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DIGEST

Agnon's

number of years in Israel. World War I and the passage
of time have ravished the Shibush of the narrator’s
memory, thereby frustrating his desire to find in the
town of his childhood a sense of security and meaning.
He wavers between remaining in Shibush and returning to
Israel, uprooted from and ambivalent toward both. His
ambivalence, as expressed toward the novel's major
characters and motifs, is the central theme of the novel.

The other major objects of the narrator's ambivalence
are the Beit Midrash and its key, representing the
well-ordered world of tradition. The narrator is never
able to become a part of that world, because, in truth,
it exists less in reality than in his imagination.

Secondary characters in the novel serve as vehicles
for setting the novel's mood of irresolution and despair,
and as foils to the narrator. It is through them that
many of the narrator's inner needs and conflicts are
expressed.

Most criticism on the novel reads its conclusion

as optimistic. Yet any tone of optimism and resolution
is forced. The narrator's inner tension between Israel

- i -

MHC depicts the return of the narrator
to his native town, Shibush, after having lived for a



and Shibush (galut) is maintained through the novel’s
There is evidence of growth in the narrator,conclusion.

but his condition of ambivalence and irresolution is
not abated.

- ii -



IntroductionA.

To read

self-discovery which often seems to have no end in sight—
and actually concludes with a resolution that is fraught
with ambiguity.

The novel, even though divided quite conventionally
into titled chapters, takes a form similar to that of

The story renders the recorded memory of thea diary.
narrator's post-World War I return to his native city
Shibush, after having lived for a number of years with
his wife and two children in Israel. He comes to Shibush
for a short visit and stays much longer than he had

His stay in Shibush, the people he meetsanticipated.
there, his memories of the town as it was before the
war, and his conflict over when to leave Shibush and
return to Israel—these thematic components make up the
framework of the novel.

He arrives in Shibush on the eve of Yomthe night.

Even though he stays longer than the title of the
Kippur, a time most significant in setting the novel's 
tone.l

|l!T aCj is to watch the unfolding
of a complicated process of a journey through an inter­
woven past and present, a journey of self-analysis and

The central character of is the
narrator himself, the guest who comes to lodge only for
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novel denotes, his many days in Shibush do seem to

reviewing and examining one's spiritualYom Kippur«
life.

Much of what happens in the novel is important only
in this context of teshuvah, of spiritual return. Because
the narrative voice is in the first person, the characters
in the novel are important primarily in their inter­
action with the narrator-heroj and the narrator's per-

The same is true of the Beit Midrash
and its key, which, although they are central images in

The town of Shibush
itself, the stage for all the events in the novel, exists
for the narrator's projections, and it will be discussed
in that light.

the novel, have significance mainly in the meanings 
attributed them by the narrator.

ceptions of these interactions supplies the novel with 
its central action.2

amount to a protracted time of doing what one does on
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Structure, Setting, and Narrative Reliability2.1.

The structure of
in nature.

Between these
encounters, the narrator describes the town, the houses in
it, the Beit Midrash, the hotel, the river, the forest,
the cemetery, etc.j and the descriptions combine with
the narrator’s responses to these various settings. In
other instances, the reader is told of the changes of
seasons—a device which provides somewhat of an inner
structure—and of the effects of the seasons on the town,
its people, and the narrator. A series of episodes, then,
and the narrator's responses to them, form the structure
of the novel.

Because the narrator is the central character of the
novel, because all the action is filtered through his

book will point out some of the problems to be dealt with
in relation to the narrator.

The first sound the narrator hears upon his return
comes from the mouth of Gumovitch, the rubber-armed

The narrator is pleased, and even though much seems to
have changed here since he was a child, the sweet smell

about the meeting, about the people and their stories, 
and about the effect they have on him.3

train conductor, who clearly pronounces every letter of 
the name Shibush as only a native of the town could.

eyes, it is important to deal with the question of his 
reliability. A glimpse at the first few pages of the

||fr tone is largely episodic
The narrator meets people and tells the reader



4

of Shibush, the odor of millet boiled in honey (a recurring
image), has remained. Although the narrator seems
pleased, the reader, it seems, is led to perceive more
than the narrator himself. Beyond the pleasant sound
of "Shibush" and its sweet odor, the reader is also
aware—in the sense of dramatic irony—of a man with one
arm made of rubber, of an echo from the earth which

LHC
(8)
The inner,
of Yom Kippur, coupled, perhaps, with the actual meaning
of the pleasant sounding but ominous name "Shibush" —

From the very beginning of the book, therefore, the

The narrator’s perception of
what he sees, his nostalgic first impressions, often do
not coincide with what the reader perceives. The narrator
will tell us much about Shibush, about Israel, about the
people he meets, and, most importantly, about himselfj
but his perceptions often seem to be in conflict with
other information he provides. His reliability, in other
words, is often called into question.

An important aspect of this problem of reliability 
is the narrator’s view of how much things have changed

reader senses that he must be wary, he must question what 
the narrator tells him.

(fpic

disorder, breakdown, confusion, error.

speaks to the narrator but which he seems to ignore:
y \ p FS bj'iJre pr»3tc») ip
ic<f Lite foie ,-jnic p fveJ ic <T

... S~e afipf ’^cT
unattended sound is that of the awesome eve
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As mentioned previously, the narrator arrivesin Shibush.
He sees, hears, smells hison the eve of Yom Kippur,

town, and is pleased. Yet, even though the pleasant
sound of "Shibush" remains, and the sweet smell of the

MO e
3 i/c -Af/V O

He has dreamed that the town would be different, probably
it was in the past, when he was a young boy. What weas

see is a town that has been desolated by the effects of
war and time, to the extent that the narrator notices
even the spaces between the houses have changed. Almost
simultaneously, the narrator both idealizes his town,
and describes its desolation.

There are many more examples of this recurrent theme
Early in the novel, the narrator stands onof change.

the bridge over the river, as his father used to do on
Yom Kippur nights. He looks down at the water flowing
under the bridge, and notes that the water he sees now

(11) |'9

'A p-C
PAl|t

to see and imagined he would, as opposed to what he 
actually describes, calls his reliability into question.5

town remains, much indeed has changedi
? Fl o

'.A IJ GpP

The narrator's ambivalence of perception, what he wants

T
(8)

has not been there before.

... p 9 Mt V9' (cf| pF pO

, IJ PilO So

fcfl
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The water continues to flow, but it is always new water,
In contrast to this observation,never the same as before.

we readi
n n 13pra-cfT

other, nothing ever seems to change at all. Even the
narrator’s view of historical development is ambivalent.

Both narrator and reader perceive the obvious and
mainly disheartening changes Shibush has undergone! yet
the narrator continues to praise his town. He sees one
of the streets as though it were a still life which is
so artfully composed that disparate elements within it
are harmoniously blended.

he has described. Often he praises Shibush for its

the narrator constantly reiterates the changes Shibush
has undergone. The changes are so great, the desolation
and breakdown so complete, that any note made to additional

tfio K

(*•<•€ y»'>p3 It'aic.

(376) j.ic
Very often the narrator chooses to ignore the very changes

stability, for the absence of drastic changesi
9 '€3fY7) Fp/v-e. -eip-e fe -*>co

(182> , , . jo_5/n/
In contrast to such idealized images of Shibush,

| |CO

y/co
, Jtf-JtTO 0/0 5*^0 //co

On the one hand, things are continually changing) on the

tcf/
(11)
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changes makes very little difference. Reflecting the
narrator's recurring imperviousness, Shibush itself

to react to its on-going demise with apathy, evenseems

(24)
These are but a few of many examples of the narrator's

perceptions of change, or lack thereof, in relation
It is clear that Agnon purposely bringsto Shibush.

his reliability into question. As the novel progresses
it becomes more and more evident that the narrator's
unreliability cannot be separated from an important
aspect of his character, his ambivalence.

It is the narrator's ambivalence toward his town,
toward Israel, toward many of the characters in the novel,
and, above all, toward himself, which creates the novel's

b") lie-

sense of ambiguity, and thereby the suspicion of the 
narrator's reliability. Ambivalence becomes a major 
aspect of the novel, and is, therefore, an important 
focus of my examination of

though numbers of people are leaving the town:
, eip-e-
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Ambivalence is expressed toward a number of symbols
and themes, which, in turn, weave a thread throughout

Dealing with these first shoulddisparate elements.
contribute to a better understanding of the novel as a

In the Beit Midrash and its key, and in the townwhole.
itself, is embodied what the narrator tells us he longs

Torah study, living by the commandments of God,fori
life as it was in the past—or, at least, the narrator's

Due to the narrator's ambivalence, for much of the

present conditioni
7) 3 ‘W/<T '-a"d irj

(16)

longing for and praise of the past to be joined by

book it remains unclear as to what exactly brought him 

to Shibush in the first place.

the novel, helping to impose order on many seemingly
6

idealization of that life through memory, sentimentality, 
and nostalgia.

He expresses a longing 
for the past which often reflects a sadness about his

...
Once he arrives in Shibush, it does not take long for his

~NC l/J’P D |CID 

ij\ik fr fob

C. The Beit Midrash and its Key as Objects of 
the Narrator's Ambivalence

•rJ'S' / (T

(lOl^r icFe

. 7)9 » 'J" ?)Vtf /c Er-*
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ambiguity, doubt, and confusion. For example, although
he is a returnee to his home town, he is clearly not a

At one and the same timepart of the life of the town.
he refers to the all-important Beit Midrash as "ours"
and removes himself from any sense of belongingi"

-NCP
(17)

Shibush, mocks the narrator and tells him to live in
Shibush and wait for the Messiah. He offers him the key
to the Beit Midrash, which the narrator accepts, not so
much because he wants to stay in Shibush, but because

b .NSIP

icf s> u-e
pi(Th> iC'Pic ilh'iO9 Hbh3|

(20)

itself an object of the narrator's ambivalence. For as
soon as the key is given to him, he begins to wonder if
perhaps he might not be asked to return it. He is, in
fact, ready to return it even before he is asked. Once
again his ambivalence comes to the fore. He fails to
comprehend either the breakdown of Shibush, told to him by
those who are leaving the town or their lack of concern

of the nostalgic feelings the key inspires in hinu

P'bY/Ji P'oFa/

-a'P (~r Pjsn<€ -nc <j\po97)
. Po r fl 3|Cj pip// f /e'7)

Elimelekh Kaiser, one of those about to leave

'6~ | hi J r : .’—,

Yet the very sentimentalism expressed in these words is
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He thinks to himselfi
how can they leave the place in which their fathers

Worse, how can they leave the place in whichdwelt?
their fathers prayed (18)? The same man who is ready

Already quite early in the novel the narrator
expresses subtle doubts about the very desirability
of staying in Shibush at all. Even though it is not
his immediate intention to return to Israel, the narrator
tells us it would be less expensive to do so now rather
than wait for the higher prices of summer travel (24).

The reader clearly confronts constant contradictions
in what the narrator says and does throughout the novel,
all due to this figure’s ambivalence. The title of the
novel itself points to this.

When he meets
Rahel, the innkeeper’s daughter, and is a victim of her

He is here
today and gone tomorrow.

and he may leave whenever he wants. There is, then, a

In many ways, the narrator is also a guest in the
Beit Midrash, and maintains an ambivalent relationship

to return the key, cannot understand how easily the men 
of Shibush have given it up.7

certain safety in being a guest which the narrator is 
happy to maintain (34).

Shibush is no longer his 
townj he is, after all, only a guest.

over the Beit Midrash and its key.

as he wants without ever becoming a permanent resident,

mockery, he tells us that she does not hate him precisely 
because she sees him as an ||[F r>n|<- •

As a guest, he may stay as long
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Baruch Hochman points outto it throughout the novel.
that what the narrator seeks in the Beit Midrash is

contrast of the Beit Midrash to the outside world of
decayi

l/c IP

W3 'j nr i/c.

e~>^ . I?

clear that a great deal of ambivalence is inherent in
the description of the Beit Midrash. It is, on the one

On the
other hand, it is a place which is generally avoided.
People are found there only in the winter, and even then
only because it is one of the few places in town which is

Early in the book even the narrator callskept warm.
into question the use of the key to the Beit Midrash.
While on his way there, he meets Daniel Bach, passes the
day with him and remarks i

(29)

even as a place of study for the narrator, a place where

he may increase his knowledge. Rather, it is like a

Succah which protects from the sun. It is a place to which

"the generic sense of security of the old study-house 

world."®- This view is corroborated by the narrator's

P l/W fah^Mc-e

Yet despite these words of praise, it soon becomes

hand, the only place in Shibush free of sorrow.

|

I e’i) 

(31-32)

|'iC if'icO 'Jl&F

. PiJS -eeWS
Moreover, the Beit Midrash does not seem to exist

(”j’y
P \fn
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The Beit Midrash
is a place to which one flees, a place of refuge.

Only with the key, however, may one enter the Beit
Midrashj and our narrator loses the key—an event
certainly not totally accidental and obviously related
to the narrator's feelings of ambivalence. He searches

narrator is unable to enter, a detail which foreshadows
the conclusion that the narrator will not find his
sought-after security in the Beit Midrash world.10

The narrator's ambivalence toward the Beit Midrash
continues throughout the novel. While he cannot understand
how the men of the Beit Midrash would leave it and
Shibush, he observes that it is good that they left
because of the lack of room in the cemetery (82). The
Beit Midrash and the Torah it represents are often
described in glorious termsj but at times questions con­
cerning the heavy yoke of Torah are raised.

Ironically, 
the structure of the Beit Midrash is so solid that the

Not finding the key, 
he looks for a breach in the structure of the Beit

the narrator has come to Shibush to find "the innocence 
and security of his childhood."9

one goes after experiencing a nightmare (41-42), it is 
warm when the world is cold (202).

everywhere for it, even in the place he used to hide 
it as a child (78), supporting Arnold Band's view that

The mose heroic description of the Beit Midrash comes

Midrash, but he discovers that his ancestors took great 
care when they built houses for the Torah (?8).
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late in the book when, after the pious Reb Hayim’s death,
the narrator goes to the Beit Midrash to study Mishnah

At that time, the light of theand say Kaddish for him.
Beit Midrash seems cut off from the light of the world

And yet, laments the narrator,and shines by itself.
how many months it has been that the books and Torah have

The narrator studies Gemara, andlain still, unused.

(4-11) IT

studies.
The narrator studies

man
He studies

He feels as
When he

studies, he tells us, he is happy.

the past (i.e The Beit Midrash has, one would
think, provided the narrator with the security and sense
of inner worth that he has come to Shibush to find.

Perhaps tha Beit Midrash and its key are actually
most important as they relate to what the narrator

The sense of security Hochman notes is important,seeks.

but the narrator himself provides much more detailed

The nature of his ambivalent feelingsinformation.

But he lengthens the ashrei because it praises 
those who sit in the Beit Midrash.
all day out of love, and realizes that he is the only 
studying, thereby preserving the world (412).
again the following day, and feels renewed, 
if the entire world has been renewed. (413).

when the church bell rings at noon, he raises his voice 
. Jip (15

The narrator will make the Torah eternal.

When he stops, he is 
sad and grieves over the past and what he did not do in 

study).

When he prays 
mincha he does it quickly in order to return to his
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toward himself becomes clearer through an examination
of his ambivalence to the Beit Midrash and its key. It
is through those symbols that the narrator often shares

In some ways, he is only a guest in both.

(74) , 'JaIA/

early in the story, he never fully accepts it. He tells

<Fo

|UT>

narrator has come to Shibush and its Beit Midrash to
escape another reality. The narrator tells us that he
left Israel because, after his house was destroyed by
Arabs, his wife and children went to stay with her family

yi/C 

W

'■ep/zv/

us later that he could spend the rest of his days in the 
"sweet solitude” ( ppijyjo of the Beit Midrash,
were it not for the fact that he has a wife and children (259). 
He seeks this solitude, it seems, because outside of the

ways, he has no sure footing, no firm identity with the 
Beit Midrash (and Shibush) or with the Land of Israel.

/7*4P .. .
Ft i 'J/W

Although the narrator shares this important realization

'foiC-T AlP

aspects of himself with the reader. Early in the novel, 
for example, the narrator begins to reveal that, in many

Beit Midrash one finds the sordid reality of Shibush and 
of the world in generali

y?/€ f

(338)

peh Wc-e //>>.£

(//?)€'/ t 
/He) l^sv $>3/4'3

, 9'plhl/ d/O€// t I'/C
,//jfrC<i 1^4 pm 5> 3/4'3

It is only late in the book that we discover that the
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in Germany, and he decided to visit his ancestors’

He has left one scene of destruction for another.
But in Shibush lies his past, and in the pas~t of

Shibush and its Beit Midrash
idealized represent all that he has lost and all that he

well for him.

world.

for rootedness.

left.

seen his house destroyed, even there having been uprooted, 
the narrator’s quest seems very much to be a search

never took advantage of, the reason that all has not gone 
Through the revival of this ideal world

Yet the ambivalence over Shibush, the Beit Midrash, 
and the key remains, and it is magnified by the narrator's 
constant references to the superiority of the land he has

graves in Shibush. As long as he lived in peace, he 
tells us, it was difficult for him to leave Israel.(391).

his imagination may lie the redemption he tells us all 
men are seeking (1^5)•

the narrator will become whole) he will no longer be a 
guest, uprooted from all worlds, but part of a repaired 

Having made his home in Israel, and even there
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Israel and Galut as Objects of the Narrator’s AmbivalenceD.

The narrator has idealized the Shibush of his memory,
but he has not found the reality to be in accord with his

He constantly turns his thoughts back toidealization.
Israel—also, to be sure, not the Israel of reality, but

to another idealized perception. Despite the reader's

comprehension of this syndrome, he is continually told

If fact, only Israel is important.

of any sadness (104).

suffers the freezing winters of the exile (49). The sun

Beyond these hyperbolic aphorisms, the narrator
speaks of Israel whenever he is given the opportunity.
He tells the hotel guests about the Land (190); he
attacks a man who did not go to Israel when he had the
money because he did not need to go (191); and he tells
us that even food is in greater abundance in Israel than
in the galut (336). The narrator admits that few mitzvot

by declaring that there are also few sins committed there (265).
Other negative aspects of the Land exist as well, but, the

does not shine on the lands of exile during the winter 
precisely because it is busy ripening oranges in Israel (111).

that a man who speaks of aliyah is precluded from speaking
Israel is a warm land, while Shibush

are performed in Tel Aviv, but he mitigates the admission

/P /'^
. I? F lf~

It is so important

far SJIaJ
Z=>»

that nothing is more important to the narrator than Israel;
t Si^e1 'V-mc 

>">//•€ IJ'IC 
(102)
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narrator says, there is no need to speak of them (209),

since they are so insignificant.

Throughout the novel the reader feels the narrator's

inner tension between Israel and galut. It is the most
strongly felt aspect of his ambivalence. He expresses his

to find some sort of completion (
while in exile he cannot get his mind off of the Land he

Often, when he begins to deal seriously withhas left.
his dilemma over not being in Israel, he drifts off into
nostalgia, remembering that this is the orange season,

being in Israel is due to the actions of others. But
when Mrs. Bach points out that he has actually run away
from Israel, he concedes that anyone who leaves Israel
may be said to have run awayi

'JUIC '30/A ^3 b")rJ|C. P<?/V
'JsnJk-Aj

(236)

will which emphasizes his guilt over having left Israel.

describing the beautiful orchards and the young, strong, 

and lovely pioneers who pick the oranges (196-197),

love for the Land, yet has knowingly gone into exile

Pn/feb) there. Yet

He waxes sentimental towariIsrael and sees himself as having 

been expelled, driven away from the Landi 

(196) .Pe/J ^(j<> 9->>|C UNIC fc

Here full of self-pity, he seems to say that his not

I
Ae3|i| 'lie t

fioei JL-e ('AhbA

V n-MS <T iV'aice
At a point of great despair the narrator writes a
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He wants to make it clear that he need not be returned there

Even though he wants, on the one hand,

Similarly,

he is accustomed to At the

At the

ICrJ^

(227)

galut, and an even more significant insight into himselfi.

guest in exile.

to reestablish the lost Beit Midrash world, he goes so

same time his roots in Israel do not seem to be in reality 

strong enough to draw him back very quickly.

I p lp^

9 "Me ,

'J 3/7
Despite such statements, the narrator continuously 
establishes himself as rooted in Israel, and as only a

for buriali

Mic <T I' 3

1

far as to allow himself to travel on the second day of 

Shavuot because he is from Israel (26?).

By offering this latter thought as an asidi, 

enclosed in parentheses, the narrator emphasizes an important 

insight into the problem of the merits of Israel versus

early in the novel, he does not lead prayers, because 

tajfj (115).

'_nV/c/

tells us that in reality galut always follows at our 
heels (317).

-n'-g

. h/cf zu/aT /C3'€

end of winter, when he considers leaving Shibush, he 
cannot think of any place to got

9 3 •jxfn.pD

Even though Daniel Bach sees the narrator as always 
dragging a strip of Israel behind him (353), the narrator
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In many ways, galut and Eretz Yisrael are reflections

(317)
Related to this

entire Israel-galut problem into the perspective of the

narrator’s inner conflicts.

Why, then, she

Israel where it is good?

represent the narrator's desire to find roots in either

place, and cease to be a guest. His praise of Shibush

is a response to his failure in Israel. When asked what

Together they represent what is in truth anand galut.

inner struggle, and lead us to a deeper investigation of

the narrator’s character.

What makes her think, he replies, 

that every man wants only that which is good (377)?

It becomes clear that the idealized Shibush, the 

Beit Midrash and its key, as well as the Land of Israel

facie'

3/y

His praise of Israel is a response to the reality of Shibush

Asked by Zippora (Reb Hayim’s 

younger daughter) about Israel, the narrator responds 

by telling .her how good a place it is. 

asks, since things are so bad in Shibush, is he not in

he did in Israel all his years there, he responds, 

(295) \>>er ££

of his inner state of unrest and dissatisfactioni

3 313 3 -At Jb |J 33/M U'tfcl P’&I3' 3A3h€ ? 1 ’<) 

P€>/ f^oicl a

• z /z»//C -mo'/z/v /Ti-o

p <G ~)/cei <» Fa ^j’n» tc'7>

^ic ^hf rvc Ce .P'ft-T
f/MK l'fi-3 /pf picgbl
insight is another which helps put the
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The Self-Conscious NarratorE.

One of the most striking aspects of the narrator's

vior.

not actually by the values of others, but by what he feels

the values of others might be. There are numerous references

in this regard which may be categorized as a kind of

thinks is proper.

Foreven

To add

to the irony of the situation, Reb Hayim asks whether the

Less humorous than this manifestation of the narrator's

of self-confidence.

Hayim's older daughter, comes to visit her sick father,
the narrator bespeaks what he considers to be her ambivalent

greatest concerns is how he appears to others, how they 
will judge him on his physical appearance and his beha-

Very often his sense of personal values is defined

example, Reb Hayim enters the Beit Midrash while the 
narrator is'struggling to open a can of sardines. The

clearly the seriousness of the narrator's apparent lack 
Late in the book, when Hannah, Reb

disparity between what the narrator does and what he
He raises the question of approval 

as to the least important of his actions.

self-consciousness is an incident which portrays more

personality is also one of the most disturbing; he is 
self-conscious to the point of ludicrousness. Among his

narrator delivers a talk on the technology of sardine­
can-opening in order to draw attention away from the fact 
that he is preparing a meal in the Beit Midrash.

narrator has a slice of bread, for certainly sardines 
must be eaten with bread (367).
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view of him:

'S T>jr> 7>3c/7r>c.

'3 '^'GrJ D.n>O/ 7^5 <3yr jYwt bP'rxP

^'Grt ic'Txeon'J£>

self-image and self-awareness primarily through the many

coat.

narrator wishes to pirnchase

through the winter.

wear

the implications of wearing a new coat:

(66)

will indeed not see the man. The people in the town, he
continues, wear torn clothing which exposes not only the

He, therefore, will conceal both (66).body but also the soul.

» <1'3

'P-3 (S<ic-e 

n<C3H (- S'

'\c-rnr pnp .p'^pa

pages which deal with the narrator's purchase of a new 
At first it seems rather self-evident that the

hesistancy? perhaps people will judge only the coat, and 
not its wearer (4j). Later, he expounds even further on

a coat in order to keep warm 
But in fadt the process is much

more complex, for the narrator goes through an array of 
pensive hesitations: he worries about how his wearing 
a new coat will look while the people of Shibush 
rags; he is unsure if that is the real reason for his

man has turned to the rather ironic assurance that people

'J/c-e f /_s "Js < jriMcp 3I8-

, 'J\3GY_hJ /Pio 1 Fa

% f? PP'J'Y JOZ/JO/V is

His concern for people seeing only the coat and not the

p'fr nioji 
S'3573

(397).P//L> n,c3^/cj' we

The reader is introduced to the theme of the narrator's
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What is most disturbing about the narrator's person­
ality in these incidents is his seeming inconsistency.
In the first instance he is concerned about what is so

the question points out much more seriously a deeply held
doubt on the part of the narrator regarding his substance

The episode of the new coat beginsand inner worth.
mainly with the narrator's concern for the reaction of
others, but it ends with some significant revelations
of his self-image and self-confidence. These concerns

Baruch Hochman tends to overlook some of the narrator's

self-insights and emphasizes his pettiness. He is correct
in observing that "the Guest is full of contradictions. fl

He is also correct when he says of the narrator that "he

continually mouths his priggish pieties as though he
."12

By concluding, however, that the narrator "is an essentially
shallow man, full of whimsey and fancy but without the

sardines episode, and Agnon projects far less a degree of 
humor and irony here.

manifestly petty. In the second, although the question 
raised is still one of maintaining a particular image,

affirmed them and in doing so loses credibility with us

are certainly a far cry from the pettiness seen in the

He craves religious communion but 
seems incapable of the effort that 
makes it possible. He observes 
rituals but is not really piousj 
he has a plethora of sentiment, 
but no real commitment to principle 
or creeds. He celebrates certain 
virtues but knows that no one can 
really embody them any more.H
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indeed essential to Agnon's scheme, and whether his

Hochman misses much of what is import-

and second, the very loss of the narrator's credibility
is an essential part of Agnon's dcheme.
be looking for a hero; the narrator of
cannot be defined as such.
take a first person narrator out of the first person

third person narrative.
His analysis fails to consider fully that the narrator

He exists also as both part and
product of that world, as well as the "modern" world

This narrator is not only a vehicle; ingenerally.
many ways, he is the novel. In looking for a hero who

that

insecurity, and ambivalence.
Although the narrator's self-consciousness and

concern over his image is often rather aggravating,
it is that very self-consciousness which often emphasizes

capacity to crystallize his conflicts or to confront 
them, "13 and by questioning "whether such a Guest was

does not exist only as the vehicle for portraying the 
world of Shibush.

has already achieved a sense of inner security, completion 
( and resolution, Hochman fails to recognize

is a novel whose pervasive mood 
is irresolution; hence the narrator's inconsistency,

and define him in terms of a

ant in the novel. First, Agnon has not merely created a 

character to be "a useful mirror of shtetl decay,

obfuscations finally make for such clarity as the novel 
helps us achieve,"1^

Hochman seems to

Or, Hochman is attempting to
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P3IC-

z>icey

Pile l^nc /<T

> ^-5 '«/>'/£ 9€ fl

*jy 2T3 YSS> / I 3 J

^P/CO €/PeP

, I3'/V

Ur»?)'X>S/V ^,I5 P,1n/C(o

_a/c ‘-rObO p_> 'wA'/c9€ fl' P . P/G" n'a fc f 'p

(2?6) ^3? '3O(P^r .^(c3'/ <^o

The narrator is uprooted from the "homeland" of 

Israel, and ultimately from any sense of self. In a 

passage indicative of his profound self-awareness, the 

narrator summarizes his oonditioni

(cf~e W ap-j.4/ ^~>)3 "yr^

Plp/7^ >1N/C

pucpf DNipn//* jVpP3j x>J'ic/ ?-e/7 ajcTijj?

enp?/ ^Picr a^co t'ai _hno3/

S'hi^eni p.^eb ?<ff6 A,03y (ci7> 

_/,!•»/ /r»/C h /o< J\->t-e 'S>F .P’-iJlTil

P'Ae? D A'^J/7^ f a^3rf /?vp h^>€KJ -)De ; TslI'W 
>je ^sTOi^ aj'ice 'J07 ,^S)|fi3 |f>31C|

/cF *fV 'Ja^l ,^QD Fe IP JiMW

Cr IJ'*' '>3'ni ?a3)3 -)7V75

|h(C ^[’fi 1?^ 'VP |’«. ^jrj 3>a iT'Pci

T'P^VJ J)nr>3l '>&&e 'jbh t ^GlCf aep ic'ad

It’}) ?O\3 -N1IW *■'**
(173)^^! G'p-txT ijxc . utt flt C‘?J |PIO

the narrator's depth. 16 The fact that the narrator is 

aware of the pain involved in self-examination, and 

that he can decide not to look too deeply into himself, 

is in itself some evidence that he is not shallow.
_SJ 'fCp/V Ffaci

P<S h ’ r> p ' 3 n/c.0 '^S To
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Lacking "form" and still wanting it, the narrator is left

only with the capacity to look around himself. He does

and what he sees and feels causes him to go into aso,

He is helpless and hopeless, and wants

the result of not having found it.

In Chapter Forty-Nine, entitled

"jv1 „ ).( The narrator says that as a child, and later

ic f y ,'*>y \
(276)

(226)

(2?6). Nor,

in one’s very existence. Yet the theme of "ends" is

not resolved and even Ginendel, the woman who nursed the

'JMC3

’(Fsjs

?°
'3'f

deep depression.

only to sleep (173)•

What becomes clear is that the narrator's moments

when he wrote poems, and also when he immigrated to

Israel, the question -a«Caa3|/(was always asked of him.

the need for meaning is described in terms of an "end"

narrator as a child, tells him later in the book that she 

always knew that he would come to no ,(310).

Not wanting to deal with the question, he goes to the 

forest, and admits 'JhcM

since the war, are the people of the town any longer 
(277)« For the time being, the 

narrator rationalizes that there is a , an end,

of petty concerns and empty piety are both part of a 
search for some "form", or meaningful existence, and

. (To-Ts
Now the narrator himself asksi
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When the narrator compares his handwriting tonovel.

that of a beautiful manuscript, and realizes how much he

might have improved his handwriting, he concludes rather

sadlyi

9%fC Muc fc

Yet he has come to bring

(We shall put off any judgment as to whether, by the end

narrator does share his perception of Krolka the hotel
servant's judgment. In her eyes, he tells us, he is a

> PT ), and that which is

with the novel's tone of ambivalence and irresolution.

The sadness of having come to no , of having
remained as an unformed stone, continues throughout the

of the novel, the narrator ever finds his sought-after
I'?1 -A .) Half-way through the book, however, the

repaired ( 
irreparable (193)•

man who cannot distinguish between that which can be

Once again the reader is confronted

,>_NI I -C*'
He has left Israel because he is too tired to rebuild (193).

S’
(373)

to, and find it in
Shibush and the lost world of the Beit Midrash. 17
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Secondary CharactersF.

It is through the major secondary characters (and I
view all of the major characters as secondary to the

get a full view of the world of.Shibush
They are instrumental in setting mood forafter the war.

the novel, and, as Arnold Band notes, they help provide

Most importantly these

characters present an array of varying individual types

ing ways.

and yet they often actually seem to represent

aspects of his character.

Through Daniel Bach and his father Shlomo, for

helps set the tone of the entire novel. With great
emotion he recounts his experience of finding a dead
soldier who was killed as he stood in prayer with his
tefillin bound on his arm. He passionately cries out his

example, the reader is given both a picture of the human 
misery of Shibush and is confronted with a question the 
narrator himself confronts throughout the novel i how to
justify the ways of God amidst such human misery.19
With the story of his ordeal during the war, Daniel Bach

against which the narrator is set in apparently conflict- 
They serve both as foils to the narrator,

"an expansive realm of values and attitudes that give 
coherence to the entire novel."18

anguishi
>ic -ytvfjfi

-7s ¥

narrator) that we

? 11 Jo a i, pr’i' Jo\c
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(37) <?-mc

God, an attitude which Daniel Bach cannot accept. The

narrator sides with Shlomo, perhaps because, as Band

however, the narrator's agreement with Shlomo Bach

here may be simply one aspect of his ambivalence.

Daniel and Shlomo Bach have set the novel's mood,

but the narrator's response to what they have said

simply part of the narrator's attempt to discover anew

the old world of the Beit Midrash.

When he speaks with the rabbi of Shibush his attitude is

I
(171)

statements about God's mercy and lovingkindness, he

also points out that if, for example, Spinoza is correct,

and "understanding" is one of the great principles of

points out a secondary function! it may be that his 

aligning himself with the older pious Shlomo Bach, is

fie

h-?'// St
''irv'Ji ")?•<: P''75

tvc

His pious father Shlomo, on the other hand, says that we 

have no business questioning the ways of the merciful

Clearly, his attitude 

on the problem of theodicy is not at all consistent.21

much more similar to that of Daniel Bach.
9fCl P'lCJi (fcier

Although quite often the narrator makes pious

points out, "moral worth seems to correspond to the 

generations, the older a man, the more imposing his 

moral stature."20 Band's insight is worthy of attention;
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philosophy, why then does God not "understand" (381)?22

Bach is important, then, for creating a tone of

conflict and despair, and by befriending and spending

time with the narrator, for providing structure and

continuity in the novel. Yet the novel is a first

person narrative, and as usch Bach and the other characters

elicit from the narrator.

The role of the Sommer family fits a pattern similar

The tragedy of the family's ordealto that of Bach.

during the war is described (^9, 126), the contrast

is drawn between Sommer's life before and after the war,

between the generations is depicted. Most of the above

is told in a manner which seems reliable. It is when the

Or perhaps the question is not one reliability at all.
Rather, what the narrator sees strikes responsive chords
in him, which he often projects onto the secondary
characters.

This projection becomes rather obvious when he offers
four different explanations for why Sommer often sits
with his eyes closed. Each explanation deals with a
major concern of the narrator (and the novel) i the glory
of the distant past, the tragedy of the more recent past

narrator begins to relate just what Sommer is thinking 
and feeling that his reliability might be questioned.

are often important primarily for the response they

issues of God's wisdom and justice, and of man's suffering 
and merit are raised (73), and a marked difference
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inward into the spirit.
with his eyes half-closed, the narrator explains that
this is so either because Sommer does not expect to see

Later Sommer closes his bodily eyes
so

so

Simply stated, Sommer closes his eyes for the same

reasons the narrator might close his. As in the case of

of expression for the narrator.
own perspec­

tive.

which Yeruham traces back many years. It centers on

Yeruham's going to Israel, only to be sorely disappointed

and finally expelled for his leftist activities. Early

Yeruham's contention that the narrator's Zionist poetry 

and his example of aliyah were the main causes of

As filtered through the 
narrator, the Sommers become aspects of his

Bach, the Sommer family helps create the mood of despair 

in a world changed by time and war, and provides a vehicle

(the war), the despair of the present, and the look

The first time he sees Sommer

closed not to preserve the past, but to see what is yet 

to happen (34)•

anything new, or because he wants to preserve the past (26).

In the second instance, however, Sommer's eyes are half-

that he may see what has happened to him with the eyes 

of the spirit (48). And finally, Sommer closes his

Yeruham Hofshi is perhaps the narrator's strongest 

foil in the novel. The two are set apart by a conflict

in the novel Yeruham sees the narrator and Israel as

eyes 

as to block out altogther what he has seen (49).

one (8?) and therefore expresses strong feelings of
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animosity toward the narrator. Even as they come to

know and like each other better, their differences

on Israel are never reconciled. Yeruham's primary
role becomes that of confronting the narrator with

When Rahel, Sommer's daughter, who has married Yeruham

against her father's wishes, asks Yeruham to tell her

and the narrator some stories about Israel, Yeruham is

n->iv ie

(282) . n A

He bemoans the waste

of Yeruham's labor in repairing the roads of Shibush.

? (c /

(3^5)

The narrator

is talking about his own labors in Shibush being in vain
as much as he is of Yeruham's.

The figure of Yeruham is significant as well in

rx/rJ^ r n J_a’j
The narrator's attitude toward Yeruham is most

the less pleasant aspects of life in Israel, thereby 

emphasizing the narrator's strong ambivalence to the Land.

At least in Israel, he says,

? Pl/CJ'O 7)S Ari

ambivalent not because of the latter's personality, 

but because he himself is conflicted over the quality 

of life in Israel or in Shibush.

shocked!
fp j" S' I jnn

-)oo/e 'jee/h ; pniT

(C f — ? fs/je I 7)^/ f — , A/i/ez /cf f

JHh/c ynqoTj y'-jn/cf >-)>) p-ef

The use of the word connected almost exclusively

with the narrator, is significant here.
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emphasizing the narrator’s ambivalence about whether he

Having made the decisionshould be in Shibush or Israel.

to leave, he is glad, on the one hand, that Yeruham

narrator’s condition.) On the other hand, he is angry with

Yeruhami

| (T ' 5|C3>

(418) UxUC.

aspects of the narrator and his central concerns are

Yet his role is somewhat more elusive thanexpressed.

he remains in Shibush,that of the other characters!

We shall considerhappily married, the father of a son.

this further when we deal with the novel’s conclusion.

Beit Midrash world. Although he has fallen from his

exalted reputation as a great rabbinic scholar (just as

all that was once great in Shibush has declined), he
remains the most saintly of the town's inhabitants. He
is also a model for the narrator, in that he represents
true piety in contradistinction to the narrator's pious
mouthings. But for the narrator such an ideal is also

he cannot hope to be the pious man that Reba threati

Hayim is, nor is he able to live comfortably in Reb Hayim's

p e/J

Of all the characters in the novel, it is Reb Hayim 

who might qualify best as the incarnation of the old

ZC(£.

<") cC?
Yeruham, too, clearly serves as a vehicle by which

asks him to stay in Shibush until after Rahel gives birth, 
(418) . yxpzVcT ?U(T |<T /C<£?

(Note the use of to uproot, to express the
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He envies Reb Hayim who teaches Torah to theworld.

He too, he imagines, willfew children in Shibush.

someday teach Torah to the town's children. Of course

he never does i but contemplating teaching reminds him
of his own children and the possibility of returning

Reb Hayim is thereby also used to reflectto Israel.

the narrator's inner conflict regarding Shibush versus

Israel.

Reb Hayim is a threat in one other important aspects

he sees more clearly than do others, and thereby high­

lights some of the narrator's insecurities. While the

narrator knows that most people can be easily impressed

rollc .

raises the possibility that perhaps Shibush itself does'

not really exist, that only its name has any firm

existencei

pTMc Yjyi J
I

*5

I'ice

by externals, he fears visiting Reb Hayim because of what 
the latter may see in him (403).

Ultimately all the secondary characters raise questions 
which involve some insight into the narrator's conflicts.
This novelistic structure strengthens the view that 

n")||c is primarily a novel about the
Aharon Schutzling, the, narrator's boyhood friend, even

U’Jd /j'j-e ('V3i p
Pic / , (C.|)'>jic(i yj iji,c ijic .

pc p"icyD p Uic p'lcey 

|Jf3 ifojsofJ 'Jiceo £ c 1 /s , (f7n€ 1 

f-)ic kJ-) (cpi^ic itf ? SiKA l'«e
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’<?ic- DC

The idea that Shibush exists only in name (desolation,
destruction, confusion) is intriguing. If the firm

existence of Shibush is in question, then the major

conflicts over the town and what it represents truly

become conflicts over a Shibush that exists only in the

narrator's mind, thus supporting the position that the

Much of what happens in the book

sees

as

|'jr •j ic-e

It is a book of ruminations, a fact of which the narrator

The narrator is aware of his
thought processes to the extent that he divulges to the
reader his tendency to divide his statements into first
and second parts (which he does consistently) (91) ;

he shares his awareness of the seemingly disjointed nature

of much of what he tells i

(411) . 3nic pprJp ysHf/ns |j>(c ptic [e ys|?cnr/

J

/
'jr> 'J7> ?

<, _a)2t t"rJ

/
(ioi)

Y3//

» -e/Pc

p e/V fa icJit.

{pi-e-nT ~~ ■
(291-292)

roifc is the novel.

does, after all, take place in the narrator's thoughts 

(those same thoughts which Schutzling correctly 

enervating).

is only too well aware. , he asks on a

number of occasions (211).

ICI7) -)£>6zV

P '~>P3^

f'pn/cj" pp o/v fClBf/y V>/z

As the narrator himself makes explicit, 

the novel is an inner journey• 

pc ~Yst>r!
?D’(Jr ->3> O/V icr^e
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He goes

that Shibush may not exist

J

draws our
Midrash, and all 

of the narrator as

ir*.
so far as to admit . .

icft |JJ’'-nrF

j'ic >,7 p'r^p

narrator himself is central to

a part

. /J
)J)C i< id i 

(308) .

The irony is that the 
Schutzling's suggestion

attention to the fact that Shibush, its Beit 
its inhabitants are at least as much

he is of them.
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The Novel's ConclusionF.

'<Jic 'JhftJIC-ftJ

(21)

(76)

The

ing to

■r

sighingi

(16)

(17)

rf,

ji/T n Cj nine

"most affirmative novelistic statement of

r,l,,c portrays the attempt of a man to 

return to the security of the world he knew as a child, 

or to that world as he remembers it. The pervasive moods 

of the novel are nostalgia, despair, and ambivalence. 

These mood, are punctuated by the recurrlns motif of

He sees the land of Israel in the novel as
is Agnon’s

belief.
being "an expansive ideal that must supersede all that 

Shibush stands for." It is the "dream that gives mean­
life and nothing short of it will suffice."2^

... '.m.Jici

? te f (O'jCjj ie<T<? ^Ainjic

,.1/xJic- icf/c 7>J'/C yU'IrO

f'^-3 P ?/C >>b//e /
The narrator and townspeople sigh over the tragedy of 

the past and over the sadness of the present.

If the novel's conclusion is to be read as optimistic, 

one would assume that the sighing would stop, 

narrator expresses such optimism when, on the ship

returning to Israel he saysi

9 3ico pj\oj pf/o _Ar>h/v...

(^35) , f'icp/ V'V’P £■

Arnold Band argues convincingly that
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Part of the problem with Band's analysis is his 
assertion that the narrator identifies "categorically 
with the two enduring focal points that merge, by the 
end of the novel, to produce the bet midrash in Erets 
Yisrael."2? An examination of the final chapters of the 
book shows that the conclusion of the novel, in consonance 
with the rest of the book, is much more ambivalent than 
Band's view would imply.

The narrator's process of deciding to return to

The most hopeful sign in the book, Band argues, is the 
birth of a son to Yeruham and Rahel (the first child 
born in Shibush in many years), and the fact that the 
narrator gives the key of the Beit Midrash to the child. 
••The child holds the key to the future."25 Band concludes.

But Ore'ah nata lalun, reaches a posi­
tive ending in spite of the mood of 
decay which pervades it. The narrator 
does rejoin his family in Jerusalem to 
live the life of the Tora there. Though 
he has had his childhood obliterated 
from his consciousness as a possible 
psychological refuge from reality, in 
his loss of innocence he gains a new 
childhood in the figure of the child of 
Rahel and Yeruham. Their child is given 
his name, a strange practice for Ashkenazic 
Jews who usually name the child after a 
dead person. I suggest that this strange 
act means that the narrator who entered the 
story has died as a personality, he has discovered his Shibush is no more, and 
he therefore undergoes a rebirth signified 
in the birth and circumcision of the child 
who will bear his name. And it is the 
child, who now has one of the keys to the 
old bet midrash (the narrator has the 
other key), who will someday settle in 
Erets Yisrael and study the Tora in the bet midrash of Shibush when it is trans­ferred there.26
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Israel is fraught with characteristic ambivalence.

IK83«’ D'k.-)! Vzv

The narrator puts

ark.

like to carry the entire Beit Midrash on his shoulders.

The walls of the Beit Midrash tell him that they will

The narrator's final problem before he can leave 

Shibush. is what to do with the key to the Beit Midrash.

( (T ■)/CWiO«

the key in the ark, but now says that he must carry the

His wife questions him, and he answers that he would

When 
it is already clear to the reader that the narrator 

is thinking seriously about his return to Israel, the 

narrator himself appears as not fully prepared to con­

front that reality. Although he counts out the money he 

will need for his journey, he tells the reader,

On the one hand, he states that since he left Israel his 

eyes have become weakened because of his studies in the 

Beit Midrash (4-16). On the other, he has a responsibility 

to dispose of the key properly. He has an imaginary 

conversation with his wife over what to do with the key. 

She suggests that he leave it in the ark and let the 

dead take it when they come to pray.

pc-
, tsjsawn _a(C (d ft

(370) ...T €/ tcJic
He also remains ambivalent when asked by Yeruham to remain 

until Rahel gives birth, both angry and thankful for 

the delay (418). The narrator's ambivalence is finally 

resolved not by his own action, but by his wife who sends 

him his ticket to Israel (420).
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follow him to Israel (416-41?) •

Yeruham and Rahel.

This act seems to

What seems strange, however, is theview of the future.

matter-of-fact manner in which the key is given, as well

The transfer
of the key is reminiscent of the way in which the narrator
received it, from men who were leaving Shibush and told
the narrator to sit in the Beit Midrash and wait for the

The difference here is that the child cannotMessiah.

refuse the gift, whereas the narrator, although ambiv­

alent, had accepted it.

In some ways what happens in the chapter entitled

We are told—by the narrator—what the

The

life was better, when he learned everything that is in

Now he has suddenly forgotten all that hethe Torah.

J''/z seems to be a microcosm of the novel as a 

whole, or at least an outline of what the narrator has

lived through.

infant, who is about to be circumcised, is thinking, 

child smiles because he remembers the days when his

The problem seems solved when a son is born to 

The narrator wants to give the child 

a gift by which he will be remembered and decides to give 

him the key. In this way, says the narrator, the child 

will be able to open the Beit Midrash, when the Messiah 

will transport it to Israel (431).

express great hopes for the child, and an optimistic

Clearly the narrator's 

ambivalent feelings toward Israel and galut are strongest 

as he contemplates leaving Shibush.

as the fact that the recipient is a child.
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child.

cyclical—it is about to happen again in this child who

has just inherited the Beit Midrash key.

is not born out by the fact that, at the end of the

novel, Yeruham and Rahel live peacefully in Shibush

symbolically passed to the next generation.

The narrator himself tells us that although it

would be nice to have a happy ending for the story, since

The child is named after the narrator, then, not necessarily 

because he has been symbolically reborn in the new-born

>r>ic

The expectation 

which Band speaks of that the child will go to Israel

K.b

The child is comforted when he imagines that the day of 
his death has arrived and he has nothing to fear, because 
he has not sinned and his soul remains pure (430),

h /V/ 
(429)

7> (FoJ

learned? he is shocked, and begins to cry. 

p-b? Str

■p IJ 'lb

with their son who is growing and giving pleasure to 

his family (444). The tension between galut (the Beit 

Midrash and its key) and Israel is not resolved? it is

The 

ironic juxtaposition of thoughts about death at the

What has happened to the narrator is seen as

^7'33 ic7>'e

fjw/eJ .a /«-

occasion of a birth reflect the novel's ambivalent (usually 

despairing) attitude to life in Shibush after the war.

1fa

hoip icm-e -^y

MYicoe z /cii

9^3'b Vlrcf<c b i ic Ji
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His reference
is to the fate of Tsvi, the young Zionist who tries to

Once back in Israel, the narrator says that he has

to

jMun I

When he realizes that this

now
When he decides to keep the key until the day when the
Beit Midrash comes to Israel, he puts it in a box, and
hangs the key to the box over his heart. The key to the
Beit Midrash itself,

be £> '-hc« 'Jlc , , ,

sayingt
. 'ffr b(\JI j)U'-Ts 'JVC(42?)

enter Israel illegally and is sent back to Shibush (437). 

What is significant is that we are prepared for an ending 

which is at best ambiguous.

put his experience out of his mind and has found tran- 

His words are betrayed by the fact that

is the very key he had lost, he wonders at the fact that 

that he has no need for it, it returns to him (439).

quility (439).
he writes of that very experience as soon as he returns 

Israel,28 and by the very next paragraph of the novel

in which his wife finds a key in one of his travel bags.

The narrator immediately blames Yeruham Hofshi,

(440) . Upo {/o' pfo pc
The narrator waits for the Beit Midrash and realizes that

» e y-e
//V3X , for having disposed of the key the 

narrator had given to his son.

our exile there is no good without bad.

although the key can wait, 

(44o) s 'p izNznT '<T pep PV 

One remembers Yeruham and Rahel’s son as, he is imagined
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Giving it to the new-born

narrator’s dilemma•

rw'Swa

Pn/’ 3

IJ'IIC?

That

very

there

(~N|c fcPlic

)Sr><? l/VC/V /

/3/v

73d13 Oj

/<■ i -t> e

end of the novel, creating the feeling that although

i has certainly been growth as a result of his

, something still lacks completion.

ZZw A 3 7

|_3 pic ( h-'iad <r i r
, p/</3 'Z /c/)

• VW /J'ic/

to narrate a
(444) . Ta~>/ Pro’ JV liie-zv J-sl^d ^oJ P/P/V
(444) >1-* ■><3'© /c fi -}iy is oJ

(445) <&ip<?d 'Jk pi’ J3<s ^iir

'JO/V , '€/O

i e jic I ip^p

(444) , T /di~>qv<? ('Jr

Even in Israel, the narrator cannot escape the key. 

is, he cannot escape the Beit Midrash or Shibush itself. 

The fulfillment which Erets Yisrael represents is com­

promised by the continued presence of the key.

The narrator’s ambivalence remains with him to the

experience as an

He ends his story with the key in his hand, and the words, 

I'fir (O-e Plic (_mic OO'o p/fj

(444) . /s v/c
He is no longer a guest, and yet, he immediately continues 

story supposedly complete ( P l<?->).

p r^')1 rv

The key has become a burden.

child who could not refuse it was not a solution to the 

Now he asks Shlomo Bach if he would

like to take it back to Shibush, go to his granddaughter's 

wedding, and study in the Beit Midrash (443). Shlomo says 

he would prefer to stay in Israel and wait for the Messiah (444), 

.'l»K -y'j'tcJ ^->|C
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A part of

P'//<2r>'T>e

'J -»(£_) I

If it is literally true for the

end of the book is most appropriate. Shibush, its

inhabitants, the Beit Midrash and its key cannot be forgotten.

The problems of uprootedness, despair, and absence of meaning

remain eternally unresolved.

Those are the first sentences of the next three paragraphs.

He even begins to talk about what happened to him in

(373)

Israel, but he says with an air of finality, belied by 

his difficulty to stop writing, 

i/v/i’j) /s-wicd(44-5) :-e tp-epe

The feeling of finality is forced, as is the tone of 

optimism. The despair and sighing has abated somewhat, 

but never totally disappears from the story.

the narrator's experience in Shibush—a strong element 

of uprootedness—remains alive even in Israel.

The long Yom Kippur with which the novel began, 

the period of which the novel encompasses, is

(somewhat grudgingly) over. But one of the important 

questions raised by the narrator is never resolved)

, 'J’TrS

Ona* bicj

(P '^a Tts P'pfn
(CID

may both be correct.

narrator that all times are the same, then in a way the

>D /u

/o-e »DtbDD (CID h3/(7
That all times are the same and that the past is a burden

PljniSD

z
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NOTES

1 cf. Arnold J. Band, Nostalgia and Nightmare, A-Study in

2

Band, p. 291•

cf. Hochman, pp. 132-133.

7 cf. Band, p. ?.
8

and London, 1970)» p. H9> 
6

y/Jb-y "-e, 'VS'o f* jao*

He discusses the first three

the Fiction of Sy Y. Agnon (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 196877 
p. 292.

cf. Band, p. 288.

cf. Gershon Shaked, 
(Tel Aviv, 1973). P- 230.

4 See Baruch Kurzweil, 
(Tel Aviv, 1970), pp. 51-52. characters mentioned in the novel, Bach, Gumovitch, and Reb 
Hayim, and the idea that they and Shibush are half alive and 
half dead.

5 cf. Baruch Hochman, The Fiction of S. Y. Agnon (Ithaca

Hochman, p. 133.
15 Hochman, p. 131.

cf. Band, p. 310.
17 cf. Shaked, p. 231-232.
18

Hochman, p. 119*
9 cf. Band, p. 292.
1° cf. Shaked, p. 231.
11 Hochman, p. 128.
12 Hochman, p. 129.
13 Hochman, p. 131.
14
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Band, p■ 291.
21 cf. Band, p. 292.

22

23

24

26

cf. Band, p. 310.

cf. Band, p. 312-313• 

Band, p. 326.

19 Cf. Band, p. 292.

20

Band, p. 320.

2 5 Band, p. 321.

Band, p. 326-32?.

2? Band, p. 323.

28
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