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RENA LEE

S.Y. Agnon’s Posthumous Works

AGNON’S WORKS, published since his death in 1970, represent still another victory of art over life. The number of volumes by the Nobel Prize laureate has now reached eight. All of them bear the imprint of the Schocken Publishing House in Israel, and are edited by Emunah Yaron, Agnon’s daughter. They include: The major novel, Shirah (1971); a collection of stories in memory of his hometown in Galicia, Ir u-Meloah (A City and the Fullness Thereof, 1973); the short novel ,Bahanuto Shel Mar Lublin (In Mr. Lublin’s Store, 1974); two collections of stories, Lifnim Min Hahomah (Within the Wall, 1975), and Pithey Devarim (Introductions, 1977); a book of Agnon’s letters and speeches, Me’atzmi El Atzmi (From Myself to Myself, 1976); a compilation of excerpts on booklore from various sources, mostly from sacred literature, Sefer, Sofer ve’Sippur (Book, Author and Story, 1978); and lastly a volume tracing Agnon’s family-tree, Korot Bateynu (Chronicles of Our Houses, 1979).

Some of the material has been published previously either wholly or partially, in the same or different versions, and the editor in her postscript to each book explains the plan of its composition. It would appear she has acted according to her father’s wishes. Still, the question of a writer’s responsibility for works published after his death remains open. Although Mrs. Yaron’s accomplishment is indeed commendable, there are occasionally evident flaws, repetitions, and the lack of the master’s guiding hand. All of these may be said to have contributed to the controversy regarding the quality of such writings. The critic Dan Miron, for instance, has expressed the view that these posthumous volumes include a lot of extraneous material and only heighten the “paper-wall” between the writer’s best work and the young reader. The critic Gershon Shaked, on the other hand, in a panel discussion on Hebrew literature in the seventies, stated that he preferred “Agnon post-mortem” to many writers before the “mortem.” At any rate, these works may be viewed as a source of enjoyment for the reader as well as an invaluable tool for studying
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a great creative mind at work. The parallels and allusions to the author’s previous writings lead to a deeper understanding of the entire corpus of his works. There is here much of the Agnon we know and savor; there are new achievements, and there are some tendencies that are more pronounced. It should be borne in mind, however, that one cannot do justice to the eight volumes with all their riches in the framework of a short article.

‘SHIRAH’

Shirah is perhaps the most controversial, and certainly the most secular work by Agnon. It is a realistic, explicit novel, and the least laden with symbols as compared with his other writings. The story revolves around Manfred Herbst and his extra-marital affair with the nurse Shirah, on one hand, and his life as a family man and a member of the faculty of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, on the other. Herbst first meets Shirah when his aging wife Henrietta is in labor while giving birth to a daughter. He subsequently sees Shirah and has an affair with her. Though their actual encounters are few, Shirah is constantly in Herbst’s mind, acting as the moving spirit of the story. She is, as Gershon Shaked has termed it, both an anima and a femme fatale , a symbol of lust rather than love. The events take place in Jerusalem in the late thirties and early forties. As is usually the case with Agnon whenever he treats Jerusalem, the city is depicted excellently. In this modernistic context it’s mostly the earthly Jerusalem we see. Still the atmosphere is ridden with fantasy. The sounds of footsteps in the streets have distant echoes, and the aroma of coffee from the coffeehouses is filled with expectations. Indeed, Jerusalem itself is as much a protagonist in the novel as any individual character of flesh and blood.

One becomes acquainted with different people from many walks of life, with Jews from all over the world: secular, orthodox, and proselytes; as well as with Arabs and Englishmen. These are the days of the Arab unrest and the rise of Nazism. Henrietta keeps running back and forth in her effort to obtain certificates for her relatives in Germany, while Herbst is buried in his work concerning ancient tombs. As in previous works of Agnon dealing with wartime themes, here, too, the outer violence is mirrored in Herbst’s inner life. The characters of the novel, in addition to being people in their own right, function also as Herbst’s doubles
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and serve to externalize the drama within his soul. A passive, egocentric but rather sympathetic protagonist, Herbst has many opposing selves. Although somewhat withdrawn, he still minds whatever is happening around him. If Shirah symbolizes his desire to break away, Henrietta stands for his ties with family and society. His intellectual pursuits, too, tear him apart: As a scholar he is absorbed in studying the burial customs of the poor in Byzantium; but his artistic urge moves him to write a tragedy. He succeeds neither in completing his study nor in writing the tragedy. He is a good Zionist and an honest man, but a totally secular Jew. So, too, are Shirah and Henrietta. Herbst seems drawn also to Taglicht and Lizbeth Neu who are traditional Jews.

The novel contains a great deal of criticism of society in general. Hypocrisy and moral decline are condemned. The academic world with all its pettiness and prestige seeking, is exposed with sharp irony. But as is usually the case with Agnon, the sociological aspect is but the crust of the novel. The book is concerned mainly with the existence of man, both as an individual and as a member of the community. Like many of Agnon’s protagonists, Herbst is driven to reject the world on one hand, and to accept it on the other. In a previous story, Ad Olam (Forevermore), Agnon has his main characters retire to a leper colony. He rejected such an ending for Herbst and Shirah. He returns Herbst to Henrietta, thus advocating the acceptance of the world. This view of Agnon regarding the importance of community is already inherent in such earlier works of his as Sippur Pashut (A Simple Tale). One of Agnon’s chief concerns is seeing the person as a link in the family chain, and this is perhaps one of the reasons that even minor characters in the novel bear the distinction of a long family-tree.

Aesthetically speaking, there are many obvious flaws in this novel: Repetitions; interpolations by the author; and some loose writing. But oddly enough, it is aesthetically that the novel achieves the most. In no other work has Agnon perfected such vivid dialogue and such plasticity of character. This, no doubt, contributes largely to its readability.

‘IN MR. LUBLIN’S STORE’

Like Ad Henah (Until Now) and Oreah Nata Lalun (A Guest for the Night), this short novel, too, draws upon Agnon’s experiencesin Germany during World War I. The story takes places in Leipzig, in a wholesale house wares store where the protagonist spends
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a Friday afternoon filling in for the absent owner. In addition to using first person narration, it resembles the stories of Sefer Hamaasim (The Book of Deeds) in its symbolism, its dreamlike quality, its deliberate mingling of different places and different times, and its juxtaposition of the living with the dead.

The store is described in terms of empty dishes; there are no newspapers and the telephone is disconnected. While seated there in isolation the narrator is transported by his thoughts and reminiscences which help him pass the time. Since it is through these thoughts and reminiscences that the story unfolds, there is perhaps here an implication that art acts as some kind of occupational therapy. The power of art to fill a vacuum is exemplified by the narrator as he reads lists of empty dishes and fills them with imaginary foods, or turns the pages of the telephone book and meditates over names and families. The ultimate goal of all his mental activities is to envision his hometown in Galicia which was wiped out in the war. In his endeavor to return to a lost town, the narrator shuts himself out of the world. For all his trying to persuade the reader that the situation was forced on him, that he owed a favor to Mr. Lublin who arranged for his stay in Leipzig, it is clear that he is sitting in the store by choice. Like Herbst he seems to be torn apart: On the one hand, he wishes to study the Torah and the writings of the Rambam, while on the other he desires to continue his literary work. The opposing doubles, both of whom originate from his hometown and both of whom he met in Berlin, are Rabbi Yonathan for whose sake he actually came to Leipzig, because he wished to study with him, and Mr. Lublin. If Rabbi Yonathan represents the narrator’s Jewishness, then Mr. Lublin projects his modernism and his artistic interests.

Thus it is Mr. Lublin who takes him to see a play and who provides the opportunity for writing this book. In view of the many similarities between Agnon and Mr. Lublin, the favor that the author claims he owes him is perhaps a favor he owes himself as a writer. In trying to bring to life the lost town, the narrator’s memories range over a wide area. But reality has a way of intruding into the world of make-believe, and the final visions are full of tombs. The dead scholar of his hometown, Yaakov Shtern (The Star of Jacob), appears but has nothing to say. In a dream the narrator sees his father who encourages him to study the Ram barn. The narrator then realizes he has to return to the world
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around him. Again the view implied here is that man should accept the world and share in its duties. And a Jew’s duty is to study the Torah and the sacred books. The same force that drove the narrator to Leipzig in the first place, i.e. the wish to study with Rabbi Yonathan, is once again in operation, and it now puts an end to his deathlike isolation and brings him back to the world of the living.

Because of the symbolic quality of the story and in view of the fact that some of its chapters appeared after World War II, one gets the feeling that the period of World War I chosen by Agnon is but a mask. He seems to be coming to terms in this work with the finality of his hometown’s destruction during the Holocaust.

STORY COLLECTIONS

The four stories in L Mm Ha, which for their most part have never been published, center around the theme of wandering. It is the forever wandering Jew that one meets in Kissuy Hadam (The Covering of the Blood), in which the story covers three continents: Europe, America, and Israel. In Hadom ve’Kissey (The Foot-Stool and the Throne) the human soul is pictured as wandering in heaven before entering this world. And in Le’a, Haseudah (After the Meal) it is seen wandering back towards heaven after life runs its course. Similarly, the first story which gives the volume its name, tells about the narrator’s wanderings within the walls of the old city of Jerusalem.

Kissuy Hadam is of special interest because it attempts to deal openly with the problem of the Holocaust. The story is recounted by a hurdy-gurdy man with a wooden leg named Hillel, who walks about with a parrot and a monkey. He unfolds his life’s adventures from the high point he reached when he was ordained as a rabbi down to his present condition. He tells about his military service during World War I; his stay during World War II in America where he worked as a shohet and lost his leg; and his becoming the teacher of an elderly American Jew who helped him go to Israel and also gave him a sum of money with which to help Holocaust survivors from the donor’s hometown in Europe. It turns out to be a more difficult task than expected because survivors are hard to come by. In Israel he meets Adolph the sergeant with whom he served in the army and who once saved his life. Adolph is seen walking with the hurdy-gurdy, the parrot and
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the monkey, and here follows the sad story of his life. When Hillel finds out that Adolph is actually a survivor from the donor’s hometown it is too late, for by then the money which was changed into Israeli pounds is worth less due to the inflation. Adolph dies and Hillel takes charge of the hurdy-gurdy and the two animals. He also inherits Adolph’s expectation for the return of his nephew from Syrian imprisonment. This is the slim thread of messianic hope on which the story hangs. There is much bitter criticism here against corruption and greed among Jews in Europe, America, and Israel. But although stress is laid on man’s sin, Agnon finds it hard to regard the Holocaust as punishment from God. In his effort at arriving at a theodicy he laments man’s shortcomings as well as his total inability to fathom God’s ways.

The collection entitled Pithey Devarim includes a few unfinished pieces, some short-short ones, and the story Kenagen Hamenagen (When the Player Played), which had its origin in the novel Temol Shilshom (Only Yesterday), whose minor characters it employs. The story is set in Jaffa and reflects upon the quality of life in Israel which is described as steeped in secularity. The people who take a walk in the story seem indeed to be sinking in sand, and the Hebrew word for sand — zo1 stands also for secularity, the opposite of kodesh (holiness). The nation’s straying from God may take on the form of estrangement (a recurring symbol in Agnon’s works), and there are a few divorces mentioned in the story. The most important of these concern a famous violinist whose return is awaited by the whole country, including his two former wives. The happy ending implies the fulfillment of a prophetic vision:

The famous violinist, who is a messianic figure, returns to Israel, and remarries both his former wives. His concert brings all the Jews together and raises the people of Israel above all nations.

BETWEEN FACT AND FICTION

While Me’atzmi El Atzmi and Sefer, Sofer ve’Sippur are strictly non-fiction, Ir u-Meloah and Korot Bateynu are mixtures of fact and fiction.

Me’atzmi El Atzmi must have originated in Agnon’s desire to set the record straight about himself, his views, his likes and dislikes, combined perhaps with a penchant for self-glorification. Agnon compiled it with the intention of publication and perhaps it there fore lacks the intimacy one might hope to discover in such
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memorabilia. Still one may get to know the author a little better through this work. The qualities he extols most in others, such as honesty, love of learning, knowledge, etc, reflect his own values. The book may be regarded as a continuation of Agnon’s individualistic trend in the form of non-fiction, but as he himself put it: “When a great writer writes as if for himself alone, what he has to say speaks to all of Israel, for he is part of it.”

The impetus for the three remaining volumes was provided by the Holocaust. Here, in contradistinction to Me’atzmi ElAtzmi, the self as individual is obliterated. It is the town that functions as chief protagonist in Ir u-Meloah. It is the family that fulfills this function inKorotBateynu, and it is books that speak for themselves in Sefer, Sofer ve’Sippur. The critic Dan Laor in his review, published in Modern Hebrew Literature, Summer 1979, views these three books as one unit “. . . in which attention is drawn to three collective experiences — the community, the book, the family — which are the foundation stones of Jewish civilization throughout the centuries.” Agnon felt compelled to record Jewish life as it existed before the Holocaust, so that the coming generations would not be cut off from their roots. As he commented (in Sefer, Sofer ve’Sippur): “It is fitting that every man should write for himself a chronicle for his descendants, and so should you in struct your children and they theirs, for ever and ever.” It appears that he was unable to relate to the subject of the Holocaust in artistic terms alone, for fear that he might diminish it. This resulted in his vacillation between the role of fiction-writer on the one hand, and of historian on the other. There is the desire to tell the truth, but there is also the desire to beautify and mythicize.

Inlru-Meloah the author’s hometown Buczacz is pictured quite realistically. Together with the good deeds and the devotion to Torah of its Jews, one learns also of their different factions, their quarrels, pettiness, and occasionally their corruption. On the other hand, the family in Korot Bateynu is idealized. Most of the author’s ancestors emerge as saintly figures, and miracles are accepted in the due course of events. The titles of these two works are especially revealing. Jr u-Meloah literally means: The city with all that is therein, a title based on a quotation from Amos 6:8, where Israel’s hypocrisy is denounced and God promises to “deliver up the city with all that is therein.” The title Korot Bateynu may be taken both in the sense of “Chronicles of Our Families,” and of “Beams of Our Houses,” since the Hebrew word for house
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means also family, and the word Korot denotes both chronicles and beams. Agnon took his title from the Song of Songs 1:17, “The beams of our houses are cedars, and our panels are cypresses.” And the beams, i.e. the ancestors, are indeed portrayed as great men, as cedars.

The titles of both books refer also to the Jewish people as a whole. Jr u-Meloah recalls the national disaster of the annihilation of the Kingdom of Samaria. Thus, Buczacz becomes a symbol of the part of the Jewish people that was destroyed by the Holocaust. As to Korot Bateynu , it also represents the whole assembly of Israel. In a midrash pertaining to the biblical verse from the Songs of Songs, “our houses” (which actually is often read as “our house”) is taken to mean the Holy Temple and this relates the family to the entire Jewish people. The special usage of biblical names in both books contributes to the myth. In Korot Bateynu, for example, the symbolism is quite obvious when an ancestor is mentioned who had “. . . twelve children like the tu’elve tribes of Israel.” Also, both books have a lot in common where style is concerned, for they are not governed by the aesthetic guidelines of the European story. In Jr u-Meloah many stories are quite lengthy, and can be termed “onion stories” because they contain a story within a story, all peels and no core. Oddly enough, the stories which are aesthetically better here seem to be those in which Agnon the historian takes over. His concept of the Almighty as an eternal axis around which the ages revolve in never ending cycles of destruction and upbuilding, is linked with his concept of the eternity of the Torah and that of the Assembly of Israel.

Agnon’s beautiful story of the chandelier demonstrates it clearly. There was a chandelier in the synagogue of Buczacz to which one eagle was attached when the town was under Polish rule. Then the town came under Austrian rule, and another eagle was added to the chandelier. Then the Poles reconquered the town and one eagle had to be detached and removed. The story goes on and on, telling how the Jews of the town tried always to accommodate their continually changing rulers. Finally they saw the light and, discarding all the foreign additions, they let the chandelier shine in the service of the only kingdom that is ever lasting — the Kingdom of God.

Korot Bateynu is a family saga, in which the individual is of interest only insofar as he is a link in the family chain. The tendency to idealize the past generations and the recording of
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genealogical details are also of the saga’s characteristics.

Sefer, Sofer, ve’Sippur joins the two previous works in being a contribution towards the perpetuation of a collective Jewish soul. It consists of excerpts from about a thousand sacred books. As in his previous compilations, Yamim Noraim (Days of Awe) and Atem Re’eetem (You have Seen), here, too, Agnon proves to be a scholar of great erudition. He seems to believe that sacred books are the guardians of Israel, and many miracles that are recounted in his stories are in most cases related to such books. His fondest hope is to be considered a scribe in the primary meaning of the term: A recorder of the holy letters.

Agnon’s own view of his literary work was perhaps best ex pressed by himself when he wrote: “It seems to me that every- thing I was shown and everything I was privileged to Write is but a commentary, by the means of a story, on the Holy Scriptures and on the sayings of our Rabbis, of blessed memory. And it is possible, that in one bookcase, amongst all the interpretations and commentaries, my stories may also find their place” (Me’atzmi El Atzmi).
