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_ Y. AGNON was the supreme

' literary alchemist, transforming the

raw stuff of folklore to shimmering

literary nuggets. In his short story, “That

Tzaddik’s Erog,” we have a clear example

of his artistic magic. He uses sleight of pen

to give us the literary equivalentofan ML.C,

Escher drawing. At first we sec only the

. white angels, but then the black devils

formed by the intcrstices come to the fore

and impinge on our perception. Which is

the reat Rebbe Mikheleh - tzaddik or
scoundrel?

 THE STORY BEGINS with a puzzling
introduction, which seems 1o be jiist so
much superfluousdross, Another apparent-
ly unnecessary paragraph is tacked on 1o
- the end, Both segments could be omilted
without changing the essence of the story
one whit. But those “extrancous” opening
and closing lines which frame the story, arc
- components of Agnon’s wit. He must con-
vince us that kis version is, indeed, the true

quire an ctrog by sellless sacrifice of a
precious possession, not siooping 10 nick-
¢l-and-dime the seller over the change. His
most impressive characteristic is complete
self-control over himself when his “un-
spiritual™ wife ruins his cigog because a
broken pitam (stem or protuberance) in-
validates an etrog, rendering it unfit {or
ceremonial use. Reb Mikhelch could well
serve as a role modcl, symbol of that rare
contempory man of utmost self-discipline
whoresists the materialistic and hedonistic
pressures of his environment,

Perhaps that is why Rabbi Baruch
counsels us in the very last line, “This is a
story worth hearing twice,” Heeding that
advice, let’s hear it a sccond time,

THE SECOND TIME ARQUND, we

‘begin 1o see some of the black emerging

from the interstices between the lines: Reb
Mikheleh may niot be such a rightecus man
after all. The key to understanding that
Agmon may really be painting a highly

ctrog at the climax, In Agnon's critical
portrait of the couple, Reb Mikheleh comes
off second best to his wife’s innate and
quiet forbearance.

Another technique up Agnon's sleeve
is the use of an idiom associated with a
certain object in order to transler the
latier’s qualitics 1o a different object. He
describes the etrog as

"a feast for the eyes and truly fit for
the benediction.”

This is almost exactly how Genesis
[3:6] describes the first problematic fruit
which had such a disastrous spinoff in the
Garden of Eden:

... the woman saw ... it was a feast
for the eyes and truly fit to make one
wise."

In fact, midrash suggests Eve’s forbid-
den (it was an etrog. But for Agnon,
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b) Hidur mitzvah

Tradition definitely encourages enhan-
cement of mitzvot. This principle is based,
surprisingly, on the halakhic decision that
circumcision be done as aesthetically as
possible, even at the expense of certain
Sabbath infringements, A beautiful etrog is
one of the objects singled out by the Tal-
mud for aesthetic enhancement (along with
taflit, shofar, and Torah scroll). Bul an
upper limit for enhancement is indicated as
well, “For the sake of hidur one should
spend as much as a third more than the cost
of the mitzvah,” It-seems the tzaddik went
overboard according :10 this criterion as
well, : : ’ '

¢} Family sﬁpport

Although it scems superfluous 10 legal-
ly fegistate a man’s responsibility to sup-
port his family, halakha recognizes that this
is not a self-evident principle and
prescribes minimal Jevels. The case of Reb
Mikheleh, along with the thousands of con-
tempory child-support cases in courts, tes-
tifies to the need for such legislation,
halakhic or civic. DR



AGNON’S ETROG:

TRANSMUTING LITERATURE
FROM FOLKLORE

By Esther Azulny and Shira Lelbowiiz

-version of a tale we have heard elsewhere.
He establishes his credibility in two ways:
he name drops, and he trots out an eye-wif-
ness.

The name. droppmg rcads almost like

‘the opening paragraph of an article in a
chemistry joumal, where an author cites,
and omits, names which serve to establish
his credentials with the reader and to add
to the aura of veracity. With the aid of good

references, Agnon wishes to create an un-

assailable claim to the truth of this story;
alterail Ais version is from Reb Shiomo of

Zvihel, a descendant of Reb Mikheleh of

Zloczow (pronounced zlow’chow). To

- erase any lingering doubt he drops two

mote references at the end of the story,
Rabbis Yosef of Yampol and Baruch of
Mezbizh,

Furthermore, he boasts an eye-witness:
the daughter-in-law of the holy preacher
himself. Agnon poes to great lengths to
establish his claim of veracity, because he
isnot neutrally retelling a well-known tale,
but creating his own madically ironic ver-
sion, drawn in Escheresque now-
white/now-black ambiguity.

critical portrait is in his clever use of a
phrase from Proverbs, which he excises
from its context (kindness to animals,
Proverbs 12:10) and flips over for added
irony, The first time the zaddik's wife
comes on stage, she is described as a
woman who “understood the soul of her
righteous husband.” Agnon banks on the
reader’s hearing the reverberations from
the book of Proverbs, When the description
of the Rebbetzin is juxtaposed to the
original Proverb, the full irony becomes
obvious.

Proverba: Yedeah tzaddik Nefesh behemito
Agnon:  Yoadaat Nefesh baalah
(izhto shel oto 1zaddik
Praverbs; A tzaddik understands
the soul of his beasr,

Agnon:  The wife of that tzaddik  understands
the soul of her ... harband,

One can hear Agnon chuckling to him-
self as he slips this verse-play into the story,
iransforming the Rebbetzin into the real

tzaddik and making “that tzaddik” ...-

beastly.
She is, indecd, saintly: while he
secludes himself in his solitade room, she

again plucking a verse out of context, it is
the man who is seduced by the goodly fruit.

ANOTHER UNDERCURRENT of
irony is created in the unstated conflict
between personal piety and codified law,
The hero seems to be impelled by his ob-
session with obtaining a perfect etrog, not
pausing to ask what would be the halakhi-
cally correct decision at each point in the
plot. There are at least four areas of halakha
which impinge upon the story.
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halakhic or civic,

d) Rejoicing

Reb Mikheleh's quest is rationali _
one point with a quoie abotit. Sliccot; m-
Leviticus (23:40), “You: ‘shall take o frie:
of the beautiful trée {etrog] . and"
rejoice...”, But the format. that rejmcmg
must take is not 1eft 10 our whim. The hero
knew full weil that halakha, in its wonder.
ful specificity, delinéates’ the ¢oticept of
festival rejoicing. The "Maimonidean ror-
mutation diciates lhal.- :

"thefesuvuy - ap-

. propriate rejoicig of each man and
his children and the members of his
household, The children, for ex-
ample, should be giwzn parched
grain, nuts, and sweetmeats; the
womenfolk showld be presented with
pretty clothes and trinkets according
to one’s means; the menfolk should
eat meat and drink wine."

By contrasting Agnon’s work with this sampling of folk-ver-
sions, we discern clearly the role reversal he has shrewdly
performed, turning the shrew into a saint and the tzaddlk

into an obsessive egoist.

a) Allocation of scarce resources

Halakha defines not only minimal
standards, but operational priorities in
siluatione: demandinge choices.

In the light of this standard, Lhe
izaddik's behavior is capricious. The Suc-
cot harvest demands a sober, carclully
delimited rejoicing.



-version-of a tale we have heard elsewhere,
He establishes his credibility in two ways:
he name dmps and he trots out an eye-wit-
ness... .

'Ihe name droppmg reads almost like

‘the opening paragraph of an article in a

" chemistry jowmal, where an author cites,
and omits, names which serve to establish
his credentials with the reader and to add
to the aura of veracity. With the aid of good
references, Agnon wishes to create an un-
assailable claim to the truth of this story;
afterall kis version is from Reb Shiomo of

Zvihel, a descendant of Reb Mikheleh of

Zloczow (pronounced zlow'-chow). To

- erase any lingering doubt he drops two
more references at the end of the story,
Rabbis Yosef of Yampol and Banich of
Mezbizh,

_ Furthermore, he boasts an eye-wilncss:
the daughter-in-law of the holy preacher
himsell. Agnon poes to great lengths to
establish his claim of veracity, because he
is not neutrally reteiling a well-known tale,
but creating his own mdically ironic ver-
sion, drawn in Escheresque now-
white/now-black ambiguity.

ON FIRST READING, we mect Reb
Mikheleh in his while purity. He is a tzad-
dik who, despite his own impoverishment
and bare cupboards, sequesters a loaf of
bread to save bepgars from humiliation,
. should they knock at his otherwise empty
home. He is not only immersed in ‘good
deeds, but in prayer and study as he con-
cenfrates in hig solitude room. Disdainful
of materialistic concerns, he rises above his
own bodily needs, worrying only about the
needs of the Divine. Nevertheless, he can
act with alacrity when there is a precept to
fulfill. He dashes o the eirog-seller and
exudes joy when he is finally able to ac-

=
critical portrait is in his clever use of a
phrase from Proverbs, which he excises
from its context (kindness to animals,
Proverbs 12:10) and {lips over for added
irony. The first ime the tzaddik’s wife
comes on siage, she is described as a
woman who “understood the soul of her
rightcous husband.” Agnon banks on the
reader’s hearing the reverberations from
the book of Proverbs. When the description
of the Recbbeizin is juxtaposed to the
original Proverb, the full irony becomes
obvious. .

Nefesh behemto
Nelfesh baalah

Proverbs: Yodesh vzaddik
Agnon:  Youdaat
{ishto shel oto tzaddik

undersiands
the soutl of his beasr,
Agnon:  The wife of that tzaddik  onderstands
the soul of her ... Aurband.

Provesbs: A tzaddik

One can hear Agnon chuckling to him-
self as he slips this verse-play into the story,
transforming the Rebbetzin into the real
tzaddik and making “that 1zaddik” .,
beastly.

She is, indeed, saintly: while he
secludes himself in his solitude room, she
frees him (rom family burdens, is logical
and practical. These sterling qualities eam
her the rebuke, “You are worried about

meat and [ish, and I am worried about not.

yet having my etrog.” Despite his reproach,
and his jarringly egotistical “my etrog,”
she paliently exits. With her lips, she kisses
the mezuzah and swallows her disappoint-
ment, She doesn’t repeatl to herself, as he
does at the end of the story, “But I will not
be angry, But 1 will not be angry.” She
simply is not angry, although she would be
justified to be enraged. In contrast, we can
imaginc him gritting his weeth to control his
[ury when he is devasiated by the ruined

[ 1

again plucking a verse out of context, i is
the man who is seduced by the goodly fruit.

ANOTHER UNDERCURRENT of
irony is created in the unstated conflict
between personal piety and codified law.
The hero seems 1o be impelled by his .ob-
session with obtaining a perfect elrog, not
pausing to ask what would be the halakhi-
cally correct decision at each point in the
plot. There are at least four areas of halakha
which impinge upon the story,
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ful specificity, delincates the ‘tonicept 6f
festival rejoicing. 'I‘hc_;Malmonidean For-
mulation dictates Ihal. .

“the festivity.. b:clude the ap-
propriate rejoicing of each man and
his children and the members of his
household. The children, for ex-
ample, should be given parched
grain, nuts, and sweetmeats; the
womenfolk should be presented with
pretty clothes and trinkets according
1o one’s means; the menfolk should
eal meat and drink wine.”

By contrasting Agnon’s work with this sampling of folk-ver-
sions, we discern clearly the role reversal he has shrewdly
performed, turning the shrew into a saint and the tzaddik

into an obsessive egoist.

a) Allocation of scarce resources

Halakha defines not only minimal
standards, but operational priorities in

siluations demanding choices.

"If a {poor] person must choose be-
tween Sabbath lights and Chanukah
lights ... the lighting of his home (by
Sabbath candies) takes priority, so
as to sustain peace in the house.”

When mitzvol have 1o square-off, there
are guidelines. Etrog vs. tefillin? Tefillin.
Etrog vs. holiday meals? Holiday meals.
Given Reb Mikheleh's predicament, rot
just our put reaction, but halakha itsclf
waould come down en the side of the Reb-
betzin,

In the light of this standard, the
tzaddik's behavior is capricious. The Suc-
cot harvest demands a sober, carefully
delimited rejoicing.

Thus, even by the yardstick of the
tzaddik’s own halakhic tradition, he was
guilty on several counts. It'snot his last line
that makes us dislike him, “But I will not,
be angry.” If orly he had added at this point
“... and my chiidren are hungry. But I will
not be angry.” However, he doesn’t. All he
cares about his is self-control,

Agnon critics have read additional
perspectives into this short story. Rivka
Guriein sees Agnon-the-philosopher at
work here, in a parable where a “fine line
separates holiness from impurity, mitzvah
from sin,” and which reminds us of the

(continued on page 15)



AGNON’S ETROG ....
{continued from pagel3)}

angel/devil motif in the Escher woodcut.
Zvi Massad sees Agnon-the-moralist here,
presenting Mikheleh as the paragon of self-
restraint and endurance, But only by com-
paring Agnon’s miniatur¢ masterpiece to
the raw material, can we tease out his prob-
able intentions.

ELSEWHERE we have heard this story,
at least so Agnon insists, “You heard the
story from whomever you may have heard
it.” The very title indicates that he assumes
the reader is familiar with the tale, “That
tzaddik’s etrog” i.e., the same tzaddik we
know from some other recounting we have
heard. It is the impassioned conviction of
the teller that his version is right and those
told by others, wrong. There is an inner
tension within one and the same person, of
knowing that he is right and knowing that
this conviction has to be proven to others’
satisfaction, in this case through the refer-
" ences and eye-witness in the first and last
paragraphs, respectively, who could vouch
that this is the “very stuff of the original ..,
not adding a word ... except for clarifica-
tion,”
A comparison of Agnon’s story with
several renditions of the folktale reveals
the differences between great literature and
folklore. The three accounts below (there
are others) all belong to the genre of
Chagidic tales which impart moral-ethical
teachings. In this case, all three emphasize,
through their differing endings, the great
and rare virtue of not succumabing to wrath,
epitomized in the hero's self-control at the
end. Note; oo, the unequivocal portrayal
of the hero in these three versions asa role
model to emolate,

One version appears in a Chasidic An-

thology, where the tales are arranged ac-

- cording to alphabetized topics. The first of
2 dozen tales under the heading “Anger” is
the story of a wealthy Jew who lent his
thousand-zloty etrog to a neighbor who

Jore took back the spoiled etrog
without a word or reproach and in
complete calmness of spirit.”

This is the most artless of the folk
versions. It is difficult to feel very sorry for
the wealthy owner, who can probably
replace his prize crog with another one.

In a second version, Rabbi E. Kitov
presents the story in the chapter on Succot
in his book on holidays. Here the wife is an
active etrog despoiler, while the zaddik
remains a tzaddik to be emulated,

“An impoverished tzaddik ... sold a
precious pair of inherited tefillin ...
and bought a beautiful etrog ... His
wife felt intense anguish which
turned to anger against her hus-
band. She threw the etrog to the
ground, ... whereupon the tzaddik
said: ‘Tefillin I have sold, the etrog I
have lost, should I aiso fall into the
pitof anger?'™

Rabbi Kitov's purpose is to exemplify
the principle that “intention in perfor-
mance of a mitzvah is pmper if it does not
lead 10 anger.”

The most vicious ending appears in a
recension where the wife is positively vil-
fainous. Rabbi Shlomo Zevin retells it in
his holiday anthology. Reb Mikhel of Zloc-
zow inherited a set of valuable tefillin, He
had turned down an offer of 50 reinish for
them; despile his destitution he woulkin't
hear of selling. His wife nagged him to sell
them, since he had an ordinary spare set he
used for prayer,

“Once on Succot eve there was no
etrog to be found in ail of Zioczow.
At the last minute someone brought
a perfect etrog to iown for sale for
50 reinish, R. Mikkel rushed to sell
his father' s tefillin, and bought the
eirog. When his wife learned of this,
she was furious and bombarded her

- husband with curses and insults:
‘How dare you? How many times
have I implored you to sell the lef I-
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be He desires that my etrog be

spoilt, I accept this with love." Later,
his father appeared to him in a
dream, saying approvingly that
Mikhel' s forbearance made an even
greater impression in Heaven, than
did the initial act of piety in purchas-
ing an etrog at a great financiat
sacrifice.”

This ending sharpens both the
Rebbetzin's shrewness and R, Mikhel's
saintliness. She is the ultimate kiafia, he the
paragon of endurance,

By contrasting Agnon’s work with this
sampling of folk-versions, we discem
clearly the role reversal he has shrewdly
performed, turning the shrew into a ssint
and the tzaddik into an obsessive egoist.
Agnon's conceit is that, while the reader
may be familiar with the folktale in one of
the above formats, only Agnon's Rebbetzin
and Rebbe are the real McCoys,

A comparison of
Agnon’s story with
several renditions of the
folktale reveals the
differences between
.great literature and
folklore.

WHILE AGNON is busy turning legend
into literature, he is not too busy 1o take 2
stand on a socio-historic coniroversy as
well. A.A. Rivlin has noted that ihe ap-
pearance of historical Chasidic leaders in
the final paragraph is not irrclevant to the
plot. The casual reader may stop following
the story when the action ends with the
tzaddik’s last words and just skim the final
paragraph considering it a list of Chasidic
rabbis arbitrarily mentioned for no osten-
sible reason. Agnon was rarely arbitrary,
One end of the Chasidic spectrum in
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cession 1o sloth; never bent down to his
food, for this would have been yielding 1o
greed; and never scratched himself, since
this would have verged on voluptuous-
ness.” Opening the chapter he devotes to
R. Mikhel, Buber retells a vignette about
this Rebbe's happiness despite (or because
of) his poverty. “Someone challenged Reb
Mikhel, who lacked so much, about how
he could say the morning blessing,
'Blessed be Thou ... who has supplied my
every need.’ R. hﬁkbel responded, "My
need is for poverty, and that is what I have
been supplied with." This same Wel- -
muschammgis'echwdﬁimeAgnmm .
when the tzaddik says, ipon acquiring his -
etrog (while his homeis still bereft of -
food), “Praised be the Blessed and Sublime -
Name for ... fulfilling my every need.”

At the other extreme is Rabbi Baruch -
of Mezbizh (died 1811), described by
Buber as a man of wealth, power, pride,
and splendor. Even if this i3 somewhat
exaggerated, he did represent a view op-
posed to R. Mikhel's asceticism. .

THUS it is no accident that Agnon brings
R, Baruch on stage at the end to request 2
retelling of the story lest we, on first hiear-
ing, mistake Reb Mikhelch for'an un- -
qualified tzaddik. Agnon, perhaps .
speaking through the Rabbi of Mezbizh, =
savesmclastwordmfork.mkheidm bm'
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end. Note, {00, the unequivocal portrayal
of the hero in these three versions asa role
model to emulate,

One vegsion appears in a Chasidic An-
thology, where the tales are amanged ac-
- cording to alphabetized topics. The first of
a dozen tales under the heading “Anger” is
the-story of a wealthy Jew who lent his
thousand-zloty efrog to a neighbor who
dropped and damaged it.

“The wealthy man bethought him-
self of the large sum he had spent on
the etrog ... He reminded himself
however, that should he feel anger
against the borrower ... this would

. be displeasing o the Lord. He there-
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a perfect etrog to town for sale for
50 reinish. R. Mikhel rushed to seil
his father's tefitlin, and bought the
etrog. When his wife learned of this,
she was furious and bombarded her

- husband with curses and insults:

‘How dare you? How many times
have I implored you to sell the tefil-
lin for household necessities, and
you refused? And now ..." She
worked herself into a rage finally
grabbing the eirog from the table.
She bit the stem off with her teeth,
and spit it to the ground. R. Mikhel

‘watched, not uttering a word of
reproach. 'If the Holy One Blessed

the final paragraph is not irrelevant o the
plot, The casual reader may stop following
the story when the action ends with the
tzaddik’s last words and just skim the final
paragraph considering it a list of Chasidic
rabbis arbitrarily mentioned for no osten-
sible reason. Agnon was rarely arbitrary.
One end of the Chasidic spectrum in
Galicia was represented by R. Yehiel Mik-
hel (died about 1786),a dour ascetic. Buber
describes him as one who remained pure
and didn’t understand the temptations of
men. “According to a report which all but
crosses Lthe border between the sublime and
the ridiculous, he never warmed himself at
the stove, for this would have been a con-
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