lacanian develepmental paradigm typically conceives of an
early imaginary phase which must be straddled and shouldered in
order that the child may then enter the symbolic order via thke
oedipal conflist after passing through the mirror stage. In

"Gimpel the Fool" the title character and narrator learns ta :

navigate these three points of temporal contiguity through a

laborious and highly perscnal incarnation of the symblotic
nature of truth and falsity., To perceive that "truth" is part
of & plurivalent and equlvocal code, Gimpel must needs pase
through an imaginary world of deceptively univocal laws where he
is in effect written by his own future. He reaches psychic

maturity first by gaining control of his past, and then by

renouncing it, and offering it up as & sacrament through the
liturgicel ceremony of storytelling

I wish te streds at this point the potential for confusio: that




is apparent

when we Juxtapose the imaginary stage with the ¢
univocal law. While it is true that "Gimpel the Fool” serves to !
illustrate the immature, childish nature of its protagonist who .
succumbs to the lure of the indivisible certainties of the
imaginary and equally well, while the index to Gimpel’s growth
toward maturity is measured by his ability to accept the
equivocal code of the symbolic, we must nevertheless take into

account the fact that for Lacan, the law is always associated

with the symbolic phase. However, Lacan’s concept of symbolic law
is ruled by the vicissitudes of language. and insofar as language
is alueys plurivalent, multidimensional and inherently deceptive,
we may argue that both the law and language, when obscured by
the spectres of an imaginary world, become themselves open to all
menner of flux end change, associating in effect,lesy with a
symdolic realm of equilateral truths than with the shifting

fantastical world of imaginary rela%ions. Moreover the fact that
such disjunction unquestionably exists between the law which is

rigid and explicit, and the ambiguities of language, once sgain

reinforces the figure of the fractured subject, divided at the

very moment that he enters the discourse of the aymbolic register.

Gimpel's tale begins with a list of taunts levelled by the M
village folk at the hapless orphan:
Gimpel, the Czar is coming to Frampol; Gimpel, the moon
fell down in Turbeen; Gimpel, little Hodel Furpiece |
found & treasure behind the bathhouse. And I like a
golem believed everyone. (GF 9)
Leventhel in her examination of the technigues of storytelling,

makesa & distinction between the behaviour of the performers and
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the truth of the tale and concludes that Gimpel "misreads"
the text. What is more to the point is that Gimpel's
consecutive acts of misrecognition in the face of almost
universal ridicule bespeak a false unity, an imaginary wholeness,
a deliberate act of méconnaissance on the part of one who,
despite all appesrances to the contrary, peraists in regarding
himself as simply misled in his valuation of what Malcolm Bowie
calls the "ego ideal”:
The unity invented at these moments, end the ego which
is the product of succesaive interveations, are both
spurious; they are attempts to find ways round certain
inescapable factors of lack {mangue), absence and
tncompleteness in human living.5
According to this view Gimpel’s excessive gullibility in an
hystericnl attempt to overlsy lack by acts of imaginative
migrecognition, and finds resonance in his deluded
@clf characterisation as a passive misled "fool". At each point
in the test where Gimpel is gulled, a farce of mishearing is
sinultaneously played out. At one stage & Yeshiva student mocks
Gimpel with the coming of the Messiah: Gimpel replies:
“sthat do you mean 2" I said. "I heard no one blowing the
raa’s hecnt” He said, "Are you deaf ?" and all began to cry
“We heard it, we heard!"
The absurdity of Glmpel not hearing what can’t be heard and yet
what by commor consent nevertheless "sounds” is compounded when
Gimpel pretends te hear what is palpably a collective fiction.
A similar impasse is reached when the community persusde Gimpel
of Elka's chaste and virginal nature:"They talked at me and
talked until I got water on the ear" (GF 11). Gimpel is denied

speech at these critizal moments: his fate is spoken by a
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community of cynical collaborators, so that when he refers to
himself as "a golem" (GF$) we must take this figurative trope
quite literally: he is as one invoked through the speech of
others,
Of course, Gimpel's misguided belief in Elka has a different
origin: it is & manifestation of his love, what Lacan in his
“Seminar of 21 January 1975" characterises as that state of
affect where one not only believes in woman, but one believes
hee:

“fo tell the plain truth, I didn't believe her; but when I

taliked 1t over next day with the school-master he told me

that the very same thing had happened to Adam and Eve." GFl4
Characteristically however, Gimpel transforms this error of the
heart fnto an unshakeable declaration of monolithic religious
inteat:

However, I resolved that I would always bel)eve what I was

told. What's the good of naob believing " Toda

your nife you don't believe; tomorrow it's God Himsal? you

won't take stock in. GF17
Superficially these lines express the stoical grandeur and heroic
quality of blind faith, hovever I would guestion the validity of
a fsllaclcus sequential argument that takes as its initial
premise the treachery of a whore, by means of which the
unquestionable good faith of the Deity is proven. This is not to
imply tast the existence of God is questioned in the tale, but
cather that a system of belief which assigna primary significance
to the univocal assertion of monotheistic meaning is represented

by the author as an error in faith, a religious méconnaissance.

At one point in the tale, Gimpel quotes his religlous advisor, the




rabbi

that

tail,
rib”

What

As &

part-

as saying, "belief in itself is beneficial, it is written

a good man lives by his faith” (GF 21}, Gimpel lives by

his faith and consequently becomes what existentialists somewhat
slightingly eall, a man of "good faith". Thus his childish
belief in a fixed and static hiererchical system of univeecal
denotation leaves him vulnmerable to that supreme sophist and
corrupter of words, Satan, the "Spirit of Evil" (GF 21)

In the fourth section, Satan appears to Gimpel in his sleep

to taunt him with a vision of absence, and to reveal to him the
echoing void that lies beneath this world of mesning and

appearance:

“Well then," I said, "and is there a God ?"
He answered, “There is no God either,”
"What", I sald "is there, then ?"

“A thick mire." aF22

In response to this nihilistic image, Gimpel precipitately

re-enacts the fall of man, complete with serpent, and Eve as

object: "Hearing such words, I wanted to snatch him by the
but I tumbled from the flour sacks and nearly broke a
(orez).

Gimpel must learn in his imaginary phase, where like the

infant before the mirror stage he believes passionately in the
breast, as a primary, whole object, is that meaning is
fragmentary, reality elusive, and truth at best, convoluted, a

moebius strip the converse side of which is falsehood

result of this insight, all the univocal values are

deflated within the course of the tale. In particular, the
intricate and subtle machinery of a religious law which aeeks

to exait faith as the only true and worthy value, and doubt as
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smbiguous end consequently worthless, is held up to ridicule and
tinally discarded as torpid

Gimpel, like Elka is an orphan; parentless and dispossessed he
seeks solace and direction from the Law of his fore-fathers, his
chosen paternal metaphor. However, the rabbi’s noble and weighty
biblical exegesis: "It is written, better to be a fool all your
days than for one hour to be evil. You are not a fool. They are
the Fools, For he who causes his neighbour to feel sheme loses
Paredise himself” (GF10), appears facile when Gimpel is absurdly
tricked by the rabbi’s daughter immediately after hearing this
pronouncement.  Whenever Gimpel enters the synagogue he ia
ridiculed by the congregation at large who laugh ribaldly at his

shame and in so doing, mock the very instruments of their faith:

“Pray, pray!" they told me."Prayer never made any woman
pacgnant." One of the congregation put & straw to my mouth and
said, "Hay for the cows!® (GF13), Gimpel nevertheless believes

faithfully in Lhe might and power of the law as a supreme
denotative, grammatical sbtructure whose function 1is  the
imposition of order and meaning upon a chosen people, a series of
letters which would otherwise be arbitrary, disordered and
meaningless. However, Gimpel the innocent narrator functions here
much like the naive raconteur of The Canterbury Taleg whose

blend profundities unconsciously reveal much that is both cynical

and pungent. Similarly, Gimpel’s own pronouncements on the law
serve only to heighten for us the absurdities of this intricately
wrought system of lekters, When Gimpel asks the elders to

reconsider their decision regarding his separation from Elka,
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smbiguous and consequently worthless, is held up to ridicule and

finally discarded as torpid.

Gimpel, like Elka is an orphan; parentless and dispossessed he
seeks solace and direction from the Lew of his fore-fathers, his
chosen paternal metaphor. Howevexr, the rabbi’s noble and weighty
biblical exegesis: "It is written, better to be a fool 2ll your
days than for one hour to be evil. You are not a fool. They are
the Fools. For he who causes his neighbour to feel shame loses
Paradise himself" (GF10), appears facile when Gimpel is absurdly
tricked by the rabbi's daughter immediately after hearing this
pronouncement.  Whenever Gimpel enters the synagogue he is
ridiculed by the congregation at large who laugh ribaldly at his

shame and in so doing, mock the very instruments of their faith:

"Pray, pray!” they told me."Prayer never made any woman
pregnant." One of the congregation put a straw to my mouth and
seid, "“Hay for the cows!" (GF13). Gimpel nevertheless believes

faithfully in the might and power of the lav as a supreme
denotative, grammatical structure whose function is  the
imposition of oider and meaning upon & chosen people, a series of
letters which would otherwise be arbitrary, disordered and

meaningless. However, Gimpel the innocent narrator functions hers
much like bhe neive raconteur of The Canterbury Tales whose

bland profundities unconsciously reveal much that is both cynical
and pungent. Similarly, Gimpel’s own pronouncements on the law
serve only to heighten for us the absurdities of this intricately
wrought aystem of letters. When Gimpel asks the elders to

reconsider their decision regarding his separation from Elka,




interminable communications follow:

Nine months passed before all the rabbis could come to

an sgreement. Letters went buck and forth., I hadn't

realised that there could be so much erudition about a

matter like this. GF17.
Indeed, it is only thanks to an obscure reference in Maimonides
that the workings of law and order eventually grind towards their
conclusion. Each elevation of the law in the mouth of this
ostensibly inept narrator suffers a sudden turn toward the
farcical, as when Gimpel muses, "in the first place, everything
is possible, es it is written in the Wisdom of the Fathers. I've
forgotten Just how" (GF10}.
But if the letter ol the Law is rigid, static and indivisible
it is liable to corruption by the unscrupulous in much the same
way that the Word was desecrated by the oracular utterances of
Satan in Gimpel's dream. When Gimpel, on his wedding night
pless for his marital dues, his by right according to the lew, he

is answered by the voice of unreason strengthened with brutal

inprobities and rhetorical evasions: " 'Today isn't yesterday,’
she said, 'and yesterday’'s not today. You can beat it if you
don't like it.' In short, I walted" (GF13}.

Finally, when Gimpel believes himsef saved by the Law of his
fathers, a Law which allows him a further union with his virgin
bride, Elka the whore, his heart overflaws in Jjoy:

I said nothing to_anyone, although as far as ny hesrt was
concerned it was like one of the Holy days. The women teased
and twitted me as they did every day, but my thought was:
Go on, with your loose talk. The truth is out, like the oil
upon the water. Maimonides says it's right, and therefore
it e right!

The use of this biblical parallel which compares truth as an




invielate form to the oil which separates itself from the weter
shows that Gimpel, still immersed in en imsginsry world cannot
yet assimilate the precarious nature of corporeal truth, In a
strange and moving worid of changes, truth is no more nor less
than a reflection of the contrsdictions of language, as
Bowle d4la-can points out:
Every statement that does not provoke change and strangeness
within itself is wrong. Truth which seeks to remove itself
from the contradictory process of language becomes a
falsehood there and then.?
Gimpel’s movement from an imaginary plame of being to a symbolic
depth of focus is facilitated by the mirror stage. In this tale,
the mirror stage 1is enacted through twe priual scenes of
wisrecognition w«here Gimpel comes to learn the necessity for
plurivalent codes in an equivocal universe. Whilst the imaginary
phase was primarily concerned with univocal structures, the
mirror stage is centred about the phenomenon of the gaze. What is
striking 1in this respect is the potency of the gaze as a
generalised portent, both in its guise as evil eye (GF14) and as
basilisk, as when Gimpel exclaims of Elka; "One of her looks
could rob you of the power of speech” (GF 15). The gaze in these
instances functions as a cut, & tear in the fabric, a crack in
the glass, & sudden lesion that mercilessly severs subject
from object, self from other,

This g

tration is p: sssentially as an act of

méconnaigsance. Gimpsl consistently believes himself to be

mistaken ench time he witnesses one of Elka's manifold betrayals:
And then she denies it so, maybe I was only seeing things.
Hallucinations do happen, You zee a figure or a mannikin or
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semething, but when you come up closer it's nothing, there's
not a thing there. GF17

What Gimpel does in fact see in these primal scenes is literally
a "mannikin”, LChe treacherous penis of the other, which because

it is nob yet the signifylng phallus of the symbolic phase,

3 1Lsell as disapp nce. The first primal scene occurs
when Gimpel returns home unexpectedly during the week to take his
conjugal place at his wife’s side:
Coming in, Lt seemed to me that I heard not the snoring of
one but, as it were, a double snore, ohe a thin enough
snore and the other like the snoring of a slaughtered
ox. GFi§
Here, like the oedipal child, he hears in the night the dead
father {slaughtered ox), who usurps his privileged place beside
the sleeping mother, It is in the interstices of these scenes
ihat Gimpel is reduced to & child, one who mistakes the phallus
for the penis and who must learn nob only that the latter is
accidental, but that the former is ab best, supremely contingent
At the moment of potentlal recognition (reconnsissance)
“things suddenly turned black” (GF15), so that the sentences
which follow eveke the overdeterminaey of the primal metaphor
Next to Elka lay & man‘s form, Another in my place would
have mnde an uproar, and enough noise to rouse the whole
town, but the thought occurred to me that I might wake the
child, A little thing like that - why frighten a little
swallow, I thought. GF18
If Gimpel is the child in this scene, the nocturnal witness to
his parents’ post-coital sleep, who is the child who must not be
awakened ? The "little thing", the "little swallow" can be none
other than the disappearing mannikin staged here as re-appearance

at the scene of treachery. The desolation that Gimpel feels at




his wife's faithlessness is presented here as a primal reflection
af the despair that the child feels at his parents’ nmanifold

betrayals. Gimpel, like the child awoken by his parents’

love-making, has seen something (what buk the béence of
the penis fading along an appearance - disappearance ~ .
reappearance continuum), and his silence is merely the stigmata
of this secular vision. It signifies here that a Yiddish synonym
tor fool is “chochem", the argot for which connotes the penis.
The vision is grotesque, wund Gimpel the cycloptean organ, -
stretched out on & sack of flour in the bakery, his one eye
centred and unblinking, omniscient in the silence, beginz to

weep: "I sobbed so that I wet the flour where I lay" (GF17}.

And yet, Gimpel the eye refuses to see. He converts the primal
scene Into a mirage of misrecognition by telling the rabbi that -
he has been mistaken: "'Tt must have been a shadow,' I said"
(GF18). In an early seminar in Eorits, "Aggressivity in
Psychoanalysis” Lacan speaks of this gesture of méconnaissance:
It 13 in this erotie relation, in which the human individual .
rixes upen himself an image that alienates him from himself,
that is to be found the energy and the form on which thia N
organisation of the passions that he will call his ego is
based, g w

The second primal scene repeats and reinforces these self-same '

patterns of (mis)recognition. This scene begins in the bakery '

where Gimpel covers the dough to let it rise ~ after the

fertilisation of the flour, the gestation of the dough is
enacted. :

This metaphor of pregnancy and possession prefigures Gimpel's

later act of ritual 3 ion when he mi into the '
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bread dough. As he walks home to his sleeping wife, the

memory of the last scene presents itsalf: “I hurried anward,

and before me darted a long shadow" (GF19), so that once again

the displaced symptom reappears, and, in preparation for a

further stene of scopic viclence, he is silenced, struck dumb:

T had o mind to sing, bub it was growing late and I didn't
want to wake the householders. Then X felt like whistling,
but I remembered that you don’'t whistle at night beceuse
it brings the demons obt. So I was silent and walked as
fest as I could, GF19

It would seem as if all the elements conapire towards opening

Gimpel's eyes; s he gazes at the infant's cradle, the moon

violates the room with a violent lunge that would seem

tantamount to rape: “The shutter was closed, but the moon

forced fis way through the cracks” (GF18). There are two

noments of méconnaissance in this scene, the first occurs

as Gimpel stares ai the infant: "I saw the newborn child’'s

fave and loved it as soon as I saw it - immediately - each

tiny bepe® {GF19). He loves the child with the fervour of

pessession and paternity: he recognises himself in "each tiny

beac" of Its face, and in this he is woefully mistaken. The

second moment occurs when he sees the apprentice lying beside his

wife. At this inslant the moon, aghast, dims, and he is left in

"utter blackness® [GF19} once more, Moreover, Elka seeking to

persuade him of his error, shrieks out, "an evil spirit has taken

root ia you and dazzles your sight" (GF20)

Thus, the elaments of Lhe first scene, darkness, silence and

misrecognition are retterated in the mecond, da capo, in




structural mimicry of the repetition of the repressed. As a
result of these two experiences, Gimpel would seem to have been
struck both blind and deaf, for as he tells us, within the next
twenty years, "all kinds of things heppened, but I neither saw
nor hearc” (GF20).
Suzanne Gearhart makes a distinction between the imaginary
primal scene '.re the young boy is reassured that although the
little girl is castrated, he still possesses his sexual organ
and the symbolic mirror stage where the scene reveals to the boy
that his sex is contingent and that the penis and the phallus are
not the same. H: o we have been concerned with imaginary
primal scenes centred about the misappropriation of the penis and
a misrepresentation of the gaze. However Gimpel's task is to
negotiate the reflexive planes of the mirror stage and enter into
the plastic volumes of the symbolic dimension. This is achieved
through a moment of recognition, where Gimpel is directly
confronted by the spectre in this as in ever text - the
dyslogistic phallus of the other
Inmediately prior to the -econd scene of betrayal, Gimpel,
returning home feels an upsurge of masculine pride and propriety
Dogs in the Christian yards barked at me when I pasaed, but
I thought: Bark your tvath out! What are you but mere doga ?
Wherees T sm & man, the husband of & fine wife, the father
of promising childrern. GF1§
At this point he believes himself to be whole and potent - homo
erectus - a delusion which necessitates his complete emasculation
in order that he may truly recognise the symholic order of the

phallus. Through the repression and misrepresentation of the
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structural mimicry of the repetition of the repressed. As a
result of these two experiences, Gimpel would seem to have been
struck both blind and deaf, for as he telic us, within the next
twenty vears, "all kinds of things happened, but I neither saw
nor heard” (GF20).
Suzanne Gearhart ° makes a distinction between the imeginary
primal scene where the young boy is reassured that although the
little girl is castrated, he still possesses his sexual organ,
and the symbolic mirror stage where the sceme reveals to the boy
that his sex is contingent and that the penis and ‘he phallus are
not the s° .. Hiiherto we have been concerned with imeginary
primal scenes centred about the misappropriation of the penis and
& misrepresentation of the gaze. However Gimpel's tasx is to
negotiate the reflexive planes of the mirror stage and enter into
the plastic volumes of the symbolic dimension. This is achieved
through a moment of recognition, where Gimpel 1s directly
confronted by the spectre in this as in every text - the
dyslogistic phallus of the other
Inmediztely prior to the second scene of betrayal, Gimpel
returning home feels an upsurge of masculine pride and propriety:
Dogs in the Christian vards barked at me when I passed, but
1 thought: Bark your teeth out! What are you but mere dogs ?
Whereas I am & man, the husband of a fine wife, the father
of promising children. GF19
At this point he believes himself to be whole and potent - homa
erectus - a delusian which necessitates his complete emasculation
in order that he may truly recognise the symbolic order of the

rhallus. Through the repression and misrepresentation of the




moment he is able to ci the b jon implied
in the lacunae of the glance, Twenty yoars later, however, he is
forcefuily confronted with the knowledge that he is not the
supreme progenitor, the father, the phallug, but in effect a
sumewhat ineffactual and unempowered castrato:

"Whose are they 2" 1 asked. "I don’t know," she vaid.
“There were a lot ... but they’re not yours." &Fal

This them is the decisive moment of the mirror stage where Lhe
codes of verizimilitude intersect with the eanivacal structures
of a corporenl and fallen universe hoth converging simultensously
upen the poor fool - deaf, dumb, blind - now castrated, Two
significant gestures ensue from this moment: firstly, Gimpal
roundly revenges himself upon & precaricus world of indeterminate
and epicene paternity by performing an act of elemental and
vicious desecratfon. When Gimpel, about to urinate, sees the
"riser dough" {QF22) in the oven, he symbolically destroys his
only sure claim to fatherhood in an action which arches across
the tale in its reference to the scene of the fertilised flour
Simultaneously he attacks the censorious patriarchal religious
order and, in the devil's words, "let(s} the sages of Frampol eat
filth” (GF22).

The penis is .sed here, both as an instrument of sexual catharais
and as a scourge of religious purgation, but becsuse it still
functions as a utilitarian object of vengeance, it has not yet
reached the exalted realm of the siguifier, the order of the
phallus. At this point Elka speaks to Gimpel in a dream and her

discourse drives a wedge between the rigidly upivocal values of
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moment. he is able to circumvent the fruth-as-castration implied
in the lacunse of the glance. Twenty years later, however, he is
forcefully confronted with the knowledge that he is not the
supreme progenitor, the father, the phallus, btut in effect a
somewhat ineffectual and unempowered castrato:

"Whose are they ?" I asked. "I don't know," she said.
"There were a lot ... but they’re not yours." GF21

Tris then is the decisive moment of the mirrer stage where the
codes of verisimilitude intersect with the equivocal atructures
of a corporeal and fallen universe both converging simultan.ously
upen the poor fool - deaf, dumb, blind - now castrated. Two
significant gestures ecnsue from this moment: firstly, Gimpel
roundly revenges himself upon a precarious world of indeterminate
and epicene paternity by performing an act of elemental and
vieious desecration. When Gimpel, about o urinate, sees the
“risen dough' [GF22) in the oven, he symbolisally destroys his
only sure claim to fatherhaod in an action which arches across
the tale in its reference to the scene of the fertilised flour
Simultaneously he attacks the censorious patrisrchal religious
order and, in the devil's words, "let(s) the sages of Frampol eat
eilth" (GF22).

The penis is used here, both as en instrument of sexual catharsis
and as a scourge of religious purgation, but becsuse 1% still
functlons es a utilitarian object of vengeance, it has not yet
riached the exslted realm of the signifier, the order of the
Phellus. At this point Elka speaks to Gimpel in a dream and her

discourse drives a wedge between the rigidly univocal values of




saciety and the law, and the relativist, linguistic ethic of
Lruth-in-Talsity: "Secause T wes false is everything false too ?*
{GF22). OGimpel must be weaned of his deluded view of a reality
which elther professes an unswerving faith in ell, or, egually
{llusory, which aspires towards complete disbelief end trust in
none, The burial of the desecrated bread in the frozen eaTth
precedes Glmpel's movement into the world beyond the constraints
of the village. It also precipilates & ritual of burial and
vesurtection that is clearly symbellc of the search for the self
through an archacology of the word. This connection, reminiscent
of Sensen's Gradiva, becomes explicit in another story
“Remnants” {I), whea 2ina says:

“Wpen 1 Fipslly reached Warsaw, 1 walked among the ruins

like that praphet - what was his name ? -~ Jeremiah. I saw a

young man there digging up the earth with a spade. I asked
Wim whot he wnu trying to find and he told me, 'myself’."I111

weeomd charade of misdirection truly precipitates him
tufo the singuler isclation of the symbelic arens. Here he
bo.ones what many eritics  have called a lamed vov, =
righteous man o7 wandering Jew:
I wandered over the land, and good people did not neglect
me. After many years I became old and white; I heard a great
deal, many lies and falsehcods, but the lenger T lived the
zore 1 understood that there were really no lies. GF23
what is even more significant is Gimpel's heightened
upderstanding of the Intricate and treacherous colluboration
betseen truths and falsities, the sudden realisation that both
broject forvard into a fourth dimension, where the modalities of

time and space canverge upon a zero degree of significatioen:




Whetever doesn’t really happen is dreamed at night. It
happens to one if it doesn’t habpen to another, tomorrow
if not Loday, or a century hence if not next vear. GFZ3 12
With tsis inspired fantasy, Gimpel’s imsginary world of
méconneissance is entirely overthrown ("'l saw your mother
tonight' I said ‘she’s turning black, poor thing.'" GF23).
Before the tale ends he constructs within the text a juncture
of divinely wrought symbolic recognition, the epiphanic visien
of Elka - transformed:

She is stending by the washtub, as ab our first encounter

but her Esce is shining and her eyes are as radiant as

the eyes of a saint, and she speaks outlandish words to me,

strange things. GF2
Tt mutters little that this glowing visionary creature is nelther
the matted hariden of thelr first meeting nor the charcoal
sinner of his dream. What s{gnifies is Gimpel's spiritual
confirmation of his ipner conviction: this madonna, this virgin
bride restored to him sntact - a sacrament. Like the narrator
af "4 Tale of Two Liars" (SMS), Glmpe’ learns of the inter-
dependence of truth and falsehocds, and that, “a lie ean only
thrive on truth; lies heaped one upon another, lack
subistance” {SMS36),
Glmpel's entry into the symbolic phase presupposes a refined
awereness of those enigmatic codes used te proveke the
undercurreats of meaning in a contingent world, This gquality of
wpacity is directly reflected by the language of the tale, bath
as it is reported to ws in the speech of others, and more
importantly, as il is presented to us ss the utterance of the

sell constituted through the language of the tale. Gimpel's

Rt




impetus towards storytelling &s a means of reparation and as

» mode of self-renewal from the chaos wrought by the destructive
speech of others, is as a therapeutic and healing value, mothing
short of Homeric: an act of secular resurrestion, the .
teanscendental gesture of the phoenix.

Gimpel’s stoicel ideology prompts him to remark philosophically:
"Besides, you can't pass through life unscathed, nor expect

to" (GFI1}. That Gimpel does not succeed in remaining entirely
intact in this rite of passage seems obvious; indeed he is
muterially wounded by the spesch of the other, which in this case
is that of the whore, Elka. Gimpel tells us that, “her mouth
would open as if it were on a hinge, and she had a fierce

tongue" (GF11). The sexval metaphor is unmistakable here; she who
would vehemently deny Gimpel access to her veginal orifice {the
door is closed), all but compulsively incites entry via the oral
cavity, that is, through speech. Thus the sensuality of the
mount, admittedly lascivious in this case, is displaced onto the
equally wanton gexuality of the mouth, Hers is the frenzied

language of oaths and abuse, and she curses Gimpel with all the ¥

fervour of an ardent nature wrought to extremes by the repressed
sexuality of hysteria: "She screamed out, ‘You hateful creaturef ! .
You moon calf! You spook! You uncouth men! Get out, or I’1l
stresn all Frampol out of hed!'" (GF20). It is cleer that Gimpel
is titillated by this display of labial eroticism, instinctively
conceiving of the relation between repressed sexuality and

linguistic violence:




And her orations! Pitch and sulphur, that’s what they
were full of, and yet somehow also full of charm. I adored
her every word. She gave me bloody wounds though. GF15
Exit the fool, tongue-laghed and pussy-whipped, a martyr to his
lost love.
Gimpel's initial reaction to Elka's sexuel violence, is silence.
In the face of her vociferous and treacherous acrimony, he
refuses to speak, This denial of speech represents both less and
more than Elka's cacophony in that it refuses the fragmentary
nature of the hysteric's discourse but simultaneously denies his
own cleim to completeness and self-hood through speech. It is

oaly in the symbolic phase, where Gimpel breaks the silsnce to

begin the story Lhat a new era of T racy begins. I wish to
stress here that "dimpel the Foc ted by the author as
a iale told a posteriori, that is, “e fact, so that the

art of storytelling can be ronceived of here as & gesturs of
symbolie remewa} - the reconstitution of the scattered self in
words.
Tn his geminar on the mirror stage, Lacan speaks of this nexus
as:
2 drapa whose Lnlernal thrust is precipituted from
insu“‘lclen:y to ancicipation - and which manufactures
Tor the subject, caught up in the lure uf spatial
identificatlon, the succession of phantasies that extends
from A fregmented body~image to a form of ita totality.13
Gimpel's imaginery fnsufficiency figuratively mimes the process
of fregmentation, when in the beginning of the tale he divides
himegelf in language, thus: "I had seven names in all: imbecile,
donkey, Plax-head, dope, glump, nipny and fool” (GF9), Divided

by languago he must seek within the caewura of the word some




form of integration by means of which the self may emerge, whole
and complete Lf not "unscathed”., Gimpel achleves this through the
art of storytelling, ("I spin yarns" GF23), in general and
through the re-telling of his-story, in varticular
By the end of the narrative, Gimpel has become a teller of tales,
ane whe uses speech os a plurivalent trope for self-regeneration,
what Forvester calls a "bringing-into-consciousness" through a
recollecting which leads to forgetting: "... speech is the agent
by which permanent marks that lead to the suffering of the
symptom are dissolved, forgotlen,” This phenomenon is evident
in the repetitive nature of Gimpel's performance-tales
The nhildren run after me, calling, ‘Grandfather, tell us &
story.’ Sometimes they ask for particular stories, and I tuy
please them. A fat young boy once said to me
‘Grandlather, it's the mame story you told us before.' The
little rogue, he was right. GF23
Furthermore, as Kojive points out, the act of narration, per se,
i. oue of self-conscious, conscicusness of self
den Becomes censcious of himself at the moment when - for
the "first” time - he saya "I". To understand man by
understanding his "origin® is, therefore, to understand
the arigin of the I revealed by speech.15
Just such s recognition occurs in the narrater's very first
% vdst "I am Gimpel the Fool" (GF9) and the ensuing tele serves
mere or less as a codpiece to this penal affirmation of
esistence. The tale is in this sense a colloquy to Gimpel's
fledgling capacity to say "! am”, so thab the earlier Gimpel
divided by the elfects of language, now emerges as an artissn of
language, a maker of words, a skilled craftsnan who sets out to

refashion his Life which emerges in the course of the narrative:




a golden bowl pieced together from the broken shards and slivered
temserae of a lorgotten past, a future imperfectly remembered
one ot whom in the words of the old poet it would be meet to

ask, “How can we tall the dancer from the dance 7”

Gimpel construsts himself in language to gain his freedom from &
fusional dependence upon Klka-the-whare-m{other}.In order to
break open an incestuous dyadic circuit, a third term nust
intervene, traditionally, the Law of the father. In this case, as
we have seen, the laws of the fathers prove impotent because they
can only operate within a rigidly univocal armature. To
counteract this atrophy Gimpel moves awey from the uniformity of
the law and, in his search for utterance, turns full circle to
enmbrace the artifice of language. Langunge as a term of medfation
has its own intrinsic drawbscks however. For one thing the
possibilities opened out are polymorphous, precarious and thereby
liable o delusion, &s can be observed in the Pable of Elka
transformed. Lemaire points out:
8y medisting himself in his discourse, the subject in effect
destroys the immediate relation of self to self, and
constructs himself in language as he wishes to see himself,
as he wishes to be seen, and thereby alienates himseif in
language.l7
Thal Gimpel is in this sense alienated is plain in his final

speech when he speaks of bhe illusory quality of the world: "No

doubt the world is entirely an imeginary world, but it is only
once removed from the true world" (G#24). These words have
traditionally been interpreted as an heroically hopeful epitaph

in the face of mortality. However un regard them in this light is




a facile conclusion which negates the despair of one who must
live life at a remove, The price of maturity Gimpel tells us in
these lines is that one loses that illusory, bub nevertheless
lnvigorating sense of velocity, where desires are unnediated and
immediste, This yearning for a paradise irvecoverably lost is a
retrogressioh to an earlier stage of infancy where desires were
urgent, gratification was immediate and expectations elementally
if illuserily, fulfilled:

Whatever ~ will be Ghere, it w®ill be real, without

complication, without ridicule, without deception. God be

praised: there even Gimpel cannot be deceived. GF24
The story is in the final anaysis, & winding sheet, a shroud for
a dead past. IP Gimpel has woven his life in the talse through the
embonpoint of the narrative's warp and woof, he has no less
surely braided therein the tangled signifier that sets out
inevitably to unravel the thread at the moment of its fixing
wilhin the fabrie:

The gravedigger Jew has his spade ready. The grave waits and

the worms are hungry; the shrouds are prepared - I carry

them in my beggar's ssck. GF24
Of what do these shrouds consist ? They are the beggar's only
provision for the future, of what can they consist then but of
his accumulated past. I picture to myself the scene of Gimpel's
death - the fool displaced by the text; he who has situated
himsell beyond anecdote, beyond artifact, finally comes to
inhabit the logos of a life lived autobiographically in the
present tense. The burial socisty approaches to lay Gimpel out
and te prepare him for his grave, they open his sack and shake

out his shrouds, and upon the pure white linen of the new sheets




are inscribed many letters, many tales:

.« .improbable things that could never h.ve heppened - about
devils, magicians, windmills, and the li'e. GF23

2,3, "A Grown of Featbers" (CF)

The unconscious is that chapter of my history which ia
marked by a blank or occupied by a falsehood: it is the
censored chapter., But the truth can be found againj it is
mast often already written down elsewhere. That is to say: -
in monuments: this is my body ... the hysterical nucleus of
the neurosis where the hystericel symptom reveals the
structure of a Language and is deciphered like an
inscripkion which, once recovered, can without serious loas
be destroyed.

Jacques Lacan.

"Discours de Rome"

What is this Truth ? Wherein is found all Truth ?

Kebbalah: The Greater Holy Assembly

This tale, like "Gimpel the Fool® is concerned with the
negotiation of those developmentsl stagas that Lacan calls real,
imaginery and symbolic. Akhsa, the child, provides the psychic
substratum upen which an oedipal dispute concerning the law of
the lather and the desire of the m{other) is played out, Like the
Previous story, the narrative is largely preccoupied with the
opposition between those staunch, unyielding familial structures
which express univocal values and the obscure snd provocative
aature of tryth in an eguivocal world., Akhsa must leave an
imaglnary latitude of illusory stability to wander outwards into

the real worid of shifting co-crdinates in order to search for




her crown of feathers, her "truth”, which as she learns upon her
deathbed, on the finel lep of her voyage into the symbelic
extension, is nothing more than a gramaatical statement of an
elliptical nature,

Akhso, who like Gimpel is an orphan, is the granddsughter of Reb
Naftali Holishitzer, & respected and prominent man, "the
community leader” (CF9} of Krasnobrod. He is & business man and &
acholar, an honest and righteous member of the community, &
charitable, upright arbiter of law and order, a Holy-shit-zer of
peraleiovs intent. His word is lew in this mediaeval Hebraic
patriavchy, o community of rigid and prohibitive structure which
guards passionately against dissent from within and assimilation
from without. Small wonder then, that Akhsa the convert, cannot
evon uttar the name of her grandfather: "There were times when
A¥hsa desired to call out ke her grand~father, but she did not
dare mention his name with her uncican lips" (CF18). VFor Lacan

this forbidding, threatening und censorious father becomes, what
18

Bewse calls, "the inaugurating ugent of law

Lacan ls concerned not with the real or imaginary father of

4 g.ven tndividunl but with the symbolic faether rseme name

initiates and propels the gigalfying chaein. 19 H
If Reb Naftsli is the agant of paternal law, then Nesha, the
grandmother is the proveaateur of matevnal desire insotar es it
tmpeaches and transgresses the law of the fathers. She comes from i
a family that is reputed to have helonged to the Sabbaiai Zevi
sect, tho cult of the falso Wesaish, To compound this
betrayal, within the pages of the forbidden buok, the New

Testament, Akhsa finds her g tg mark of on;
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pressed cornflowers signifying treachery. whilst the masculine
control of her grandfather's law betokena in the text &

spiritual movement toward the Godhead, her grandmother’s
seductive femininity invites complicity in the chaotic deaires of
unredeemed lechery and Satan worship. Within a patriarchal
scciety, the woman must either prostrate herself before the
univocal lew of her forefathers or step beyond the law into Law-d
knows what cesspool of gratified desires that await the good

wife, the gentle matron in the wilderness beyond. So runs the

Puritan code of ethics everywhers; Salem is only a
geographical distance from Krasnobrod, Paland - ask any witch.
Thits whilst the order of Reb Naftali is connected with the
hievarchical values of law, virtue and righteousness, Nesha's
reign advocates chaos and desire, the repudiation of a religious
code and the instigation of a reprehensible new ethos of devil
worship. Thus, runs the argument of the text, Akhsa who has
elected her grandmother’s way, has in this choice made a
covenant with the devil. Indeed, her desires, unbounded by the
circumscriptions of the law, are so strong that they summon up
satan, a phallic figure, (in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Phallus), who comes one night to gratify her
wish:

In the shine of the late-night moon she saw & naked male

figure - tall and black, with long elflocks, the horns of

& buck, and two protruding teeth, like a boar's. GFI9
Presented with such a plethora of sharp, pointed protruberances
the unregenerate woman may be simultaneously gratified in her

feminine desire and punished for her transgression of the
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pressed cornflowers signifying treachery. Whilst the masculine
control of her grandfather’s law betokens in the text a

spiritual movement toward the Godhead, her grandmother’s
seductive femininity invites complicity in the chaotic desires of
unredeemed lechery and Satan worship. Within a patriarchal
society, the woman Wust either prostrate herself before the
univocal law of her forefathers or step beyond the law inte Law-d
knows what cesspool of gratified desires that await the good

wife, the gentle matron in the wilderness beyond, So runs the

Puritan code of ethics 5 Salem £s only a
geographical distance from Krasnobrod, Poland - ask eny witch
Thus whilst the order of Reb Naftali is connected with the
hierarchical values of law, virtue and righteousness, Nesha's
reign advocates chaos and desire, the repudiation of a religious
code and the instigation of a reprehensible new ethos of devil
worship. Thus, runs the argument of the text, Akhsa who has
elected her grandmother’s way, has in this choice made &
covenant with the devil. Indeed, her desires, unbounded by the
circumseriptions of the law, are so strong thet they summon up
Saten, a phallic figure, (in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Phallus), who comes one night to gratify her
wish:

In the shine of the late-night moon she Saw a naked male

figure - tall and black, with long elflocks, the horns of

a buck, and two protruding teeth, like a boar’s. CF1g
Presented with such & plethora of sharp, pointed protrubersnces
the unregenerate woman may be simultaneously gratified in her

feminine desire and punished for her transgression uf the
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masculine law. Furthermore, by the admission of her own fantasy,
she is upable to escape the tyranny of the masculine phallus,
from piller to post she is inpsled, merely exchanging in the
final analysis Priapus Saten for the sceptre of the Law. This
impasse characterises what many ¢ritics, most notably Jacques
Derrida have called Lacan's "phallacentrism”, a ferm which

purperts  to criticise his reliance on the transcendental

signifier of the phallus, so that the female situated within a

masculine erctic landscape must of necessity choose between one
phallus or sncther, whether it be the suthoritative organ of the

law or the subversive machinery of Satan the out-law
At this point it would be {nteresting to closely examine the
moves and counter-moves made between the prohibitive father and
the provocative mother as they are enacied upon the site of
Akhsa’s unformed psyche. At first, Nesha exerts her will by
denying Akhsa's right to a lover and husband:
Matches were sought For her early, but her grand-uother was
hard to please. She would look at a boy proposed by the
merriage brokers and say, "He has the shoulders of a fool",
or "He has the narrow forehead of an ignoramus.” CF
The effect of this refusal is to draw the child back into a
clased cireuit of oedipal desire: ‘“Sometimes Akhss would cry
out, "I wish you were my fiance, not my grand-father!" and kiss
his eyes and his white beard" (CF10). Even after her death,
Nesba with perverse foresight denies her granddsughter access
to jouissance, her voice, strident and critical is heard Erom
beyond the grave:

How strange, but her grand-mother atill expressed her
opinlon. Once, Akhsa heard her say clearly, "He has the snout




pig. she seid, "He talks like the

a Another time,
standard letter book," CFlil1

i
]
i
|
We are asked in the tale, to sccept these imprecations to g
virginity as an effect of the spiteful malice of feminine i
perveraity which seeks to belittle and ridicule the male in his }
guise as suitar. What this viewpoint consistently fails to
realise is that feminine desire confined within the narrow limits
of a patriarchal culture has little recourse to weif-
actualisation, other than to vehemently refuse desive where it
fashions itself most strongly, most monolithically, e o
question, or rather as the guestion. Significantly, at the very

moment when desire is refused and the desideratum triumphantly

denied, the law of the father, what Lacan calls the "nom-du~ H

(grand)~pere” violates the sealed cirpcuit of feminine eros, and

with one clean blow of the phallus severs the dyad forever

For the ‘nom-du-pere', the original Other, introduces a
gap between desire and its object(s) which the mubject is . -
bounded by, and bound to, throughout his life and at all o
levels of his experience, This primordiel estrangement is
by its very nature destined to recur ... 21

i
i

Reb Naftali, vealising that his granddaughter is in danger of

remaining a spinster forever "decided not to give in to her
whims anymore but to marry her off” (CFit).
At the signing of the parriage contrect, there occurs the first

scene of direct conflict between the two grandparents as they
seek Lo impose their respective wills upon the young girl:

Her grand-father passed her the contract and a quill, and
her grand-mother cried out, ‘Don't sign!' She grabbed
Akhse’s elbow mnd a blot formed on the paper. CF12

Here, Akhsa does not speak, she is spoken by others; neither does

she sct, but is scted upon. It is entirely fitting then that in
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response ko this simulacrum of external activity, her reaction ia
silence and inertia.
At this point in the drama, Akhsa Teceives a visitation from the
nether world in the form of her venerable grandfather who sternly
chastises her conduct and demsnds that Akhsa seek the forgiveness
of har blighted suitor, Zemach. By this means the girl-child is
commended Lo submit to the law of the father by moving beyond the
#sealed vacuum of the mother's desire:

‘apologise to Zemach. Become his wife.’

‘Grand{ather, I hate him.'

'Me is your destlsed one.' (F13
Only through absslute obedience to the will of the father, the
inference runs, may the ehild be inscribed as anything other than
a saleable commedity in a symbollc circuit of exchenge. However
85 a female cncapsulated in a male discourse, as a daughter
trapped within the dialogue of her dead grandparents, Akhsa
is charscterised by her sconomic value as currency rather more
than ip her erotic funetion as current. Thus, in accepting the
rule of the (ather, & symbolic debt is extracted from the child
who perceives in thls violeat scpuration from the maternal
bounty, a sacrifice bordering upon castration. That Akhsa refuses
this harsh rule does not save her from the retributive scourges
of paternal law. On the contrary, her punishment for
transgression is intensified by the sadism of Zemach, the suitor
she had once been proud enough to scorn.
The entry of Nesha into this field of punitive restraint is

peculiarly fitting:




(Grandmother, where are you 7’

‘I'm here

‘What should I do’

‘Whatever your heart desires.’ CFl14

Thus speaks the voice of the she-demon, whose rule is one of
indulgence and plenty. It is significent that feminine

desire should be directly aligned with the most heinous impiety
visited upon the Hebraic Patriarchy, the sin of conversion, so
iniguitous, that those who gainsay it are automatically consigned
to the host of hell, the order of the demned and the fallen:

“‘fou're not my grandmother. You're a demon’® (CF14).

Here Eollows the second scena of oppositien structured as a

parallel crisis of the word, where each oppanent seeks to

annihilate the identity of the other insofar as identity

constitutes the site of all authority:
“Akbsa, that is not your grandfather but a Roblin from
behind the bathhouse,” Grandmother interrupted. Zemach
{8 a ne’er-do-well, and vengeful to boot. He will
torment you, and the children he begets will be vermin
like him. Save yourself while there is time, God is
with the Gentiles." CF14

If the function of this exchange is to demean, then we must deem

it triumphant, for in it Nesha and Naftali are reduced to

expletives:
YLilith! She-demon! Daughter of Ketev M'riril" Grandfather
growled.
"Liari”  OF15

And Akhsa herself becomes nothing more than a commadity that may
be bartered in an economic circuit of exchange, what Wilden very

aptly describes as,

. & sign or an jcon exchanged in hls parents’ phantasies,
the child becomes the equivalent of a word in somebady
elae's conversation.”




The femal Nesha, im her guise

, Akhsa’s g
as Satan impels the girl-child toward iniguity and sin. Her L
conversion and marriage to a Polish squire ends when in the
thross of a phantasised labour  she prays to the God she had
forsaken. And in answer to this call for salvation, the
grandfather, keeper of the law and purveyor of the holy word
appears to proclaim sentence: "'IL is never too late. Find the
man you have shamed. Become a Jewish daughter’" (GF20).  Akhsa :
cleansed and renewed, adopts her grandfather's Law and adheres to
it passionately thenceforth. She renites the Hebrew prayer of
thenksgiving, prostrates hereef upon the graves of her
grandparents in expiation for past sins, and sets off into the
world to find Zemach, and absolution for her transgressions as a .
Jewish daughter,

At the very moment when Zemach is found, Akhza experiences her
third opposition scene. Nesha exhorts her to flee “back to Easu"
(CF23) and presumably eternal demnation, but Reb Naftals
intervenes and pleads Fervently for her soul: "‘Akhsa, he will 1 ¥
save you from the abyes‘’ (CF28). The drame is reminiscent of
that of the morality play, where the virtues of the good angel
plead with the vices of the bad angel for the seul of

the common hero, everyman. Once again Akhsa chooses the path of
the good, indistinguishable from that of the way of the law, and
forces hersef to undergo the scourge of the phallus as it exacts -
minute retribution upon the female penitent. In sack-cloth and
vags, hung with a wreath of garlic, she permits herself to be led

into the synagogue with a rope around her neck, "ss if she were a




cow'" {GF23), end prostrates herself upon the threshold: "‘Jews
step on mel’ she called. ‘Jews spit on me!'" (CF23). This praxis
indlcates Akhsa's passage through the mirror stage, and her

"csstration es

mediation of it amounts to what Lavers has called
the entrance into socisty".

Akhsa’s penitence amounts to a sadistic ritual of mortification
imposed by her vengeful end guilty suitor, Zemach. All this she
undergoes with feminine suppliance, indeed with conviction and
righteousness, so that as a reward for her staunchness she is
finally allowed to encotinter her grandfather: “She recognised his
high forehead, his benign smile, and the loving kindness of his
gaze” (CF30}. It is an instant of intense if misdirected
spiritual ambience, a mutual recognition framed by the reunion of
the gaze, Toril Moi, in her feminist critique of Freud’s first
case-history, the analysis of Dora, delineates the male as the
bearer of knowledge, he alone who has the power to penetrate both
woman and text. Reb Naftali is presentod here both as shaman and
as oracle: "My daughter, your ordesl is over. We are waiting
for you - I, Grandmother, all who love you. Holy angels will come
to meet you'" (CF30),

Despite the benevolence of this edict, Akhsa must undergo in
sbmolution, e formal ordeal of purification and reparation that
is sadistic in the extreme, involving as it does an obligatory
public recital of sins committed, iniquities performed

“...Akhsa beat her breast with her fist and recounted her sins
she had spited God, served idols, copulated with a Gentile"

{CF24}. Later on, Zemach, himself guilty of mauny transgressions,




jeins her in this self-same ritual of catharsis and litany:

She turned in the snow slowly and in ailence while

Zemach recited, ‘We have sinned, we have betrayed

we have robbed, we have lied, we have mocked, we

have rebelled,’ CF28
The impulse in both ceses is one of confession, but Akhsa is
compelled not only to confess her sins %o the public at large
buk also to mortify herself before Zemack, who like a Catholic
priest behind the grating of the confessional box, drews her out
with ngonising sufferance in what Michel Foucault calls a "rituel
of discourse" that has something akin to the sweaty
excitement of the voyeur

‘Get up, adultress. This may be your last night.

'1 wish ik were.'

Confess! Tell the truth,

‘I have told you everything.'

'Did you enjoy the lechery 77

‘No, Zemach, no,’' CF28
Foucault gpeaks of this ritual as one that unfolds within a powsr
velationsbip, where the one who confesses subjugabes himsalf
before an acknowledged autherity, s divine interlocutor

.. on authority wha requires the confession, prescribes and

appreciates it, end intervenes in order to judge, punish

targive, console and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth

is corroborated by the obstacles ant resistances it has had

to syrmount in order to be formulated ... 2
And a ritual in which, naturally enough, the one who confesses is
femele, the one who Jjudges, male.
The unregenerate female in a prohibitive o= i(wis is parceived of
by the mele community as inherently lusty and enormously
lageivious: "The rabbi proncunced that, according te the law
Akbsa was not married. Wer wnion with bhe squire was nothing

but an aot of lechery" (CE28), Furthermore, the woman is




entrenched by a communal mythology as seducer and siren, 5o that
Nesha turned Satsnic bemptress appears again and again in Akhsa's
dreams to entrance and cajole the girl inte numberless
dissipations and fleshly debaucheries
She sang bawdy songs, drank wine, and danced with
charlatans. Some nights she Led Akhsa into temples where
priests chanted snd idolators kneeled before golden statues.
Naked courtesans drank wine from horns and gave themselves
over to licentiousness, GF27
It would seem then that if masculinity is the repository of
celture and breeding in the tale, of & reinforcing armature of
laws and prohlbitions that seek to contain disordered nature
then femininity comprises the very substratum of this entropie
and chaotic fecundity. This is apparent when Akhsa, on the day of
Her death, falls into a heady trance in a far off pasture which
secthes with potent and writhing life: “The earth steamed with
the scent of grass and herbs, and it mede Akhss’'s head
reel® (CF28). Tt ig astonishing then, given this stark division
of experlence thst the final lines invert this relation so that
Zemach is suspected of demonism and Akhsa is revered as s holy
woman
Some swrmised Uhai Zemach was not a men but a demon. Akhsa
was buried near -he chapel of a holy man, and the rabbi
spoke & euolog' ~r her. CF32
This startling inversion must be understood in the light of the
elliptical nabure ol truth in the tale, a subject which will be
discussed in detail later on
One further contrast between the paternal law of ‘he grand-Father
and the unconscious desire of the grand-Mather can be adduced by

the function of books in the tale. ALl the men in “A Crown of




Feathers" are learned and scholarly, Reb Naftali devotes half his
day to a study of the Holy Books, Zemach “seemed to know the
7almud by heart" (CF11), and even Ludwik, the lolish squire reads
historical works on religion and genealogy. In contrast to these
divine books of masculine law, the women are tempted into
transgression by the perusal of forbidden texts. Thus Akhsa
forsakes the book of Job to investigate the substance of the lew
Testament in a Polish translation belonging to her grandmother:
“Akhsa knew it was a forbidden book, but she turned the pages
anyway" (CF13}. The women, by virtue of her intrinsic weaknesses
is here subjected to a prohibition of the glance (see no evil),
which seeka to protect her from the castigating visfon af the
Immediate presence in time and space, of God:

She remembered that on the Gentile feast days, when holy

fcons and pictures were carried in processions near the

house, she vas not allowed to look out nf the window.

Her grandfather told her it was idolatry. GF13
By donying the material validity of the image, the elders consign
the Hebralc G-d to an abstract realm of what Steiner calls
“immcssurable absence™. "The God of the Torah not only prohibits
the making of images to represent Him. He does not allow
imagining." Thus the woman is denied access to this
elaborate vision of God on the grounds that it is a gentile
custom, Woreover she ia refused entry to a more austere
acceptance of the word of God through study of the holy books on
the grounds that it is not a Jewish custom:

It was not the custom for a female to study at

veshiva, because 'the king's daughter is all glorious

within' snd Jewish daughters are all the daughters of
kings. CF9




Aknsa's only recourse it would seem, is to retreat into the world
of “antasy and superskition encapsulated within the moth-eaten
pacchment of Ludwik's library where she finds the book on
witheraft that teaches her how to conjure up demons. Akhsa
denied the sight of the true Hebraic God, quickiy fulfils her
scopic desires by invoking a false demonic deity whose ambivalent
appearance simultaneously bespeaks absence and presence: "Nia
body wns as translucent as a spider web" (CP19). Akhsa's entry
inte the symbolie register is very different from Gimpel's rite
of passage which was facilitated by a movement from certitude to
equivocation. Akhsa learns the self-same lessons of maturity,
but she 13 fractured by the oppositions that have spawned her and
divides from within to complete the truce.
From the beginning Akhsa locates herself within the division
formed by the cleft of her grandparents’ dichotomies. One is
always situated in oppositlon to the other: “Just as her
grardmother saw only bad, Reb Naftali sew only good" {CF10), and
later: "Wer grandfather had told her one thing, her grandmother
another®  (CF31), Of ocourse Zemach only perpetuates  this
contrarlety when he asks Akhsa, "'Why did you listen to your
grandmother and not your grand-father ?'" (CF28). It is only io
e expected, given these dual axes about which Akhsa must arvange
herself, Gthat her own outloock is supremely bifocal, so that when
she finally comes to Lake the messure of her own life, she comes
up with a neat algebraic inversion:

She took stock of her soul. She had been born rich and

beautiful, with more gifts than all the others around her.
Bad luck had made everything turh to the opposite. CF31




In order to weld division into unity, akhsa, like Gimpel, sets
off on & quest for the lost object, the vrown of

feathers, which will compose the boundaries of her truth
Interrogatives resound in her discourse, from the first time that
she becomes aware of the need for a mate: "‘Where, Grandfather ?
Where ?'" (CF10), to the final moment of recognition and
yemrning: "‘When, Grandfather ?'" (CF30). Her life is one of
successive leave Ltakings and journeyings, she leaves the shtetl
of her birth to enter a Polish village as a convert, a place she
abandons vears later to voyage forth in search of her lost
fiancé. The first words she utters on entering her old home
resound throughout the narrative with poignant appeal: "‘Where

is Akhse ?'" (CF29) she asks an old woman, and the
question functions both as a Literal directive and as a
metaphorical conundrum. We sre told of her intermineble search
for Zemach, where For three months Akhsa wandvred from town to
town, questioning elders and examining community records. When
she does eventually locate him, the two leave town to setile in a
remate outback in the woods, where, we are told, Zemach, the
vindicator "kept on searching for new misdeeds in both of them”
(CF29j, Zemach's gquest is for redemption in a stringent and
austere culture: "I wanted to cleanse you so that you could sit
in Paradise with the Holy Mothers” {CF30). Akhsa's eternal
pursuit is less simple, she wants to find The Truth, end it is
both pitiable and fitting that her truth is conceived of as a
"pure" sign, capitalised .nd univocal: “She had now one desire -

that & sign should be given, the pure truth revealed” (CF3l).




Like Gimpel, Akhsa must learn of the deceptive nature of Lruth me
an impure compound in a mortal world subject to all manner of
ambiguities and concealment; the fact that, as Jacqueline Rose
succinctly comments: "The image in which we first re;ognise
ourselves is a misrecognition"” (Rose's emphasis). z
The crown of feathers, her primal image is explicitly referred
to as a sign: "'If you dou’t believe me, ask far a sign’" (CF15)
says Akhsa's grandmother, and the child reaches psychic maturity
only when she comes to witness the slision of the signified by
the signifier. At first the image is perceived of as miraculous
en object of wonder:
The sun made it sparkle with the colours of the rainbow. It
looked as i€ it were set with the smallert of gems. She sat
and contemplated the wonder
Later, on her deathbed, Akhsa again witnesses this wonder, but
wheress the airy structure had previously been wrought in the
form of & cross, now it is braided into the four letters of the
Hebrew name of God. The letter has come at last to replace the
symbol erected in the place of the word. At this moment Akhse
straddles the symbolic rift, firstly insofar as she is able to
construct for herself a valid abstract icen of her God; and
secondly as she comes to a laborious realisation of the
multiplicity of truths in the fallen world
But, she wondered, in what way was this crown more a
revelation of truth than the other ? Was it possible that
there were different faiths in Meaven ? CF32

Indeed, the crown of feathers which appears, dissolves, and

reappears transfigured within the course of the tale, functions




as the metaphoric index to language as it presents itself within
the world. With all the imsouciance of a linguistic strip-tease,
where the symbol of the cross moves aside to reveal the name of
God, so signifieds coquettishly glide sideways to disclose a
flash of signifier, a glimpse of sign. To understand this
conception of truth, what the Kabbalah calls the nature of the
broken vessel, ve must go back to the moment where the devil,
translucent mnd cold, confesses to his part in the weaving of the
arown:

‘You deceived me 2

‘Y an » deceiver,’ tne Devil answered with a giggle

‘Where is the pruth ?' Akhsa asked

'The truth is that there is no truth.’ CF1® 30
Two philosophers of very different theoretical standpeinte, both
avow in almost the same terms this quality of ellipsis so akin to
the nature of truth in the tales. Michel Foucault maintains that
“Truth is a thing of this world; it is produced only by virtue of
aultiple forms of constraint.” while Lacan, in his preface to
The Four Fundamgntal Concepts of Psychosnalysis, similarly
affirms that: “There 1is no truth that, in passing through
avareness, does not lie." An ideological statement of intent
that is very similar in feeling to the final linea of the story

And whet had she been searching for ? No matter how much

the townspeople pondered and how many explanations they

tried to find, they never discoversd the truth, Because if

there is such a thing as truth it is as intricate and hidden

as 8 crown of feathers. CF 32
Akhsa, in accepting what one critic has called "the-truth-as
castration”  surmeunts her old life of imaginary

identifications within a claustrophobic circuit to encompass a




view of reality that, like truth, is as unfinished, pizce-meal,

spovadic, dispersed and fragmentary 6s the very nature of

langusge itself. and, aa Lacan has repeatedly declared:
...truth proves to be complex in essance, humble in its

offices and allen to reality, stubborn to the choice of
sex, akin to death and, all in all, rather inhuman ... 34

2.4. Oedipus Foreclosed

Lacan's conviction that language is a symbolic coastruct which
Pre-exists the individual is particularly evident in his 1957
seminar, "The agency of the letter in the unconscious", a portien
of which statest

“Language and Its structures exist prior to the moment

ab which each subject st a certain peint in his mental

development makes his entry into it.
The notion that man may negotiate the mirror stage and
thenceforth accede to the symbolic order through an awareness of
the word both as it constitutes s social covenant and as it
composes an individual contract, is central to Lacen's
epistemology. In the following two tales, language is proffered
as an emphatic refusal, so that the subjects involved are
incisively barred from symbolisation. The central protagonists
Rindele the blighted hysteric of "Black Wedding", Itche-~Godl and
the Widow Finkle, the capricious ghouls of "Two Corpses go
Dancing”, assume an exhaustive denial of the three psychical
steges of maturation. In refusing to partake in such metaphorical
processes as the law, writing end language, cedipus is foreclosed

and they all three fail to enter the symbolic dimension remaining




thus below mirror level at the stage of infancy for the duration N
of all their mewling adult lives

These two stories illustrate the plight of the individual when
language is denied and the symbolic portal is foreclosed
Hindele, the hysterical bride of "Black Wedding" refuses to
allow the paternal metaphor adequate expression in her virgin's
discourse, and as a result she remains perpetually intact and

entire, neithar speech nor syllable ever passes her (hymen) lips.

In “Twc Corpses go Dancing”, Itche-Godl and Finkle the Widow
spirits deceased, can find no rest in the unguiet earth until

their lives are inscribed by the iaw, their deaths sanctified

Lhrough the word, their flesh consecrated in the stately
ceremonial of .ne letter.

These protagonists cannot symbolise, cannot speak - but ave
spoken by others and become, in the end, symbols and words used

by the ather: the masculine discourse that stunts and maims

Hindele; and the Devil’s monologue as he narrates the tale of )
N

the two dead maricnettes. "

George Steiner's enumeration of the constraints of language are . T

particularly apt in this case: “The substantive limitations of b \

man are madness and death, conditions in which language refuses

to signify". These conditions it will be seen, refer as

trenchantly to the former modality as it predicates the hymteria
and frenzy of "Black Wedding®, as they do te the latter category -
in its moribund insistence on the mortal coil in "Two Corpses go

Dancing.”




2.5, "Black Wedding" (sMS)

The Lcreversxbility of speech brings the monster out of ite
hiding plac
the 1rreversib;11cy of death keeps the father in his.

Racine

Ehédr

The entry of the child into the symbolic order is dependent upon
his arrogetion of language as a unit of social exchange. It is
for this reason that Gimpel must reveal his tale and Akhsa must
ungover her craun. Both tale and crown stand in the place of the
word that the child has mastered and which composes his entry
inte language and the law. Wilden, in commenting upon Lacan’s
cencept of Lhe mirror stege emphasises this paint:
The child's release f{rom the alienating image, if indeed he
is released from it, will occut through his discovery of
subjectxvlry by his appropriation of language from the
Other, which is his means of entry into the Symbolic order
in the capacity of subject. 38
The tws atories which follow, “Black Wedding" and "Twe Corpses go
Dancing", trace the denial of symbolisation on the part of the
undevelaged psyche, through a refusal of speech in the farmer
tale, and a radical suppression of the written word in the
latter. The protegonista of these tales refuse the word,
foregoing thenceforth their developmental passage through the
mirror, and remaining thereafter infants caught end bound by an
imsginary form, captured by a false reflection in a duplicitous
glass. Hindele espacially, rejects the sacred word in favour of
& profane image, thersby keeping faith with the perverse

cevenant of her silence sven when confronted with the manifold




hallucinetiens of e history lived as hysteria

"Black Wedding" is a tale which tells of the inheritance

of the curse of silence, en hereditary scourge of the word.

Rindele is the female off-spring of a long line of rabbis, all of

whom “warred constantly with the evil ones” (SMS27), and all of

whom, because blessed with the power of the wrd, eventually

emerged t .amphant. Hindele however, &s a waman, is denied access

to the language of incantation and exorcism and consequently is

exhorted to everlasting silence by the patriarchal edict of her

Father, the rabbi of Tzivkev. Her refusal of speech is tantamount

to o sequestration of the symbolic extension, so that the ensuing

narrative bespeaks her imprisonment in an imaginary uxpanse of

phantasms and shades.

Kindele's tather, Rabbi Aaron Nephtali is a past-master both of

the word and of the lsther, We are told that his penmanship mimes

that of the ancient scribes and that this sanctified script is

used for the writing of amulets, which are in turn hung from the

necks of each of his followers. The chain of signifiers here,

literally a yoke, & harness of the word, stretches back in time

ta

the letter of the ancients binding by the written word its

wresent day adherents. Moreover, Reb Naphtali immerses himself in

the

ancient late of Kabbalah, & cult of the word insofar as it

evokes the objeet:

It was said that Reb Aaron Naphtali wanted to imitate the
feats of the ancient ones, to tap wine from the wall and
create pigeons through combinations of holy names. It was
even said that he moulded a golem secretly in his attic.
SHS26




This practice of holy utterance whersby clay may be animated
uhrougn the intercession of the word is s Gadlike practice which
in the words of Harold Bloom:

... goes 80 far as to say of God and the Sefiret:

"He 1is They, and They are He", which produces

the dangerous  tormule that God and language

are one and the same., 39
An assumption ane might ndd, which locates the praxis of power
firmly in the mouth so to speak, of the suppliant, in this case
the divine doyen of all speech, holy Reb Naphtalf, the Kabbalist.
HWindele, who has been named after her saintly grandmother is the
final product of a blighted seneration all of whom bear the cross
of the family name, stretohing backwards through the centuries vo
her great grandfather, the exovecist, The sins of the fathers find
resanance in this girl, the feminine extract of three gemerations
of male rabble, each one of whom, in sequence, has repressed the
speaking signifier. We are told that the old Rabbi of Tzivkew
exoreised a dybbuk from a young girl and that the evil spirits
unable to harm his son Rabbl Hirsch, who died young, revenged
themseves upon the grandson, Reb Naphteli, who thenceforth had to
contend with malevolent devils sl his life. As we have already
witnessed in Akhsa's case, the female in a rigidly patriarchal
culture, does not apeak, but is spoken by a consensus, a male
querum as it were. The silence of the woman in this context iz
nothing more than an hystericsl denial of masculine law, a
refusal to be spoken, ironically presented here, ttrough the
symbol of the dybbuk, the possessor, he who Literally

expropriates the speech of the other, and in so doing begueaths

75




the gift of tongues.

ft.u possession of the woman by a

dybbuk is imbued with -ival significance, Firstly insofar asg it
provides e metapheric index to the feminine condition as it is
tnscribed within a masculine discourse; secondly, it mockingly
parodies the restrictive law of the Fathera through the
restorative anarchy of inversion; the self deposed, the possessor
enshrined. The procedure of exorcism then, is no more nor less
than an attempt to oust this rebellious usurper of the masculine
locus of power. However, like any anarchist expelled from the
gatos of the city, the symptom returns Prom exile to pursue each
generation, wntil bhe circuit of vengeance is completed. The
first father, the old Rabbi of Tzivkev exorcises the demon in his
lifetime; the second father, Rabbi Hirsch escapes the demon
through bis death snd the third fether, Rabbi Naphtali enduras
the demen all his life, tranaferring it at the moment of his
death to hiy daughter, Hindele. In so doing, the oycle is
completed, s like returns to like, the cirouit of repressed
feminlns desire resounding throughout the generations to find a
hollew echo in the hysteria of Hindele's silence

Bven before she is exhorted te ailence, Hindele is stricken with
all the symptoms of impotent language, of speech repressed and
restrafned st the outer limits of its utterance: "Hindele often
suffered attacks of yawning; red flushes spread over her face
her throat sched, there was a bugzing in her ears" (SMS27),
Schneiderman, following Lacan, cells this phenomencn the

"speaking symptom":




The patient is effectively deprived of her spesch
insofar as that speech can function to give her scoeas
to a desire that would be hers. Aa a bearer of
Sviptom, the subject is prev be same-ane slse's desire. 40
The dirplaced desire in this case is, quite clearly that of the
fothey, manifesting itself first in speech: "At such times
incantations had to be made to drive awoy the evil eye® (SMS27)
and finnlly in silence, as when the Rabbi entreats Hindele: “You
woet keep silent i you are to be mpared” (SM328). fThis is the
momieht of the lrontier, when silence ie bidden, speech forbidden
Julin Kristeva in The Svstem and the Speakink Subiect provides an
illuninating gloss on this demarcated crisis-point, in her
treatise an the jnfringement of the lLaw?
ALl functiane which suppose a froptler and the trans-
gression of that frontier, ave velevant to an sccount of
aignifying practice. where practice is taken as meaning
the actoptance of a symbolic law together with the trans-
gressfon of that law for the purpese of renovating it
{¥risteva’s emphasis). 41
It remsins to be sean then to what exbant the frontler is
redressed. the edict renounced and the law renovated
Before we examini this process, it would be well to familisrise
ourseves with a 1ilieu which, to ssy the least, wholeheartedly
favours the masculise order in all things:
There wag & custom in Yampel that when the wife of & young
man gave bivth to a girl, the rsther was placed on 2 table
and lashed thirty-nine times with a strap. SMS29
Lacan, in his netorious "Discours de Rome”, explicitly aligns the
tadlure of the word as signifier with the presence of the
bespaken subject:
The absence of the word is manifested her

by the stereotypes ¢f a discourse in which the subJech-
one mlght say, is spoken rather than speaking. 42
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The patient is effectively deprived of her speech
insofar as that speech can function to give her access
to a desire that would be hers. As a bearer of a
symptom, the subject is prey to some-ore else's desire. 40
The displaced desire in this ¢ & is, quite clearly that of the
father, manifesting itself fir in speech: "At such times
incantations had to be made to .rive away the evil eye" (8MS27),
and finally in silence, as when the Rabbi entreats Hindele: "You
mist  keep silent if you are to be spared” (SMS28). This is the
moment of the frontier, when silence is bidden, spsech forbidden
Julia Kristeva in The System and the Speaking Subject provides an
illuminating gloss on this demarcated crisis-point, in her
treatise on the infringement of the law:
ALl functions which suppose a frontier and the trans-
gression of that frontier, are velevant to an sccount of
signifying practice, where practice is taken as meaning
the acceptance of a symbolic law together with the trans-
gression of that law for the purpose of renovating it
(Kristeva's emphasis).
It remains to be seen then to what extent the frontier is
redressed, the edict renounced and the law renovated.
Before we examine this process, it would be well to familisrise
ourseves with & milleu which, ta say the least, wholeheartedly
favours the masculine order in all things:
There was a custom in Yampol that when the wife of a young
man gave birth to a girl, the father was placed on a table
and lashed thirty-nine times with a strap., SMS29
Lacan, in his notorious "Discours de Rome", explicitly aligns the
failure of the word as signifier with the presence of the
bespoken subject:
The absence of the word is manifested here

by the stereotypes of a discourse in which the subject
one might say, is spoken rether than speaking. 42




tn “Black Wedding", Hindele is undeniably spoken for if not
fore-spoken:
True, Reb Simon was s divirced man with five children.
But as Hindele was an orphan, whe would protest ?
She was told that he was a widower, and nothing was said
about the five children. SHS2$
The subject who Is refused speech and who retaliates by
refusing to spesk makes a political point by this gesture, but
in consequence inestimably fails to inscribe herself as a potent
And autonomous subject in psychic terms.
fn his seminar on the mirror stage Ln Korits, Lacan speaks of the
aatry into o symbollc order as that nexus which constitutes:

.4 moment that decisively tips the whole of human
knowledge into medlatluation through the deaire of the
other, constitutes its objects in an abstract equivalence by
the co-operation of others, and turns the I into that
apparatus for which every inmstinctual thrust constitutes
a danger .. .43

There is just such a moment in the tale, in which the aforesaid
‘medintization” may be fulfilled, the mirror stage completed and
ue symbolic order straddled. Significantly it is at this very
point that Hindele refuses to comply with the desire of the

rther, withholds her spaech and consequently tumbles backwards

'nle an imsginary world. This moment constitutes the frontier of
the gaze, the culiing edge of potential recognition: "When Reb
Simen 1ifted the veil from Hindele's face after the wedding, she
suw him for the first time" (SMS30), Whal Hindele sees is an
sbject covered entirely by hair, he wears a broad fur hat, has a
riteh-black dishevelled beard snd a long mustache: "Glusters of
hnir grew out of his nestrils and ears. His hands, too, had a

yrowlh of hair ag thick as fur” (8MS30). And, from this point




onwards, the poor girl finds herself surrounded by & plethora of

aguirming, writhing, and entsngled phalluses, from the archetypal

symhol of the serpent to the multiple "pricks" of the hedgehogs:

"The sashes of the young men were snakes in Teality, their sable

hats were actually hedget their beards clusters of worms"

tH

(SMS30). What is disclosed to her in this primal scene, at this,

the close of the imaginary phase is no different to that which

mediates the imaginary for most children - the phallus suddenly

revealed by the desire of the other: "He gazed at her like an

animal® (SM530).

fowever, Hindele, stricken by the silence of the three fathers,

whose law is that of the Word, can never effectively take her

place in the desire of the Other for she is bereft of words,

unable even to pray: "She wanted to call out 'Hear, O Israel’ but

she  remembered her father's desth-bed admonition to  keep

silent“|5MS30). For Hindele, speech would not only endanger her

soul, but, mere stringently, it would invoke the dead father, and

it is for this resson alone that Hindele, like Phédre before her,
refuses speech. If the daughter persists in her silence, the
father remains dead, this despite the rafracted mirror and the
symbolic portal fore-closed.
In her despair, Hindele seeks consolation in the Word:
She found 2 page of » psalter in the mossy forest and she
recited psalms furtively. She also remembered a few passages
from the Toreh end of the prophe’s. SMS33
This persistence in the ancient discourse of her forefathers

emphesises her servitude and is only slighty less futile than the




silence she maintains in the face both of sexuel violation and
agonssing birth pangs: "One sigh and she would be lost. She must
restrain herseif in the name of her holy forebears” (SMS34). Her
silence, the words she dare not speak turn to flesh in the
kaleideoscopic violence of her imaginings. There is a
displucement from what Lacan has called the invocatory to the
scople drive, and, as one critic has very astutely observed
"Lacan studies the relation to the image as part of tbe44

insertion of the subject into language and discourse."

Hindele's holy union with Reb Simon takes an the aspect of an
iniguitous Black Hass {n her fevered imaginings. With all the
aplomb of the signified gliding blithely beneath the signifier
reality similarly escapes behind the manifold elisions of
appearance and disguise. Bemeath the layers of respectable
apparel peek the webblng of goose-feet, elf-locks end snouts
beyond the staid walls of the living room lurks the forest
behind the familiar songs of the joyvous festival, snakes hiss. It
is signifiecant that at this point, the images of viclation
sexunl abuse and masculine domination take precedence and the
bridegroom becomes all thab is rapacious, brutal and pillaging:
"He stepped on the bride’s foot with his hoof so that he might
rule over her. Then he smashed the wine glass" (SMS31). This
breaking of the hymen, this ritual entry into a male world of
division and difference contrasts with Hindele's insistence on
the validity of the image, a point which Jacqueline Rose, in her

Lacanian seminar on feminine sexuality emphasises:
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Tt is therefore a refusal of division which gives the woman
access to a different strata of language, where words and
things are not differentisted. 45
However, words and things are undeniably different, in thia world
as in the next. The child of her belly, Belisl the mannikin
recalls division from whence she had banished it by his
disembodied insistence on the word and move specifically, on a
language that identifles, on & syntax that names: "He was already
chattering, calling her mother, cursing with vile language”
($¥S33). And it is this egoistical insistence on utterance that
cruelly divides and ravages Hindele, for whom after all, language
has always been flesh. With the pain of child-bearing, her speech
is forced, and as & piercing screem of Lorn flesh rises from her
throat, the hcavens divide, language fragments, the flesh and the
word are severed and a hellish fire lares up, the earth opens
and Mindele sinks into a Lacanian abyss:

Where s the background ? Is it ahsent 7

Mo, Rupture, split, the stroke of the opening

makes absence emerge - just as the cry does not stand

out against s background of silence, but on the contrary

makes the silence ecmerge as silence.d
This moment of utterance, constitutes the still centre of
primeval loss: "Hindele had lost everything, this world and the
world to come" (SMS35}. Fer not only is the daughter damned for
ail eternity by the bar of her speech, but more perniciously, the
father is resurrected triumphant and resplendent to resume his
rightful place in the community, as the eldest male child of Reb
Simon and the late, unlamented Hindele. After the howling and

hell-fire, as the host of Asmodeus welcome Hindele to their lair,




there is a sudden, disconcerting Teturn to a resl world of
teleology and responsibility, of just cause and measured effect:
In Tzivkev and in £he neighbourhood the tidings spread that
Hindele had given birth to a male child by Reb Simon of
Yampol. The mother had died in childbirth. SMS35
The resumption of the omniscient voice of the narrator over-rules
the turmoil of Hindele’s delirium so that in the final analysis
her hysterical discourse signifies not at all. She, for whom womb
has become word, this hi<h priestess of fleshly sin and syntax,
is in the final lines crucified upon the cross of the word, what

Lacan in a highly relevant passage from Borits hes called the

“passion of the signifie

This pagsion of the signifier then becomes a new dimension
of the human condition, in that it is not only men who
speaks, but in man and through man that it speaks, that his
nature is woven by effects in which we cen find the
structure of language, whose material he becomes, and that
consequently there resounds in him, beyond anything ever
conceived of by the psychology of ideas, the relatian of
speach. 47

If man is woven by the structure of a language thet is his
creation and his dopmin, then woman is no less ineluctably
constructed by the pattern of & silence that is her refusal and

her retreat.

82




2.6, "Two Corpses go Dancing” (S)

"The closeéat they came wasm once when both of them were
looking up the meaning of a word or an idiom in Ben
Yehudah's great dictionary and their heads met accidentally.
Yabloner fell into a playful mood and saidy

‘Deborah, let’s trade eyeglasses,’
'What for ' Deborah Soltis asked,
‘Oh, Just Like that. Only for a little while.'

The two lovers exchanged reading glasses, but he couldn't
read with hera and she couldn't read with his. So they
replaced their own glasses on their noses ~ and that was
the most intimate contact the two ever achieved.

“The Cabalist of East Broadway" (CF)
In our relation to things, insofar as this relation is
constituted by the way of vision, and ordered in the
figures of representation, something slips, passes, is
transmitied, from stage Lo stage, and is always to some
degree eluded in it - that is what we call the gaze
Jacques ican

The Eopr tal ot lysig

Where Hindele of “Black Wedding” refused to enter the symbolic
reglater, this tale typifies the subject’s inability to master
symbolisation and hemce to negotiate .the mirror stage and enter
into & symbolic order. Unlike the previous tale "Two Carpses go
Bancing" constitutes an allegorical narrative where the plight of
the living dead comes to parallel the paradigm of the impotent
child locked within the convoluted reflections of an unresolved
mirror stage as if bound within a coffin, Ttche~Godl and the
widow Finkie, psychical infants unredeemed by language or the law

do not even know that theirs is a life lived beyond mortality,




and in this, they resemble the unselfconscious egoism of the
child who cannot yet say "I am“.
The two characters cancerned are asocial, hermetic outcasts from
the community at large. In erder, like the Lady of Shalott, to
untie the loom and shatter the glass, they must be reintegrated
into & secial milieu, where like respectable citizens they can
engage in a union blessed by society, with all the ceremony and
state of a communal pageant, Leitch mainteins taat our entry into
society correlstes an insertion into "a network of pre-existent
algnifiers” ® ade up of those grammatical and cultural systems
which impose order on the individual as he comes into language,
and which are constituted before his birth: linguistic structures
which, as the tale allows, are active no less potently after
death,
In the opening lines the marrator "I, the Evil One" {51§3) names
himself and, from this point onwards he is the master of speech
the manipulator of all language in Lhe tale; he slone
occupies the place of acknowledged identity. He commands by
virtue of the Word, corrupt and iniguitous as it may be, but
nevertheless, capable of resurrecting the "decad"

‘Listen here, Itche-Godl," I shouted at him. What's the

use of rotbing underground ? Why not get up and go into

the city ? There are plenby of corpses roaming around

Warsaw. There might as well be another.’' Itche-Godl

rose 164
In contrast to this locus of self-assured and confirmed identity
which the devil occuples in the tale, Itche-God) and Pinkle the
widow remain un-named and un-mourned. Itche-Godl we are told

lived an innocuous life and died a death of complete obscurity.




The body was hurriedly disposed of, the funeral unattended: "Not
even & marker was placed over the grave" (S184). This "forsaken
cadaver" (5164) forgotten by angels and devils alike, does not
even undergo the traditional rites of passage, of confrontation
and of aaming: "Usually after a man dies the Angel Dumah
confronts him, demands his name, and then proceeds to weigh up
his goed sgainet his evil dseds” (S164). Unmanned by the speech
of others, he is no less forsaken by the written word, for as the
avil one remarks, Itche-Godl was not listed in the Book of Lifae
and thus could not claim clemency from the angels. In a religion
in which the written word constitutes the seal of existence, the
axclugion of a name from the celestial book, becomes what

Jacques Derrida has called, “the repression of writing as the
repression of that which threatens presence and the mastering of
absenge. " Given this exclusion Lrom recourse to the spoken
word o lesa than to the writtem, it is not surprising, to leara
that Itehe-Gadl's speech is entirely ineffectual, his bearing
abysmally torpid: "It was not his way to argue and he had never

even learned how Lo raise his voice properly" (5186)

Widow Finkle, unlike the hapless Itche~Godl had made adaguate
provisjon fov her demise, an eternal light was to burn in memory
of her death and pious men were engaged to say Kaddish in
remembrance of her life. Despite these precautions however
Finkle dies in a strange city snd, divided from her ancestors she
can find no rest in the unhallowed ground of Vienna. She, like
Itche~Godl lies forgotten in an unmarked grave, her name

unconsecrated.




Ttche-Godl and the widow Finkle inhabit a twilit world of life-
in-death, of corruptions of the flesh and the rotting of the
spirit, what the devil calls limbo { "Woe unto such a one! One
who is neither alive nor dead, but who exists somewhere on the
borderline® $16d,% wm Lacan, "alienation”
Aidenation consists in thia vel which = if you do not
chject ta the d condemned, I will use it - condemns
Tha Subject to appeating oniy in that dlvisian whichs it
seems to me, I have juat articulated sufficiently by seaying
that, if it appears on one side a& meaning, produced by the
signifier, it appears on the other as sphanisia 50
{Lacan's emphasis)
“Aphanisis" denotes here the fading of the subject consonant with
the disappearance of desire, a term it would seem that is
entirely fitting te desoribe the union of Itche-Godl and Finkle
the widow, in which indifference vies with apathy within the
courtship cireumscriptions of the gaze: “"And he looked at her
with lucklustre eyes, ond she locked back, the depths of her eyes
blank" (§171). This moment of recogniktion, what Lacan hes called
..n consciousness of the other that can be satisfied only by
Hegelian murder" is the precursor of their final love scene,
where ance brought to the fecundity of the marriage bed, the two
corpses goze at each other from the depths of the abyss,
powerless and mute:
'I've fallen in! Save mel' mosned Itche-Godl, whose tongue
was becoming numb. Finkle tried to get up but was unable
to move" 8174
‘The subjects who can no longer be represented by the Word
split, divide or fade s0 Lhak thore is » tesring, = Spaltung

of the flesh. Hence bacan's notion of ephanisis, or the division

of subject: "..,when the subject appears somewhere as mesning, he




52
is manifested elsewhere as ‘fading’, as disappearance.’

After this initisl spasm of paralysis, the muscular rictus of the
tale relaxes and slackens so that a veritable babble of the
Word, both as it is inscribed and as it is invoked is liberated
thenceforth:

!Good Heavens! Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord

is One', gasped Itche-Gudl, and those were his last words

The god~fearing widow Finkle anawered: ‘Blessed be His Name

Whose glorious kingdom is forever and ever 74
There follows the lebtter from Vienna which tells of Finkle's
death three montha prior, an epistle which initiates a collective
scourge of the letler, a3 the tablets and scrolls of the law -
the mezuzahs in every household of the neighbourhood, ave
minutely examined for evidence of the desecration of the word of
Gad. A quorum of pious Jews are sent immediately to Itche-Godl's
grave to beg his forgiveness, and to extract from him by oral
pledge his blesslng. And finelly in an absalving and monumental
resurreation af the Word, the community erects a tombstone aver
his grave, Lo appesse the restless corpse, Itche~Godl is named at
last, not once but twice, for in a [inal cataclysmic passion of
tho word turned flesh, Tryna-Rytza ls delivered of a son whem she
names after her firat hushand, Itche-Godl.
Thus, interred in ritual, mourned with ceremony, inscribed
through generations, ILche-Godl enters the brackets of a
symbalic order, where identity precedes personality and essence,
ex{stence:

In bearing a name, man gains, not & aense of wholeness,

but rather a sense of an otherness that is neither whole
nor complets. 53




Thus far we have concluded an examination of the mechanisms by
means of which language may permit or prohibit entry through the
mirror and into the symbolic modality., The subject who refuses
the Word, the subject like Hindele who responds to the law of the
Father with wilence ig barred from entering the symbolic arena. '

The subject who spealta however, and in apeaking sanctions

division and dispersal, like Gimpel, like Akhsa, is permitted
entry. Bub the immersion inte langusge and the law is dangerous,
precarious in many ways; the subject, by this very gesture of

complicity, is made vulnerable to tha hegemony of the word. In
the following chapter we shall examine such cccasions of anarchy 5
by trailing the subject as he enters a symbolic discourse,

remembering always the frailty of all life which cannot pass

undamaged into the volumes of the letter, . E
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&nact the specular represen:anon ot hersel!

as & lesser male, 1,135

In "A Grown of Feathers” Akhsa chooses the second
alternative, and anempts to mime the maaculine desires
that she lacks, the desires of her Grandfather and o:
Zemach. In “Black Wedding” (SMS) s tale that will be -
discussed in detail later, we shall see how Kindele chooses

to remain silent as & mesns of eluding her own imprisonment

in a masculine discourse. There are many other instances

of feminine hysteris in these tales, where the jouissance

of the woman {s circumscribed by a despotic masculine

autocracy. In tales like "Zeitl and Rickel" (S), "The
Lantuch” (GF) and “The Bond" (I} female desires are measured,
judged and senkenced by the decrees of a rigid phallic Law.

The women in these tales are cither beaten and burnt by husbands,
lovers and protectors, or take their own lives in shame.

Michel Foucault, The Histery of Sexuslity (Lenden: .
Penguin Books, 1979) p.61.

Peucault, The History of Sexualiiy p.62,

George Steiner, In Bluebeard's Castle (London: Faber
ang Faber, 1971) p.36.

Jaequeline Rose, Introduction to Femini xuali
{Londan: Macmillan Press, 1882) p.30.

A similar pronouncement is made by the Devil who is sent
ta tempt Zeidlus to conversion in "Zeidlus the Pope":
“‘The world is not knowable and there is no truth’" (SF154).

Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge {Sussex: The Harvester !
Press, 1980) p.131,

Jncques L&can The Four Fundamental
s (Harmondsworth: Penguin xaoks, 1936) pevii,
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34,
35,

3.

Gearhart, In Dora's Gase p.119.
Lacan, Berits p.145.

This is an eatirely innovative concept as meny
lxnﬂu\ah&n heoriate; notably Noam Chomsky in his book
on Language (Mew York: Pantheon Books, 1875)
ebeeriee hon theory of language which posits an "internal
grammar,” that baing those intrinsic properties of languege
by means of which man may interpret the structures and
aystems of symbolic thought into which he has been barn,

Lacen, Berits p.148.

George Steiner, Extra-Territorial (Londen: Faber and
Faber, 1872) p.87.

in Speech
in s ed, A, Wilden (Enlnimure
Hapkins University Press, 1984) p.16

and Language

Jacquea Lacan, "Discours de Rome',
1 The John

Harold Bloom, Xabbalah and Criticigm (New York: The
Seabury Press, 1975) p.26. Sefirot are the holy names
of God which can be used to conjure up spirits or to
iaspire golems.

Stuart Schneiderman, The Death of gn Intelleciual Hero
(Ganbridga: Hatvard Usiversity brogs, 1983) 8118, In this
context it ls interesting to mote Brcuer's description of
Fraulein Anna O, in Studies on Hysteria (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1953\ a cepressed woman suffering a similar
vocalisation of the unspeaking symptom

It first became noticeable that she was at a loss

to find words, and this difficulty gradually incressed.
Later she lost her command of grammar and syntax; she
no_ longer conjugated verbs, and eventually she used
only infinitives, for the most part incorrectly formed
from weak past participles; and she omitted both the

definite and indefinite article. In the process of time
she became almost completely deprived of words. p.77

Similarly, it is appropriate to consider Roland Burthes 2
obsacrvation in Elements of Semielogyv (New York: Hi

and Wang, 1985}, that, "the zeru degree is :herefore not a
total absence, it 3
(Barthes emphasis, po17)

Julia Kristeva, The System and the Speaking
(Lisse: The Peter De Ridder Press, 1876} p.7.

Lacan, "Discourse de Rome" p.43
The  phenomenon

of the spoken femele subject is well




documented  in feminist writings in general and in a volume
entitled Feminist Literary Theory in particular {Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, ~1886). Two especially well known
contributors to this collection are Juliet Mitchell and
Helene Gixous. In her essay entitled "Femininity, Narrative
and Paychoanalysis,” Mitchell maintains that hysteria is the
logicel feminine reply to the opaque discourse of the male:

Hysteria is the woman's simultaneous acceptance and
refusal of the organisation of sexuality under

patriarchal capitalism. It is simultaneously what a
woman can do both to be feminine and %o refuse
femininity, within a patriarchal discourse. p. 101

The anodyne to this psychologital disease, Cixous suggests
in her article "The Laugh of the Medusa,” is for the woman
te regain her muted self through the sacrament of the word:

Women must write herself: must write about women and

bring women to writing, from which they have been
driven away so violently as from their bodies - for the
same reasons, by the same law, with the same fatal
goal. Woman must put herself into the text - as into
the world and into history - by her own movement. p. 225

And Hindele, peralysed and mute, beyond history, beyond the
world, distances herself from her body even as she estranges
herself from the text

43, Lecen, ferits .6,

44, Steven Ungar, Roland Baythes The Professor of Desire
(Lincoln; University of Nebraska Press, 1983) p.82.

45. Rose, Feminine Sexuality p.55.

in again in these tales, men violate the fused
feminie hysieria whether by brute force or
through the formal rituals of exorcism, This scene from "The
Power of Darkness" is a case in poing:

Father called three men to ameliorate the dresm, and
they stood in front of Tzeitel and intoned, ‘Thou hast
seen a goodly vision! A goodly vision hast thou

seen! Goodly is the vision thou haat seen. 0L223

46. Lacan, The Four tal C ts of lvsis
p.i6

47. Lacan, Faminine Sexuality p.78.

48, Vincent Leitch, Degonstructive gr;tieism (New York:
Columbia Un;vetsiuy Press, 1983) p.




49.

52.

Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference {Chicago:
The Universiiy of Ghicago Press, 1878) p.197.

Lecan, The Rour 1 Cancepts of Lvais
p.210.

The 1idea of "aphanisis” also explains another Lacanian
concept introduced in his essay on Hamlet ennued "Desire
and the Interpretahxcn of Desire in Hamlet" in Literature
and Pgychoanalvgis ed. S. Felman (nalnmera. The John
Hopkins University Press, 1382),

In this essay Lacan speaks of the uneasiness of the dead who
have not been satisfied in their rites of mourning. Thie
idea of "insufficient mourning" then becomes the portal
through which they escape that aphanlsia, that fading of
the subject from the terrestrial plane

This explains the belief we find in folklore in the
very close assoclation of the lack, skipping or
refusal of something in the satisfaction of the
dead, with the appearance of ghosts and spectres

in the gap 1en by the omission of the significant
rite. p.

Clearly Itche-Godl and the widow Finkle, like Hamlet's
father, may be said to inhabit the realm of spirits in
protest at the meagreness of the rites exercised ta

mediate their passing

These concepts of insufficient mourning and the unsatisfied
dead comprises an important aspect of Singer's flction
where characters seem as incapable of recognising their

own deaths as of apprehending the deaths of others. In

"fhe Wager" (FK) and "By the Light of Memorial

Candles" (6F), living men masquerade es.corpses snd the
dead aweken, maved to anarchy (if we are to believe Lacan)
by the absence of ritusl that has failed to mark their
passing.

Similarly, in "Hanka" {(P) and "Wedding in Brownsville” (8¥)
sictims of the holocaust awaken to walk the streets

New York in protest at their unmarked deaths and the
equally unremarked slaughter of their race.

Lacan, Serits p.6.

Lacan, The Foun tal Iysig
P 218, Anika Lemaire has 8 similar view of this division in
language, describing it in her book Jagcgues Lacan as &

mediation f(rom within:

Mediated by language, the subject is
irremediably divided, because he is at once




in it . p.68

53. Stuart Schnaidernan, Reburning te Ereud (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1980) p.7.

excluded from the signifying chain and 'vepresented’
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SECTION THREE

THE POTENT WORD

This section is concerned with the eutonomous Word which
comes to stand in the place of truth and the flesh in the
subject's discourse. According to Lacan, truth is located
in language, in a speech that cven as it lies yet reveals
itself, signalled unerringly in errors, dreams, parapraxis
and absurdity. For Lacan, the truth that was elided in the
imaginary register of illusory wholeness emerges again wit
langusge at the symbolic phase of conditional {dentity when
the subject first proncunces the "I" that is thereafter to

inaugurave all credibility, deception and error.

In the preceding section I examined the subject's infant ability
to magter the words Lhat come to lnitiate his world. Gimpel and
Akhsa succeeded and entered their separats kingdoms gaining N
possession thereof through artistry and endeavour. The others w

fajled and fell silent, apeechless because spoken. There is
however, a *hird condition of sufferance and one that is to be
the present subject: the Jdissolution of a subjective

world through the decree of the ward which returns in this

new figurement Lo master and subdue. And of what does this
world consist but the boundariss af the flesh, the contours

of & body particular and politic - the ineffable modality i
of the subject, "I". There is a subject then, an "I" who does

not speak and is not spoken, for there are such, there must be,
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for whom ho bystander - father, rabbi, gage - takes proxy. And
1t he will nol speak and im not spoken fox, what of the werds

by whieh his world is wen ?
3.1, Tronsformations

At the bachelor dinner Shloimele spoke brilliantly. First
of all he propounded kten guestiona which seemed to be
abgolutely basic, and then he answered all ten with a single
stotement. Bub after having disposed of these essential
questions, he burned around and showed that the questions he
had asked wore not really questions at all, and the enoramous
facnde of erudition he had erected tumbled to nothing,

"The Destruction of Kreshev" {SMS)

The Iegend of the golem in the oral mythology of the Kabbalah is
pocullarly symbelic of the enormous potency of the Word in the
Lacanian ldeology. For Lacan, the world of words crestea the
worid of thinga, in much the same way that the golem

emeth (truth) fs invoked by pronouncing the miraculous name of
Gad over s lifelews clay image. This ropetition of the primal
myth of the birth of man {in the beginning wae the word/in the
word was the beginning) may be inverted, for as Scholem

rejates, the first letter of "truth” may be erased so that
aothing remafns but math (he 1s dead), whereupon the mennikin
immediately turns back to clay.

Thia iconic image of the word turned flesh is of great
slgnificance Lo the ensuing teles all of which are

constructed at the Juncture of trensformation. Lemaive speaks of
the specific characteristic of langusge as inhering in the

abiliLy to evoke the thing by means of & substitute: "The word is
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the presence and the sbsence of the thing it desigrates ..." ]

And in the following we may perceive the stately spectre of the 1
Word, presiding majestically vver presence, as over absence,

Both "Samething is There"” and "The Plagiarist" are concerned with
the fail from grace of Lwo holy men, learned rabbis who falter in
thetr unconditional acceptance of Lhe Word of God and the Law of
their fathers. Language it 1s held in traditional theclogy, is a
blessing, a transcentent means wheeeby faith can be creatively
enshrined, praise offered, and prayer contained. Lenguage in
these two stories hewever, constilutes a curse, & tenet of
dishelief, & signifier of loss. In the first story, the devil,
supreme expenent of the Word, templs Rabbi Nechemia to leave his
community and enter tho Warsaw world of sensysl chaos and the
entropy of disbelief, where he is divided by the effects of a ‘
discourse at onge secular and profane. Here he finally comes

to experience the reinvention of the renounced and absent objest,
as a holy relic of worship.

Tn the next tale, Reb Kadriel similary weduced, moves from s
celebration of the word ss blesaing, through the silence of

Paithless men, to the manipulation of the word as curse; a

process which fragments his aged flesh unto exile and desth.

These narratives {llustrate for us the physical effects of

disobedionte and transgression converging as they do at the
fulerum of the Word, by imprinting thus upen the suppliant flesh,

the pernicious marks of sin and herebiciam,
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3.1.1, "Something is There" (FK}

Language is seen as the scene of the whole, the way to
infinity; he who knows not language serves idols, he
who could see his language would see his god.

Philippe Sollers

Logloues

"Something is There" is a tale of faith and disaent and the
transfiguration of the flesh through the intervention of the
word, The Rebbi of Bechev i& the receptacle of the Word in thia
nareative, the fleshly tabernacle f the Law as it were, The
story begins with the tear, with the rending of the fleah, as the
good Rabbi shecumbs to the veice of the devil and is persuaded to
throw off the mantle of the law and practice heresy in Warsaw.
His descant into this Pelish purgatory presages an eventual
vre-definition of his faith and & Ffinal return to the deity-
centred universe of his fathers, & movement which ie accompanied
by the grinding jars of advanced age.

Rabbl Nechemia, assaulted by the savagery of the spoken word:
"Miig {the devil's) insolence grew. He screamed from moraing till
night” (FK267), impaled by the impotence of the written word:
"There was no answor to be found, neither in the Pentateuch, in
the books of the Prophets, in the Talmud, in the Zohar, nor in

the Tree of Life" (FK269), gives way to despair and a philesophy

of random cause and accidental effeot:

There is neither a judge nor a Jjudgmeat. All creation is a
blind accident - an inkwell fell on & sheet of paper and
the ink wrote a letter by itself, each word a lie, the
sentences chaos., VK262




This linguistic metaphor is the perfect vehicle for nihilism
{ngafar ag the letter, hitherto the supreme mediator of
significance, is rendered cipher, in an arabesque of the word
that simultanecusly defaces and inscribes, thaet which Derrids has
called the trace, and Ricoaur, the empiy sign:
First, man's adoption of language is in a genersl way a
making of himsef absent to things by intending them with
‘empty’ intentions, and, correlatively, of making things
present through the very emptiness of signs.
The very title of the short story in its imprecise evocation of
an amorphous existant bears witness to the slow draining away of
purpoge apparest in the linguistic trope which is constructed
hetween "nothing exists" and "something is there". The opening
pages present a symbolic battle of the word, between the demonic
voices of dissent and the strident lav of the Hebraic God. The
order of the latter deity is entirely vanquished in the eyes of
Rabbi Mechemia when the clamour of worldly suffering and sorrow
("a cry rose Irom the earth - a iament of men, women, serpents,

demons” FK280), is prostrated before the sceptre of the law,

itself flaccld and detumescent: "The rabbl tried to blow the
ram's horn to excemmunicate him, but instead of a blast the sound
wps o wheeze that might have come from a deflated lung" (FK260),
At this point in the narrative, the rabbi foregoes speech for
mimicry, a5 like a wooden dummy with detachable mouth-parts he
bagtas to speak in the velce of the Other. He is First
"astounded" (FK262) and then "baffled" (FK283) by his own words,
while "a voice inside him" (FK268} teunts and tempts him with the

woges of heresy., Indeed, as the narreator remarks; hs is sntirely




appropriated hy the speech of the Other:  ”.,.the rabbi was no
longer the same man. He felt that he was possessed by a demon who
thought and chattersd in its own peculiar manner" (¥K263). Lacan,

with akill and stic splemb has expliceted

this p e omenon of bodily possession in linguimtic terms that
take cognizance of the effects of a fragmentary diascourse, ea it
impresses itself like a wax mould upon the psyche of the subject
What .. "sean, following the traces of the Freudian
exea ., . 1 am telling you is that the subject ss such
is ua s .tain because bhe Ls divided by the effects of
language. Through the effecks of speech, the subject always
vealises himself more in the Other, byt he is already
pursuing there more than half of himself. He will simply
find his desire ever more divided, pulverised, in the
elircumscribable metonymy of speech. €
Rabbl Nechemin leaves his villsge shtetl to voyage forth {nto the
ghettos and gutiers of Warsaw, penetrating s milieu that ia
Aescribed as “a living grave, the gates to Gehenna" {FK273). It
is here that he flrst comss across the heretical text, How the
Universe Cams inte Being, snd he pursues thia elusive volume for
much of the ensuing tele, eventually finding it once more, on the
shelves of Bresler®s iibrary., Nis is the sesrch for knowledge
lorted within o mystical ideclugy where faith alone may
intercede between lAnguage and silence. Jacques-Alain Miller
in & clinical repurt on paychosis, has alligned what purports to
be an intellectual pursuit towards knowledge, with  the
persecutlan felt by the parapcic in & slowly contracting world
“What persesutes him if not a knowledge that ambles avound the
world, a knowledge that becomes a world 7" The elusivenesa of

this quarry, knowledge, centres upon the disappearance from the




scopic field of a knowable God, and replaces Him with a hidden
deity, one who is only able to reveal himsef within the substance
of the Word: "I had not thought to see thy face” (FK268), guotes
Simgha David, and his wurds do not epply to the fraternal visage
alone. The rabbi of Bechev, wounded by this denial of the gaze
first threatens his deity with reciprocal invisibility: "‘So be
it, You conceal your face and I will conceal mine'" (PK260) and
then, like Adam, flees the omniscient scourge of the glance
"‘Whereto shall I flee thy countenance ?’" (FK274), T
Rabbi Nechemia, he who had once composed the receptacle of the
sacred Word, he whe had voyaged into the depths of ths

abyss in pursuit of the hereticel texts of Warsaw, now N
renounces & partisanship with languege insofar as it
emphatically withholds access to al} forms of knowledge, both

scopic and invocatory, and like Hindele in "Black Wedding",

undergoes a holy rite of silence:

'L will not recite my confession., I'm ready for sll your
Gehenna' 1f you can be silent for an eternity, I at least
will remain dumb until I give up my soul.’ FK280 .

The rabbi’s affirmed dictum that, “to a silent torturer one does

not speak, and to a persecutor cue does not pray" (FK261), is

less a tenet of moral and ethical rigour than it is a strategy of
9

expedient discourse, & statement of political intention to the

ends of ecenomic barter. Of course, the Hebraic structures of !
prohibition and punishment are never entirely discarded, so that

the robbi is threatened with .a extinction that proliferates at

the very source of his transgressimn: "You will collapse and they

won’t even know what to write on your headstone" (¥K280), warns




the coal-dealer. He who refuses the spoken word in life, will
assuredly be denied the blessing of the written word in death.
Like Ttche-Godl, the wandering corpse, Rabbi Nechemia is here
confronted with the nomadic fate of the undead and the anonymous
slight of the unmourned.
The vabbi who had rejected the substance of his own faith to seek
out the nihilistic vision of the herstics, now witnesses in
Warsaw the truth of the scientific principle that nature abhors a
vacuum, for no sooner is one faith razed but another hastens to
replace it:

Tt seemed that the world was full of faith. If you dldn t

believe in one God, you must believe in another ..

uhere were ¢he real herefies, those wno believed in nething?

He had not come to Warsaw to barter one faith for another

FK289
In the juncture of the Word, at the moment when "nothing" becomes
“something’, Rabbi Nechemia recognises that the signifiers of
worship, the indomitable centre eternally proclaiming "I am that
1 am", can never be sntirely vanquished by disbelief, for it is a
property that re-invents itself most vigorously at the very
moment of its fading:

'There are no heretics.

Iz that so?

'The whale world worships idols’, the rabbi muttered,

'They invent gods and they serve them.' FK282
Like the heretic Benedict de Spinoza whe rencunced his faith
only to propound & new logic of mysticism in the Ethics
Rabbi Nechemia of Bechev ia forced to acknowledge the
avthenticity of a monathelstic signifier, if nob the multiple

accoutrements of its signifieds. For it Ged does not exist, we




must invent Him, and reinveat Him at each new motion of
blasphemy. His finel statement of faith,“something is there", in
its austerity and assurance, rivals that of the philosopher
himseif, And who better thanm a renegade Jew, asks Lacan,
to proclaim the samatity of an unholy faith:
What, quite wrongly, has been thought of in Spinoza as
pantheism is simply the reduction of the field of God
to the universality of the signifier, which produces a
serene, exceptional detachment from human desire... and

it is no accident that it i3 a Jew detached from his
tradition who embodies it i

81,20 “The Plagiarist" (S}
It may be that the whole universe is one big contradiction
God contradicted Himeelf, and from this the world evolved

"Her Son" (CF)

In cssence a word is after all the mimetic residus of a
word that has been heard.

“The Ego end the Id"
Sigmund Freud.

This tale is about the appropriation of the written word and the
division consonant with unlawful possession of the language of
another, There are two plagiarists in this narrative, Shabsai
Getsel and Reb Kasriel, The first is a disciple of the second
and it is Shabsai Getsel who is the explicit plagiarist of the
title for he appropriates the words of his master even as he
plots to replass the Rabbi's son as assistant rabbi, itself an

act of plagiarism., More subtly however, Reb Kasriel too is a
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plaglarist as are all worshippers, indeed all speakers. For if a
word is only the "mimetic residue" of a word once heard then all
speech is mimicry and all language imitation. Preyer easpecially
must ever be mimicry, formulated ag it is through endless
rejteration and constant exegesis. So it is Reb Kasriel, he who
presides over all worship in the village of Machlev who is the
supreme plagiarist of the tale and it is upon him that langusge
finally roneges. For when he no louger prays, when he speaks that
is for the first time with originality, his words are structured

as curse and his wayward disciple falls ill and sickens.

"The Plagiarist” asserts the indestructibility of the

word, taking as its text the following guotatian from
Ecclesiastes: "And further, by these, my son, be admonished; of
making many books there {s no end" {(387). Reb Kasriel Dan Kinsker
learns within the course of the narrative, that the Word once
iovoked is displaced from one modality to another, from
inscription to invocation until it reaches a finality within the
planes and volumes of the body, where like shrapnel it explodes
in the skin, tearing flesh and fragmenting bone

Reb Kasriel, tha rabbi of Machlev lives amongst a proliferation
of unpublished religious texts believing with all humility in the
Word of his God and the commentaries of his forefathers. His
world it would seem, iz sufficient in itself and entirely self-
enclosed. This is clearly not the case with his treacheraus
digeiple Shabsai Getsel, who, in the words of Alexandre Kojéve is

one af those beings "...formed only in terms of a Desire directed
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toward snother Desire, that is - finally - in terms of a desire
for recognition.” Not only does Getsel appropriate the
knowledge of Reb Kasriel {"He’s actually copied word for wordi®
$87}, but he scorns his daughter and seeks to usurp his son's
place in the community as assistant rabbi.
Reb Kasriel believing as he does in the sanctity of the name ("a
good name is better than precious ointment” S91), caennot then
suffer to see the Holy Name profaned. In refusing the expedient
Liberality of the word implicit in scandal, he, like Rabbi
Nechemla venounces all speech as being an adjunct of the devil -
to speak is to fall:
Gne false move and he would fall into the trap laid for
him by Satan. He wauld sink into hatred, sorrow, fury and
who knows what other transgressions. There was only one
thing to do: heep his lips sealed and his brain pure. fo1
If speech for the rabbi constitutes a bar, a frentier beyond
wbich he cannct venture, then his silence represents what Lacan
has called the symptom of "the supposed speaking subject”
The word is ar-ested at the moment of its utterance and
scalloped, turned back upon itself in furcows. A knot is
threaded, & noose formed that in-forms language with all the
dread and fatalism of the implicit curse
Reb Kasriel Dan closed his eyes, The reason Por Shabsai
Getsel's sickness was clear enough, The rabbi’s involuntary
curse was to blama.,. The rabbi noticed that his son was
Limping. 'What happened to him', Reb Kasriel Dan wondered
'He doesn't laok well, either.’ 598
Thus sacred language denied, prayer refused, turns not ta silence

but to the venom and rencour of the word become vurse.

At first, the rabbi believes faithfully in the healing power of




the Law to repair and redress the

self-inflicted wounds of

disbelief and heresy: “‘Why do I lie here allowing the evil
spirits to tear me to pieces ? There’s only one remedy - The
Torah!'" (597). However, from this point onwards, the rabbi’s
development is one of progressive fragmentation, beginning with
the emasculation of the word and the disintegration of the image.
His dreams are of mutilation and disfigurement, "a fire, a
funeral, slaughter, all at one and the same time" (S97), and his

prayers fall fallow, entirely impotent:

The rabbi lay in bed all night without closing an eye

He recited ‘Hear, O Israel’ and then pronounced the
blessing, 'Causing sleep to descend’, after which one is not
supposed to utter a word. But sleep would not come. S98

He is brought to the outposts of despair so that when Pessachia
bids the rabbi pray for the recovery of Shabsai Getsel, he
answers morosely "What value have my pravers ?'" (898). Prayer

it would seem has fallen prey to Freud's principle of vicious
reciprocity, which states that: "In time the thing which is
meant to be warded off invariably finds its way into the very
means which is being used for warding it off." And, at least
for Reb Rasriel the mental curse, the blight of the mind, is more

powerful by far, than the spoken prayer, however sincerely meant

The rabbi mursured: ‘Be healed! In the name of the
Torah...’ Yet all the time he knew, with a certainty that
was beyond his understanding, that Shabsai Getsel would
never rise from his sick bed. 599

With the dissolution of the word and the disintegration of the
flesh, the rabbi of Machlev, turned plagierist and abductor of

souls at the last, voyages out into the world beyond the village
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in self-imposed exile, This is a gesture of penance not only

for the blasphemy he commits when he reslises that prayer is
wimicry and therefore impotent, but for the knowledge of the
curse, potent and unique by which his disciple is ravaged. Thus
the narrative ends with the onpe plagiarist dying and the other
exiled snd bereft, each duly punished fPor his separate attempt
to appropriate the sacred Word which alone remains intact

throughaut,

3.2, Fragmentations

In hig seminar on "The subversion of the subject and the
dislectic of desire in the Freudian unconscious”, Lacan mekes a
statemant that wor' to stand at the cornerstone of his

palemic and whie ot relevance to my own discussion of

truth and kneowledg. 1 is nothing other than that which

knowledge can apprehend as knowledge only by setting ita
ignorance to work." It is typical that for Lacan knowledge . -
may only be defined by ignorance, similarly truth is spprehended
through falsehood and error.

The last two tales tentatively explored this paradox in their a .
recovery of the words, sacred and secular that attempt to heal
the flesh cleft by the subject’s insertion into a language at

once potent and corpulent. However, the word is geldom univocal,

the lettor rarely chaste; within the junctures and Joins of }

language, the restlessness of inchoate desire intrudes: {

"Inpediment, foilure, =plit. In a apoken or written i
sentence something stunbles.” 16




I% is precisely this linguistic jar that ruptures (raptures) the
flesh, and the following tales represent to a greater or lesser
degree the Lodily fragmentation which immediately follows in the
wake of this human frailty of faith as it is manifested in a

disobedience to the strident imperatives of the Word.

3.2.1. "Gockadoodledso" (§)

If a bird were to paint would it not be by letting fall
its feathers, a snake by casting aff its scalea, a tree
by letting fall its leaves ? What it amounts to is the
Pirst act in the laying down of the gase.

Jacques Lacan
The Four tal of ivsia

"Gockadoodledoo” is & religious allegory of the order of the
fable, Like Chaucer's Nun's Priest’s Tale, an snthropomorphised
protegonist undertakes s narrative that elucidates the plight of
a hitherto silent and unlauded species. Of course, the tale

may be read as & a veiled metaphor of the plight of the Jewish
naticn dispersed in the diaspora and awaiting the invocation of
the Word by courtesy of a benign and long-awaited Messiah. Nore
impariently for this study however, ‘Covkedocdledao® typifies
that moment in the acquisition of language where the word
entranced, spins Pree of its llnguistic axis, to affix itself to
& more corporeal stratosphers., This insertion of the phoneme
within the fissures of the flesh, is classically constructed in &
tale whose structures impel the reader toward the stortling

spectacle of farmyard vernaculer turned veined corpulence.
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In his preface to The Language of the Self. Anthony Wilden
emphatically declares that, "language before signifying
something, signifies for someone” (Wilden's emphasis).
The implication here is that by its very utterance, the
experiance of language presupposes & process of communication
involving ns it does, a sender, a receiver and an acceasible
code. This is very obviously not the case {n this tale, for the
rooster narrator (the "Narrooster”, as it were), makes a strange
confession at the beginning af the narrative:
daybe I'm betreying secrebs, But to whom am I talking 7
Ta deaf ears, Your ancestors were never able to find out
the secrat aof the cocitadoodledoo; it is certain that you
won't either. $§79
A reflexive conceit is constructed here whereby the conventions
af Lhe tale which predicate the complicity of an audience,
intersect with the idiosyncracies of the animal narrator whese
peroration insists on the "deafness” of the reader. What occurs
ut this point ls that language severs itself from any connection
with dialogue per se, and, in the words of Martin Heidegger,
“speaks solely with Ltself alone”, retaining all the while, as
Lacan would have it, its value as “tesserae"
Even Lf Lt communicates nothing, the discourse represents
the existence of communication; even if it denies the
obvious, it affirms that the Word conatitutes the Truth;
even if it is destined te deceive, here the discourse
speculates a faith in testimony.
Thus, when the parrator Lells us that “the power lies in the
crowing, not in the rooster" (884), there is encapsulsted an
explicitly Lacanian statement of intent, to the effect that the

only determining structura of the signifier is "that it should be




articulated”.
The raoster of Pinchev, descended as he is from royalty on the
one side and a spiritual aristocracy on the other, procleims
himself the master of discourse: "I am a great grandson of the
reoster whe perched on King Solomon’s chair and I knaw languages"
{§78). More than Gimpel (I am Gimpel the focl}), the rooster
proclaims  his authenticity in the very dialect that has defined
him, in what Steiner has called “ldentity as a first-person
prosaun”, The opening and closing hosannas, "Cockadoodledoot
are  thus grammaticsl statements of identity and existence, more
so because they are articulsted st the forefront of encumbant
deatruction:
..the slaughterar waits, the knife iz sharp, everything

is prepared: the tub for soaking, the salting baard, the

gravy bowl, the stewpot, or maybe tha roasting oven,..

Every fowl ends up in the bowl, $79
Horeover, wa are told that "Cockadoodledac” amellorates all
difficultics, soothes all abrasiens, vesolves all questions and
solves all riddies;

The vooster may die Sut not the cockadoodledso,..

What is rooater, then, and what is hen ? Nothing more

then o resting place for the cockadoodledoo. 579
Once again the nssertion constitutes a post-structural
affirmacion of the autonomy of the Word; that, as Roland Barthes
has often stated, language speaks and ot the author, =
Purthermore, it cstablishes the redical supremacy of langusge
over reality, of word over object, and most impertantly of
zigaifier over mignified

Indeed language in this tale had grown beyond mere autonomy to
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articulated”.
The rooster of Pinchev, descended as he is from royalty on the
one side and a spiritual aristocracy en the other, proclaims
himself the master of discourse: "I am a great grandson of the
rooster who perched on King Solomon's chair and I knmow languages”
(878). More than Gimpel {I am Gimpel the fool), the rooster
proclaims his authenticity in the very dialect that has defined
him, 1in what Steiner has called "identity as a first-person
pronoun”, The opening and closing hosannas, "Cockadoodledoo!™
are thus grammatical statements of identity and existence, more
50 because they are articulated at the forefront of encumbent
destruction: . o
...the slaughterer waits, the knife is sharp, everything
is prepared: the tub for soaking, the salting board, the g
gravy bowl, the stewpok, or maybe the romsting oven..
Every fowl ends up in the bowl. $78
Moreover, we are told that "Cockadoodledoo" ameliorates all
difficulties, soothes all abrasions, resolves all questions and Lot
solves all riddles:
The rooster may die but not the cockadoodledoo... ~
What is rooster, then, and what is hen ? Nothing more
than a resting place For the cockadoodledoo. S79 v

Once again the assertion constitutes a post-structural '

affirmation of the autonomy of the Word; that, as Roland Barthes ]
22

hsa often stated, language speaks and not the wuthor

Furthermore, it establishes the radical supremacy of language

over reality, of word over object, end most importantly of

slgnifier over signified. :

Indeed language in this tale has grown beyond mere autonomy to
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reach the exalted status of autocracy. No longer content simply
to sever itself from the plastio object, the word here invokes a
carporeal world of names and letters, as the rooster admonishes
You people pore over the Gabala and rack your brains, But
for us the Cabala is in the marrow of our hones. Whet is
cackadoodledoo 7 A magic name, 579
Cackadoodledoo in this sense is transfigured as one of the ten
Sefivel which Bloom tells us together make up the monolithic and
unutterable Name of God, and which once invaked, composes s
"perpetuslly ren¢wable act of creation".
tike the four fales in section one, “Cockadoodledoo" is intensely
concerned with the truth of the Word, and with similar
promptitude locates the concept of univocality well within the
boundaries of the spoken word: "You telk too much, you drown in
your own words. All truth lies hidden in one word:cockadoodledoo
(578}, Many thearists, Pallowing Berrida, have intuited this
connection between wpsech and clarity, and as Barthes has
indicated, such correlatlons staunchly align themselves with the
Law: “The spoken word is 'cleac’; the banishment of polysemy
serves the Law - all speech is on Lhe side of the Law”
{Barthes' emphasiz). 25
A rather more esoteric connection is made in the tale between the
verisimilitude o€ the spoken word and the truth of its reply
Lacan in his notorious tractats, the Discours de Rome",

censtantly emphasises the central temet, that, "the Word always

subjectively includes ita own reply"
This inaight ig essential to an understanding of the rooster’s N

miracle, his aural epiphany of quastion and answer: !




It seemed as if the world had asked the ultimate question
and was waiting for an enswer: yes or no, one way or
another. Things cannot go on like this. If a clear answer
does not come, creation will return to primeval chaos. 584
The answer that rings through the night and which is interpreted
by the narrator as the divine crowing of a celestial form, is
nothing other than this Lacenian Word impelled by its own
resonance to elicit a reply from the very atmosphere: "It sang
like a fiddle, vang like a bell, resounded like a ram’s horn., It
sang «nd didn't stop singing" (884). In ecstasy the rooster
exclaims, “A new voice, & new word” {S84) and thenceforth deems
it & privilege to "spread the word" ($86) so that all may bear
witness to the testimony of the Rooster on High - exalted be his
name. Thus, the Word, stripped and autonomous, is multiplied
infinitely through time and space, firstly as it gives rise to a
question, secondly as it elicits an answer, and finally, as it

is retold both oraliy by the rooster and textually by the author

As has been observed in the previous tales, it is anly after the
moment of the tear, that juncture of castration when the bar is
finally lowered, that the subject may enter the symbolic stage
After the first crowing of the celestial fowl, our rooster begins
to doubl his own existence: "Perhaps I myself was already
slaughtered and the voice I heard was only the dream of a
chopped~off head ?" (585). This dream of castration constitutes
the Juncture of the slash, the ineluctable praxis of the gash.
The euphoneous cock-a doodledoo signifies the moment at which the
veiled phallus is revealed within the text, the instant before it

topples and falls across the subject thus barring his access to




the modality of speech: "Everything I know I learned that night.

1 can’t reveal the secrets - my tongue is tied - {885)

What the rooster learns is that all is "cock” and thus severed,
separated and bloodied: "Everything is cockadoodledoo: butcher
and fowl; knife and throst; feathers and plucker; the blood in 3
the veins and the blood in the ditch" ($85),
Of all the farmyard fowls, our rooster is the only one to hear
and acknowledge the call: “What will chickens not do to avoid the
truth # They fear the Lruth more than the knifa, and this is in
itself & mystery” (§86). He who has faith, the text reads, will
1ive to witness the mighty transfigurations which herald the
tong~awaited coming of the messiah; the transformation of water
into wine, of corpse into cock, and of word inte flesh:

Happy is he vho believes. A time will come when all will

see and hear, and the cockadoodiedoo of the Rooster on

High wil?' ring throughout heaven and earth.
Cockadnodledoo! $86

3.2.2. " Pair® (P)

It is what one invents that matters. Even a lie must
have some truth in il.

“Joy" (GF)

This narrative of fragmented language, psychosis and lies, |
establishes a teleological alignment between the transgressions
of the Law and the dispersal of the self manifested both in

apeech and in the ligaments of the written word. "A Pair" is the

tale of two pathological liars and the schizophrenic nature of




I can't reveal the searets - my tongue is tied - ..." (S85)

What the rooster learns is that all is "cock" and thus gevered

saparated and bloodied: "Everything is cockadoodledoo: butcher
and fowl; knife and throat; feathers and plucker; the blood in
the veins and the bleed in the ditch” (S85).

Of all the farmyard fowls, our rooster is the only one to hear

and acknowledge the call: "What will chickens not do to avoid the

truth ? They fear the truth more than the knife, and this is in
itself a mystery” (886). He who has Faith, the text reads, will

live to witness the mighty transfigurations which herald the

long-awaited coming of the messiah; the transformation of water S

inte wine, of corpse inte cock, and of word into flesh:
Happy is he who believes. A time will come when all will
see and hear, and the cockedoodledoo of the RooSter on

Righ will ring throughout heaven and earth
Cockadoodledoo! 586

3.2.2. A Pair" (P)
It is what one invents that matters. Even a lis must
have some truth in

“Joy" (GF)

This narrative of fragmented lenguage, psychosis and lies,
establishes a teleological alignment between the transgressions
of the Law and the dispersal of the self manifested both in
speech and in the ligaments of the written word. "A Paiz” is th

tale of two pathological liars and the schizophrenic nature of

the modality of speech: “Sverything I know I learned that night.
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the modality of speech: "Everything I know I learned that night

1 can't revesl the secrets - my tongue is tied - ..." (586}

What the rooster learns ia that all is “cock” and thus severed,
separated and blondied: "Everything is cockadoodledoo: butcher
and fowl; knife and throat; feathers and plucker; the blood in
the veins and the blood in the ditch” (s8%).
Of all the farmyard fowls, our rooster is the only one to hear
and acknowledge the call: "What will ghickens not do to aveid the
truth ? They fear the truth more than the knife, and this is im
itself a mystery" (586). He who has faith, the text reads, will
live to witness the mighty transfigurations which hersld the
long-awaited coming of the messish; the transfarmation of water
into wine, of corpse into cock, and of word inte flesh:

Heppy is he who believes. 4 time will come when all will

see and hear, end the cockadoodledoo of the Rooster on

High will ring throughout heaven and earth.
Cockadoodledoa! $86

3.2.2. "A Pair® (P)
It is what one invents that matters. Even a lie must
have some truth in it,

“Joy" {GF)

This narrative of fragmented language, psychosis and lies,
establishes e teleological alignment between the transgressions
of the Law and the dispersal of ihe self manifested both in
speech and in the ligaments of the written word. "A Pair" is the

tale of two pathological liars and the schimophrenic nature of

115




their discourse, of burnt mapuscripts, poems that may not be
written and books that capnot be published, and of the splitting
that necessarily follows a failure of the Word, once revered, now
reviled.

The fiction ostensibly introduces to the reader a pair of liars,
a phrase signifying duality and separation, but the peculiarly
meshed nature of Getzele and Karola's intercourse would seem to

imply something rather more in the nature of violent

rusion, Twisted, dicotyledonous, Getzels’s mistress Pirst
introduces herself as, “‘arola DLipinska Kohen, Getzele
Tertziver's shadow, victim and alter ego '" (P184).
Getzele Tertziver (the internal rhyme of the name, mimes
duality), the poet, is constructed sbout the axis of a division
3o violent that even his gaze obeys the prerogatives of the
split: “He had ...large, black, wandering eyes - the
right one looked up, the left one down’ (P178). Conatantly
avoiding confrontation (“Ask me no guestions, I'll tell you no
lies" P180), he moves fluently hetween boundaries, inserting
himself blithely within the furfows and folds of a nomadic
existence:
... Getzele would disappesr for months. People began to say
that he had died, then he would emerge again. They aaked
him where he’d been and he answered, 'Who knows ?' P181
Combining as he does the physical likeness of his grandfather
"0ld Hassidim who remembered Rabbi Alterel when he was young
swore that Getzele resembled him like two drops of water - the

sume face, the same way of walking, the same manmerisms® {P178),

116

i




with the actions and m'sdeeds of his father: "Jonah Jeruchem
would disappesr for months, and no-one knew what had happened %o
him" (P179), Getzele comes to locate the third place in a triadic
eircuit that has evidently outlasted its impetus. Dr. Baskind the
psychiatrist for onme, testifies to this dissipated, fin-de-siecle
quality apparent in the poet's heredity: "The old Tertziver rahbi
himself was not normal. A deranged dynasty. I was tald that he
ate on Tishah-b'Ab and fasted on Purim" (P290}.
The tale is in many ways an allegory of genocide, for it tells of
8 people who have experienced the rending of the flesh and who
can no longer hear the ringing of the Word. Moreover a history
has been unwritten, a race in part erased, so that Getzele
Tertziver, the poet of genocide writes only of the dead in
languege marked by psychosis and repression, In his perceptive
essay "The Language Animal", George Steiner examines the failure
of language in its relation to societal entropy and concludes:

... where definitions break down, where syntax dissolves,

the old chaos returns, either in the pathology of an

individual or in the collapse of a society, 28
This is precisely what ccours in the narrative, for Karola speaks
of her poems as dead bodies, Flesh unredeemed by translation and
universal acknowledgement: "I write in Polish, this is my
misfortune. My posms lie dead in Poland, together with the Jews"
{P187). Getzele Tertsziver, Another victim of the German scourge
a refugee from the Polish death camps ("You considered me dead,
ha ? I have risen from the grave" P182), can conceive no longer
of & literature of order and form: "‘For whom are you scribbling

- for Hitler ?°* (P181).




Ik is a common tenet of post-structural theory that words
represent the repressed, and as such, reflexively mirror the
structures of the tndividual's particular malaise. The malady, as
Forrester would have ik, speaks:

Between the dinlectical (reedom of spesch and the analytic

fixity of neurcsis, o third and intermedlate sort of

language emerges: a ¥peech that is structured in the same

manner as the neuresis. 30
devgcle’s ppeech i3 Tragmented and dispersed, the syntax faulty
the sdfom unwieldy and inaccessible, the style convoluted and
tortuous:t

His speech wag dimjointed) he awallowe: words and mixe

up dates. Thu Litvaks could not understand his gibberish

at oll. e made Jokea thal had to do with the Warsaw

Wriler's Club and the Tertezlver Hessidim, and he used

idioms recontly coined by Polish refugees. He mentioned

naces T had long forgotten. P182
Furthersore, his hand-writing waa auch that, as the narrator
*alln us, anly nne type-sehter in the entire clty of Warsaw could
fecipher 1t. Laler on when he presents his poems to the
rournaiists in America, they are described as, "dirty pieces
ef ypaper, aceibbled snd yerawled, with lak spots and erasures, On
the warging he had doodled snokes, and horned fishes" (P182). It
would Boesm thal Geigele Tertziver, one time author of The World
Haatery of my Future, he who "could not make himself
underatood efuher in hism weiting or in his speech" (P178), has
achieved that pinnacle of post-modernist artistic development,

31

what llarold Bloom has called the breaking apart of form
This penchant for obfuscabion is no less discernible in his
passlon for the weitten word. He helieves by virtue of an

scstalle vision, that all Lhe mystery and knowledge of the world




is hidden in a secreb code within the text of the first chepter
of Genesis, and with all the fer .ur of a latter day
deconstructionalist, proceeds Lo enumerate his fsscinstion for
the sercations and corrugations of the hidden word, uncovered
through diligence and unceasing exegesis:

Every word has o be pem bagkwards, One has to watch the

smull mupbsrs and the big nuabers - mispar kote

and especially the cryptic muaical

svmbo\s» iy
Karola's lenguage similarly mirrors the structure of her
depravities, being alternately lucid and eatlrely contradictary:
"'This Ls him! Exsctly a8 I ipagined but « little different.
Actually completely different:'" {P184). Indeed, the narrative
Lext-ure consiste of nothing more than a slow unravelling of
orchesbrated mistruths snd car{dijnal errors centred largely on
the legendary beatiality and tumescence of Getzele Tertziver,
Thus, the phallua (tail) umcovered at the climax of the tale,
shrinks {nwards to fade away entireiy with the fixing of the gaze
20 that all we are laft with is ep empty space, a vacuum, nature
abhorring which, it is immediakely filled with the effervescence
af words and gossip ... {tellvtail).
fSoth Sartre and Lacan perceive of lies and untruths as structures
designed Lo lialse between the self and the other. The former,
following Heidegger, has described the lie as a "mit-sein®, a
"being-with" others in the worid: "It presupposes my existence,
the existence of the Qther, ny existence for the ov.g;.r. and the

exlstence of the Other for me" (Sartra’s emphasis},

A3 we have seen Lacan from a very different linguistic base




also invokes "truth” as the necessary companion to speech: "Truth
is based only on the fact that speech, even when it consists of
lies, appeals to it and glves rise to it." b
What this tle indicates however, is that truth, lies, silence,
specch, all the broken shards and slivers of a life lived beyond
the boundaries of the Law, serve only the ends of dispersal; to
tear the flesh and fragment the soul. Karola Lipinska Kohen, her
poems forever silent, as they lie inbterred like dead children in
the unmarked graves of o ravaged land; she, poor mother, can no
longér mourn her own flesh and blood except in the narcissistic
reservair of a life lived out beyond the auspices of any but the
mogt masturbatory of muses:

“I myself have stopped writing. I lje in bed at night and

speak my poems to the ceiling.,.since aex is only for

two ~ and somebimes even for one - why must poetry be for

many ? I am my owh bard. Sometimes when I used to lie with

Getzele in bed, we held o poetxc duet. Well, but iwo can

also be toco mapy. Llchayim P18
“Ta Life" indeed, Lf by this the poctess means the prolongation
of & flabby existence in a world devoid of any but the most
wordless and (leshless of plessures. And what of the garganbuan,
fetzele Tertziver, sexual giant extraordinaire ? He too suffers
this fallure of the word, Ghis flaccidity of the flesh with a
vengeance, and in & finale that is pure farce, as the funeral
cortege passes through the ribald and colourtul <alety of an
Italian wedding, Dr.Baskind, therapist and fiual expurgator,
turns bo the narrater and says:

"Getzele suffered fram impotence for many years. He

admitted it himself ..,it seems there is ho remeuy for
this, even in the Book of Genesis." P191




In "Cockadoodledoo" and "A Pair", the potency of the Word as a
secular artifsct is demonstrated. Whereas the previous two tales
bespoke a reliance upon the structures of religious falth end
doctrinal belief, these two fictians are concerned with a rather
more worldly expression of the transformetions of word into
Elesh.

"Cockadoodledoo” it is true has certsin sacred resonances, but
the worldly narrator of the tale, the roocater of Pinchev is
essentially & profane figure who, unlike the faltering rabbi of
Bechev nnd the fallen rabbi of Machlev, never seriausly doubts
and therefore undergoes no sacred stigmata of the Word.

Ingstead, he joyously proclaims his faith throughout the tale,
blithely inveking in the velumes of the flesh his rabust end

vigorous perception of the Word, “Cockadoodledso!"

The might and pewer of language is garishly illustrated in the
paychatic miliew of “A Pair™ where words divide and apeech
separates the enguished inhabitants of a fellen, smoking world.
Here the victorious and healing cry of the rooster is replaced by
the jagged poems and splintered fragments of a literature of
despair constructed bleah'y in & post-holocaust discourse, Yet
both tales testily to thy ..ionomous strength of the Word sven as

it is deflected from its holy, doctrinal source.

3.3, Dismemberment

Whereas the preceding chronicles in this zection have explored

the psychical diseases that proliferate with the insortion of
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the forbidden word, the following twa tsles, "The Blasphemer” and
“The Man who came Back" demonstrate the tangible resulta of
falthlessness with a violence of effect that is akdh to
dismemberment. The concept of bodily fragmentation is
particularly significant hore, and I wish ko introduce at this
point the stiuctursl terms used by Jan Kett in bis enthralling
book fhe Eaking of the Geds, . Omaphagla is the

vending of the body, a ceremonial laceration af the limbs, &
quartering of the flesh that presages conmunal distntegretion and
the chaos of transgression in the context of Greek tragedy.
Sparagmos is the ritual consumption of the sundered flesh,
a slow, stately gathering of amputated fragments and spilt blood,
and the sacred ingestion thereof in an alimentsry gesture that

reinstates cosmic harmony through the symbolism of hadily

integration. Both tales are constructed along an sxis of opposition;

where the order and harmony of a centred hierarchical untverse
intersects with the pandemonjum of divergence and the anavchy of
cannibalism,

The second commandment "Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord
thy God in vain," prohibits blasphemy. He who reviles his

God, profanes thus all of mankind and blasts his own black soul.
The transgression of blasphemy is a sin against the Word and it
is litkle wonder then that Chaskele Bastard, the blesphemer of
the title is riven by aver-deepening ruptures of the flesh, the
symbolic ruaning sores that fester and supurate until all is

disperaed and fragmented, all is flayed flesh and wrenched limbs.
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“The Man who came Back" is likewise a tale of transgression and
fragmentation, the misuse of the Word and the retributive
stripping of the flesh. Language is all powerful we are warned in
these fictions, for what may heal and absolve when spoken as
blessing may equally well cleave and sunder when blighted as

curse.

3.3.1. “The Blasphemer" (EK}

Our father, Reb Moshe the scribe, as he was called, was a
selntly Jew. Ilis father, Reb Yerucham - also a scribe - was
of such piety that before he transcribed a holy name he
went te the 2itual bath.

“The secret” (I)

In "The Blasphemer” the central protagonist denies the Word of
Ged, and 88 a result his wor{l)d Is fractured, his language
Joven and hls flesh cauterised (his flesh-and-blood, his only
begotten son is literally and foreefully circumcised) as cosmos
turne to chaos ence again.

The first words of the fiction alert us to the narrater’s pre-
occupation with obedience to the Law of the Fathers and duty to
the Word of Uod: "Faithlessness can alse lead to insanity"
(FK201),

But faith to Chazkele of Malopol, displaced person of the ghettos
and gehennas of Warsew, city of “soul-catchers" (FK206) and
“flesh dealers" (FK208); sesker after truth ("I don’t give a

damn. I want the truth" FK203), and reviler of heresies both
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sacred and secular, is only another, if more pernicious, snare.
He is cursed Dby his mother when still enwombed: "She began to
curse her infants when they were still in her belly. When the
baby kicked her, Tsloveh would scream, 'May you not live to ses
the Llight'". Leter he is blighted by his father who for no
apparent reason names his son Chazkele Bastard, and maligned by
his sisters en-masse {“Whoever made up his bed would say to him
'Go to sleep and don’t wake up’" FK202), the boy learns quickly
of the carcinogenic potential of the Hord
Lacan, following Freud in The Four Fundsmenisl Concepts of
Psychosnalysiy has perceived that, "...nothing can be grasped,
destroyed, or burnt, except in a symbolic way, as one says,
in effigie, in absentis” (Lacan’s emphasis)  Chaskele
following his esteemed and scrofulous parents, sets about
annihilating the deity by proxy, destroying Holy Texts ("When
something in a book didn't please him, he erased the words with a
pencil or he tore out a page” FK204), desecrating the Torah with
horse-dung, and profaning the Law by maliciously adorning a goat
with the Holy Name:
Before he left, Chazkele fastened the head phylactery
between the goat's horns, and the arm phylactery he bound to
one of its legs. He even formed the letter 'shin’ - the
initial of the holy name Shodai - with the phylactery
straps. FK206
Chazkele Bastard, blasphemer and scourge of the innocent {"He
spoke such wards that the rabbi's wife had to stop her ears"
FE205), derides not only the spiritual configurations of his God

but all who speak in His name. His is the momentous act of




blasphemy which simultaneously invokes the presence of the holy
name whilst yet denying its validity, & profane impasse that
Foucault has paradoxically named an "act of faith”:

What is this act 7 An act of faith, an act of affirmation

and of negation - a discourse which sustains and at the

same time erodes the image, undermines it, distends it in

the course of a reasoning, and organises it around a segment

of language. 38

39

In retaliation for his wrongs  Chazkele suffers a series of
escalating ruptures and perforations of the flesh that would ssem
to reflect back upon the cloven surfaces of his world, a dimly
recognised moment of primal cleavege and inner dislocation, &
phencmenon that Lacan in fcrits h-s called the imagos
of aggressive intentions:

These are the images of castration, mutilation,

dismemberment, dislocation, evisceration,

devonring, bursting open of the body, in short, the

imagos that T have grouped together under the epparently

structural term of imagos of the frafmonted bady

(Lacan’s emphasis). 40
In effect, Chazkele is continually abused by his perents and the
compunity at large. Tsloveh used to pinch him, “a long drawn-out,
thin pinch thet makes you see stars" (FK202), while Bendit the
coachman thought nothing of whipping the boy into unconscious
submission: "That feast day, even though it was forbidden, Bendit
beat Chazkele with a heavy stick for such a long time that
Chazkele lost consciousness” (FK204). In Malopol he taunts &
gang of gentile boys into giving him a “good thrashing" (FK203)
and even Reb Shimon and his sons are provoked imto violence on
the Peast of Sukkoth: "Me went home dripping with blood" {FK204).

Indeed, the entire village sets upon him after one particularly
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heinous deed, and he is similarly chastized by a Warsew crowd
"They punched him In the ncse and he fought back. No matter how
strong he wes, khey wore stromger” (FKZOT/. And, as the merrator
ruefully informs us, his demesncur was such that, "mot a day
passed without his being slapped” (FK211).
ALl aronnd thia dissenter, this heretle in the midst of Jews, ig
frugmentation. In one cumulative scene, Chazkele's first-born son
A8 farcibly civeusacised, the out is riven to the sounds of
telliag giass apd flaying curses:
Hin window panes were smashed. On the eighth day, a quorum
of porters and butchers slormed in, together with a mohel,
ami they exrcuncined the baby. Two men seized and held
Chazkele. & father has to recite the benedictions. Nothing
cauld foree Chazkels to any the holy words. Basha lay in
ted behind the sercen nnd poured out deadly curses on him.
FR210 -
“hnzkele who han 1ived & faithless tife. wishes at his end for
s death of mutiiation and meyhem: “8efore his death, he asked
that G tie cuf 70 preves and thrown to the dags” (FK211). But the
sed whom tacas hkan  ealled “upconseious” e e the last
tronicnily  disregurdisg.  For Chozkele Bastard heretic and
vlaspheser 18 given & pioug burtal, as dressed in shrouds and
prarer shawl, iatersed {a tha hallowed ground of & suburban
wemekery, blegsel wilh the Kaddish of his eldest son, he ascends
teward  the fAudhead, to recount te fiim his deeds. A  true H

ranishment far the reprobate indeed.




3.3.2.

"rhe Man Who Game Back” (SMS)

Being analytical, langusge can come to grips with the body

only 4f 1t cuts it up; tho total body is outside language,

only pleces of the body succeed to writing; in order to make

a body ssen, it mush either be displaced, rafracted through

the metonymy of clothing, or reduced to one of ita parts..
Roland Barthes

Sade Fourier Loyols

No-one i3 subject te penalty for words uttered in agony.

"Grandlather and Grandsen” (CF)

Jahn irwls in his remarkable study of Faulkner's novels Doubling
and Ingest, peints out that narratfon is a compulsive and
obsessive &ct.  This 1s cortainly true of the narrative in
"The Han Who Came Back," a Lale which deals with the dark
umicrside of the human goul and which ia narcated by a woman

Aunt Yentl who, a1 each polal in the slory, reglaters her
astanluhment {“You may not believe It but there are people in the
world who were called back. I mysell knew such a ope ” SHS110)
She performs complicated rites of exorcism {‘God forbid it

should happen to ony of us" SNSI10}, and provides idiosyncratic
commenters on the characters involved ("I beg her pardon, but she
was s cow” SNSI15)}. Marration 1t would seem, constitutes in Aunt
Yentl's case, o sinucus and reflexive web of the word whersby
cheracters, events, and internal structures are subtly Framed by
e self-conscious interlocutor,

Shifra Leah by dint of her passion is able to waylay death and




restore to life her corpulent mate through the

stenoy of her

desires glven screeching utterance in the invocation of the name:

God help us, her screaming and wailing could be heerd at
the edge of town. ‘Beasts, murderers, thugs! Out of my
house! He'll live! He'll livet’ SMSIIL

And her sleek and lubricious husband, smothered to death by the
fat around his heart disregards the insistence of the flesh to
abey with vigour the urgency of the Word. The tale proceeds from
this point onwards to morally enumerate to its essumed audience
af clucking, old women, the slow unthreading of a life rent and

sundered by the daring misuse of prohibitive acts of speech

it's forbidden. When the time comes for a man to die, he

should die" (SMSL12). Alter resurrected, adullerer and thief
similarly defiles the letter of the law (and what better metaphor
to deseribe the triedic tenets of excommunication), gratuitously
bringing upon himself the retributive and reactive justice of

communal ire:

The rabbi sent the sexton to summon Alter to him, bub

Alter refused to come. Then the community threatened

him with the three letters of excommunication, It didn’'t
help, he had sonnections with the authorities and defied one
and all. SMS116

Susan Sontag in Illness as Metaphor has ably defined the
significance of disease within s morsl allegory: "Disease is
the will apeaking through the body, a language for dramatising
the mentali a form of self-expression.” In this tale of
bruised pulp and gangrenous flesh, bodies putrify even as they
move, and the narrator tells us with scrofulous glee of the

Lublia man whe crumbled to chalk:




When he died at last, all that was left of him was

a sack of bonea. He had been rotting all thome years
and his flesh had turned to dust. Not much was left
to bury. SH5112

Alter, (the old cne) rent and quartered on the Cossack’s spears

(“The Gnasacks slashed and hacked at him till there was no more

blood left in his veins" SMS120), suffers a death of ritual

emophagia, as body turns to corpse and flesh stripped and

flayed becomes decomposing pulp:
I aidn't see him dead, But those who did swore that he
looked like an old corpse that had been dug up from the
grave. Pieces were dropping from his body. The face .
could not be recognised, it was a shapeless pulp. It
was said that when he was being cleansed for burial, an
arm came off, and then a faot; I wasn't there, but why
should people lie. Men who are called back rot while they
are alive. SHS120

Divided in life, fragmented in death, & pestilence within whose

wake an epldemic spreads, Alber, the man who was called wack by b
the pover of the word, disintegrates into a liguefaction of livid -
flesh by vivtue of a greater and more potent Word;  the -
monumental, disembodied commandments of the Law: "Alter might
seoff at Jewishness, but the law remained” (SMS118).  Amen. B
Selah,
N
B

3,4, The Imperatives of the Word

There proceeds from this autonomy of the word, the seguestrated
power of language Lo maim and ravege, reneging violently upon
the flesh once honoured. As we have szeen there are three
inearnations 1in the process by which langusge becomes potent,

gaining sacendancy at last over the stations of the body,
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The first phase concerns the displacement of the sacred word to
the secular text and there again to the profane writs of
hereticism, The symbolic dimension, the register of language and
the law is the traditienal place of higher religious authority

50 that the subjects most vulnerable to the effects of dispersal
in language are religious subjects, holy men who spurn the body
tor the law, ascetics who tear their clothes and shred their
flesh.

Both "Somathing is There" and "The Plagiarist" present us with
holy men, rabbis who undergo progressive degeneration - of the
word and of the flesh - as blessing turns to curse and body to
corpse. In the former tale, the Rebbi of Bechev rejects the Word
of Qod and the Law of his Fathers and replaces these holy relics
with other writings, the secular texts of hereticism wherein one
Deity replaces all others by means of a decoy staged here as
idelatory, Once again the word proves indestructible, for it
cannot be entirely erased but is simply displaced from sacred
letter to mecular text, In "The Plagiarist" the profane writings
of a disciple mimic his teacher's piety, making of grace, a
blasphemy. And the rabbis of both tales wasted by language
dislodged by the letter, relapse at the last into silence and
exile.

The second manifestation of the potency of language ocours when
the exalted word comes to stand in the place of the bady
Whereas in the Pirst phase, word displaced word, here langusge
comes to replace the body given over to writing, debilitated by

words lost, won, squandered, sacrificed and hoarded. Here the
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the exalted word comes to atand in the place of the body
Whereas in the First phase, word displaced word, here language
comes to replace the body given over to writing, debilitated by

words lost, won, squandered, sacrificed and hoarded. Here the




word lodges in . .e flesh, language engulfs the subject, either

" sthere the ist gladly

joyously as in led
gives over his body to the word, or compulsively as in "A Pair",
where the couple obsessively sacrifice their broken bodies to a
schizoid discourse

In the finel and most malignant incarnation, language becomes
destructive, maiming and murdering its protagonist, dialocating
the flesh and fragmenting the body. Here the emphasis is on the
secular order of creaturss, hedonists and heretics all, who scorn
the sacred letter and fall unredeemed, shattered in their prime
Chazkele Bastard and Altele Old One, protagonists of °The
Blasphemer" and "The Han who came Back" are mutilated by the
language that names them, hoth ending as tattered corpses, their

bodies flayed and far Plung.
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