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Summary of Talia Feldman’s Thesis

Grade’s, The Yeshiva,
An Analysis of the Relationship Between Teachers and Students
By Talia Feldman

This thesis provides an in-depth analysis of Chaim Grade’s novel first published
in Yiddish as Tsemakh Atlas and appearing in translation, in two volumes, as The Yeshiva
and Masters and Disciples. The thesis seeks to analyze Grade’s novel in its historical
context, to compare the various teaching models it describes, and to explore how these
models relate to traditional Jewish ideas about education. It is informative for those who
want to learn more about Grade and his work and also for those looking to explore the
complexities of the relationship between teachers and students.

In total, there are twelve chapters. The first chapter explores Chaim Grade’s life
and the world in which he lived. In Chapter Two, connections are drawn between the
historical figures, Israe] Salanter and Hazon Ish and the two central teachers of the novel-
Tsemakh Atlas and Shaye Avraham Kosover. Chapters Three and Four consist of a
detailed précis of The Yeshiva and Masters and Disciples.

Part II of the thesis analyzes the novel using texts from Hilkhot Talmud Torah in
order to compare the novel’s themes with traditional Jewish views. The analysis of the
novel is divided into six chapters: The relationship of Hilkhot Talmud Torah to The
Yeshiva, The idealization of Yeshiva Life, Teachers’ Ideals vs. the Reality of Life with
Students, Judgment vs. Mercy as a Teaching Tool, The Teacher as Replacing the Parent,
The Student as Embodying the Teacher’s Philosophy and Consciousness. Each chapter |
includes verses from Hilkhot Talmud Torah. These passages from the Mishneh Torah
and passages from the novel itself form the basis of the analysis. Part III, the novel’s
conclusion, evaluates the success of the Tsemakh and Shaye as teachers. The addendum
includes four Talmudic passages about the relationship of teachers and students.
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PART1
The Yeshiva and the Context in which it was Written

Chapter 1. Introduction- Chaim Grade’s Life and the World in which He Lived
Chaim Grade’s novel, The Yeshiva, is to a large extent, autobiographical,
mirroring the intellectual, religious, and social trends and conflicts experienced by the
author. Grade was born in Vilna in 1910 and died in 1960. While he began life as a
traditional religious Jew and attended several Musar Yeshivas, he later becarne a member
of the literary movement, “Young Vilna.” As a Yiddish writer, Grade strove to integrate
secular Yiddish culture into the trends of world literature. He wanted to bring traditional

Jews into contact with the progressive, contemporary world.

Grade’s works include The Muserniks, a poem on the spiritual struggles of
Yeshiva students and the story, My Quarrel with Hersh Rassayner, the story of an
argument between a secular and religious Jew in Canada after the second world war.
Grade’s most prevalent themes include- the conflicts between traditional religious and
secular ways of life, the tragedy of the Holocaust, the details of daily Yeshiva life, and
the specific challenges of the Musar philosophy. His novel, The Yeshiva, was first
published in Yiddish in 1967 with the tﬁle Tsemakh Atlas. Grade’s portrayal of the
Yeshiva is far from senthneﬂml. Like many who rejected their religious upbringing in |
favor of a secular life, Grade sees the shortcomings and limitations of the Yeshiva world.
An enlightened Jew, Grade examined traditional belief systems under a highly critical
and objective lens. Yet, Grade’s portrayal of the Yeshiva is multi-faceted. He does not '

aim solely to condemn the Yeshiva world. Perhaps in light of its devastation in the

Holocaust, Grade also seeks to portray the beauty and uniqueness of Yeshiva life, now
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gone forever. Grade writes with sensitivity. He depicts characters and scenes of Yeshiva
life with photographic accuracy and pointed specificity. He describes struggles, conflicts,
and personalities that he himself experienced and which remained a part of him long after
he had abandoned Yeshiva life.

At the start of the novel, Chaikl is taken in as Tsemakh’s student, but he is soon
drawn to Shaye. Chaikl’s attraction to these two mentors, each with his own distinctive
style, may represent Grade’s own attraction to the two modes of thought and the two
pedagogical philosophies represented by each teacher. As a child, Grade was, in fact, a
student of the Hazon Ish. Later, as a secular Yiddish writer, Grade still felt the influence
of his old teacher.! While Grade may have had no direct contact with Israc] Salanter, he
surely felt Salanter’s influence. In The Yeshiva, the juxtaposition of Israel Salanter and
Hazon Ish, Tsemakh and Shaye, is a primary focus. In many ways, the philosophies of
Tsemakh and Shaye conflict with one another. Chaikl’s confusion over which path to

follow may represent Grade’s own ambivalence.

! Kaplan, Lawrence, “Hazon Ish: Haredi Critic of Traditional Orthodoxy,” in
Wertheimer, The Uses of Tradition (New York, 1992), p.146.
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Chapter I1. Tsemakh Atlas & Israel Salanter Shaye, Avraham Kosover & Hazon Ish

It is worthwhile to examine the similarities and differences between the characters
of Tsemakh Atlas and Avraham Shaye Kosover and the two historical figures, Rabbi
Israel Salanter and Hazon Ish, on whom the fictional characters are based. First, a word
about Israel Salanter, the founder of the Musar movement. He was born as Israel ben
Ze’ev Wolf in Zager Poland in 1810. He had a traditional Jewish upbringing and began
to feel, as a young man, that traditional Judaism needed to be strengthened against the

temptations of modern life and the haskalah.

...unlike certain other leaders in the traditional camp who thought there was room for a certain
degree of cooperation with the maskilim, already in the 1840°s Rabbi Israel took a vigorous stand
that negated any form of cooperation with that movement... The establishment of the Musar
movement, a voluntary movement that raised the benner of ethical and religious renewal, must
therefore be seen as one of the earliest and most important expressions of a traditional society that
had become aware of the dangers confronting its values and forms, and which organized itself to
take action in their defense.’

While Salanter remained rooted in traditional forms of halakhic discourse, he
emphasized moral perfection and the transformation of the self as the goal of religious
observance. Salanter believed that, through the observance of the mitzvot, both ethical

and ritual, one could overcome his yetzer ha-rah. He wrote,

There are two kinds of character transmutation: one in which man turns the powers of his soul to
the good, so that the power of evil is totally uprooted and not seen at all... This is required in the
case of the rational (ethically self-evident) commandments, pertaining to his fellow... The second
way involves the “transmutation” of his general will, to love and heed that which comes from the
mouth of God in the traditional commandments (ritual or ceremonial law reflecting arbitrary,
Divine willg known to us by revelation, and to seek out and reduce the power of the appetite in
each detail.

? Etkes, Immanuel. Rabbi Israel Salanter and the Mussar Movement (Philadelphia,
1993), p.174.

3 Kitvei, as cited in Etkes, p. 294



Even though Salanter believed in the power of traditional observance, he felt that
traditional learning, on its own, is insufficient and must be supplemented by studying the
ethical works of Musar philosophy.* Salanter supported the classical rabbinic notion of
God as the One who grants reward and punishment. He placed particular emphasis on
God’s ability to punish and on our need, as sinners, to live in fear of God. Salanter
believed that fear of God is the basis of faith.

The first condition of wholeness is fear. And observance of the mitzvot, which are between man

and his fellow man, is not possible if the mizzvor are based on human principles alone and if they

are not connected to belief in God and in the pure fear of God. All of the rational, logical, and

human reasons are nullified the moment they encounter experiences of reality, and they are
shattered on the hard rock of the impulses and animal desires. Fear of God alone is the factor that !
has the strength to restrain a person and to curb his impulses and animal desires. Moreover, even f
for the very essence of faith, fear serves a primary factor. There is no stability and force for faith

without fear, and therefore it is written, “And the people feared God and believed in God.”

(Exodus 14:31) Without fear, faith is liable to be misdirected and distorted according to the

inclinations and desires (of a person) and to take different forms. Only fear of God serves as a

compass to direct faith to its pure channels.®

Salanter struggled to integrate his desire for a life of asceticism and anonymity
with his desire to spread the ideas of Musar. He did not take up any official rabbinic
position, but considered becoming a maggid, an itinerant preacher, or a mashgiah, a
model and guide of Musar education.® In 1840, he moved from Salant to Vilna. Despite
political pressure, Salanter refused to become the head of the Vilna rabbinical seminary.
Instead, in order to be able to support his wife, he accepted the position of resh metivta or
head of one of on of the Vilna yeshivot.” Since Vilna was a major center of Jewish life,

Salanter was exposed to a broad range of political, social, and religious trends. In

4 Etkes, p. 196

5 Salanter, Isracl, Ituray HaTora B 'shalach For Hebrew, see Appendix A
S Etkes, p. 74

7 Etkes, p. 74
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particular, Salanter witnessed the influence of the haskalah and its adherents. He also
came into contact with working class Jews who inhabited Vilna and who suffered from
poor economic conditions. Thus, in Vilna, Salanter developed a sense of empathy for
those on the lower rungs of society.® At times, he took an active role in communal
matters. For example, he worked to improve the living conditions of Yeshiva students
and mandated his fellow Jews to help the sick during a cholera epidemic, even if it meant
working on Shabbat. Throughout his life, Salanter continued to move from place to
place, establishing Musar yeshivot and attracting huge crowds with his fiery sermons.
From 1849-1857 he lived in Kovgo where he cultivated communities centered upon
Musar philosophy. One of his primary settings for disseminating his philosophy was the
beit Musar, Small study houses where discourses on Musar philosophy and practices
were delivered. In 1857, Salanter moved to Prussia, where he lived in Memel,
Koenigsberg, and Berlin. He began to wear German dress, preach in German and to
master secular subjects, such as science, while continuing his religious studies. Salanter
died in Koenigsberg in 1883. Salanter left few written works except Iggere! ha-Musar,

his Musar Epistle, and his letters and discourses which are compiled in Or Yisrael.

Tsemakh Atlas lived after the founding of the Musar movement and so cannot be
historically equated with Israel Salanter. However, many parallels can be drawn between
the two figures. Both Tsemakh and Salanter traveled in order to recruit young students
and, with them, establish Musar yeshivot.‘ Essential to Musar education was the presence

of a mashgi 'ah, a spiritual mentor, who would guide students. Both Salanter and

¥ Etkes, p.80




Tsemakh had the capacity to be mentors. Both are both distinguished by their strong
charisma and ability to express the beliefs of Musar in sharp and fiery terms. Here, an

observer describes Salanter’s sermonic style,

When we were privileged to stand before him here in the holy commumity (that is Kovan)... there
was a long period during which our teacher, of blessed memory, isolated himself all week long in
self-abstention and seclusion in the nearby town of Aleksot, across the River Neimen, and would
only come to his home here in the city on the holy Sabbath. Then some of his closest disciples
would go to him once a week to his place of seclusion, a full minyan of ten. When he had recited
the Aftemoon Prayer, our master wrapped himself in a 7a/lit, and began to preach to us conceming
the fear of God, may He be blessed, as he was wont to do, and at times he would preach for
several hours. In the middle of the sermon, he would begin to say words of reproof and spiritual
awakening with great excitement, until our hearts melted and he would weep a great deal... And
we prayed together with him in public concemning the spiritual Evil Impulse, to remove the heart
of stone from our flesh and to purify our hearts to serve Him in Truth.?

Both Tsemakh and Salanter engage in moments of ecstatic prayer and extreme
behavior designed to enhance their fear of God and to purge themselves of the desires of
the ego. In addition, each man acknowledges that rational thought could be a foil for the
yetzer ha-rah.'"® Both are painfully aware of the insidious quality of the evil impulse
which can be present even in acts that appear, on the surface, to be good."" Thus,
Tsemakh and Salanter examine all actions, including their own, with a probing and

judgmental eye in order to expose what sins their actions might conceal.'?

? Blazer, Isaac, as cited by Etkes, p. 232
1 Etkes, p.100 & Grade, Vol. I, p. 208
' Grade, Chaim, The Yeshivah, (New York, 1967), p.206

Hereafter all References to Grades The Yeshiva will be referred to as Grade, Vol. I and
references to Masters and Disciples will be referred to as Grade, Vol. I

12 Btkes, p.211




Both Salanter and Tsemakh shy away from positions of public, rabbinical office.
Just as Tsemakh spent much of his time alone in the Musar attic, so too Salanter went
through phases of seclusion.'’ In the novel, Tsemakh vacillates between practicing
extreme asceticism and then indulging in the pleasures of secular life. Salanter, too,
veered away from the trappings of traditional observance when he moved to Memel and
took up secular studies. The societal context of each figure also binds them together.
Vilna, the place where Salanter developed much of his Musar philosophy, mirrors, to a
certain extent, Valkenik, the town were much of The Yeshiva unfolds. Both settings
contain a broad range of political and religious groups ranging from the maskilim, to
Zionists, to traditional Jitvaks, to members of the impoverished working class.
Interaction with all of these groups causes both Salanter and Tsemakh to define and to
defend their personal philosophy. Thus, their Musar ideals immerge in bold relief.
Musar philosophy is heavily concerned with issues of morality. Just as Salanter
addressed the social inequalities of his day, so too Tsemakh exhibits righteous
indignation when characters such as Stasya the maid are treated unjustly. In addition,
Tsemakh rails against the materialism of certain characters such as Volodya Stupel, the
owner of the flour shop in Lomzhe and Reb Zushe Sulkes, the Trustee of the Free Loan
Society in Nareva.'* Another interesting similarity between the two men. Arye Leib
Shapiro, the rabbi of Kovno from 1849-1854 led a strong movement of opposition to
Salanter. In the novel, Reb Mordekhai-Aaron Shapiro becomes the head rabbi of

13 Etkes, p. 233

4 Grade, Vol. I, Part I, Ch. 5 & Grade, Vol. II, Part III, Ch. 9
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Valkenik. Like Rabbi Shapiro of Kovno, Rabbi Shapiro of Valkenic does not approve of
Tsemakh. "

Despite the many similarities between Tsemakh Atlas and Israel Salanter, there
are significant differences. In The Yeshiva, Tsemakh appears to completely abandon a
life of Talmud learning for that of Musar meditation and study. Salanter too separated
himself from the traditional world. His emphasis on spiritual and ethical renewal
represented an inherent criticism to religious world he encountered. Like Tsemakh,
Salanter placed himself in opposition to the status quo. Yet, in spite of his departure from
accepted norms, Salanter retained a strong connection to traditional learning. He wanted
traditional learning to be enhanced by the study of Musar but not for one to preclude the
other. Tsemakh, on the other hand, speaks out against study of Torah as a means of
purging oneself of the yerzer ha-rah. He argues this point with Shaye who understands

Torah study as an essential element for perfecting one’s character.'®

Both Tsemakh and Salanter strive to establish an inner circle of disciples through
whom they disseminate their philosophy. As The Yeshiva shows, Tsemakh is unable to
establish close relationships with his students. Salanter, on the other hand, was ablé to
create such bonds.!” More than Tsemakh Atlas, Israel Salanter was willing to adapt his

expectations in order to meet students’ at their level of ability and to exercise compassion

'3 Grade, Vol. I, Part V, Ch. 11
16 Grade, Vol. I, Part V, Ch. 19
17 Etkes, p. 110
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when necessary.'® Tsemakh and Shaye also relate differently to their families. Whereas
Tsemakh leaves his wife Slava soon after their marriage, Salanter took on the position of
resh metivta, in Vilnius, in order to be able to support his wife.'” Thus, it appears that
Tsemakh Atlas is a character loosely based on Israel Salanter, but more than this, the
character of Tsemakh is an expression of Musar philosophy and its distorting effects,
should it be embodied and taken to an extreme.

The Hazon Ish and his relationship to the fictional character, Reb Avraham Shaye
will now be addressed. Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz, lived from 1878-1953. He was
educated by his father and, as an adult, lived a modest life, supported by his wife. His
first work on Orah Hayim and other parts of the Shulchan Aruch was published under the
pseudonym, “Hazon Ish.” In spite of his desire for anonymity, Karelitz became a
worldwide authority on halakhah and exercised a huge influence on religious Jewry. He
published forty books, models of lucid halakhic argument, and became a guide to
thousands of students. Unlike members of the Musar movement, who focused on matters
of morality and ethics, the Hazon Ish was interested in spiritual development through the
_perfection of religious observance. Rather than modern man’s emphasis on the assertion
of the self, the Hazon Ish believed that Jews must subjugate of themselves to religious
law. The Hazon Ish felt that the individual must strive to understand the peshat of Torah.

He adopted a text-centered approach to Torah study, believing that, through study of

13 Etkes, p. 179 & p. 112
19 Etkes, p. 74
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Torah and perfection of observance, one could over-come their yetzer harah.?® Veering
away from the legalistic creativity of the mitnagdim, the Hazon Ish went so far as to deny

the authority of the rabbis of his day to issue any kind of tagganah at all.?!

The Hazon Ish never headed a Yeshiva or acquired an official rabbinic position.
He was reluctant to state his position on communal matters. Yet, solely by virtue of his
character, he gained authority in the haredi community. His charisma, saintliness and
great compassion became the source of his power. He wrote,

It is incumbent upon us to draw them (the nonbelievers) to us with bonds of love, so that the light
of truth will illuminate their ways to whatever degree possible.Z

In the Yeshiva, Reb Shaye’s method of teaching and manner of living mirror that
of the Hazon Ish. Shaye lives a humble and solitary life. Like the Hazon Ish, he is
supported by his wife. Shaye seeks to study Torah for its own sake and does not wish to
indulge himself, over-much, in arguments of philosophy and morality. Here Shaye
speaks with Chaikl about the importance of study. Chaikl begins,

“One can understand Truth in ane hour, but to follow it- one must struggle a lifetime.”

“Is that your own original thought?” the rabbi asked, astonished.

“] heard it from our rosh Yeshiva, Reb Tsemakh Atlas.”

“One can understand truth in one hour, but to follow it, one must struggle a lifetime.” That’s a
good saying,” Reb Avraham Shaye Kosover mumured. Suddenly a youthful ruddiness spread
over his cheeks and his eyes twinkled cleverly as he looked at the youth. “It’s a good saying, but
it has nothing to do with sitting down and studying. If you’re not in a hurry to get back to your
father, come to the beth midrash.” He slowly led the way to the door and Chaikl followed.”

%0 Kaplan, p.150-2
21 Kaplan, p. 156-165
2 Kaplan, p. 147

2 Grade, Vol. I, p. 335
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According to Lawrence Kaplan, The Yeshiva brings the character of Hazon Ish to life.

Grade’s portrait dovetails beautifully with what we know of the Hazon Ish from both his own
writings and the more conventional biographies, and it serves to bring the Hazon Ish to lifein a
way more conventional and uncritical biographies cannot hope to equal. **

Just as Shaye has interacts with Tsemakh in The Yeshiva, so too the Hazon Ish has
contact with members of the Musar movement. Shaye interacts with Tsemakh, at times
criticizing Tsemakh’s method but being careful to rebuke him too severely, so too the

Hazon Ish tempered his criticism of members of the Musar movement.

...the Hazon Ish felt very strongly that the Lithuanian yeshivas of his day were the last bulwarks
of a tradition under siege, and that the analytic method and Musar ideology were the foundation
stones of these Yeshiva’s. One would have to very circumspect, then, in leveling any critique, lest
by overly sharp and explicit remarks about the analytic method or about Musar one would
somehow inadvertently weaken these Yeshiva's and thereby the tradition as a whole... An oft-
told story about the Hazon Ish relates that he once attended a Musar discourse... Atthe
discourse’s conclusion, the Alter approached the Hazon Ish and queried, “What is my friend doing
here? Ithought he was opposed to the Musar doctrine?™ The Hazon Ish replied, “True, but  am
even more opposed to your opponents.”

The historical/biographical elements of The Yeshiva contribute to our understanding of
the novel as arising out of Grade’s life experience and out of the historical context in
which he lived.

24 Kaplan, p. 149
%3 Kaplan, p. 163
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Chapter IIL. Précis of Volume One, “Tsemakh Atlas”

The novel begins by introducing Tsemakh Atlas from Lomzhe who became a
student of Musar philosophy in Navaredok. Unlike the mimagdim typically associated
with Lithuanian yeshivot, these disciples of Musar do not strive after the acquisition of
Talmudic knowledge. Rather, moral perfection in their goal. Students of Musar must
study central Musar texts. The most extreme students study in Navaredok. They believe
that they must undergo many trials in order to purge themselves of their ego and elevate
themselves to a higher moral level. Tsemakh the “Lomzher” as he is called, along with
many other Musar emissaries, travels through Russia and Poland recruiting young
students, taking them from their homes, and establishing Musar yeshivot in Poland and
Lithuania. Yet, despite his role as a representative of Musar, Tsemakh struggles
constantly with issues of faith, with his desire to purge himself of his evil inclination and

with his yearning to live a moral life.

The novel begins with Tsemakh’s choice to abandon a potential fiancé, Dvorele
Namiot, in Amdur and to return home. This decision, in addition to many others, will
haunt Tsemakh for the rest of his life. Tsemakh returns to the care of his aunt Tsertele
and uncle in Ziml in Lomzhe. Reb Ziml Atlas seems to walk in a trance with his head
facing up to the ceiling. He speaks of the pleasures of Yeshiva life compared to the baser
trials of the business world. This tension between the ideal of scholarly living versus the
material demand of family life is revisited throughout the novel. In Amdur, Volodya
Stupel, a childhood friend of Tsemakh’s from heder, is introduced. With his fleshy wife,

gluttonous appetite, and penchant for tossing coins in the air, Stupel stands in sharp

14




contrast to Tsemakh with his sharp features, darks eyes and bouts of melancholy
introspection. Tsemakh is constantly trying to rid himself of the materialism and desire
that Stupel represents. Also on his trip home, Tsemakh meets Slava a fashionable beauty.
While she too represents a sharp contrast to Musar philosophy and way of life, she
remains a central character in the life of Tsemakh Atlas. At the start of Part Ii, they are

married.

With his marriage, Tsemakh descends into a wholly secular life, dressing in fine
clothes and enjoying himself with his beautiful wife. Unable to live out the Musar ideal, -
Tsemakh seems to hav? abandoned it entirely. Thus, one of the novel’s central themes is
raised: Can the ideal of humble piety be embodied in the daily life of a Yeshiva scholar
who is surrounded by a world of materialism and desire? After Tsemakh’s marriage,
emissaries from the Yeshiva, Duber Lifshitz and Zundl Kondoper come to rescue him
from his apostasy. In their dialogue, Tsemakh restates his belief that ral perfection
cannot be derived from Talmudic hairsplitters who use legal quibbling to justify their
actions or even by strict adherence to the mitzvot but must be derived from cokd reason
alone. Later, Tsemakh will come to question whether reason is indeed a path to moral

perfection or whether it too can be used to indulge the yetzer harah. The two emissaries

from the Yeshiva are unable to convince Tsemakh to return but their visit affects

Tsemakh and leaves him depressed.

Eventually, disenchanted with the pleasures of secular life, Tsemakh decides that

he will return to the Yeshiva and resume his spiritual quest. Since his marriage, he has
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been working as a shopkeeper. Now he scrutinizes all who surround him- the clerks,
customers, and even the charity collector and judges them according to moral standards.
As a musarnik, Tsemakh feels it his duty to weed out falseness and to uncover people’s
moral failings. Of particular concern to him is Stasya, a maid of the Stupel family, who
lost her inheritance to her neighbors when her parents died. When she becomes pregnant

by Lolla, Volodya Stupel’s son, the family tries to abandon her.

Throughout the novel, weak and vulnerable characters emerge, many of them
women, who are put to shame by more elite members of society. In this incident,
Stasya’s complete lacic of power contrasts sharply with Lolla’s coarse, self-centered
brutality. Tsemakh and Slava end up taking Stasya into their home. Slava wants to send
Stasya away, but Tsemakh refuses and even threatens to tell of Slava’s earlier affair with
Bernard Frankel in order to protect Stasya’s dignity. This threat reveals an important
aspect of Tsemakh'’s relationships. While he strives to protect those in the larger society
who are vulnerable, he often fails to see the vulnerability and needs of those who are the
closest to him, in particular, his wife and students. Despite her coquettish and
materialistic nature, Slava is one of the more vulnerable characters in the novel. She
wants, more than anything, to be a wife to Tsemakh, but this is precisely what Tsemakh,
as he struggles with his relationship to sensuality and the material world, is unable to

allow her to do.

The battle rages on between Tsemakh and the Stupel family. Tsemakh wants to

be sure that the Stupels do not send Stasya to a Christian family. The more angry
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Volodya becomes with Tsemakh, the more badly he treats his clerks. This is
representative of another pattern that appears throughout the novel. However lofty his
motivations, Tsemakh seems to bring conflict with him. With this conflict often comes
hurt and injury to many. Still, despite her husband’s harsh nature and the conflict he
seems to inspire, Slava idolizes his high moral standards. She wants to try to make peace
between Tsemakh and her family. Yet, when her husband continues to show so little
interest in her, Slava is not motivated to take the necessary steps to resolve his conflict
with her family. This is an example, to be repeated later in the novel, of how Tsemakh’s
callousness to those closest to him breeds their resentment and ultimately results in his
inability to achieve his highest moral and spiritual potential. Slava’s feeling of being
ignored by her husband keeps her from traveling back to the yeshiva with him and from
wanting to live as a rebbetsin. Also, although the bond of marriage is, perhaps, her only
connection to Tsemakh, she will not grant him a divorce.

In Part III of the novel, we are introduced to Chaikl, the character in the novel
who most closely represents Grade himself. He is the son of Rabbi Shiomo Motte who is
a Hebrew teacher and a maskil, an enlightened Jew, who hovers between the world of the
Yeshiva and that of the truly secular maskilim. Shiomo Motte wants his son to become
an artisan so that he will not live the life of a Yeshiva student, dependent on others for
food and housing, and robotically repeating what he is told. Chaikl’s mother Vella, on
the other hand, loves the idea of her son becoming a Yeshiva scholar. Vella, like Grade’s

own mother, works long hours as a fruit peddler in order to support her son and her
dreams for him.
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In the beginning of Part IIl, Vova Barbitoler, one of the more pathetic characters
of the novel, is introduced. He is a tobacco merchant and the town drunkard. Vova
spends much of his time raving about his second wife, Confrada, who ran away to
Argentina where she had a second child. Without the rabbi’s consent, Vova got married
for a third time. Still, he is unable to rid himself of his lust for Confrada. However crude
his character, Vova enjoys doing mifzvor and buys a suit for Chaikl. Vova then
humiliates Chaikl by asking him to publicly display his new clothes. Chaikl is furious
but is rebuked by Menakhem Mendl, a student of Temakh’s, who reminds Chaikl that
true students of Mus& are not supposed to be bothered by public humiliation. Still,
unable to stand Vova's pestering, Chaikl raises his prayer stand against Vova who comes
to taunt him at the beir midrash. Chaikl’s show of disrespect to his elders brings shame
to his whole family.

Much of Vova’s rage about his second wife, Confrada, is poured out on Hertzke,
Confrada’s son. Feeling towards Hertzke both his love and his hate for Confrada,
Hertzke’s mother, Vova alternately kisses and beats his son. Hetzke, a bizarre character
himself, screams and smiles as he endures his father’s brutality. Shame is an important
theme throughout the novel. Because of his overwhelming sense of shame at being
rejected by Confrada, Vova attempts to humiliate others such as Chaikl and Hetzke.
Even Vova’s third wife Mindl is not immune. A particularly' poignant incident unfolds
on Yom Kippur when Vova enters the synagogue drunk and is mocked by Reb Senderl.

Finally, Vova is doused with water. Although his wife Mind! shows his compassion,
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Vova rips the wig from her head, exposing her baldness to the entire community. Then,
at the last minute, Tsemakh, a stranger to most of the worshippers, rushes in, grabs Vova,
and berates him for his behavior. This act prompts the question- are harsh words an
effective response to a character, such a Vova, who is already so humiliated? This scene
also contrasts the pious ideal, represented in the synagogue observance of Yom Kippur,
with the base, ego-driven events that unfold within the community, even on the holiest
day of the year. This dissonance highlights another central question raised by the novel-
Can a life of piety be integrated into the real world, into real communities, inhabited by

real people with pressing needs driven by ego and by desire?

As Tsemakh Atlas resumes his Musar existence, he is plagued by his longstanding

questions of faith. Tsemakh is unmoved by the rational, Aristotelian notion of God as
“First Cause.” He longs, not for_ a God whose existence he can piove, but rather a God
whose existence he can feel. Tsemakh longs for faith. Even as he struggles with
questions of belief, Tsemakh begins to try to recruit students from Vilna and bring them
to the Musar Yeshiva in Valkenik. He tries to convince Vella to send Chaikl and has a
standoff with Chaikl’s father, Reb Shlomo Motte, in the synagogue. Motte tells Chaikl
not to say kaddish for him if he decides to go to Valkenik. Tsemakh argues that the only
way to ward off the yetzer harah is to distance oneself from the evil influences of the
secular world. Tsemakh tells Reb Motte that there is no way to integrate secular,
enlightened life with a life of piety. Throughout the novel, many characters, in particular
Tsemakh and his students, feel themselves torn between secular/enlightened and religious

ways of life. Also, this scene, with a parent and Tsemakh Atlas arguing over the fate of a
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child illustrates how, in the world of The Yeshiva, a teacher became, to a certain extent, a

child’s new parent, especially if the child joined a Yeshiva far from home.

In Vilna, Tsemakh recruits other students besides Chaikl. Among them is

Melechke, a young delicate student studying at a local Yeshiva who is picked on by the

local boys. Tsemakh also pursues Hetzke, Vova’s son. While Hertzke is crude, clownish
and a thief and may not be a good influence on the Yeshiva, Tsemakh wants to rescue
hiﬁ from his father’s cruelty. In his usual way, Tsemakh approaches Vova with anger,
thus strengthening Vova’s resolve not to release his son. Later, when Vova hears Hertzke
trying to leave, he lock.s him in a pantry. After several rough encounters, the last of
which leaves Vova weeping on the floor, Vova agrees to let Hertzke go with Tsemakh.
He hopes that raising Hertzke to be a religious Jew will keep his son from Confrada and
will be some kind of revenge for Vova. At the end of Part ItI, the parents gather to say
tearful goodbyes to theif children. Chaikl is particularly struck by the sorrowful iﬁlage of
his parents bidding them farewell. With the young boys’ departure, the role of Tsemakh,

as his students’ new parent, is underscored.

In addition to Chaikl and Hertzke, Tsemakh also recruits Menakhem Mend]
Segal, a shopkeeper who gets permission to study from his wife. Tsemakh promises.that
he will make enough money at the Yeshiva to support his family. With Menakhem
Mendl, another central issue is raised. To what extent should a life of piety and study

remove an individual from his wife and family? This question is raised in Tsemakh’s
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own life concerning his relationship with Slava and in the lives of many of the Yeshiva

students.

With this rather unimpressive collection of students, it appears that Tsemakh’s
Yeshiva will be more of a haven for the persecuted than a place of serious learning.
Tsemakh himself worries whether, given the caliber of the students, he will in fact be '#

able to enact his high Musar ideals. This tension between Tsemakh’s ideals and the
reality of his students’ abilities sets the stage for Tsemakh’s eventual alienation from the

students he has set out to lead.

Part I'V of the novel opens with the students’ arrival in Valkenik. The beautiful

description of Valkenik’s shul calls to mind the ideal of religious life to which Tsemakh

|
|
|
I
|
|
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and others, aspire. The widow, Gitl, is introduced with her two daughters, Leitshe and ’
Ronya. It is Gitl’s job to feed the Yeshiva students. These interactions with the i
townspeople, especially the women, who provide room and board for students, provide ;
them with a constant source of temptation, and pull them from the life of piety for which i

they are being trained.

There already exist a community of Yeshiva students in Valkenik, each with their ‘ :
own quirks. There is the cross-eyed prodigy Sheeya Lipnishker and Yoel Uzder, a
former orphan with joined eyebrows who has amassed a small fortune, There is also the

[
[
pale, delicate Yosef Varshever who wears a pinc nez and who is fastidious about his :
dress. Such portraits, with their extreme specificity, are characteristic of The Yeshiva and i?

}
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give the impression that Grade experienced, first-hand, the Yeshiva world about which he

writes.

The beginning of Part IV, also introduces Rabbi Hirshe Gordon whose honesty
and piety have earned him respect among the inhabitants of Valkenik. Reb Gordon is a
traditionally religious Jew and a member of the agudah party. Chaikl often eats at Reb
Gordon’s house and is tempted by lust for his daughter Tsharne. Tsemakh Atlas boards

at Reb Lippa Yosse’s home. Lippa Yosse is the ritual slaughterer of the town and a ba’al

tefillah. Tsemakh finds himself drawn to Reb Yosse’s daughter, Ronya, whose husband -

is away. She begins to prepare late dinners especially for Tsemakh.

In order to conquer his desire for Ronya, Tsemakh resolves to spend his nights in
the Musar meditation room. There he meets Chaikl and speaks to him of the challenge of
uprooting evil desires, a challenge that far exceeds simply doing good dwds Tsemakh
describes how an evil motivation can hide behind what appears to be a holy act and how,
even rationality, can be used to serve of the yetzer harah. In this diatribe, Tsemakh
expresses many central aspects of Musar philosoph}. Tsemakh’s sharp tone with Chaikl
is only one example of how Tsemakh’s critical relationship to his students reflects his
own self-criticism, his personal struggles and conflicts. Eventually, Tsemakh’s students
begin to embody their teacher’s consciousness and way of life. For example, throughout
the novel, Tsemakh’s relationship with women is characterized by guilt and strife.

Chaikl also experiences similar conflicts in his relationship with women. One is
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prompted to wonder whether Tsemakh’s personal struggles actually engender similar
struggles in his students.

Mid-way through Part I'V of the novel, there is a poignant scene in which
Tsemakh discovers Melechke asleep over his Talmud in the beit midrash. In one of the
few examples of tenderness between Tsemakh and a student, Tsemakh carries Melechke

back to Reb Gordon’s home, holding Melechke as though he is a sefer Torah. Here h

Melechke assumes the role of Tsemakh’s child and also the sacred vessel of Tsemakh’s
teachings. Part I'V also illustrates some of the political and religious conflicts within
Valeknik and the surrounding world. Eltzik Bloch, Reb Gordon’s brother in law, speaks
out at dinner from his extreme mizrachi, Zionist perspective. An enlightened Jew, he
disagrees both with the philosophy of the agudah party and with the excessive behaviors
of students of Musar. Political tensions mount when the former Valkenik rabbi, Yaakov
Lev, decides to leave for Palestine, and a new rabbi must be chosen. Will it be a mastkil,

an enlightened Jew? Eltzik block thinks so, but Reb Lippa Yosse stridently disagrees.

As with Tsemakh and his first fiancé and similar to the incident with Stasya the
maid, Part I'V presents another instance of a woman being abandoned. This time Yosef
Varshever, the pale delicate Yeshiva student, abandons Leitshe, Gitl the cook’s daughter,
in favor of Nekhoma, the daughter of a local merchant. Leitshe is mocked by all the local
youths, and Gitl realizes that all her past favors to Yosef were for naught. She gives all
the Yeshiva students less food. Thus, all suffer because of Yosef’s decision. However,

Reb Lippa Yosse does not think this punishment is severe enough and says that, in the

23




past, Yosef would have been fined. Tsemakh knows that he must speak to Yosef about
his misconduct but fears that the student will bring up Tsemakh’s own broken
engagement. Yosef does exactly that. This is only one of many times in the novel when
the conflicts and failures of Tsemakh’s own life impede his ability to be a mentor to his

own students.

Yosef Varshever is not the only student who misbehaves. Hertzke, Vova’s
wayward son, is also up to no good. He has taken up with Sroylezer the bricklayer and
his depraved crowd. Tsemakh tracks Hertzke down at the local dance and tells Sroleyzer
that he is a Haman for not chasing Hertzke back to the Yeshiva. Grade describes, in
crude terms, the sensuality of the couples at the dance. Thus, we return to a central theme
in the novel, the tension between sensuality and religious life. Also, the novel once again
presents the question- are Yeshiva students capable of achieving the ideals set forth by
their teacher or will they be constantly dragged down by their yetze.r ha-rah.

Towards the end of Part IV, Confrada arrives to take Hertzke back to Argentina
with her. She is no longer the beauty she once was. Vova realizes he has needlessly
pined away for her and that, for all these years, his mania has been self-induced. Vova
kisses his son and weeps, begging him to stay. Then he falls into a faint. At first the
townspeople side with Confrada. Then they condemn her. Vova shows up at Lippa
Yosse’s house and tells Tsemakh that he has destroyed his life. He believes that, if

Hertzke remained at home, Confrada would not have come. Despite his father’s
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pleading, Hertzke decides to leave for Argentina with his mother. The episode concludes

in a painful scene with Hertzke taunting his father as his train pulls out of the station.

After Hertzke’s departure, Slava comes to find Tsemakh and impresses the
Yeshiva students with her beauty. In spite of her hopes, Slava sees that Tsemakh has not
changed. He is still incapable of loving her and can only hate himself for desiring her.
The description of the deadness of winter around them seems to reflect the frozen quality
of Tsemakh and Slava’s relationship.

In spite of Hirshe Gordon’s disapproval, Reb Arye Leyb Miadovnik, “The
Misagoleh Rabbi” is considered as a potential candidate for the position of the head rabbi
of Valkenik. Unable to restrain himself, Reb Gordon heckles Reb Arye as he speaks
from the pulpit and undermines the community’s faith in this candidate. Usually one to
gravitate towards situations of conflict, Tsemakh Atlas does not speak up. Reb Arye
Leyb is furious at Tsemakh for not supporting him, but Tsemakh cannot risk loosing Reb
Gordon’s support of the Yeshiva. This is a pointed of about how the Yeshiva’s survival
is contingent upon a favorable political relationship with its supporters. Thus, we see that
Tsemakh will, at times, adapt his strict ideals and opinions in order to insure the well-

being of the Yeshiva.

During her visit to Valeknik, Slava learns about Ronj'ra and guesses that this
vulnerable woman, left so often by her husband, could easily fall in love with Tsemakh.

She also meets Yosef Varshever who tells her that he wants Tsemakh to perform his
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wedding, and thereby condone his broken engagement. Yosef plans to use Tsemakh’s
own broken first engagement as blackmail. Slava understands the explosive nature of
community politics and sees that people must not be provoked. As she continues to
interact with the residents of Valkenik and to charm the Yeshiva students, her cultured
manner contrasts sharply with their unsophisticated behavior. Finally, sure that Tsemakh
doesn’t love her, Slava decides to leave. If he did love her, she thinks, he would not feel
so guilty about his first fiancé. Besides loosing the companionship of Slava, Tsemakh

decides to distance himself from Ronya as well and to move to a different home.

At the conclusion of Part IV, Soyah Etle is introduced. She is a member of the
hevra kaddishah who lovingly tends the Valkenik graveyard. A bit senile, she treats
graves, and those that lie beneath them, as her companions. She tends each plot lovingly
and knows the location of every one. Soyeh Etl also owns a guesthouse where many of
the Yeshiva boys stay. She enjoys watching the boys through holes in the walls to their

room.

Part V opens with a description of Chaik!’s return home to h.lS parents for pesach.
He tells them about Hertzke’s departure for Argentina and his cruelty to Vova. The seder
in Chaikl’s home proceeds listlessly with Chaikl’s mother, Vella, dozing off and his
father, Shlomo Motte, falling ill. Melechke, the once vulnerable young Yeshiva student,
also returns home to Vilna for Passover. His seder, like Chaik!’s is less than ideal.
While away at the Yeshiva, Melechke has become so pious that he seems to his family

both fanatical and arrogant. Among other things, Melechke is angry at his mother, Zelda,
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for opening her store on pesach even though it could contain leaven. Melechke’s rigid
observance contrasts sharply with his father, Kasrielke’s, philosophy. His father believes
that moral behavior is far more important than religious observance. After experiencing
these changes in Melechke, his family does not want him to return to the Yeshiva. The
contrast between both Chaik!’s and Melechke’s piety and the religious interest of their 3

families points to the question of whether the ideals of the Yeshiva conflict with the

demands and the best interests of family life.

Freyda Vorobey, another of the novels’ eccentric characters, appears in Part V.
Freyda, who has been a.handoned by her husband for a peasant woman, is supported by
her sister who sends money from America. Freyda spends most of this money, however,
on candy. Chaik! meets Freyda because he teaches Nokhemke, Freyda’s son at the beit
midrash. Freyda offers to take Chaik! in, to live as a boarder with her and her reclusive
daughter. Chaikl res1sts until his father, Shlomo Motte, comes to Valkenik to recover

from his illness and Chaikl can find nowhere else for them to stay.

Toward the beginning of Part V, Tsemakh meets Ronya’s husband, Azriel
Weinstock, who has returned home because of a financial dispute. Wanting Ronya to be
happy, Tsemakh tries to convince Azriel to stay home and teach a Talmud class. Azriel
laughs at the suggestion, and Ronya is privately warmed by Tsemakh’s display of care.
Still, Tsemakh continues to live as a hermit. In his solitude, his usual doubts loom large

as ever. He longs for faith, not a faith proved by logic but one felt with all his senses.
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Despite the fact that he has devoted himself to a life of Torah, he doubits its Divine

origins. He imagines himself burned by the rising sun, longing for a life of virtue.

As Tsemakh hides out alone and struggles with himself, Valkenik undergoes a

major transition. The old Valkenik rabbi, Yaakov Lev, leaves for Palestine. Reb Lippa

PO sk e e st &

Yosse weeps at the departure of his dear friend, and Eltzik Bloch braces himself,
knowing that, with his father-in-law’s departure, his own prestige will decline. Reb

Yaakov Lev is replaced by Reb Mordekhai Aaron Shapiro, a man who happened upon
Valkenik purely by chance. Reb Shapiro is not aligned with Hirshe Gordon’s pious
agudah faction, nor with Eltzik Bloch's faction of enlightened mizrachi Jews. Tsemakh
worries about Reb Shapiro’s arrival because in Tsemakh'’s youth, Tsemakh studied with
Reb Shapiro’s sons. Tsemakh does not believe they have forgiven him for his decision,

years ago, to embrace the secular world.

Rabbi Shapiro is welcomed with much fanfare. The level of celebration
accompanying the rabbi’s arrival seems almost absurd, especially given the reality of the
community’s life with various rabbis. Whoever the leader, political squabbles and
discontent remains. Still, the joy with which Reb Shapiro is welcomed serves to
underscores the people’s need for a rabbi and their desire to devote themselves to a
réligious leader. While the novel spends much time on the more base aspects of
communal life- politics, eccentricity, and desire, the people’s idealistic attachment to

their religious leaders, at moments, emerges from the narrative, pristine and undaunted.
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Soon after Reb Shapiro is appointed as the Valkenik rabbi, almost halfway
through Part V, the summer residents begin to arrive. Among them is Reb Avraham
Shaye Kosover who plays almost as important a role in the novel as Tsemakh himself.
Reb Shaye is the author of The Vision of Abraham. Yet, despite his fame, Shaye has not
chosen to live the life of a rabbi or a rosh Yeshiva. Rather, he has chosen to study Torah
lishmah, for its own sake. Since he was a child, Reb Shaye has considered himself
something of a stranger on earth and has shied away from mediating legal and religious
disputes even when asked. Shaye carries with him a certain mystique, and the studénts of
the Valkenik Yeshiva can’t wait to meet him. One by one, Sheeya, Yoel, and Medl travel
out to Shaye’s cottage w1th moral and scholarly questions for him to answer. Shaye
greets each student with peace and humility. Mendl wants to know whether or not he
should leave the Yeshiva and return to care for his family. He is not making enough
money at the Yeshiva to bring them to Valkenik, even though Tsemakh had promised
that he would. Shaye leaves Mend!’s question unanswered. During his visit, Shaye must
lie down because he has a weak heart. In his soft-spoken manner and physical
vulnerability, Shaye provides a rabbinic model entirely different from that of Tsemakh
Atlas. According to Tsemakh, the yeshiva students.arc far too distracted by Shaye’s
arrival. Tsemakh does not think, as do others, that Shaye’s a visit to the Yeshiva will
increase the yeshiva’s chances of receiving financial support. Nor does Tserakh agree
with Mendl about Shaye’s virtue and modesty.

On his way to visit the Yeshiva, Shaye meets Chaikl. Plagued by lust for

Kreyndl, his landlady’s daughter, Chaikl speaks of the difficulty of following the moral
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path even when one knows what it is. Shaye expresses the idea central to his philosophy,
that achieving moral perfection is far less important than sitting down and studying
Torah. This interaction between Shaye and Chaikl is a prelude to the relation;hip that
will form between them in the ensuing chapters.

While Shaye is unwilling to join Reb Shapiro in his denigration of Tsemakh,
Shaye does not have a positive first impression of Tsemakh. He provokes Shaye, saying
that if he truly doesn’t want students to take time away from their studies to come visit
his cottage, Shaye should come tp the Yeshiva to visit them. Shaye asks questions of
various Yeshiva studems; in order to learn more about the Yeshiva itself and the character
of its students. He is unsure whether Mend!’s returning home would have too much of a
negative impact on students. Rabbi Shapiro and Shaye continue to speak about
Tsemakh’s character and philosophy, his dedication to rational and moral mitzvor alone
and his failure in the eyes of the Narevnik proponents of Musar. Shaye points out

Tsemakh'’s extreme honesty and analyzes his reasons for wanting to run a school.

Later, Chaikl arrives at Shaye’s cottage in order to find out whether Shaye thinks
that Mend] should return home and to report Shaye’s answer to Mendl. Shaye then enters
into a more substantive critique of Tsemakh’s philosophy. Shaye does not believe, as
Tsemakh does, that an individual can search out all of his own faults and destroy them.
Such a quest, according to Shaye, can only result in the destruction of the self. Shaye
believes, instead, that one must elevate his flaws through Torah study. In this dialogue,

Chaikl] speaks for Tsemakh his teacher, explaining how the worm of evil can be hidden,
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even m the holiest act, and condemning sensuality. Shaye concludes the conversation by
saying that Jews love those who study Torah not those who are out to find others’ faults.
Chaikl travels back to the Yeshiva thinking that Shaye’s greatness is derived from his
simplicity. Chaikl carries with him a message from Shaye telling Mendl that he should

remain at the Yeshiva. Mendl is overjoyed.

As Chaikl’s relationship with Shaye develops, so does his relationship with
Kreyndl, Freyda Vorobey’s daughter. Freyda knows of her daughter’s liaisons with
Chaik! but guards their secrecy, hc!ping, as Kreyndl does, that the two will be married.
As Tsemakh did with Slava, Chaikl vacillates between lust and disgust for Kreyndl.
Chaik] is ashamed about his false piety in Shaye’s presence. Towards the end of PartV,
news of Chaikl’s affair begins to spread among the women of the town. Tsharne, the
cook’s daughter, no longer broken-hearted by Chaikl’s rejection, mocks him all through

dinner. Chaikl flees to the synagogue to find some peace and instead finds Tsemakh.

Tsemakh is ashamed of his own lust for Ronya and does not feel worthy enough
to condemn Chaik!’s behavior. Still, he feels that he has no choice and begins to yell at
Chaikl. Chaikl then begins to speak for Shaye. He reports the rabbi’s philosophy that
evil urges cannot be purged through confrontation and criticism. Tsemakh asks if Chaikl
has mentioned his love affair to Shaye. In the course of the conversation, .it becomes
clear that Chaikl’s former idolization of Tsemakh has turned to anger. When Chaikl

begins to cry, the vehemence of Tsemakh’s words only increases. This, in turn, fuels

Chaik!’s anger at Tsemakh and strengthens Chaikl’s resolve not to move out of Kreynd!l’s
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home. Chaikl confronts Tsemakh about his own past history with women, and Tsemakh
agrees that his zealousness for morality is driven by personal failure. This interaction
between Tsemakh and Chaikl is typical of Tsemakh’s interactions with his students in
that it is characterized by bitterness, anger, and alienation. The scene ends with Chaikl
stumbling out of the shul, leaving Tsemakh to struggle with his lack of faith and his
inability to find beauty in the world.

In spite of his harsh criticism of Chaikl, Tsemakh does not want him to leave the
Yeshiva. Tsemakh fears that the world outside would destroy Chaikl. Menakhem
Mendl, however, is concémed that Chaikl’s immorality will undermine the town’s
support of the Yeshiva. When Shaye gets word of Chaikl’s affair, he calls for him.
When Chaik! arrives at Shaye’s cottage, bracing for the worst, Shaye simply extends an
invitation for them to study together. At that moment, the world stands still for Chaikl.
With this invitation, Shaye enacts the philosophy of which he has spoken. Shaye raises
up this sinner, speaking to the highest in Chaikl rather than condemning his faults. With

Shaye’s gesture of support, Chaik!’s lust melts away.

Kreynd!’s desire, however, is unabated, and when Chaikl throws her out of his
bed, her weeping can be heard by everyone in the house. Now Chaikl flees to the beit
midrash where he meets Tsemakh. Tsemakh offers him a place to sleep, but Chaikl,
afraid of becoming indebted to his teacher, rejects his offer. 'Knowing that he will only

be mocked at Reb Gordon’s, Chaikl sees that he will have to return to Vilna, and upon
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this realization, he falls ill. Shaye pays Chaikl a sick call, and Chaikl’s father, Shlomo

Motte, despite being a maskil, is moved by Shaye’s kindness.

Tsemakh Atlas and Reb Shaye then engage in a debate about whether the study of .
Torah can purge one’s yetzer harah. Shaye thinks it can. He finds fault with the Musar ,
way of life because it provides no comfort or hape to a person who is burdened by the g
normal cares and obligations of the world. Talmud, Shaye believes, can be applied to and
integrated with daily life. Tsemakh says that only Musar fire is an antidote to human lust.
Tsemakh tells Shaye that he has too much faith in people. Shaye responds that Tsemakh
is compelled to hide ﬁom his students because he fears they will discover Tsemakh’s

own lack of faith. Thus concludes the first Volume of the novel.
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Chapter IV. Précis of Volume Two, “Masters and Disciples”

The second volume of the novel, entitled Masrers and Disciples, opens with
Tsemakh still in isolation. He has been warned by Shaye not to speak too much with his
students lest they discover his lack of faith. While Shaye is drawn to Tsemakh and wants
to help him, he fears being put in a position where he will have to rebuke Tsemakh.
Shaye avoids the use of confrontation when teaching. This characteristic sets Shaye apart
from the surrounding political climate, which is one of great conflict. As students from
va;'ious yeshivot come to Valkenik for vacation, they clash with one another. In
particular, the Navaredok students of Musar disapprove of the litvaks from Mir who,

according to the musarniks, do not sufficiently occupy themselves with issues of

morality.

As Shaye’s relationship thh Chaikl grows and deepens, many aspects of Shaye’s
character become apparent. Quite different from Tsemakh, Shaye exhibits great affection
for his students and speaks of them in complimentary terms. His manner is gentle.

Shaye does not believe that a ben torah should be rebuked for lack of observance. For
example, he is careful to protect his students’ dignity. Knowing that Chaik! is hungry,
Shaye finds a way to get Chaikl to eat without his needing to ask for food. At the end of
the day, Shaye gives Chaikl his own pillow. Shaye’s relationship to Chaikl is
characterized by intimacy and tenderness. Sometimes this closeness is too much for
Chaikl. For example, Chaikl turns away and does not want to see his teacher unclothed

when they go swimming together.
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Shaye tells Tsemakh that he does not think Tsemakh is a hero for trying to save
Hertzke because ultimately, Tsemakh ended up causing more damage than good in

Hertzke's life. Vova reinforces this sentiment when he tells Tsemakh that he destroys all

he touches and that he lives for conflict, turning sons against their fathers. Vova adds

that, when it comes to Tsemakh’s personal life, he does not practice what he preaches.

Shortly afterwards, in the middle of Part I, Tsemakh’s aunt Tsertele dies, leaving
his uncle Ziml alone. Tsemakh’s uncle had always advised him to become a recluse, to
live for Torah alone, and to not become tied down by family commitments. When his
wife dies, however, umic Ziml realizes that he had never fully appreciated his family life.
Again the question is raised, how should a pious scholar balance his religious
commitments and his family duties? The question remains unresolved for Tsemakh. Not
only is he estranged from his wife, he becomes increasingly cut off from his students.
They constantly disappoint him, for example, when they seem not to understand a sermon
of his that raises questions about faith.

After confronting Tsemakh, Vova goes to Shaye’s cottage. Shaye’s manner is
firm enough to keep Vova from violence, but he also treats Vova with respect thereby
awakening in him the desire to behave respectably. Shaye feels compelled to interfere in
| the dispute between Vova and Tsemakh in order to prevent the desecration of God’s
name. Although he doesn’t want to, Shaye opens his home to Vova and invites him to
stay for the night. As Shaye makes Vova’s bed, Vova tells him that he has taken an oath

to have Tsemakh driven out of town. Shaye says that he will take on Vova’s oath and,
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with it, the burden of its being broken. Shaye emphasizes that students of Torah must not
be made to suffer and speaks to Vova about the power of forgiveness. This attitude is
quite different from Tsemakh’s Musar philosophy in which suffering and penitence plays
a central role. Part I of Masters and Disciples ends with Vova at Shaye’s home and
Tsemakh alone in the his attic.

Part II begins with a description of the irreverent practices of the summer visitors
to Valkenik. The local girls become frustrated at their inability to find suitors. Then fires
break out as if to symbolize the simmering passions of the young people and the tensions -
between them. Mizrach;' students conflict with those who are members of the agudah.
The townspeople, for whom Hirshe Gordon speaks, are angry at the members of the
maskilik “library group” who promote secular books. The religious townspeople also
disapprove of the firemen who give a concert just before Zisha B’Av. Tensions between
the Zionists and the anti-Zionist members of the agudah come to a climax c‘m Tisha B’Av.
The Zionists can’t stand all the helpless wailing about the Temple’s destruction. In
addition, they resent the passive hope for the people’s return to Zion. Eltzik Bloch, a
Zionist himselt, asks for an aliyak on the Shabbat of Consolation. Instead, it is given to
his brother-in-law, a member of the agudah. Tensions erupt in a knock-down brawl in
the synagogue. Finally, the crowds disperse, and the mournful worshipper continue in

peace.

Not long into Part II, Soyeh Etl’s boarders begin to read books which are

forbidden books because of their scientific and sexual content. Meyerke Podoval, a

36




Bolshevik and a former Yeshiva student, is the ringleader. Meyerke is frustrated by the

Yeshiva students’ willingness to lead a double life, remaining in the Yeshiva and keeping

up a pious front but reading forbidden books on the side. Menakhem Mendl goes

rummaging through the boys’ possessions and finds their heretical books. The boys tell

him that they are reading these books in order to be able to refute heretics. Mendl then
realizes that they have no awe or fear of him. Thus, if he speaks to them too harshly, he

will loose them for good. Mend!’s dilemma points to two larger questions raised by the

novel- to what extent is condemnation an effective pedagogic tool? Are the ideals and ;

values of traditional religious teachers too far removed from the beliefs of students and

the reality in which they live?

During this time of conflicts among the townspeople and Yeshiva students, both '%
Shaye and Tsemakh choose not to intervene. This has long been Shaye’s stance when it %
comes to communal matters. Tsemakh, on the other hand, does not feel that he is in any
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spiritual condition to take a more active role in students’ well-being. The conflicts and
scandals rage on, the library supporters taking up with the local girls and Reb Gordon
being mocked for his old-fashioned piety.

The Yeshiva student, Sheeya Lipnishker, a prodigy and a bachelor, agrees to go to
Dekshne to teach Talmud to the simple farmers. He stays with a family who is caring for
a madwoman, Elke, The whole town, in fact, makes money by boarding the insane.
When Elke becomes pregnant, she says that Sheeya is the father, and Sheeya decides to

return o Valkenik. There he find the Yeshiva infected with heresy, at the center of which
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is Meyerke. Meyerke is still angry at Sheeya who spat in his face when Meyerke asked
Sheeya to read heretical books. Meyerke therefore decides to spread the rumor that it
was indeed Sheeya who impregnated Elke. Reb Shapiro tells Sheeya that he must swear
his innocence before the open Torah. Sheeya does so, groveling before the community,
the picture of shame and humiliation. Reb Shapiro, Mend| and even Tsemakh approach
him with compassion. Ultimately, a bricklayer states that it was Meyerke who started the

rumor against Sheeya.

The heresy in the Yeshiva f:ontinues. Reb Gordon beats his son Baynish for
reading a book about evo'lution. He then goes to Tsemakh in tears, full of guilt, feeling
that he has lost his only son. Reb Gordon is also angry at Tsemakh for not speaking out
when Yeshiva students misbehave. Tsemakh concedes his guilt and then rails against a
congregation that will not allow a student such as Sheeya to argue on his own behalf. l'
Tsemakh, who often gravitates towards extreme and harsh solutions, says that he wants to
burn the library down. Reb Gordon, however, explains that then Tsemakh would be
forced to leave, and the Yeshiva would be destroyed.

Midway through Part 11, the narrative shifts to a description of Shaye worshipping
with the careworn factory workers, unaware of the scandal with Sheeya back at the
Yeshiva. Studying with Shaye, Chaik! finds himself immersed in a worlq of natural
beauty. Shaye continues to treat him gently, and when he feels that Chaikl needs to focus

more on his Talmud studies, Shaye redirects him with compassion and humor. Finally,
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the scandal with Sheeya is resolved. The townspeople of Dekshne discover that a rag
collector is the father of Elke’s child. Chaik] watches as they acquit Sheeya.

Shaye continues to feel ambivalent about Tsemakh, unsure whether he should
protect him or not. Shaye condemns Yosef Varshever for abandoning is first fiancé, and
says that most Jewish men do not try to protect women’s honor. Yoel Uzder says that he
is going to marry Gitl the cook’s older, less popular daughter. Shaye commends him.
Shaye’s own marital history is then introduced. In his youth, Shaye’s heart problems and
his need, as a Torah scholar, to be supported by his wife, made it seem unlikely that he
would find a match. When his family did find him a wife, who is nearly twice his age,
Shaye does not even consider rejecting and humiliating her. Her name is Yudis. Sheisa
gruff woman and not terribly polite to Shaye’s scholarly guests. Her foul temper is
fueled, in part, by her belief that Shaye married her out of pity. Still, she works hard at
her textile shop in order to support her husband.

The next scandal erupts when a bricklayer burns the library of the freethinkers.
There is much conjecture about who did it. Fingers are pointed at Sheeya who, this time,
refuses to be humiliated by swearing before the Torah. The uneducated townsmen think
that his refusal proves his guilt. A fight begins to break out between the library youths
and the Yeshiva students. Tsemakh diffuses some of the tension by stepping in and
confessing, falsely of course, that he is the arsonist. The library to threaten not to allow

the Yeshiva students from entering the Yeshiva, and the townspeople side with the library

youths. Ultimately, the library youths let the Yeshiva open, but they picket outside




Hirshe Gordon’s store in hopes that he will go bankrupt. A delegation is sent to Shaye in
order to get his opinion. He believes that gestures like burning books only increase the
extremism of the maskilim. He thinks that new leaders for the Yeshiva should be chosen

and that the community' should attempt to start all over again.

Then Tsemakh goes to visit Shaye. Their interchange highlights many of the
differences between them. They argue about what it means to desecrate God’s name.
According to Shaye, one should behave strictly in regard to oneself but leniently towards
others. Shaye says that one must be able to tolerate others’ minor sins, otherwise a
person will end up befriending those who commit great sins. Tsemakh feels, perhaps
correctly, that Shaye is trying to reject Tsemakh’s whole way of life. Tsemakh reacts by
telling Shaye that Shaye too has withdrawn from the Yeshiva students and has renounced
his responsibilities as a leader, preferring instead, to be glorified from afar. Shaye
responds that, Tsemakh chose as well, to withdraw from his students rather than
tempering his speech. Even so, his students are still attracted by Tsemakh’s charisma.
Shaye admits that Chaik! is still more Tsemakh's student than his own. Shaye adds a
negative word about Tsemakh’s pride and his willingness to defend the vulnerable only
when they are far removed from his personal life. The issue of the two men’s history
with women then comes to the fore. Shaye says that he would never choose to abandon a
fiancé as Tsemakh did. Shaye says that he can no longer continue defending Tsemakh
and that it’s better for the Yeshiva if Tsemakh leaves. Shortly after this interchange,

when Tsemakh meets Chaikl, he tells his former student that Shaye is not the teacher for

him, even though he is a good man.




As the story moves ahead, Shaye continues to struggle with his lust for Ronya but

is able to overcome it. When Shaye and Chaikl are caught in a rainstorm on their way to
Valkenik for penitential prayers, they seek shelter at Ronya’s house. There, they

overhear her confess her love for Tsemakh to her sister. She describes how Tsemakh

resists the temptation to be with her and how she hates Shaye for sending Tsemakh away.

Chaikl senses that Shaye’s compassion for Ronya outweighs his anger at her.

Towards the end of Part I1, after his confrontation with Shaye, Tsemakh heads for
Amdur to search for Dvorele, his first fiancé. When he hears she is dead, he falls down
in front of her house in despair. He begs her father, Namiot for forgiveness. He responds
by spitting on Tsemakh and then beating him. The townspeople rush to Tsemakh’s
defense, telling him that broken engagements happen often and that Dvorele’s father, not
Tsemakh, was the source of her misery. Still, Tsemakh knows that Dvorele would have
made a more pious rebbetsin than either Slava or Ronya. He lies down on Dvorele’s
grave. Knowing that he is a proud man, he hopes that such gestures will break his own

ego.

After his trip to Amdur, Tsemakh returns home temporarily, to live with his uncle
Zim! in Lomzhe. Having lost his own wife, Ziml regrets his past fantasies about
becoming a reclusive scholar. He thinks that Tsemakh should return to Slava. When

Tsemakh meets her, he sees that she is older but still a beauty. He tells her that he wants

a divorce so that he can wander and atone for Dvorele’s death. Slava tells him that a




divorce will not free him from his guilt and privately wonders why Tsemakh doesn’t
seem to care about her fate. She believes that Tsemakh has ruined her chance for
happiness. Slava has three rivals for her affection- Herman Yoffe, Feivl Sokolovsky and
Zevulun Halperin. Yet, she wants no one but Tsemakh, because no one challenges her as
he does. She misses their days as newlyweds. As a gesture of love, she offers Tsemakh
money to support him as he wanders, but he won’t accept it. In the course of Tsemakh
and Slava’s conversation, he learns that Stasya is alive and that she and her child are
living, as Tsemakh had wanted, with a Jewish family.

At the opening of Part [1I of the novel, Chaikl’s father, Shlomo Motte, dies. Inan
uncharacteristic display of judgment against maskilim, Shaye does not attend Motte’s
funeral. Later, Shaye will regret this decision in which he placed zealousness for the law
ahead of compassion. Shortly after Shlomo Motte’s death, Vova dies, not having been

able to follow through on much of Shaye’s gentle and sage advice.

Chaik] continues to battle with his lusts. When he goes to Nareva for the days of
awe, he falls into the company of “the Lohoyshker,” Moshe Chayit, a student from
Russia recruited by Tsemakh. Chayit has fallen away from religion, and Chaikl’s
association with him fosters much public disapproval. Chaikl and of “the Lohoysker”
watch the fervent prayers of the Nareva Musarniks and their fiery rabbi Simkha
~ Feinerman. Reb Feinerman humiliates Chaik! by saying that his association with Chayit

is like Abraham befriending Lot. As a Musarnik, Chaik! is expected to gratefully accept
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public humiliation. Now living as an accepted penitent in Nareva, Tsemakh stands in the

corner of the synagogue with his zallis over his head.

Perhaps out of guilt for abandoning him, Tsemakh speaks to Chayit, his wayward
former student, perhaps out of guilt for abandoning him, and tries to convince him of the
pernicious influence of the secular world. Chayit, however, can feel only jealousy and
anger towards his former mentor. He berates Tsemakh for cruelly abandoning his
students. He says that he learned from Tsemakh not to trust anyone’s seemingly gdod
deeds. Thus, to Chayit, Tsemakh’s penitence appears false. He imagines it is motivated -
lessby a senseofguilttﬁanbyaneed for adventure. Even so, Chayit will never be free
of his traditional, religious learning. While he may turn on and off lights on Yom
Kippur, he will always feel guilty about it. Chayit also seems to have internalized the
harsh ways of Musar. Just as Tsemakh trained him with severity, Chayit now responds to
his former teacher with judgment. The conversation ends with Tsemakh’s?onclusion
that compassion is the foundation of faith. Such a statement his highly unusual for
Tsemakh.

The fighting between the Nareva students of Musar and the Talmud scholars
continues. The Musarniks display their true philosophy and method during a local dance
at which Tsemakh pulls open his shirt and dances wildly as a form of self-effacement,
proof that he does not care what others think. The display concludes with the Musar

students lifting Tsemakh on high and shouting out their wish that their hearts will be
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purified. They believe that purity of soul will be acquired only when the secular world

and its temptations are aggressively rejected.

Yank Poltaver, one of Tsemakh’s students, is something of a clown. A typical
musarnik, he studies no Talmud and condemns Melekhe’s desire to do so. He has the
habit of loosing his own clothing and stealing others’. Despite his odd habits, Poltaver is
very successful at establishing new yeshivas. Yankl Poltaver has an extreme dislike for
Zushe Sulkes, a trustee of the Free Loan Society. In particular, he disapproves of Sulkes’
treatment of poor women. Sulkes, for his part, dislikes Musar sloppiness and audacity.
Despite Sulkes’ politicai and financial power and in spite of the fact that he could close
down the Yeshiva, Poltaver along with Tsemakh’s other students continually pester him
in typical Musar, abrasive style. They pray at Sulkes’ store and stand against him in
synagogue. Finally, the dispirited Sulkes resigns from his position at the Free Loan
Society and kicks Melechke, whom he had been supporting, out of his home. The
students’ behavior towards Sulkes infuriates the synagogue’s wealthy and influential
congregants. This incident provides a stark illustration of how Musar idealism can

directly conflict with the community’s need for political harmony.

Midway through Part ITI, more Yeshiva students are introduced, each with his
own history and eccentricities. Reuven Ratner, a delicate Musarnik who cannot seem to
find a wife, is Tsemakh’s oldest student. Shimshl Kupishker is something of a Musar

fanatic, constantly fasting and afraid. His fanaticism increases with Tsemakh’s

withdrawal from the Yeshiva. Tsemakh does not deny that he is the cause of some of his




students’ distorted behavior. Danietle Homler, a musarnik from a wealthy family,
remains very attached to his personal possessions. When he falls ill, the other Yeshiva
students do not want to help him, because he shows no gratitude for their efforts. While
in the hospital, Danielle turns to the nurses for affection and begins to lust after them.
Duber Lifschitz, a strict musarnik from Nareva, is unable to redirect the Yeshiva students
back to a strict Musar way of life. Lifschitz fears for the fate of the Yeshiva, but he

himself remains with his integrity intact.

The philosophy of Musar i§ explained further in a debate between Chaikl and
Duber Lifschitz in which Chaik! seems to have deviated substantially from his original
strict Musar perspective. According to Reb Duber, the sensualist appears warmhearted
and the spiritual man, severe, but it is ultimately the latter who will offer wholehearted
help where the Torah demands it. Chaikl expresses his doubts that man can ever escape
his own self-interest. He wonders, as well, whether musarniks are able to appreciate the
beauty and splendor of the natural world. Chaikl finds the musarniks too strict, unable
even to allow for pleasure in the performance of mitzvot. He believes that God only
exists inside each person according to his belief system, and when a man dies, so dies the
God in Whom he believes. Itis possible'to find in Chaikl’s arguments elements of |
Shaye’s philosophy and combined with Chaikl’s tendency towards secular thought. Yet,
Chaik!’s desire to debate with students of Musar shows that he is not entir‘ely free of the

Musar perspective either.
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Asher Leml appears towards the end of Part III. He is a quiet student who
Tsemakh does not think offers much hope. Yet, gradually, over time, Leml becomes
known as something of a saint. He shows great kindness to other students, and even
visits Daniel Homler in the hospital. He then convinces Henekh Malariter, a yeshiva
student and a bachelor, to take Daniel into his home. Tsemakh wonders to himself how

Asher Leml could be such a fzadik without having undergone extensive Musar trials.

Further towards the end of Part II, the women of the Yeshiva community ask
Yankl Poltaver to leave because they fear that he will cause Zushe Sulkes to resign as a
trustee of the Free Loan Society. The local women who depend on charity will then be
further impoverished. When Reb Feinerman returms home, he too asks Poltaver to leave
until some of the dust has settled. Besides the conflicts between Poltaver and Sulkes,
clashes between other characters continue. Moshe Chayit argues with the musarniks.
Poltaver argues with Melechke, Melechke disagrees with Chayit. Finally, Tsemakh
decides to expel Chayit from the Yeshiva. The confrontation with Chayit causes
Tsemakh to feel he has succeeded at nothing. He sees his relationship with Chayit as
symbolic of his life’s failure. According to Tsemakh, his personal faults become
manifest in his students. Reb Feinerman believes that Tsemakh’s repentance must not be

entirely genuine since it breeds such resentment and discontent.

Shaye is compelled to leave for Vilna in order to attend a meeting of the Yeshiva
Council which will determine the allocation of funds to different yeshivot. Shaye,

however, would much prefer to stay at home and study. While Shay is reluctant to advise
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community members on political and financial matters, he does continue to give
Tsemakh advice about his personal life. Shaye does not think it is right for Tsemakh to
play the role of a penitent for failures toward his dead fiancé while abandoning his wife
who is still alive. Part III concludes with Poltaver planning to steal away with Melechke

in order to remove him from the evil clutches of Moshe Chayit.

Part IV begins with Chaikl still struggling to rid himself of his hust, this time for
his new landlady, Beyla Gutgeshtalt. No one in the Yeshiva is surprised when
Kupishker, the ascetic Yeshiva student, tries to hang himself. He has attempted suicide
before. Asher Laml watches over Kupishker as he recovers. When he wakes up from his
stupor, Kupishker shaves his beard and eats sweets excessively. Then, in order to avoid
the stigma of his heretical actions, he takes off with Asher Leml for a far away Yeshiva.
With both Kupishker and Chaikl, the tension between piety and sensuality is again

enacted.

Melechke becomes a pawn in the battle between Chayit and other members of the
Yeshiva. Taking Chayit’s advice, Melechke decides to leave the Yeshiva and become a
maskil. Yankl Poltaver, however, comes to retrieve him. Melechke’s return to the
Yeshiva symbolizes the Yeshiva’s victory over Chayit, the heretic. Another political
confrontation erupts between Zushe Sulkes and Yankl Poltaver when Yankl attempts to
take a group of Yeshiva boys to Amdur. He has established a new Yeshiva there, which
he hopes to run according to strict Musar principles. Sulkes, however, does not think he

has the right to steal Nareva’s students.
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The entire town is rocked by grief when Henekh Malariter, the man who took in
Daniel Homler, who dies of a heart attack, after dancing at Purim. The outpouring of
emotion over Malariter’s death is one of the many expressions in the novel of the
people’s devotion to their Yeshiva scholars. Malariter’s death causes the Yeshiva
students to question the suffering of the righteous and temporarily quiets the feud
between Sulkes and the Yeshiva musarniks. The other students’ dislike of Daniel Homler
only increases when he decides to take Malariter’s fiancé. Daniel expresses to Tsemakh
that he is tired of the other students’ moralizing and says that musarniks do not know how
to ease another’s pain. He hates the filth of the Yeshiva, which in the spring is mired in

mud and longs for some private space. Tsemakh has no sympathy for him.

Once again, in the middle of Part IV, Slava comes looking for Tsemakh. She is
enraged at how he has humiliated her. Now, abandoned by her paramours, Slava finds
herself paralyzed, unable to pursue new attachments and unable to break her bond with
Tsemakh. Tsemakh is also alone, alienated from his students. He speaks of his desire to
start again and to be less rigid. Slava begins to flirt with Chayit and Chaik] also interacts
with her. Whereas Chayit is thrilled by Slava’s beauty, Chaik! is embarrassed by the
attention of his teacher’s wife. Soon, however, Chaikl finds himself seduced by her
charm. While Chayit speaks harshly about Tsemakh, Chaik! retains a positive attitude
towards his former teacher. Chayit and Chaikl! go so far as to visit Slava. She loves how

this humiliates and angers Tsemakh.
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In an uncharacteristic moment, Chayit speaks of the sinfulness of lust and admits
that the Musar philosophy will never be totally out of his system. As word of his
association with Slava spreads, Chayit begins to loose work as a teacher. The other
Yeshiva students become curious and distracted. Krasner and Konotoper think that
Chayit should be expelled from the Yeshiva. Reb Feinerman, however, does not want to
relinquish Chayit into the hands of gentiles or the Polish police. Feinerman’s wife
explains to him that Slava’s antics are in response to her husband’s abandonment. Reb

Feinerman then tells Tsemakh that he must go back to Slava.

Immersed in a sense of personal failure, Tsemakh has a dream in which Henekh
Malariter questions his faith. Tsemakh weeps at Shaye’s disapproval of him and at his
own inability to change. Tsemakh resolves to go to Shaye and ask his advice. Slava
accompanies him and says that she will try to convince Chayit to leave. She feels gmlty
that her husband has destroyed Chayit’s life. She understands, as well, that Chayit’s
attraction to her is driven by his hatred for her husband. Both Chayit and Chaikl do not
want Tsemakh to return home with Slava. They want her to stay. Finally, Reb

Feinerman pays Chayit to leave with funds he has collected from Yeshiva students.

Shaye encourages Tsemakh to return home to Lomzhe with Slava. He tells
Tsemakh that any work he does can be imbued with the spirit of Torah and scholarship.
He explains that the goal is to be in the world, but in one’s heart, alone with God. Shaye
believes thth Slava’s persistence with Tsemakh is a sign that she still loves him.

Tsemakh, however, sees her behavior as merely stubborn and reports to Shaye her
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flirtation with Chayit and Chaikl. Shaye responds that one should not tell another how to

change unless they ask. He then concedes that Tsemakh was right, and that it probably
would have been better for Chaikl to remain at the Yeshiva rather than coming out
Shaye’s cottage to study with him. Yudis, Shaye’s wife, then appears. Sheisina
particularly bad mood because her store has just been robbed. Shaye, however, bears the
brunt of her anger silently.

Just as Chaikl and Vova had the desire to improve their ways when in Shaye’s
presence, Slava too decides that she will try to behave more modestly when she is with
Shaye. She is moved to tears by Shaye’s description of man’s search for what is already
at home. Perhaps she wishes that Tsemakh would end his search and come home to her.
Shaye explains that his evil inclination causes him to want to be a recluse. Tsemakh’s
yester harah, on the other hand, can cause him to do just the opposite, to interfere with
other’s lives and condemn them.

Towards the conclusion of Part IV, there is a pathetic description of Chayit. He
realizes that he is loosing Slava and telis her that she is his home. Slava responds that, as
soon as Chayit stops hating Tsemakh, he will stop loving her. Chayit then lashes out at
Tsemakh, telling him that he has lived a hypocritical life. Tsemakh announces that he is
leaving the Yeshiva to become a simple shopkeeper, and Chayit laughs, saying that,
without constant crisis around him, Tsemakh will be exposed as a fraud. Tsemakh does
not respond with anger until Chayit begins to cry and say that he has accomplished

nothing with his life. Then Tsemakh condemns his self-pity and says that he has no one
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to blame but himself. Tsemakh accepts the blame for his own failures and resolves not to
treat Slava as he had his first fiancé.

Chaikl is ashamed to visit Shaye, because he knows that Shaye has heard of his
association with Chayit. Vella’s mother, however, is able to convince him to go. When
he arrives, Shaye is making matzah a task characteristic of Shaye’s life of humble piety.
As if to give Chaikl a sign that he need not make any confessions, Shaye reports that
Tsemakh has gone home. Shaye then says he will soon be moving to Palestine and
extends a formal invitation to Chaik! to join him for Passover. Chaikl can sense by his
teacher’s distant formality, that he can no longer consider Shaye his mentor. This makes
Chaikl want to leave the Yeshiva all together, but he knows this would break his mother’s
heart. As if she has read Chaikl’s mind, Yudis warns Shaye that his departure will cause
Chaikl to go astray. Shaye, therefore, summons Veila to visit him. When she arrives, he
confesses that he sees no way to bring Chaikl back to a life of Torah. He is deeply
grieved that, after all the time they have spent together, he has not been more successful
with Chaikl. Shaye is unable to offer Vella any comfort about her son’s situation. Yudis,
however, tells Vella that Chaikl is as dear to her husband as a son. Chaikl goes to speak
with Shaye and they debate about religious versus secular perspectives on life. Chaikl
tries to explain to Shaye that he does not come to his secular views out of laziness but

rather, out of concern for the common folk. Chaikl then confesses to Vella, his flirtation

with Slava.




As the novel draws to a finish, Chaikl and Chayit sit together on a hillside gazing
out at the countryside. They watch local young men and women swim, unashamed to
look at one another. Shaye, studying Talmud nearby, has no connection to this secular
world. Chaikl and Chayit do not fit comfortably into either the religious or the secular
world. Chayit wonders if he would have left the Yeshiva if he had learned from Shaye as
a teacher rather than Tsemakh. Now, Chaikl feels he is trapped. He must feign piety to
the parents of the students he tutors. Yet, compared to secular youths, he and Chaikl are
Yeshiva boys to the core. The two catch sight of Shaye who is in his cottage preparing to
make aliyah. Chaikl wants to avoid interacting with Shaye. Shaye bids farewell to
Tsemakh in a letter, but Tsexmkh chooses to visit Shaye in person. Vella feels pity for
Chayit and remains a faithful believer, in spite of her son’s behavior, that Torah study
leads only to good things.

Tsemakh appears listless in his new life as the Lomzhe ﬂoﬁr merchant. Chayit
confronts Tsemakh with his usual bitterness, but Tsemakh does not respond with anger.
Chayit feels his own anger subside when he sees how defeated Tsemakh has become. He
then explains to Tsemnakh that he raised up broken disciples because he taught them
Torah that he, himself, couldn’t believe. Tsemakh and Chayit part ways for the last time.
Chayit will not accept Tsemakh’s offer of money. He tells Tsemakh that he will not
thank him for it.

When Tsemakh and Shaye meet, Shaye sees Tsemakh’s sadness and knows that

Torah has not fully touched Tsemakh’s soul. He advises Tsemakh to have a child. The
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tension between the two is relieved when Chaikl enters to help Yudis pack. Chaikl is
saddened and surprised when he realizes that Shaye does not want to have a heart to heart
talk with him before he leaves. Vella tells Chaikl that he must go to the train station to
say goodbye to Shaye even though Shaye has said that he wants no one to come. Chaik!
is also joined by the common Jews who cannot be convinced to stay away from their

beloved teacher.

All are silent as they prepare to bid farewell to Shaye. Tsemakh and Shaye shake
hands and Chaik] begins to weep. Yudis embraces Vella and then tells Chaikl to come to
Palestine. Shaye can only tell Chaiki that it is hard to speak at such moments. When
Shaye boards the train, Chaikl and Tsemakh are left standing on the platform alone.

Now, after so many years of suffering, Tsemakh has the faith he sought. Only God, he
thinks, could punish him so. Now, it is happiness that he craves. Tsemakh’s eyes are dry
as he prays, but Chaikl continues to cry. Together, the two standing side by side, appear

as two lonely trees whose protector has gone forever.
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PART I
Analysis of The Yeshiva in Light of the Mishneh Torah
Chapter 1. The relationship of Hilkhot Talmud Torah to The Yeshiva
Hilkhot Talmud Torah of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah is devoted to exploring the
many aspects of studying Torah and the various complexities in the lives of students and
teachers. As a code of law, representing many teachers and ideas that have come before,
Mishneh Torah acts as a summary of traditional Jewish views on a whole range of
subjects. I have therefore chosen to use Hilkhot Talmud Torah as the primary traditional
source to which I will compare the ideas about Jewish education and the teacher/student
relationship that are expressed in The Yeshiva. Each of the five sections of analysis: fhe
ideal of the Yeshiva, the reality of Yeshiva life, judgment and mercy, the teacher as
parent, and the student as the embodiment of the teacher’s philosophy, will include
several texts from Hilkhot Talmud Torah relevant to that section’s theme. The ideas in

the novel and the ideas in Hilkhot Talmud Torah will be compared.

Chapter II. The Ideal of Yeshiva Life

Many aspects of Grade’s novel lovingly idealize Yeshiva life and scholars of
Torah. The common people’s love of Torah scholars seems to include their admiration
for religious leaders in general. When Reb Yaakov Hacohen Lev leaves Valkenik for
Palestine, the community gathers around the rabbi’s home and many weep openly.2
Then, when Reb Mordekhai Aaron arrives to replace Reb Yaakov Hacohen Lev, the

fanfare reaches almost comic proportions.
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Lag B'Omer morning Valkenik awoke to the pounding of a bass drum and the blare of trumpets.
The fire brigade’s brass band began the day with marches in honor of the festival. The young
people had been upset because the old rabbi had left during the counting of the Omer when no
music was permitted and they couldn’t see him off with the band. Now they doubled their efforts
in honor of the new rabbi... Since the musicians were firemen, they wore copper helmets, blue
uniforms with shoulder straps and wide leather belts, and shiny boots. The homs and tubas were
twisted like snakes around their necks. The bandmaster conducted, and the musicians, using all
their buttons and keys, boomed forth with their brass instruments. In honor of the new rabbi they
had built in the middle of the synagogue courtyard a wooden tower on which was hung a linen
sign with the letters, “This is the gate of God; the righteous shall enter it.” %’

In addition to the respect felt by the common people for their religious leaders, a
special reverence is given to Torah scholars. After meeting Shaye and agreeing to
be;:ome his student, Chaikl considers the relationship of the common people to their
Torah scholars.

He thought of the rabbi and how right he was that Jews love Torah. Chaikl had often seen the
simpie folk and even the fresh punks from Butchers Street respectfully making way for a Torah
scholar; loudmouthed market women assumed a pious demeanor when they sawa Jewina
rabbinic gabardine passing by. During winter nights old men sat in the beth medresh over their
books and talked about scholars while studying.... he listened to their talk about gaons and their
miracle stories about hidden saints. The reverential awe for Torah shown by Jews with white
beards, brass-rimmed spectacles, and bristly root hairs on their noses- their whispering pious
gestures- blended in Chaikl’s thoughts with the shadows of the hanging lamps and with the dark
gold flame of the Eternal Light illuminating the pulpit at the dark gold eastern wall like a sun risen
in the middie of the night. **

When Henekh Malariter, the Yeshiva student, dies of a heart attack, the entire town is

bereft. The loss of a pious scholar is more than they can bear.?

One of the individuals who shows a profound regard for Torah scholarship is
Chaikl’s mother, Vella. In spite of the fact that she is a simple woman and her husband,
Reb Shlomo Motte, would prefer for Chaikl to earn his own living, Vella wants Chaik] to

7

become a student at Tsemakh’s Yeshiva. She works long hours, as did Grade’s own
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mother, at the market place in order that her dream for her son be realized. Later in the
novel, Shaye thinks of the sacrifices Vella has made and can barely bring himself to tell
Vella that her son has left the path of Torah.>° Vella’s plight may represent the guilt
Grade himseif felt for leaving a traditional life of Jewish scholarship in exchange for the
secular world of Yiddish literature. However related.the character of Vella may be to
Grade’s own personal story, she also represents the love and reverence of simple Jews,

throughout the ages, for their wise and pious scholars.

The laws of Hilkhot Talmud Torah reflect this reverence and seek to enable the
transmission of Jewish l&lowledge from teacher to student. According to the halakhah,
the religious education of small children was no small matter, the very existence of the
world depended on it.

Teachers of small children should be located in each and every land, in each and every region, and
in each and every city. And city that does not contain children who study, the people of that city
are ostracized until they employ teachers of small children. And if they do not employ teachers,
the city should be destroyed because the world is only sustained for the sake of the breath of
children who study Torah, 3!

The passage above is focused on the importance of children who learn Torah and the
preciousness of their study. The high value placed upon Torah study then becomes the

foundation for the great respect paid to Torah sages.

3% Grade, Vol. 11, p. 379
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It is a great sin to disgrace Torah sages or to hate them. Jerusalem was not destroyed until (its
inhabitants) disgraced its sages. As it is said, “They would mock the messengers of God, disgrace
His word, and scoff His prophets.” (11 Chronicles 26:16) i.e. “They would scorn those who teach
His words.” Similarly, the Torah says, “If you hate My statutes.” (Leviticus 26:16) i.e. “Those
who teach My statutes.” Whoever disgraces the sages does not have a portion in the world to
come and is included in the category, “Those who scorn the word of God.” (Numbers 15:31) *2

According to Hilkhot Talmud Torah, Torah sages are not only to be protected from scorn,

but they are also to be revered, given the honor bestowed upon royalty and priests.

Similarly, he should not remove his tefillin in the presence of his teacher, nor should he recline in
his presence. Rather, he should sit before him as one sits before a king. A person should not pray
either in front of his teacher, behind his teacher, or at his teacher’s side. Needless to say, one
should not walk by his side. Rather, he should distance himself behind his teacher without
standing directly behind him and then pray. One should not enter a bathhouse together with his
teacher ar sit in his teacher’s place. One should not side against his teacher’s opinion in his
presence or contradict his statements. One should not sit in his presence until he tells him to sit.
One should not stand before him until he receives permission to stand. When one departs from his
chg-, one should not turn his back to him: Rather, one should walk backwards while facing

This honoring of a Torah sage does not preclude the teacher’s imperfections.
Even with their flaws, the sanctity of a Torah sage remains intact.

Our Sages said that even a Torah sage who is a mamzer deserves precedence over a high priest
who is unlearned. As it is written, “It is more precious than pearls.” (Proverbs 3:15) i.e. “more
precious than the high priest who enters the innermost chambers,”™*

By admitting that certain sages may be mamzerim, i.e. born of forbidden sexual relations,
the tradition allows for imperfection among its Torah scholars. Yet, these imperfections,
both of sages and their students challenge the ideal of Torah study put forth by the
tradition. Can the sanctified ideal of Torah scholarship be truly achieved if the teachers
of Torah and those who learn from them are riddled with human imperfection? One of

the most challenging and unique aspects of The Yeshiva is that, while allowing for the
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ideal of Yeshiva life to loom gloriously before our eyes, the novel also depicts, the reality

of Torah scholarship and how life in the Yeshiva often fell short of the ideals and hopes

with which it was invested.




Chapter IIL. Teachers’ Ideals vs. the Reality of Life with Students

The two teachers of the novel Tsemakh Atlas and Reb Avraham Shaye Kosover
come to their students with pious and lofty hopes. Yet, as they interact with those in the
Yeshiva community, they encounter many difficulties. Many factors make it difficult for
Tsemakh and Shaye to achieve their ideals. Each of these challenges will be explored
below: the politics of Yeshiva life, the material needs and desires of the students, sexual
temptations, the commitment of students to their families, and students’ personal
eccentricities and weaknesses. All of these impede the dream of Yeshiva life set forth by

the teacher and society at large.

Politics: During the time about which Grade writes, Lithuania Jewry was divided
into multiple factions and pulled by a vast range of social, political, cultural, and religious
trends. Many of these factions and trends are represented in The Yeshiva. The novel’s
characters are, more often than not, in conflict with one another. Early in the novel, the
citizens of Vatkenik must decide whether or not to hire an enlightened or a traditional
| rabbi. “Hearing that a rabbinic position would be open, rabbis flocked to Valkenik from

far and near, and every candidate appealed to a different faction in town.” **

Certain characters in the novel symbolize whole movements. Tsemakh Atlas, of
course, represents the Musar movement and Reb Shaye, a more traditional religious view.
Like Shaye, Reb Hirshe Gordon is a traditional Jew. He is also a supporter of the agudah

movement which opposes Zionism. Eltzik Bloch, on the other hand, Hirshe Gordon’s
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brother-in-law, is the leader of the enlightened maskilim and a supporter of the mizrachi.
Yankl Poltaver, a student at the Nareva Yeshiva, is a socialist and a Musarnik. He tries to
convert Melechke, a vulnerable young Yeshiva student, to his way of thinking, as does
Moshe Chayit Lohoysker who has abandoned religious views all together. The library
supporters, who take an interest in secular books and the ideas of the Enlightenment,
represent another strong force in Valkenik. Meyerke Podoval, one of the supporters of
the library, is another character who tries to lure the Yeshiva students into secular life.
For the Yeshiva and the synagogue to function, each of these groups must be brought into

some kind of harmony. Egos must be accommodated and compromises must be made.

More often than not, however, the factions are unable to peacefully coexist. An
extreme expression of their mutual intolerance occurs in Valkenik on the Shabbat of
Consolation.

Everyone knew that the Sabbath of Consolation was a “Zionist Sabbath™ and that Eltzik Bloch, the
head of the pro-Zionist mizrachi, should have the honor of chanting the /xafiarah. Instead, the
honor had gone to his brother-in-law (Hirshe Gordon), the leader of the anti-Zionist agudah,
under the pretext that he was commemorating the yohrzeit of a deceased grandfather or great-
grandfather... Eltzik Bloch actually jumped from his place. How could a man be so brazenly
hypocritical? Reb Hirshe Gordon hated the Zionists! Reb Hirshe was weeping tears of anguish
because the mizrachi people were dragging the prophet Isaiah into their heathenish faction. At
that moment, the library supporters marched in and, standing shoulder to shoulder, approached the
Holy Ark as if taking up battle positions.*®

Fueled by the roughneck bricklayer, Sroyleyzer and his group, an brawl breaks out
between the library supporters and the traditional worshipers. Later in Masters and
Disciples, when the library books are burned, another fight erupts. The library supporters

believe that the Yeshiva students are to blame when, in fact, Reb Hirshe Gordon had paid
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the Sroleyzer, the bricklayer, to do it.*” Finally, in one of his only peace-making gestures
in the novel, Tsemakh tells the library supporters that he is to blame. Tsemakh is lying,
but his confession helps to ease the conflict.

Hikhot Talmud Torah acknowledges that politics and ego play a role in the lives
of Torah sages and warns against using religious positions or opinions to raise oneself
above others.

Our sages said, “Whoever benefits from the words of Torah forfeits his life in the world.” (4vor
4:5) Also, they commanded and said, “Do not make them a crown to magnify oneself, or an axe to
chop with.” (4vor 4:5) Also, they commanded and said, “Love work and despise rabbinic
positions.” (Avot 1:10)**

While many of the characters’ political opinions are motivated by higher ideals, they
often forget these ideas and quickly become embroiled in conflict with one another. In
such cases, they do use Torah and religious opinions “as an axe” to promote their
personal status. Hilkhot Talmud Torah is right to warn against s;xch behavior. Inevitably,
political conflicts limit the ability of the Yeshiva to unite as a community and to unite in

order to achieve its higher purpose.

Financial needs and materialism: Most of the members of the yeshivot described
in the novel seek to separate themselves from the world of commerce and materialism
and do not earn enough to support themselves. Thus, they are often dependent on others
to meet their financial and material needs.. Their lack of material self-sufficiency causes

the members of the Yeshiva to have a certain vulnerability. This weakness is personified
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in the character of Melechke, a young Yeshiva student. Melechke finally confesses to
Tsemakh that, although Reb Zalmen Kaletzky, the peddler, has promised to feed him on
Shabbat, Kaletzky is too poor to provide him with substantial meals, and the boy goes

hungry.*

Melechke is not alone. All the students must turn to the townspeople for room
and board. This can lead not only to physical dependency on others but a kind of moral
vuinerability as well. In their close associations with townspeople, Yeshiva students
become susceptible to temptation. Gitl, & local woman feeds the Yeshiva students and
Chaikl soon finds himself attracted to Leitshe, her daughter.® Not long afterwards, he
begins to flirt with Tsharne, Reb Hirshe Gordon’s daughter.*’ When Chaikl’s father
arrives in Valkenik to recover from his iliness, the two move into Freyda Vorobey’s

home. Chaikl is then drawn into an affair with Kreyndl, Freyda’s daughter. Tsemakh

encounters temptations similar to those of his student. Reb Lippa Yosse provides

Tsemakh with a place to stay. Tsemakh then begins to share late dinners with Lippa
Yosse’s beautiful daughter, Ronya. He must gather all his strength to pull himself out of

the clutches of temptation. He begins to spend his nights in the Musar meditation room.
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In other ways as well, the material needs of the Yeshiva students, pull them away
from the ideals of piety and scholarship to which they aspire. Reb Zushe Sulkes, the
trustee of the Free Loan Society in Nareva, treats the local poor women in a heartless
manner, harassing them when they are unable to promptly repay their loans. The
Musarniks, who sometimes receive food from these women, hate Sulkes’ callousness and
confront him at his store. Melechke, however, is afraid to stand up to Sulkes since
Melechke now eats at Sulke’s house on Shabbat. Eventually, the confrontation between
Sulkes and the Yeshiva students causes in Sulkes to resign from his‘position as trustee
and to kick Melechke out of his hpme. By opposing Sulkes, Melechke looses his chance
for a decent Sabbath me'al.‘2 The wealthy townsmen of Nareva are furious at the Yeshiva
students for causing such an uproar. Thus, by confronting Sulkes, the Yeshiva students
put themselves in danger of not being supported by the local wealthy townsmen. This
situation depicts how students may, at times, be tempted to make moral compromiseé as
they seek to meet their financial and material needs. Such compromises point to the
sharp contrast that can exist between the pious ideal of Yeshiva life and the more base
reality of human survival.

Not only students’ physical needs but their material desires threaten to undermine
the goals of Yeshiva life. Azriel, Ronya’s husband, travels in order to raise money for a
Yeshiva. However, the money that he raises ends up lining his own pocket.* Yoel

Uzder is another character who exemplifies the dissonance that may exist between the
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ideal of the pious, humble scholar and the reality of the students’ material desires.

Having been brought up in poverty himself, Yoel is fastidious about his dress and
protective of his possessions. The atmosphere of the Yeshiva does not rid him of his
desire for material comforts.

Not a speck of dust or a wrinkle appeared on his clothes. He wore his hat puffed up and round, the
brim tumed up. Before sitting down to study, he doaned a skullcap and carefully held the hat by
the brim until he found a secure place where it wouldn’t get dusty or crushed... He himself made
the bed, carefully tucking the blanket under to make it absolutely smooth. Before lying down, he
eyed the bed suspiciously, wondering if anybody had touched the cover. Ifhe thought someone
had indeed touched it, he slept poorly that night

In the novel, certain characters emerge as symbols of crude, lowly materialism
and greed. While these characters may not themselves be members of the Yeshiva, their
presence underscores the constant temptations, even for Yeshiva scholars, of the material

workl. Volodya Stupel, the flour shop owner of Lomzhe, represents greed and

materialism in an extreme form. He is preoccupied with his food, his plump wife, and his
coins which he repeatedly tosses into the air, leaving his clerks scrambling to pick them
up.®’ Slava, Tsemakh’s. wife, is another character whose life is focused on material
acquisition.

Suddenly it occurred to her to go to town and buy a pair of shoes. It had been a long time since
she had bought herself new shoes. In fact she hadn’t bought a thing latély, as though she had
indeed become a rusty rebbetsin. She’d buy a hat to match and order a new dress from the
seamstress, and she’d have a jacket and a skirt made too. From her tightly packed clothes closet
Slava removed a pale blue suit and quickly changed into it. She also donned a pleated blouse with
a Jarge white bow. Then she looked into the mirror. 1 don’t even need a new jacket or a new
dress, she thought and shrugged. Big black patent-leather purse in hand, she went into her
husband’sroom. Tsemakh didn’t notice her as she stood in the doorway !ookin‘g athim... “I'm
going into town to buy a dress, Slava said, and Tsemakh noddex apathetically.
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Vova is not the only character who represents an extremely low level of human
dignity. There are many others who appear crude and selfish, preoccupied with their own
desires. Vova Barbitoler, for example, is a tobacco merchant and the town drunk, He
makes a scene wherever he goes and lusts after his wife Confrada who has deserted him
and run off to Argentina.*” There is Hertzke, Vova’s irascible son.*® Sroleyzer the
bricklayer is another. Sroleyzer attends dances with local girls, starts fights in the
synagogue, and burns library books.*’ Perhaps Grade introduces them into his novel in
order to show a reality experienced by the author himself, the reality of crude human
need. The Yeshiva scholars, however high their ideals, had to contend with their own
material needs and the ;emptations of the surrounding society Even their teachers are not
immune. For Tsemakh, who during his early years with Slava, dressed in fine clothes,

the materialism of the surrounding society is a constant temptation.

Hilkhot Talmud Torah on the Material Needs and Desires of Torah Scholars:
Hilkhot Talmud Torah acknowledges the existence of material needs in the lives of Torah
scholars and proposes a definite idea of how such needs should be accommodated.
However, the various halakhot seems to express conflicting elements. On one hand, the
Hilkhot Talmud Torah states that Torah study should not be used for profit. While a

student is permitted to pay his teacher, a teacher is forbidden to charge for his services.
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If it is local custom for a teacher of young children to take payment, he should be paid. (The
Jather) is obligated to pay for his instruction until he can read the entire written Torah. In a place
where it is customary to receive wage for teaching the written Torah, one is permitted to do so.
However, it is forbidden to take a wage for teaching the Oral Law. As it is written, “Behold, [
have taught you laws and statutes, as God commanded me.” (Deuteronomy 4:5) “Just as |
(Moses) leamed at no cost, 5o too, have you been taught from me at no cost. Teach the coming
generations in a like manner. Teach them at no cost as you have learned from me,” If a person
cannot find someone to teach him at no cost, he must pay for his studies. As it is written, “Buy
truth.” (Proverbs 3:23) May he charge to teach others? We leamn, “but do not sell.” Thus it can
be derived ﬂ:g it is forbidden to charge to teach Torah even though one’s teacher charged to
instruct him.

Supporting the idea that Torah scholars should not be preoccupied with material
acquisition, Hilkhot Talmud Torah states that they are exempt from certain financial
obligations to the community.

Torah sages should not personally take part in any communal work projects: building, digging
and the like (fo improve) the city, in order that they not be disgraced in the eyes of the common
people. Money should not be collected from them to pay for building (the city) wall, fixing its
gates, its watchmen’s wages, and the like. (7he same for) a present to be offered to the king.
They are not obligated to pay taxes neither a tax levied on a whole city or a tax levied on each
individual. As it is written, “Although they will give among the nations, now I will gather them;
in a little while, they will be released from the burden of the king and his officers.”

(Hosea 8:10) *

Since a Torah scholar is, according to the Hilkhot Talmud Torah, forbidden from
charging money to teach and exempt from paying taxes, one might. assume that he is to
rely upon others to support him. Yet, Hilkhot Talmud Torah also states that a Torah
scholar should not live off of charity.

Anyone who thinks that he should involve himself in Torah study without doing work and making
a living from tzedakah, desecrates God’s name and dishonors the Torah, extinguishes the light of
faith, brings evil upon himself and forfeits the life of the world to come, for it is forbidden to
derive benefit from the words of Torsh in this world. Our Sages said, “Whoever benefits from the
words of Torah forfeits his life in the world.” (4vot 4:5) Also, they commanded and said, “Do not
make them a crown to magnify oneself, or an axe to chop with.” (4vof 4:5) Also, they
commanded and said, “Love work and despise rabbinic positions.” (Avor 1:10) All Torah that is
not accompanied by work will eventually be negated and lead to sin, Ultimately, such a person
will steal from others. 2
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Thus, according to the halakhah there seems to be a conflict between the

prohibition against Torah scholars’ charging money for teaching and the statement above
that they should not be dependant on charity. Hilkot Talmud Torah resolves the conflict
by stating that Torah scholars should engage in simple, lowly jobs for the minimum
amount of time necessary to support themselves. Thus, they will satisfy their basic
material needs without succumbing to greed or arrogance.

The words of Torah can be compared to water. As it is written, “Behold, all who are thirsty, come
to the water.” This teaches that, just as water does not collect on an incline, but rather flows from
it and collects in a low place, similarly, the words of Torah will not be found in the arrogant or in
the hearts of the haughty, but rather in the humble and lowly, who sit in the dust at the feet of the
sages and remove the desires and pleasures of the times from their hearts. They do only a minimal
amount of work each day (fo earn) their living if they have nothing else to eat. The rest of their
days and nights are involved with Torah study. **

To further specify the kind of work most appropriate for Torah scholars, Hilkhot Talmud
Torah adds,

The great sages of Israel included wood choppers, water drawers, and blind men. Despite these
(difficulties), they were occupied with Torah study day and night and were included among those
who transmitted the Torah’s teachings from (master) to (student in the chain stretching back to)
Moses, our teacher. **

" Despite the ideal that Torah sages should not survive on charity alone but should
work for a living, many of the students and scholars in The Yeshiva rely on the financial
and material support of the local townspeople. Even though Tsemakh Atlas lives a life of
asceticism, he never seems to engage in any kind of manual labor. Reb Shaye, at times,
is pictured engaging in simplg manual tasks, but due to his heart condition, he is unable to

do heavy work. Vella, Chaikl’s mother, may come closest to the ideal proposed in
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Hilkhot Talmud Torah. She works in the market place so that her son can study Torah.*
She exhibits no greed, just an earnest desire to support Torah study through the work of
her hands. Vella is not the only woman who works so that a man in her family can study.
Shaye, and other Torah scholars in the novel, are supported by their wives.

The Yeshiva scholars in the novel may indeed rely on charity and may not live up
to the ideal of the humble, working Torah scholar. Still, they are not businessmen.
Grade draws a sharp distinction between Yeshiva students and those engaged in the
world of commerce. The latter, like Volodya Stupel, are often described in the lowliest,
most critical terms. Perhaps, by making this distinction, Grade expresses the idea stated
in Hilkhot Talmud Torah, that the life of the Torah sage should remain humble, and his
appetite for material gain should not be indulged. Yet, even as he portrays this ideal,
Grade illustrates how difficult it was, given the temptations of the material world, to

achieve.

Sensuality and Desire: For Tsemakh, as well as for many of the novel’s other
characters, materialism was often intertwined with sensuality and physical desire. From
the very start of the novel, Tsemakh feels himself drawn to women. Even at his own
engagement party, he flirts, not however, with his own fiancé.

A charming black-haired girl, the prettiest at the table, never took her shrewd, sparkling eyes and
smiling glances off Tsemakh. She had heard that the groom was a raggedy Yeshiva student, but
she saw a young man with a neatly trimmed beard in a pressed suit and white shirt. A dim sadness
misted his deep-set eyes, and sharp lines were etched into the comers of his taut lips. The girl was
surprised at his tall stature and his broad, manly shoulders... The bright-faced girl realized that
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the young man was warming to her glance and began to tum her head like a bird. She patted her
hair and whispered and chattered and laughed with her friends. %

Later, when Tsemakh abandons his first fiancé and marries Slava, he succumbs entirely
to both his material and sexual desires.

Now she wanted her husband to kiss her and caress her. She looked up at him, tossing her head so
that her hair touched his chin, nose, and cheeks. She pressed her thin back into his chest and her
buttocks into his belly and his firm legs until she felt his flaring nostrils wafting warm winds over
her. Laughing triumphantly, Slava quickly jumped up from his warmed lap. Tsemakh saw the
form of her small round buttocks imprinted on her dress as if with a compass, and he embraced her
wildly. But she slipped out of his embrace and teased him: “And what’s next?” Her lips pouted
with desire and her eyes sparkled drunkenly as if she had sipped old wine and wanted to retain its
bitter-sweet taste as long as possible. ¥

After leaving Slava, Tsemakh becomes preoccupied with his attraction to Ronya, Reb
Lippa Yosse’s daughter. If Tsemakh struggles to overcome sexual temptation, it is then
not surprising that his sfudents do as well. Chaikl, in particular, is drawn to women
throughout the novel, including Tsemakh’s own wife, Slava. When Chaikl finaily
succumbs to an affair with Kreyndl, the leaders of the Yeshiva must decide whether they
should throw him out of the Yeshiva. These leaders must weigh their responsibilities
both to the Yeshiva, its standards of morality, and to their students who are human,
vulnerable to sexual temptation. What limitations should they impose upon their
students? Here Menakhem Mendl and Tsemakh argue Chaikl’s fate.

“Let him go. The sooner the better. That way he won’t corrupt the other boys,” Reb Menakhem
Mendt replied. “T°d rather see you go than have Chaikl Vilner leave the Yeshiva and be
pulverized out in the world,” Tsemakh shrieked and hastily left the beth medresh, fleeing from his
own rage before it could explode into an even nastier remark to his friend. %

Just as the piety of idealized Yeshiva life is juxtaposed with the crude materialism
of the surrounding society, so too the blatant sensuality of certain characters forms a
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sharp contrast to the Yeshiva’s ideal of study unimpeded by the desires of the flesh.

Volodya is an emblem not only of materialism but of sensuality as well.

Volodya, sick and tired of the talk, looked toward the door, longing to see his snow-white, well-
fleshed Hannah appear. He steamed like a piece of drenched earth in the sun after a rain; he
perspired with pleasant anticipation and scratched his armpits.”

In Valkenik, the Musar Yeshiva is surrounded by peasants and summer guests whose life
of physicality is completely unrelated to the life of the Yeshiva and its focus on study and
prayer (or so the Yeshiva teachers would like to think).

The daughters of Valkenik grew tall and full-bodied like ripe cucumbers under moonlight. Nubile
girls with full breasts like pumpkins and faces like risen dough peered out from the curtained
windows of their small houses. Like tiny flower pots holding rosebushes, these poor little cottages
were too small for the Valkenik girls with their large bodies and thick beribboned braids... In the
evening they went out to the bridge to meet the boys. They chewed sunflower seeds and spat the
shells into the water. They heard the carters’ jokes for the hundredth time and slapped their hands
when they got fresh. (Bur) The young men had no intention of falling in love and getting
married... With the arrival of vacationing Yeshiva students, hope stole into the girls’ hearts: the
scholars were so fine and gentle; they never let a vulgar word cross their lips... Torah students
wouldn’t even talk to a poor girl. They didn’t to mind looking- their eyes devoured the girls’
hips, their bare knees and legs; they longed to put a hand on a plump shoulder. Some scholars
literally drooled. %

There exists a strong contrast between Tsemakh and Shaye concerning matters of
sensuality and the pleasures of physical life. Although he is not able to purge himself of
his yester harah, Tsemakh longs to transcend his sexual desires and to live a life of
asceticism. For this reason, Tsemakh ultimately chooses !eaves his beautiful wife. Reb
Shaye, on the other hand, seems to accept his role as a husband and to live with his wife,
Yudis, in relative peace. Perhaps because Shaye’s relationship to Yudis is not a
passionate one, it poses no threat to his spiritual commitments. Yet, the difference

between Tsemakh and Shaye extends beyond marital circumstance. Whereas Tsemakh is

5 Grade, Vol. I, p. 59
% Grade, Vol. I, p. 61

70




often described sitting alone in the Musar meditation room torturing himself with
thoughts of his own impurity, Shaye does not have goals of asceticisrn. He is most often

pictured in his humble cottage surrounded by the lush and abundant woods.

Chaikl crossed the road and climbed the hill through the tall ferns. He stopped at a place full of
sawed-off tree stumps. White wood chips glinted in the sun like glass splinters. There was the
scent of resin and dry sawdust. Chaikl went deeper into the dense forest and saw little red dots
slyly winking at him from among the green leaves. “Wild strawberries!” he cried out, and he sat
down on the ground to pick and eat the red berries that reminded him of green-bearded midgets
with Turkish fezzes. Then, among the trunks of a sparse young grove, he suddenly spied a man in
a skulicap lying on the ground. Reb Avraham-Shaye was resting on a blanket, head with
his left hand, while in his right hand, he held a small Talmud close to his myopic eyes. ©

Shaye’s sensuality is emphasized when, one summer afternoon, he decides to take Chaikl
swimming. Shaye undresses with ease and comfort and delights in the sensation of the
cool water. It is Chaikl who is uncomfortable and cannot bring himself to raise his eyes

and see his teacher undressed. Shaye teases Chaik] about his sudden modesty.%

When Shaye and Tsemakh argue about whether Torah study can rid a person of
their yester harah, Shaye, the one who is more comfortable with his physical desires, is

the optimist.

Even if he does become a diligent ben Torah, 1 can’t imagine how the Talmud and its
commentaries will be able to protect him from the yetzer ha-rah in all its shapes and forms. Reb
Avraham-Shaye, sitting opposite Tsemakh, listened, his face flaming. His skullcap had inched to
the back of his head. He began in a shrill voice, pointing his finger at Tsemnakh, “What? A rosh
Yeshiva can’t imagine how Torah study can save someone from the yerzer ha-rah? The Talmud
says: If you encounter that blackguard, drag him to the beth medresh! When one studies Torah,
ones mind fuses with that of Moses on mount Sinai.” %

However great his faith in the power of Torah study, Shaye does not end up

succeeding with Chaikl. Despite Shaye’s efforts to bring him over to the right path, the
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path of holy living, Chaik! continues to move away from the Yeshiva world. By the end
of the novel, Chaikl is associating with Chayit who has abandoned Yeshiva life
completely. Together, they flirt with Slava. Like his first teacher, Tsemakh, Chaikl is
unable to shake the temptations of his yerzer ha-rah. Still, Chaikl also knows that he will
never be comfortable living a completely secular life, a life of sensuality, without
shame.®

Hilkhot Talmud Torah on the Sexual Desire of Torah Scholars: Chaikl, who
hovers between two poles, trying to embrace both his sexual desire and his goals of Torah
scholarship. The laws of Hilkhot Taimud Torah acknowledge the necessity of
accommodating both sexual desire and Torah study. How can sexual desire be integrated
with a young man’s need to apply him self to Torah?

- A person should always study Torah and, afterwards, marry. If he marries first, his mind will not
be free to study. However, if his natural inclination overpowers him to the degree that his mind is
not free, he should marry, and then study Torah. ® -

The halakhah implies that, while the sexual inclination may interfere with Torah
study, it is an inescapable aspect of life and must, to a certain extent, be accepted and
integrated. In The Yeshiva, Grade more often than not, poses a stark contrast between the
life of sensuality and life in the Yeshiva. Tsemakh embodies this contrast, either living a
life of extreme sensuality or extreme asceticism. For him, a life of Torah study precludes
the indulgence sexual desire. Tsemakh’s students, too, embody the contrast between

sensuality and asceticism. They secretly read forbidden books and lust over the local
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girls but then return to their holy books and deny any accusation that they have gone
astray.% Only Shaye seems to be able to comfortably integrate his physical life with his
pious aspirations as proscribed by Hilkhot Talmud Torah. He relishes the physical
delights and natural splendor of the deep woods around his cottage. While his marriage
to Yudis hardly seems to be passionate, Shaye does not live a life of seclusion or
celibacy. Perhaps, because his sexual drive is less intense than that of the other

characters, most notably Tsemakh, it does not pose such a threat to his religious life.

Family Commitments: In the passage cited above, Hilkhot Talmud Torah seems
to propose Torah schollars should integrate the demands of Torah study with the need to
get married and establish a family. Yet, the passage also seems to acknowledge the
conflicts that might exist between a life of Torah study and a life with women and family.
In Grade’s novel, many students and teachers feel that, by entering the world of the
Yeshiva, they are pulled away from their families. While certain characters, Hirshe
Gordon and Reb Shaye, for instance, are able to integrate a life of study with their family
commitments, many feel conflict between the needs of their family and the demands of
Yeshiva life. Tsemakh’s marriage to Slava, for exampie coincides with his departure
from the ascetic world of Musar piety. Unable to maintain both, he exchanges one for the
other. Tsemakh’s uncle Ziml is another character who feels the tension between his
family’s needs and his desire to become a Torah scholar. His wife wishes‘ he was more

productive in the practical world, and he wishes she was more pious.
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Reb Ziml Atlas, a tall and scrawny man, was perpetually immersed in prayerful ecstasy. Standing
next to him, his squat and wide-girthed wife Tsertele looked like the foreshortened shadow that a
tall, slender tree casts at noon. In Lomzhe, they were called the /ulav and the etrog, the palm
branch and the citron. Nevertheless, the old couple occasionally squabbled. Reb Ziml considered
his wife an immodest woman... Tsertele, on the other hand, considered her husband an idler and
made fin of him for always standing with her head thrown back toward the ceiling. ¢’

Reb Ziml thinks that true humility can only be realized by wandering and living away
from his family.

When a man leads 2 life of wandering and sees that no one knows him and that no one thinks
about him, he ceases to think about himself. That’s why so many great men have left their homes
to lead a life of wandering.®

Only after his wife’s death does Ziml realize that he never appreciated the beauty of
family life.®

Chaikl also feels the tension between Yeshiva and family life when he returns
home from Valkenik to celebrate Passover. The family seder is hardly inspiring. His
father must lie down because he is ill, and his mother, exhausted from all the holiday
preparatxons, falls asleep.”™ Melechke, t0o, returns home to a celebration of Passover that
falls far short of his religious ideals. He is appalled that his mother, Zelda, opens the
family store during the holiday even though the store might contain hametz. Melechke’s
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