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• HEBREW U~ION COLLEGE-JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 
NEW YORK SCHOOL 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 
Hollis Seidner 

in Partial Fulfil l ment of the Requirements for Ordination 

- Ayant-Garde Symbolism in the Hebrew 
Short Stories of Y.L. Peretz 

Hollis Seidner's study of a group of Peretz' s s tories that have 
been widely acknowledged to be "eni gmatic" is a n outgrowth of my 
own fascination with the work of the late Uri Shoham . Shoham' s 
book, Ha-Mashma 'ut ha-aheret is study of the trend towards 
allegorical writing in Hebrew literature from the Haskalah t o A.B. 
Yehoshu'a. Ms. Seidner s hared this f asc ination , and s he also had 
an abiding interest in Peretz from the time she took a n advanced 
seminar with me some years ago. Her t hesis represent s a very close 
reading and translation of these tales as well as considerable 
reflection on the applicability of Shoham's categories . In order 
to read Sho ham i ntelligently Hollis had to exer cise no smal l 
measure of linguistic and conceptual acumen. Moreover, she strove 
throughout her writing t o dsal with Shoham c ritically and t o 
advance her own i ndependent critical readi ng of Peretz. 

By and large, Ms. Seidner s ucceeded in elucidati ng three levels o f 
meaning: 1) the baFe bones of Peretz ' s ~tales ; 2) Sho ham's reading ; 
and 3) her own -- usually divergent -- reading of Peretz. By 
returning to the deeper meani ng of the Cain and Abel s tory as she ' 
contends Peretz saw it, for example, Ms. Seidner was able to engage 
Shoham in a rather profound debate. Because of the complexity of 
the issues, it was occasionally difficult for her to make clear the 
demarcations between the vari ous levels of her argument. We 
attempted to revise and edit some of the unclear selections, but 

l because of the insufficient time Ms . Seidner allowed for wr i ting 
nd revisions, some of the lack of clarity remains here and there. 

A large section of the. thesis is devoted to the Cain and Abe l 
story. To elucidate her own interpretation, Ms . Seidner also 
adduced the views of Eli Wiesel. This view of the two brothers a s 
equal ly, or reciproc ally, both guilty and innocent, is immensely 
provocative. From this first chapte~ Ms. Seidner pi voted to a 
c onsideration of the major theme of "the prophet" as this theme 
appears in all of the stories under discussion . She makes s ome 
intriguing comments about the stories "Prometheus," "Madness" 
( "Holelut), " "A Mother' s Vision , " and "'l'he Birth of Moses" against 
the backdrop of the general theme ,of "Shadows and Light" -- whic h 
is the general the me of this grouping of Peretz' s storiesr 

• 



There can be no doubt that Shoham isolated a provocative dimension 
of Peretz•s writing. The aphoristic quality of some of these ~ales 
may, in. fac t, reflect the influence of such a work as Nietzsche's 
Zarathustra. Much more remains to be done in thi s area of 
identifying the i n fluences on Peretz. What is certain, however, 
is that Hollis Seidner, building on Shoham ' s work, has made these 
allegorical tales and their implicit cultural rebellion available 
to the English reader for the first time . Her assertion that 
Peretz was extracting his views from a hidden dimension of 
rebellio~ntrinsic to the Bible stories themselves is provocative 
but deba~able . Shoham did not view the Biblical framework of the 
Peretz story as anything more than a convenient skeletal structure 
for Peretz ' s totally original allegories. Hence, Ms. Seidner ' s 
analysis of the Noah story in relation to the story " Holelut, 11 for 
example, may leave us with some lacunae of understanding. But she 
has made a noble and intelligent effort to decipher the succession 
of riddles in these stories. 

The large number of works cited by Hollis in her bibliograµhy 
reflect actual research and reading which she did and discussed 
with me. Ideally, these wide-ranging studies of Peretz might have 
yielded a comprehensive introduction to the massive general theme 
of Peretz might have yielded a comprehensive introduction to the 
massive general theme of Peretz studies. However, forced to choose 
between breadth and a more focussed study-in-depth of a limited 
body of material, Ms . Seidner elected, wisely, to narrow her 
attention to the allegorical tales in the light of Shoham ' s 
methodology. 

• 
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During my year i~ Israel we corresponded, and he told 

me t hat he wonqered how a rabbinic school takes peopl e and 

t urn s them into rabbis . 

I venture now the answer to that question. HU C-JIR 
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them how to study their tradition , and trusts that in the 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

' 
Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg, in their 

Introduction to I.L. Peretz Selected Stories, asked, " What 

kind of stories did Peretz write?" 1 The difficulty in 

answering this query derives from the scope and variety of 

material Peretz drew from for his short stories and the tone 

of his writing. In relation to Western literature they note 

that: 

"Perhaps the closest comparison - admittedly, not 
very close - is to be made with the stories of 
Hawthorne, also composed out of a quasi­
allegorical intent, a heretical moral probing 
based on a lapsed religious orthodoxy, and some 
half-hidden, even sly touches of cleverness. 
Perhaps, too, there is a shade of comparison worth 
making with some of Kafka's shorter pieces. 11 2 

Such has been my approach to several obscure Hebrew short 

stories, which will be unfamiliar to the general reader of 

Peretz, from Volume V, Mashal V ' Dimyon, of Kol Kitvei Y.L. 

Peretz . In this thesis I c hose to analyze several of these 

pieces and Peretz's intent in writing them. 

The modern Israeli critic Uri Shoham subscrlbes to one 

of the views of Howe and 'Greenberg, clted above, which would 

describe these stories as " quasi-allegories. " I have 

discussed his approach, applied it to other short stories of 

• 
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Peretz, and analyzed what I considered to be its value to 

the reader who wishes to understand this genre of Peretz ' s. 

This approach was not completely satisfactory to me, 

.Oowever, for I found that the relationship of thes e stories 

to Biblical material is so striking, I felt the wo rk bore -further analy9is. I have proceeued in much the s a me wa y t o 

understand these stories as Howe and Greenbe rg under s tand 

Peretz's Hasidic and folkloristic tales to have g o ne "beyond 

the limits of Jewish sensibility, 11 3 to have b e e n rewo rke d i n 

many different ways by Peretz, so that 11 wha t ma tte r s i s 

moral discovery, spiritual action, the loc ation of h i dde n 

weaknesses in the soul, the search for new sourc e s of 

strength. 114 I began to read these stories from Mas ha l 

V ' Dimyon as Peretz ' s reworking of Biblical material for the 

sake of engaging the Jewish mind in "self-reflec ti o n, self-

argument, self-criticism, but most of all, se l f­

discovery .. . 11 5 -- in short, as modern midrash . 

The stories chosen have not been published in Eng l ish 

trahslation. The o n ly story of this distinctive ly 

allegorical genre which has .been available to the Eng li s h 

reader is the short story, "The Hermit and the Bea r, 11 in 

Howe's and Greenberg's collection, which may be considere d 

3Ibid . , p . 17. 

4 I bid . . 

5I b id. I p. 19. 
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one example of allegorical fantasy. A Jew i sh shopkeepe r 

decides to completely turn away from evil in the world and 

ends up living alone in an abandoned ruin of an ancient 

palace on a river bank, where h e conjures up the inca rna tion 

of evii;-in the natural world in the form of a bear. They 

face each other in a day-long stand-off as a r esu l t of which 

the bear is tamed. The hero's quest for purity is over , no t 

because he h as achieved it, but because evil h as bee n 

conquered, or at least tamed and harnessed. In the process , 

the hero has changed as well. Pere tz ends with a memo r abl e 

qyote : "There is no end to evil. The bear has become 

partly human, and the human partly a bear. And a sa i n t who 

lies down with a b~ar cannot wake the soul of the worl d . 11 6 

"The Hermit and the Bea r " is a wisdom story, an al l egory , a 

fantasy, and a criticism of Hasidic pietism. The modern 

scholars who have analyzed this genre of Peret z •s work have 

not yet dealt with "The Hermit and the Bear," o r wi th ma ny 

of the other short stories in Mashal V' Dimyon. Therefore, 

it i s my hope that my translations will provide no n-Yiddi s h 

and non-Hebrew reading audienc es with greater access t o th is 

genre of Peretz's work. 

6Ibid., p. 37. 
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I . CRITICAL VIEWS OF PERETZ WITH SPECIAL ATTENTION TO THE 
VIEWS OF URI SHOHA.M 

At the outset I am presenting the views of Uri Shoham 

on the symbolism in Peretz's allegorical and avant-garde -short stories. Shoham's work, Ha'mash'ma ' ut Ha ' aqer et : min 

hamashal h a ' alegori v'ad hasipur hapara-re ' alisti ha s 

provided us with inval uable i nsight and clarification i nto 

the structures and symbol ism of Peretz 1 s stories. S hoham 

gives us the views from other Hebrew and Yidd ish critical 

literature on Peretz ' s work, his own analysis o f the 

allegorical structur es therein, a nd s t udies of several 

stor ies in w.hich Peretz 1 s "Promethean Hero11 figures 

prominent l y. My own a~alysis will focus mainly o n f o ur of , 
the stories appearing in Sho~am ' s fifth chapo~r, entitled: 

" The Prome thean Hero - on the Allegorical Stories of 

Peretz," namely, "What is its Name?" "Ca in and Abel, 11 

" Ma dness ," and "Prometheus, " as well as t hree others, all 

but one of which appear in Hebrew a nd in translation at the 

translation section of the thes i s. 

According to Shoham, of all the Hebrew authors from the 

latter days of the Enlightenment, no individual ' s work has 

been consider ed mo re difficult t o explain in its vari o u s 

forms than that o f Y.L. Peretz. In estaq_lishing the 

allegorical foundations in the work he i s analyzing. Shoham 

cites many c rit ics of Pere tz • s work as ailegory. Most of 

• 
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these critics did nbt write in English, making a summary of 

their views ~rom Shoham useful for our purposes here. 

Shoham points out that Ya'akov Fichman searched for the 
• 

solutions to some of the puzzles in Peretz's work in 

Peretz's life. 7 Yosef Klausner's assessment of the -
metaphorical imagination in Peretz's work is that, for all 

2 

its richness, poetry and artistry, it never cqncerned itself 

with rationality or with a correspondence to the conscjous 

world. Hence , Klausner said, Peretz's writing must be felt 

and experienced, but perhaps never fully explained . 8 

Lachover, by contrast, felt that Peretz had been 

searching throughout his life for a form of expression in 

his work that would convey a poet's sense of the visionary. 

In his earlier work he continued the use of dreaming and 

fantasy found in the satirical s tories of Isaac Erter. 9 The 

mysterious garb in which the tales were wrapped meant more, 

said Lachover, than their rationalistic content or inner 

core. The rationalist is after " revealed truth:" the 

romantic seeks that which is "hidden, " and so uses symbols. 

Peretz's work, for Lachover, is either both Realistic and 

Symbolic or neither. In fact, Lachover felt Peretz used 

symbolism to hide revealed truth, and was, rather, an 

• 
7Ibid . I p. 134 . 

a ·a Ibl . I p. lJS. 

9Ibid . 

-- . 
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allegorist, a lover of parables. 10 Niger emphasizes the 

dualism of Peretz ' s life. As a Rationalist and ·a Romantic , 

he exhibited these two poles in the crafting of his stories. 

Combin~ the mystical and starkly logical, these stories 

are linked toge ther by their literary forms of parable and 

allegory. Niger thought that the stories ' content wa s, in 

fact , psychological and rationalistic, and that only thei r 

mode of expression was un -rationalistic, mysterious, or 

religious . That i s to say, Peretz i s a mix of romanticism 

on the one side and ethical, didactic rationalism on the 

other . 11 

Shoham, therefore, divides the schools of criticism 

i nto the one group whic h views Peretz ' s s t ories as 

comprehe nsible only to the Holy One Blessed i s He, and a 

second group whic h finds pa rable and allegory at work, but 

no r eal "mystery. " Shoham believes, moreover, that both 

views are correc t and, sometimes, incorrect, for, although 

some of the stories fit into these categories of pure 

allegory, some stories ar~ o n l y " naiv e allegories ," onl y 

partially partaking of these descriptions. Shoham says that 

we cannot know for sure. Shoham also says tha t what Peretz 

calls .... uaggadic" may only be "window-dressing, " or they may 
• 

be true allegQries or midra~him. Those stories coll ected in 

10Ibid . 

11 Ibid . I pp. 135- 136 . 

.. 
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' the fifth volume of Peretz's collected works, Mashal 

V' Dimyon, which are truly parable or fantasy, are, in 

Shoham ' s words, "v isions" and not aggadah. The vision is 

cloak~-a-in a difficult parable and concealed; the author is 

pointing toward the message or the ideal which cannot be 

stateq directly for religious, social and aesthetic 

reasons . 12 

Shoham points out that allegory in Peretz ' s stories is 

often found in portions of those stories which develop into 

cpmpl1cated allegories on their own, allegories fashioned 

out of certain aspects or facets of the heroes' characters. 

Sometimes those portions overwhelm the stories. Their 

motivating ideals and the heroes/protagonists who strive to 

realize them are analyzed by Shoham below . In Volume 5 , 

Mashal V' Dimyon, Shoham says there are parables, allegories, 

and Realistic stories with foundations in fantasy. The 

third category is the subject of his study. It is 

characterized by "the thicket of profound opposites, ·;;n 

which, according to Shoham, is the attempt to achieve an 

allegory in whic h the hero meets the creations of his own 

spirit that are imaginings and ghosts struggling with each 

• 14 other, as they come upon the protagonists ' way. 
~ 

12Ibid., p . 137. 

13Ibid . , p. 14 7; a quote from Peretz ' s short story, "Sha lash 
K' riot," p. 4 6 in Volume 5 of Kol Kitvei Y.L. Peretz. 

1'Ibid . I p. 147. 



II. SEVEN ~TORIES OF Y.L. PERETZ AND ANALYSES BY URI 
SHOHAM, ELIE WIESEL AND THE AUTHOR: 

" What is Its Name? 11 15 

'Ml-i-6 story exhibits almost all the classical 

characteristics of an allegory . The first person-narrator 

finds himself wandering down a road seeking " something " 

without knowing what he is aft er. He cannot rest and fear 

seizes him at the thought of stopping. This fear, says 

Shoham, is the allegorjcal hero's fear of not r ealizing hi s 

destiny. At the outset of his journey the hero does not 

know his des tiny; this is essential. Perhaps the leave-

taking and the journey itself are part of the hidden quest 

5 

and discovery of the ideal. Any moment of rest might become 

t h e moment )n which the soul ' s root may be lost , or the 

revelation of the ideal could spoil its actualization . The 

hero meets two men on his way who help him to learn both the 

root of his soul and the purpose of his life. 16 He l earns 

t hat he is seeking " Sorrow . " But that is only the name 

which we on earth call it; its true name is a secret and 

hidden from us. 11 

• 

15 11 Mah Sh ' mo? " from Kol Kitvei Y.L. Peretz , Volume 5 , " Mashal 
V' Dimyon ," pp . 17-19. 

16Sh oham, op. cit . , p . 147. 

17Ibid . , p. 148 . 

' 
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It appe~rs that this is a story about "Mission." The 

old man who appears before the narrator on his way, is bent, 

white-haired a nd bright-eyed, older and taller than r eal 

l i fe. He is " born before time, " out of the depths o f the -void and chaos from which the world wa s created and will be 

returning to it. The narrator feels the old man must know 

the purpose of his mysterious search and as~s him , only to 

be told tha t it is something wondrous a nd secret and he must 

continue to look for it. 18 

Then he meets a strange child, also male, smaller than 

life, dwarf-like, hairless and very ugly. Identifying 

himself as "So rrow, " the incarnation of ill ness , ugliness 

and burden, this magician- dwarf insi s t s that he is the 

objec t of the protagonist ' s quest . The two strangers are 

referred t o as brother, the younger born at the commencement 

of time and destined to die at the end of time. His true 

name is not "Sorrow ." It is hidden and concealed from the 

creatures of thi s world; only they call hi m that . A 

classical allegory in its plot str uc ture, thi s is a tale of 

quest. 19 

The hero is compelled to find a mission, whi ch requires 

a metaphysical kind of strength. The purpose of the mission 

is t imeless and unconnected to the physica\ wo rld of here 

18Ibid ., pp. 147-148. 

19Ibid . , p. 148. 

• 
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and now . He tries to tra c k his purpose in life and the 

roots of his soul in a hidden realm. Being sent requires a 

kind of eternal strength, even though his mission belongs t o 

this world, symbolized by the ugly "Sorrow. " Peretz •s 

prophet, t~n, is one who succeeds in finding the timeless, 

unspeakable, beauty and light on the boundaries of the 

journey through time and space, as we know it, ugly and 

burdensome as it is. The prophet is a p i oneer; he does not 

r emove the veils or masks from the images he encounters . 

images of the spiritual sides of his nature, those creations 

of his mind and heart that become the meaning not found in 

other parts of lifa; he keeps them masked -- he experiences 

Sorrow but asks: What is i t s true name?20 

Al so signi fican t fn this model of the class ical hero of 

allegory are the two "brothers" or twins he encounters and 

wi t h whom he struggles, does battle or wres~les . 21 

201bid . , p. 148, (emphasis mine ) . 

21 Ibid . I pp . 14 8 -14 9 . 
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"Cain and Abel " 22 

This story, about " Everyman" split into two archetypes, 

paints the figures of those two brothers. Cain and Abel. 

We, the readers, says Shoham, are the "Everyman. " As we 

reconc±>-e these two parts of human nature represented in the 

story, we complete, the story , as it were. We are the ones 

being " sent '' to encounter these parts of our sou 1 s , or 

psyches, through all the versions/generations of the s t ory: 

Cain as one of the prophets of humanity; Abel a s the 

nihilist~ and both Cain and Abel together as the t wo poles 

i~ the allegorical search for meaning. We encounter Cain, 

the prophet in each of us, and Abel, the nih i list i n each of 

us, a nd the plots of the story bring each of those parts of 

our psyche into collision in the proverbial sea r c h for 

meaning in our existence.n 

But into this polar configuration Peretz throws a 

curve, literally and figuratively. This is a tale o f 

ascents or degrees in the sense of spiraling or revolutions 

of a wheel. The plot plays itself out over and over again 
. 

in new, sometimes more complicated, but always the same , 

ways. Cain seeks God, hears God, believes in God, worships 

God and wants his brother Abel to share in the triumph of 

hi s spiritual quest. Abel laughs at and mocks him, scorns 
• 

22see the Hebrew text and my trans lation on pp. 49ff., below. 

nShoham, op. cit., p. 14 9. 



' . 

his actions and makes fun of hi s God, in Whom he refuses 
" 

eve~ to believe. So Cain e nds up killing Abel in the name 

of God (Who would have forbidden him from doing so), and is 

killed by a wanderer or wild animal . Abel always pushes -

9 

Cain to this point, Cain alwa~s suffers for it . Neitner one 

learns or c hanges - - Abel deceives himself, denies God , ....._ 
mocks Cain, and is killed; Cain is always killed i n r eturn 

for shedding his brother's blood. 2
' 

Peret z also calls this a story of bloods hed and lies. 

Shoharn feels the two brothers are not the Bibl e ' s two 

brothers. They are two sides of one humanity w~ch created, 

and continues to create a barrier for preventing the 

redemption of the world. 25 Up to this point I agree with 

Shoharn. The Bible and Peretz are both dealing with the same 

universal questions. The Bible story is not a mere s keleton 

or disguise as the deceptive subtitle of his story " 'I'he 

Thought," namely " an Arabic legend ," might well have bee n 

for Peretz. However, Shoham thinks that Pe r e tz chooses Cain 

and Abel for his allegory not because the Biblica l version 

itself intended them to symbolize all that Pe retz saw in 

them, but because they were merely handy t ools for the 

allegorical crafting of his .Q!lD version of human nature. 26 

24 Ibid . , p. 15 0 . 

2~ b ·a I l ., p . 149. 

26Ibid. 
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I don ' t agree. I think Peretz chose Biblical stories and 

figures precisely because they were an ancient version of 

what he felt must be re-interpreted in order to coma to new 

conclusions. 

Here is my interpretation of the Bible story as it 

informed Peretz's choice of this material. In the original 

story, Cain and Abel are opposites, and, as the first two 

humans born on earth, they are as archetypical of humanity 

in the Biblical view as they are in Peretz ' s allegory . The 

Biblical Cain and Abel formed a pattern of relationship to 

each other and to God. Cain was the first to make an 

offering to God; he spoke to God; he tried to speak to Abel. 

Abel never spoke. The actor and reactor, the sensitive and 

the insensitive, the man of words and gestures and the man 

of duty, the leader and the follower -- each plays into th e 

hand of the other and each suffers. Cain ' s punishment is to 

wander alone isolated and alienatea, knowing tha t the God he 

so yearned to please would forever be turned away from him. 

Abel is slain for no reason, o ther than for imitating his 

brother, ultimately down a path to tragedy. In the end, 

neither brother represents the Lord or lives or dies, in Hi s 

Name. Yet each one represents parts of human nature which 

are eternal ... and Peretz's version is, ther~fore, a 

midrash on the Biblical account. He reworks the same 

elements, spins a never-ending, spiraling extension of the 
, 

first text into an open allegory involving our own time and 
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existence. He suggests a solution for each character: If 

only Cain would learn not to murder no matter what the 

11 

cause, and if only Abel would learn there is God and meaning 

in the world, this would put an end to the human condition 

as we ~w it . 

I do believe Shoham is on the mark in his assessment of 

God in Peretz's tale. Peretz is suggesting th~t God is the 

creation of our own souls, the fulfillment of our inner 

needs and longings. "Cain was ... seeking God Who ~as 

inside him." Abel ridiculed this inner need and rebelled 

against this existence of God in any form. Each character, 

then, was a killer: Cain kills his brother the non­

believer, and Abel kills belief. 27 Shoham further 

interprets Peretz ' s allegorical story as saying that the 

prophetical impulses of man often kill their opposition 

because deep down these believers are not certain that they 

have created a God of Truth for thernselves . 28 Likewise, the 

nihilistic impulses will always question and negate the 

religious ones. That is what Peretz means by the phrase: 

" Abel kills God with his scorning words (b'hevel piv). " In 

h is analysis of the paradigmatic story of the prophetic 

hero, "Cain and Abel, " Shoham shows us the paradox of the 

27 b 'd I l . I p. 150. 

28Ibid. 
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prophetic instinct which we will see further elaborated in 

the tale, "A Mother ' s Vision. " 

To expand upon the commentary of Shoham and my analysis 

above, """'?"am presenting the commentary of Elie Wiesel on Cain 

and Abel as well. Elie Wiesel has also written about Cain 

and Abel as "Messengers of God " (the counterpart to Peretz • s 
)-

"Promethean prophet " ) . 29 Like Peretz, Wiesel sees, in the 

Biblical portrait of these two brothers, a universal 

condition of mankind. 30 Wiesel treats the relationship 

b~tween Cain and Abel and between each of them and God, as 

paradigmatic of human nature in much the same way as Peretz 

does . For Wiesel, however, they symbolize executioner and 

victim, aggression and resignation, pure violence and pure 

innocence. Always pitted against each other, Wiesel sees in 

the figures of Cain and Abel, and God, as well, villain, 

· · a1 1. v1ct1m an accomp ice. He reworks the story into three 

versions which each paint different characters in those 

< 
roles: 

11 we could read this taut linear 
narrative as a tragedy in three acts 
with a cast of three to be played three 
times and on three different levels. At 
the first reading, Cain would be the 
villain. At the second , it would be 

29Messengers of God : Biblical Portraits ancl Legends, " Cain and 
Abel : The First Genocide, " pp. 37-68. 

30Ibid. I p. 38 . 
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Abel. At the third, it would be He who 
manipulated them. 1131 

For all his attempts to understand the meaning of the 

13 

Biblical text, Wiesel can only experience the story as "one 

that contains no call, no transcending quest; nor does it 

open gates of hidden sanctuaries. It suggests evil on its 

lowest, most primitive level. Raw, unembellished instincts 

• dictate the rules of the game; instincts and not divine 

command. 11 32 Wiesel calls the action of Cain in this story 

"irrevocable , . .. irreversible, his search ended in senseless 

brutality, in darkness and not in prayer. 1133 

In the above two quotations Wiesel both disagrees and 

agrees with Peretz ' s view of the story. While both 

commentators conclude ~hat Cain and Abel bring no new light 

into the world, that they do not achieve a ny goals, and that 

we, the r est of humanity, are not better off for their 

having lived and died as the y did, Wiesel feels that there 

was no transcending guest, no call, ... i.e. no reaso n for 

Cain ' s feelings and actions. 

In contrast, Peretz painted Cain as the prophetic man, . 
the one who could hear God calling, who wished to find Him, 

worship Him properly and share the uplifting experience (the 

light), with others. Misguided, according to Peretz, 

31Ibid., p . 40. 

32 Ibid . I p . J 9 . 

"Ibid., pp. JB -39, (emphasis mine). 

.. 
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because h e did look for a transcendent God, a Being outside 

of himself, when God was within him, immanent, al l along, 

Cain was, nevertheless, a force for higher consciousness, 

reverence, constructive endeavor, artistic expression and , 

generarty., for meaning in the world. He was trying to 

fulfill the wishes of a God Who did not speak to him often 

or clearly enough. And in the absence of God's voice, says 

Peretz, Abel the nihilist, the anti-prophet, was able to 

deny His existence. For Peretz, they are both tragic 

because neither o ne could recognize God where God was (and 

is): for Cain, inside himself, and for Abel, all around 

him. For Wiesel they are tragic : Cain for h is method of 

rebellion ; Abel for his silence. 

I believe both writers chose this theme of Cain and 

Abel against which to work out inne r conflicts between their 

personal feelings for Judaism and the spiri~ of their times. 

Wiesel's Cain- as-senseless executioner/Abel-as-passive 

victim/God- as-silent-witness seems a glaringly obvious 

al l egory for the circumstances of the Holocaust. Yet . he 

' 
does not call his version, his three-act trag edy, an 

allegory, although his characters all do personify people or 

nations or forces with more complicated and influential 

ident i t ies than the figures of two brothers before God. 

Cain represents Nazi Germany, and all tyranny, all 

oppression, and all violent evil in the world committed by 

t he h and of man . Abel represents t he Jews, and all victims. 
I 
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God plays Himself, and all witnesses, all judges, all 

accomplices. Wiesel can see in the Biblical tale, a 

foreshadowing of genocide and specificaly of the Holocaust 

to come. In his quest for an explanation and an accounting, 
~ 

Wiesel examines his own historical experience of ~ng the 

Jewish victim of a murderous Nazi executioner while his 

silent God says and does nothing, within the setting of the 

Genesis narrative. In every nuance he can possibly find for 

the text, within it and in the M i~rashim about it, Wiesel 

searches for the meaning of such behavior towards our fellow 

man. "The Midrash, '' says Wiesel, " was well aware that all 

questions and all answers must beg in and end with man: even 

those <;JUestions t o which there is no answer . 1134 

And so, on the question of responsibility in this 

story, Peretz agrees with the Midrashic view: the actors 

themselves are to blame. Likewise, Peretz •s version, like 
• 

the Talmudic treatment of the story, limits itself to two 

characters, absolving God from involvement, and saying that 

the story was between o n ly Cain and Abel. This is another 

reason why I read Peretz ' s "Cain and Abel " more as a modern 

midrash than simpl y as an allegory, and why I differ with 

Shoham on that point. For, as in the instance of "The 

Thought" -- which Peretz subtitles agada ar•vit/"an Arabic 

legend" to throw us off the track of its universalistic 

34 Ibid. I p. 52. 
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message -- I believe here too Peretz subtitled " Cain and 

Abel, " "a different version," to throw us off the track, as 

it were, again . As in the previous instance where, Shoham 

h as pointed out, the veil of allegory helped to disguise a 

sociali'Y-or religiously unacceptable message , here too I 

think Peretz is calling this nusha aharitha/ " a different 
I 

version" (and he expresses th is in Aramaic), precisely 

because it is not a different version . llis "Cain and Abel" 

is how he has come to understand and wants us to consider 

the meaning of the original text . The use of Aramaic may be 

to trick those readers who would condemn hi s heresies into 

thinking he has written a story about other Cains a nd Abels , 

or an imagined version of retribu~ion for the Bible ' s Cajn, 

or perhaps lost tales of the same pair, but not hjs real 

meaning for the original story. The Aramaic makes it sound 

rabbinic and midrashic and thereby acceptable. 

For Peretz ' s version is he retical in its view of God, 

which is that we create Him in our own image, or we deny Him 

in a ny form, both approaches leading us t o tragedy. And in 

th is Wiesel says we are to blame : 

"This brings us to the leitmotif of this 
t ale: responsibility. The two brothers were 
responsible one for the other. Neithe r wa s 
entirely guilty o r totally i n nocent; both were , 
each i n his own way, indifferent to the other ... .. 



11 ••• man is resoonsible for his fellow - man, 
himself and God. What he does commits more than 
his own person, his own world. " 

Peretz concluded similarly. He blamed Abel for his 

insistence on meaninglessness, destruction and disrespect -for others and Cain for his objectification of Cod and 

relationships. Wiesel explains a midrash from God's point 

of view, 

"What you have done, Cain, you have done also 
in My name; you have shared with Me your projects 
and daydreams; you have made Me responsible for 
your acts as I make you responsible for My 
creation. 11 36 

The protest that we hear implied here is that God wants no 

responsibility for our acts, He does not want to become 

involved in human affairs and would resent Cain trying to 

force Him to respond to his pleas, his offerings, his 

worship or the sacrifice of his brother. Wiesel says he 

would prefer to read the story as Cain acting in protest 

against what he perceived as God's indifference to man and 

God's harsh judgment of Adam and Eve. He calls him a 

nihilist revolutionary, the very role Peretz assigns to 

17 

Abel! They both agree that Cain was the actor who tried to 

change the status quo and that God was an impassive on-

looker . ... Wiesel ' s conclusion to this version is 

hauntingly similar to Peret z ' s version, 

nibid. , p. 59, (emphasis mine). 

36Ibid., p. 6-0. 



" Cain kille~ his brother - one half of 
mankind - out of disillusionment and perhaps out 
o f love, weeping over all men and himself. His 
pur p ose? to dest r oy, t o up root creation. His 
reason i ny? If t his is man, I refuse to share his 
fate; i f this is life, then I don ' t want it. Cain 
killed Abe l , and it was only a first step. He 
will follow him into death . Every murder is a 
sui.cJ.de: Cain killed Cain in Abel ... 

Well , t hat is what I would 1 ike to think. 11 37 
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He, too, sees that the brothers can repres ent two sides 

of the human whole, that murder leads inevitably to murder 

no matter what the cause, and that sometime s we mus t a ccept 

the fact that we do not always understand the meaning i n 

creation when we see it is perishable. 38 

· These commentaries by Elie Wiesel and Y.L. Pe r e t z o n 

the Biblical narrative of Cain and Abel are pro found and 

universal in import . In this tale both found much to learn 

about the human psyche, and ea~h writer rewrote it t o 

explain his position in history. 

.. 
37Ibid. I p. 61. 

38This last theme will be discussed below in the sec tion 
dealing with " Lights and Colors. " 
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"Lights and Colors•il9 

In this story, Peretz describes the evolution of light 

from the heavens into delicate, perishable flowers. This is 

the second in his series of four stories entitled "Shades of 

Light . .!!....., We must examine this story closely, for it provides 

us with the most enigmatic, but the most important 1 

symbolism of all the stories. 

This story follows " Cain and Abel, " and refers t o them 

each as s la in , their blood f i lling the earth. It is their 

blood which nourishes the flowers in the ground frum below . 

Their spirits are invoked, as well, to infuse creation with 

the drives t o grow and to die. Cain, portrayed in the 

previous story, as the seeker of God, builder of altars, and 

one to offer sacrifices, is named for the spi rit of growth, 

and Abel, who was the embodiment of nihilis m and negation 

before, lends his name to the withering and death that 

overtakes all of the flowers. 

When people argue about the relative value of beauty 

(of the flowers), some claiming that beauty is false and 

meaningless and others tHat it is true and meaningful, 

Peretz says: " flowers are neither false nor true; for just 

as they sprout and wither, they are the flowers of Cain and 

Abel!" All that is perishable, all that is mortal, all of 

creation (even the sun and stars which wf11 eventually be 

39see the Hebrew text and my translation, pp. 59ff ., below. 
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extinguished), contains the two realities within it. 

Inasmuch as it partakes of life and growth and 

constructiveness, it is beautiful; inasmuch as it partakes 

of death and decay and emptiness, it is not. Since nothing 

that lives es~es death, everything is twofold: true and 

false, faithful and doubtful, being and nothingness. It is 

an ironic reference, pir~ei Kayin v'Hevel (the flower~ of 

Cain and Abel), since Abel was slain before his time and 

Cain ' s line of descendants was cut off when God sent the 

Flood ne ither one "blossomed" or produced a viable line of 

offspring. 

In tact, in turning to the Genesis narrative to which 

this story would correspond, chapters 6- 9 :19 , we see the 

story of Cain and Abel is l o ng forgotten. Their names are 

but a memory, no one is left from their lines. However, 

what they had produced and bequeathed to humanity: violence 

and lawlessness , had taken hold and spread. 

The profound diminishing of the human lifespan and of 

divine intervention on earth is reflected in the levels of 

Peretz's story as well. In the first level, light is 

available to people from the sun and from the stars but they 

scorn it or complain about its great distance from them or 

its inaccessibility. Only the people who travel through the 

desert or on the high seas at nigh~ value it anymore, and 

know how to make use of it to guide them on the~r way. In 

the second level of the story, the light ls r efracted 
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through precious stones or crystals which break the light 

into colors, absorbing most of it and releasing only single 

aspects of the light, satisfactory enough for the simple 

(women, slaves and children). In the last level, the colors -
become flowers. Flowers drink in dew and light from above, 

the blood from the earth below, and sprout up ac9ording to 

their kind, all kinds and all colors - - another way that 

light becomes color. The flowers grow and fade, s prout and 

wither, in an eternal cycle of life and death, on a s~ale 

that is only now a fraction of the original possibility for 

light and truth on earth. 

I find the parallels between "Light and Colors" and the 

Genesis narrative leading up to the Flood and culminating in 

God ' s rainbow and his new understanding with Noah most 

striking. 

The beginning of the story about light ( " which is 

knowledge " ), corresponds to the events leading up to the 

Flood. All of the Divine Plan for creation and human beings 

has been strained to its limits, first by Adam and Eve, then 

by Cain and Abel, and finally, in our story, by the 

generations that followed, behaving miserably and spreading 

all manner of evil over the earth. Per~tz refers to such 

c haracteristic blasphemy, arrogance and gr~ed in his few 

indiyiduals who speak in this section. There is utter 

degeneration and light has been completely shut out by the 

inhabitants of &arth. 



At the end of this section Peretz writes , 

"But the caravan drivers through the 
sandy desert and those in charge of the 
ropes while out at sea can yuide 
themselves with the stars at night ... " 

If Peretz:"ls "night" is Genesis• "Flood," and the peopl e in 

question are Noah and his family, who were the only 

righteous ones on earth and who made their way t hro ug h the 

Flood to survival, the parallels build. 

The refracted light and different col o r s in Pere c z •s 

story parallel the rainbow, God's sign of peace and truc e 
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with creation. It is a sign of concession t o a wo rld whic h 

cannot absorb and appreciate God 1 s pure light -- Hi s 

presence, His providence or His original pl a n for c reati o n . 

The inhabitants on earth befo~e the Flood are ing rate s, 

disrespectful and heedless of the beauty all a r o und them and 

in each other. Peretz capt ures this in hi s d e pic ti ons of 

people in the first level of his story. The y compla in, wa nt 

only what they cannot have, feel they own it a ll a nd waste 

the earth's resources to acquire material wea lth. They moc k 

and scorn the God-given gifts of light (enlightenment), and 

deny God as its source. 

The tone of resignation in which the last level of the 

story is written reflects the new covenant God made with 
" 

Noah. God acknowledged that people would continue to be as 

disappointin9 as they had already shown the mselves to be 

before the Flood. God would try to ~urb the\r bloodthirst , 
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but never again destroy His creation. And so the flowers 

(those parts of the original light from God intermingled 

with blood from man) will not last forever. They will 

sprout up and live, as the remaining diminished 

manifestation of God's presence on earth, in which we can -see beauty and truth and right. Then they wlll die, 

sometimes within the span of a day. 
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The significance of this story is its overarching theme 

which is Peretz's theme throughout thi s series, "Shades of 

Light. " "Light, 11 Peretz • s symbol for enl ightenmcnt and 

divine knowledge, appears in this story as the main focus, 

but with many transformations, dimensions, and refractions 

until we are left with " shades of light," or "colors ," 

fleeti ng glimpses in the perishable realm of the pure beauty 

from the eternal realm. It is humanity which cannot accept 

pure light, make proper use of it, or appreciate it. With 

this light comes goodness, the knowledge of how to behave 

towards one ' s fellow man, but when man rejects it , man must 

learn to live with more and more darkness, more shadows, 

more colors, though less light, more evil and more 

bloodshed. Those who seek the light, more light, Peretz is 

saying at the end, must wai t for tomorrow' s morning light. 

Peretz's thrust is to claim we cannot give enlightenment to 

those who do not seek it: the world will ltve forever in the 

shadows of light . This theme was hegun in "Cai n and Abel" 

with its well-known tragic ending. It appears in "Madness" 

• 
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as Mrs. Madness races towards a sunrise, which is, 

joltingly, s~rprisingly , wallowing in waves of blood. The 

theme c ulminates in " Promethe us," the tragic he ro who tried 

to bring h eavenly light t o man, but was deceived by hi s 

benefic:i-eries and by the god who kept the light to himself , 

and ultimately awoke to discover he had dece ived himself. A 

close reading of these tales, therefore, reveals both their 

thema tic connection to eac h other and, as I will continue to 

s how below, their striking parallels to the Genesis 

narra t ive. 

.... 

• 
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11 Madness 11 40 

"Madness '' is a str ange story, as Shoham acknowledges. 

Mrs. Madness gets up in the middle of the night, hitches a 

team of horses to a wagon or "ark, " which is cal l ed, 

parenthetically, Noah the Drunk ' s ArK, and sets out on a -galloping journey, a mad dash you could say, toward the 

sunrise. She is laughing and wild during the race. The 

horses have blinders on so that they can see only what's 

directly in front of them. Although they are paired, they 

can only communicate by whispering into each others ' ears, 

and then they are whipped. They fall as exhaustion 

overtakes them, and are trampled under the stampede of the 

horse teams and wagon as it dashes forward over them, 
. 

unheeding. Mrs. Madness, at the whip, sees only the sunrise 

to the east, bathed in waves cf blood, and knows only that 

she is heading there . 41 

Shoham treats this story, the third in Peretz ' s series 

called "Shades of Light, " as a sketch of allegorical 

suggestion about the ambivalence inherent in the prophetic 

figure. Mrs. Madness portrays, then, the darker side of the 

• 

'
0see the Hebrew text and my translation, pp. 65ff., below. 

41Shoharn, op. cit., p. 150. 

\ 

• 
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compulsion to search for light, or enlightenmP.nt, no matter 

what the cost. 42 In addition, Shoham makes the follow ing 

points: 

Madness cuts down the oak trees and hews the poles for 

h itching the horses to the wagon ("drunken Noah's Ar1': " ), Q.y 

herself. --

The sunrise, (her destination) is the boundary or edge 

-- of the heavens. 

She knows where she is going but not why. 

Since she is travelling toward a sunrise, i.e. a new 

light or a new day, she represents the positive prophetic 

influence in man; because s he is mad (cf. Noah's , 

drunkenness), and wild and reckless, she also represents the 

d emonic, or anti-religious , influence, (cf. Abel ' s 

nihilism), on the other. Shoham sees this c ha racter as a 

combination of the opposite sides of human nature, depicted 

each as individuals, in "Cain and Abel." He calls this th e 

paradox of the prophetic hero . " 

The sunrise, i.e. the enlightenment the prophet longs 

for and drives toward, is s teeped in blood. Such is the 

paradoxical reflection of the prophet ' s paradoxical 

. 44 experience. 

42Ibid . , p . 151. 

43Ibid. 

" ·:ibid. 

.. 

• 



27 

There seems to be much more symbolized here than Shoham 

indicates. The references to Noah, his ark and his 

drunkenness, which are direct Biblical references, must all 

be given more attention. 

The fact that Peretz placed " Cain and Abel," "Lights --and Colors," "Madness, " and "Prometheus" in consecut1ve 

order within a series is significant; Shoham does ~ot 

mention this because his focus is on the dissection of 

allegorical structure. Although the stories or midrashim 

told by Peretz only contain passing references t o the 

Bibl ical counterparts, they nevertheless have more t o do 

with the original texts than Shoham credits them as having . 

First, the sequence of t hese short stories correspo nd s 

to the sequence of the story of man as t o ld by Genesis: 

"Cain and Abel " r eflect the storl.es of Genesis 4 - 5 ; "Lights 

and Colors" of Genesis 6-9:19; " Madness " of Genesis 9 :2 0-1 0 : 

and " Prometheus" of Genesis 11-11:9. Not counting the 

genealogies of these chapters (and conspicuously absent the 

creat ion of the world and the first man and woman) , the 

corresponding Biblical narrat.ive describes man' s descent 

into lawlessness a nd less than obedient relationship t o God . 

As soon as the Tower of Babel is frustrated by God, the 

story of Abraham begins, and man ' s first true vision of God 

and possibl e re l ationship with Him begins. 

Peretz surely intends to call our attention to the 

Biblical t exts through his versions in thi s series. The use 

• 
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of foreign material S"Uc h as the Greek myth of Prometheus , 

and the seemi~gly secular, no n-specific , backdrop in 

11 Madness 11 should not throw us off this track . As Shoham 

mentions r egarding "The Thought, " which is subtitled agada 

ar ' v i t / "an Arabic story/ legend," 45 Peretz no more intends -for us to believe it is truly Arabic than that Prometheus, 
I 

the Gree k mythical figure, actually carried on the .trrner · 

dialogue quoted by Peretz. Inasmuch as both Peretz a nd the 

early Genesis na rratives are treating the universal human 

condition, human nature, and man's relatio nship to God, 

there is no limitation to one ethnic group or bias. The 

cloak of ethn ic o r r eligious identity in Peretz is, as 

Shoharn be l ieves , an all e go rical guise for a un ivera l i s t, and 

no t a particularist, message. 46 

Regarding the r efer e nces to Noah, his ark and his 

drunkenness in "Madness ," many symbolic possibilities must 

be noted . Peretz juxtaposes Noah and Mrs . Madness . Noah is 

a passive, unquestioning man; he is c hosen on hi s merit , 

commanded to bui ld the ark, and commanded to take hi s trip. 

Noah's trip is in time, an . appo inted time and of a specific 

duration. I t does not take h im through space, however, from 

point A to point B. It is therefor e, a trip marking time 

but going nowhere. Noah is commanded to gather pairs of 

.. 
45Ibid., p . 137. 

46Ibid., Shoham, cit ing Michael Murrin, The Vei l of All egory, 
University of Chicago, 1969. 
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creatures whose survival he must ensure. He is told why he 

must execute these plans, and what the new day he awa its 

will be . Peretz ' s Mrs. Madness, o n the othe r hand, an 

aggressive female figure, devises her own v e hicle , chooses 

her own time, and rides not on water but hal f on the gro und 

and half'-1lying through the air. While the time of 

departure is vague, the time of arrival is specific, but the 

reality is given to the "ground " or mileage/ road' covered, 

and only to getting where she is going. Her trip happens 

through space. Unlike Noah's floating, a imless voyage 

which, but for the pattering of rain, must have been rather 

quiet, und exceedingly long a nd boring, Madness ' s race seems , 

to take place overnight: it is wild, raucous, murderous, 

• linear and with a specific des tination. Noa h a nd the 

passengers he chose huddled t ogether insid e the ark as their 

God caused everyone else on the face of the earth to drown. 

Madness ' s company, her horse teams , and she, were o n the 

outside of the structure or frame of the vehic le, if you 

will, and she cuts their harnesses as they drop beneath her 

galloping entourage to die in a c ruel survival of the 

fittest. 

Noah, whose name means comfort and reli e f, symbolizes 

t he protector and caretaker of creation. Peretz's heroine, 

or anti-heroine, symbolizes the opposite. So when Pe retz 

refers specifically to the ar.k of the drunken Noah, he is 

saying that this trip h'ld nothing to do wi.th the first, Noah 

• 
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whom God had original~y commanded, before the flood. This 

post-Flood Noah who bec ame a til ler o f the soil a nd became 

drunk, h a d never spoken to God or disobeyed God in any way. 
~ 

This Noah was the first man in whom God placed the 

r esponsibility for all creatures, to whom God g~ve all 
-.... 

creatures for food, including meat but not with the blood 

still in it, and who was warned that God would ~equire 

bloodshed for the spil ling of animal or human blood. This 

was the Noah who had offered burnt offerings of clean birds 

and animals to God af t er the Flood and had r eceived Go d ' s 

b l essing and r ainbow in return. He became a meat- eater. 

Slaughtering for food or sacr ifice now became acceptable, 

permitted by God. Bloodshed would not really be forbidden, 

but r ather regulated. Blood and wine are the symbolic 

elements o f Noah ' s story after the Flood. 

Noah has learned f r om God, it seems, that destruction 

of life will be accepted in certa~n contexts, despite all of 

the warn ings and promises from God surrounding further 

bloods hed by man or Himsel f. This is the Noah who gets 

drunk, and this is the Noah whose ark is taken, transformed, 

and turned into a chariot of death and reckless revel.ry. 

Mrs. Madness is carrying the o riginal plot t o its ultimate 

conclusion for Peretz . Shoham says that s he is the 

r eflection of both the positive and negat i~e sides of the 

propheti c impulse in man, (by which he means the impul se t o 

• 



seek God outside of crurselves), 47 even though God, as 

already suggested by Peretz in "Cain and Abel, " is our own 

creation and inside us. 
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I agree with Shoham's assessment of Madness, but with a 

sl ightl~ifferent twist. To Shoham, her wildness is the 

entire figure of Abel the nihilist subsumed into the 

prophetic protagonist/seeker like Cain that s he also 

represents in this story. 48 Based on the r eferences to the 

Biblical texts, I think she is a reflection of the people 

whom God wished to wipe out before the Flood, but whom He 

unfortunately created anew. For the generati o n which 

witnessed the destruction and saw the rainbow, were given 

animals to kill for food. They were forbidden to s hed blood 

but had their sacrifices accepted by God. They witnessed 

total annihilation but were given all of creation to tend 

and protect. They did not know how to worship God any 

longer; they were confused and they got drunk. God created 

the paradox in His seekers . God then became paradoxical . To 

Peretz, the sunrise is steeped in blood. 

47Ib1d. 

48Ibid. 
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"Prometheus 11
"

9 

Peretz transforms the classical Greek myth of the gods 

in " Prometheus Bound 11 50 into his ultimate allegory of 

paradox. In Pcretz ' s version, after describing his horrible 

punishment by Zeus for stealing a spark of light and giving -it to mankind, Prometheus awakens and discovers that he was 

only dreaming, that he is not Prometheus but a mqrtal man . 

Shoham states that it is because the protagonist of this 

story, the first-person narrator, dreams of his own demise 

that he cannot be the god Prometheus, and must be relegated 

to mortality. The refore , he says, we are meant to look, 

once again , at the subject of the missionary prophetic 

figure, and this time from the point of view of the god. 51 

He shows how both Zeus a nd Prometheus are exposed, i n 

Peretz's version, as less than godly, not worthy of our 

expectations of true godliness. 52 

Because the mo nologue that forms Peretz's story is a 

continuation of the ancient myth ' s story line , Shoham says 

Peretz wants us to imagine that this story, in a sense, 

49See the Hebrew text and my translation, pp. 73ff., b elow . 

50Ibid., p. 152. · 

51 b. d · I l . , p . 151. 

52Ibid . I pp. 151-153. 
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wrote itself, albeit ~nf~sed with a new theme. 53 Of course, 

"Light," Peretz's symbol of enlightenment, idealism, and 

divinity , is inserted seamlessly into the ancient myth about 

Prometheus' spark of light from the heights of Olympus. 

Classically, Prometheus steals the light so that people 

might h~ fire. Peretz has his Prometheus lament that 

people used the light for fire instead of enlightenment, 

that they roasted ca lves with it as sacrifices for Zeus 

(i.e . to the very god from whom Prometheus stole bec ause he 

felt Zeus unjust l y kept earthlings in the dark!). Shoham 

notes that it was a reductivist, practical and primitive 

approach to using the gift that the people adopted, and 

thit, according to Peretz, the c r eation of a whole system o f 

- sacrificial cult ic practice was an example of the misuse of 

enlightenment, r eligious feeling, and prophecy. 5~ 

The two rival forces of Peretz•s concern, symbolized by 

the Olympian and the earthly, are embodied within Zeus. He 

is alternately majestic, ruling, powerful and judgmental or 

lustful, rapacious, greedy and stealthy. He descends to 

earth to grab voluptuous or special women at his will; he 

sires children within his family and without, and sometimes 

he masquerades as an animal to approach and to carry off his 

53Ibid.l, p. 1 52. Shoham cites 
II Prometheus I in ~T ..... e,_1_.u __ r ____ s.._h~e ..... l~~M~a---' v~a~k . 
Schocken, l971, p. 78 . 

54Ibid., p . 152 · 

--~--~-
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victims. In the story of Zeus a nd Europa, Zeus dressed in 

the hide of a bull. The double e nte ndre that Peretz empl oys 

here involves the play on the He brew words f or "hide " (~r) 

and " light" (or) which sound the same , and the image Qf a 

bull in the heights, r evealed t o humans bel ow through the -"shades/shadows of light." This is the inspiration for 

their roasting calves t o offer to Zeus. (I believe another 

play is intended here on the wo rds for roasting and shadows, 

liz ' lot and zil ' lei (or) r espectively . ) So Zeus does not 

always surround himself with light, but for all h is 

appreciation of bot h r ealms , he will not allow his light to 

be shared. Zeus will not transcend his whims -- he 

represents ma n' s ignorance . Si nce Peretz really feels that 

we create God in our image (see "Cai n and Abel "), this means 

Zeus h e re also represents God's ignorance. Prometheus, 

however, in h is perennial attempts to outwit Zeus and bridge 

the earthly and the divine, represents enlightenment. Each 

god, the n , b ecomes a symbol of an opposing influence in 

men. 55 

The Promethean man, realizing how cruel his punishment 

wi l l be f or accomplishing his provocative mission , call~ it 

" a bad dream"( !) and generally drops out of such a role or 

becomes the v ery rare specimen. Shoham points out that thi s 

. . ~ 
stor y focusses t he attention Peretz wants hi s reade r s to pay 

55Ibid., p . 152. 
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to the tragic dualism · of his protagonists -- his Promethean 

heroes and heroines. ~ 

It seems to me that Peretz ' s critical mod ification t o 

the original myth is the reversal of Prometheus's portrait . 

By painting hi~ experience in defying Zeus and ih enduring -his punishment (traditionally venerated and celebrated by 

the Greeks), a s a dream or nightma re (i.e. unreal) and by 

relegating him to the status of an average human being, 

Peretz is making hi s thematic s tatement about what is to be 

admired in humanity and in divinity: by showing them in 

their worst light. He is saying that there are ideals for 
, 

whi ch to strive; the prophe ti c mission exists for that 

purpose. As he has clearly shown in this depiction of Zeus, 
. 

the gods are not perfect. Only that p e rfectly pu re l ight 

which elevates mankind and opens our eyes should be sought 

and worshipped. Moreover, there are Biblical parallels 

which Shoham does not a9dress. Peretz's " Prometheus " occurs 

fourth in this series of four. It corresponds to the 

account of the Tower of Babel in Genesis, a s n oted above . 

Clearly, both the Greek and the Hebrew myths concern the 

bridging of earth and heaven from one side to the other by 

giv ing earthlings access to what the g ods possess . The y 

also both serve to explain why s u c h attempts hdve been 
t. 

frustrated from the beginning of time and why all humans 

56 b. d I l . I p. 153. 
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cannot work together for o~ even recognize the highest good. 

In both versions, the Deity is displeased with their 
'\ 

attempts and incapacitates their work or punishes them . He 

is a jealous God in both stories. This connection, i g nored 

by Shoham, nevertheless makes his point about our attent ion - . to the Prometbean prophet being focus s ed through the 

v i ewpoint of the god . 

Peretz is also saying he r e, and e s pecially i n "A 

Mother ' s Vision" and " The Birth of Moses," that prophets do 

not choose, willingly, to carry out their mission. The y arc 

predesti ned to speak and ac t in def.iance o f da rknes s, 

oppressio~ and suffering . No sane pers on would embar k o n 

this path, (hence the title of "Madness"). Suf fe r i ng, 

punishment and mortal danger a:-e involved, ( " Promethe us , " " A 

Mot her's Vision," "Ca in and Abel," " What is its Na me? " ). 

Likewise , the gods/divin ity is our own cre ation (a "drea m, " 

a "longing, " the ''boundary of our eyes," s ome thing 11 ins i de 11 

our selves), and , as such, will never be all that we ho pe fo r 

when we find i t, because of what we are capa bl e of creati ng 

and of perceiving through " shadows of light. " Mo r e on thi s 
I 

theme of the object of the prophet i c quest and the huma n 

search f o r God is discussed in the section on "Lights and 

Colors" above and in the CONCLUSION section belpw. 

Peretz' s Promethean hero/heroine, in his/her lldi ff e r e nt 

evolutions, is an allegorical f i gure which f inds itself on 

the 11way" (on a journey or on t he road ), climbs the "tower, " 

.. 
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flees to the "desert, " in short, travels in 

landscape/( " soulscape" ) scenery, " which is part of the 

scenery of his/her soul. It is divided in two, three, or 

into camps (people, birds), which war with each other. 

In Peretz ' s use of an allegorical structure, 

(especially wherein the protagonist is a paradoxical 

embodiment of the faithful alongside the rebellious), he 

creates a "pseudo-li terary" tool used for didactic purposes. 

He is like the other modern Hebrew authors (Mendele, 

r-- Frishman, Agnon, Megged, and A. B. Yehoshua) who are in this 

vein. He uses this tool to mold the "new pioneer" who has 

abandoned his ancient theology but does not have the 

strength t o build a new one in its place. 57 

57 b .d I l. ., p. 159 . 
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" A Mother's Vision 11 58 

Two additional stories about the prophetic persona, 

treated in Promethean terms in the " Shadows of Light" 

series, are "The Birth of Moses" and " A Mother's Vi sion." 

The latter one opens the Mashal V' Dimyon volume of Peretz•s 

collect~ works. In both pieces, Peretz views the prophet 
I 

from someone else's point of view. 

This time through the eyes of a prophet's mother, a 

loved one, Peretz describes the life and work of a prophet 

as miserabte and misunderstood . Peretz seems to be saying 

that the child is already chosen; he will not choose his own 

life; that no one who cared about him (not even the one who 

would convey the messages to him) would c hoose such a life 

for him; that this is unjust, but that without the prophet 

there can be no justice in the world. 

The point of view is the mothe1 1 s and it is attr1buted 

to a " vision" she has upon awakeni ng from her dozing by her 

son ' s cradle. This 11 vision 11 is similar to Prometheus's 

"dream" or "nightmare" in Peretz ' s " Prometheus." In both of 

these stories, the mortal who dares to consider the life of 

the prophet, is invited to a view of cruel, unrelenting 

punishment and misunderstanding by those he would be trying 

to assist. 

.. 

•58see the Hebrew text and my translation on pp. 77ff., below. 
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The Biblical parallels to this story, Snrah, Rebecca, 

a nd Hannah, all have visions or are visited by angels and 

are told about the future of their child ren: how they will 

affect the world and what their lives will be like. The 

Bible wants us to believe these visions are real. 

Similarly,~retz does not intend to lead the reader i nto 

thinking the "dream" or "vision" is unreal . In spite of the 

fact that the mother falls asleep, he r vision is m~ant to 

reveal the truth which is otherwise unknown t o others. 

Likewise, Prometheus's "dream" in no way diminishes the 

"reality" of his vision . 

Such foreshadowing of lives and pre-existing knowledge 

is given, Biblically, to the mothers. (Moses's mother may, 

therefore , be included in this grouping, as her " foresight" 

and Miriam ' s secure f or them knowledge of Moses's welfare 

and d estiny.) 

The angel in this story,· too , is a Bi bl ica 1 throwback. 

The angel is very honest with the mother and answers all her 

questions . He explains what a prophet does i~ terms 

relevant to her life . He tells her that the prophet is no t . 
rewarded , nor appreciated, nor dealt with fairly, but that 

he will engage in the mending of the world from the human 

side by bringing law and light and love from God's side . 

• 
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"The Birth of Moses 11 59 

In "The Birth ctf Moses," the entire s tory is a p ictur e 
"\ 

of the world into whi c h Moses was about to be born , as it 

greeted the news of his arrival. Mos es would l i ve in 

Pharaoh's palac e as one of his family, ha v e fr ee access to 

h ;-.,..,. 11 fl t th t e EgyptJtSn court, eventua y ee o e d esert, become a 

shepherd, and continue to wander, with his peopl e th roug h 

various types of terrain in the Ancient Near East. These 

locations, with which he will beco me inti mately f ami lia r 

later in his life, are the subjec ts in the story . As the 

tidings of hi s a r riva l are carried on the wind t o each 

loc ation and ultimately to Pharaoh and the peopl e o f Egypt , 

there is a corresponding reaction to the ne ws . from t he 

desert to the fores t to the fields, vine yard s, a nd expanse 

of the sky, earth rej o ices, blos~oms and s park les wi th the 

news. "Only the Nile o f Egypt was wearing da rkness and 

gloom ... " The palac e, temples . idols and whole politica l 

infrastructure of Pharaoh guake and crumble in the face of 

Moses• birth. Pharaoh responas by trying to prevent the 

inevitable, and out of a great fear, iss ue s t he ed i c t t o 

throw all newborn sons into the Nile. 

I believe Peret~ chose the figure of Mosses , aga in , t o 

show that the Biblical narrative c ontains wj th i n it the 

truths he wishes to expre ss. Peretz's belief~ about the 

59see the Hebrew t e xt and my trans l a t ion, pp . 85 f f . , below . 
• 
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kind of person a prophet is, how he affects others, why he 

is driven to do what he does, in spite of the fact that he 

will always suffer for it -- all of these themes are further 

expressed in hi s midrash ic treatment of the Biblical texts. 

In "The Birth of Moses," Moses never appears. 'rhe 

action takes 'Place before he is born . The picture Peretz is 

painting for us, then, conveys a sense of the prophet_'s 

predestination. The prophet is born into his role, at f!ny 

given place or time he is needed. Once there, he will not 

be able to forfeit his role; it is thrust upon him; it is 

inevitable. This theme of inevitability is crystallized in 

the last li ne : " Ever y son who will be born you will throw 

in to the Nile! " We see the irony in Pharaoh ' s command for 

we know from the Biblica l account that it is precisely 

because Moses was put into the Nile chat he ~ rescued by 

Pharaoh ' s daughter , remained safe, and became the savior of 

the Hebrews and the cause of Pharaoh's downfall. Pharaoh is 

tragicall y the i nstrument of his own demise and of the 

success of Moses • mission! 

One might say that the story , is no t r elated to the 

Biblical text for these reasons. There are hints of 

universal istic sign i f icance in the geographica l depictions 

and the actual absence o f Moses . The desert that is cooled 

and refreshed is not called S inai or inhab ited by "any of the 

people the c hildren of Israel a r e to meet later in their 

wa nderings. The forest seems totally unrelated to the 

• 



o r iginal na r rative ; t he field s and v ineyards a r e, perhaps, 

o nly dreams of the Promised Land but not part of the story 

in Egypt or the desert. Likewise the sky and the birds do 

no t s t rike f ami l iar chords. Peret z might have conjured up 
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this scene, i n t he Biblical sett i ng, because it would evoke 

a paradig~ic image of the Prophet, since Moses was the 

greatest o f a l l prophets, to Peretz. He may have intended 

to say, only in general terms, that these conditions of 

inevitability accompany all prophets. 

Each geographical location represents another i nner 

need of mankind in a geography of the human soul, as it 

were . Peretz is expressing t he universal need for the 

propbet, the ready acceptance and appreciation of him thut 

exists in places he must seek out. He must not be daunted 

in h is mission or he will be destroyed by chose he 

t hreatens. 

Nevertheless, I am convinced that Peretz's work is a 

midrash, based -0n the Biblical text, about Moses, just as 

much as i t is about pr ophecy in general . Elie Wiesel 

examines Moses in the Written Tradition, and tells the story 

of Moses•s importance through a composite portrayal of 

death : 

" When Moses finally agreed to accept t he 
inevitable, he begged God not to place h im i nto 
t he hands of t he Angel of Dea th , who fri2htened 
h im . And God promised . Th r ee times did the Angel 
o f d eath move toward Moses, yet he was powerless 
to do anything but look at h im from afar. 

Moses spent his last hou r blessing .I s rael ' s 
t ri bes. He began blessi ng them one by o ne, but 



time was running out and so he i ncluded them all 
in one benediction . • 

Then, escorted by the priest Eleazar and by 
his son PinQas, and followed by his disciple 
Joshua, he began to climb Mount Nebo. Slowly he 
entered the c loud waiting for him. He took one 
step forward and turned around to look at the 
people following him with their gaze . He took 
another step forward and turned around to l ook at 
the men, the women and the children who were 
stayi~,9--.behind. Tears welled up into h is eyes, he 
no longer could see anyone. When he reached the 
top of the mountain, he halted. You have one more 
minute, God warned him so as not to deprive him of 
his right to death. And Moses lay down. And . God 
said: Close your eyes . And Moses closed his 
eyes. And God said: Fold your arms across your 
chest. And Moses folded his arms across his 
chest. Then, sile ntly , God kissed his lips. And 
the soul of Moses found shelter in God's breath 
and was swept away into eternity. 

At the foot of the mountain, shrouded in fog, 
the children of Israel wept. And all of creati o n 
~ept . And in his sorrow, Joshua forgot three 
hundred commandments and acquired seven hundred 
doubts. And the bereaved people, blinded by 
grief, wanted to tear Joshua to pieces for having 
succeeded Moses, the saddest and lone liest and the 
most powerful prophet of Israel and the world. 

But up above, the exul~ing angels and­
seraphim gave him a rousing welcome . Their joy 
reverberated throughout the celestial spheres . 
Everywhere Moses was celebrated as having been the 
most faithful of God's servants. The events that 
had filled hi s life on earth were glorified. 
Heaven glorifi ed him seven t imes. And the waters 
glorified him seven times. And the fire glorified 
him seven times. And all of huma n history 
continues to glorify his name . 1160 

Peretz created the same ~idrashic effect with his 

depi c ti on of Moses • s birth -- all of creation rejoiced at 
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the news, heralded by a wind, like a messenger , {carrying a 

breath of God?) blowing across the landscape. Just a s al~ 

60wiesel, op. cit., "Moses : Portrait of a Leader,'' 
pp. 203-204, {emphasis mine). 
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creation wept at his death, all creation must have rejoiced 

at his birth, Peretz seems to be saying, i n his mirror-image 

midrash. 

Wiesel also said that Moses was the greates t prophet 

because although he was in direct communicat i on with God, he 

always r~rned to his people; whenever he had a 
I 

disagreement with God he voiced it; he faithfully 

transmitted each party ' s messages to the other. 61 He was no 

less a prophet to God than h e was t o Israel. Toge the r, he 

and God forged a people and a law to keep them for al l tim~. 

This is the paradigm of prophecy that intrigues Peretz, 

I believe, for Peretz felt we create God i n our own image . 

The true prophet must be one, then, who ca n s peak to the 

divine i n man and who is aware of the faults of the God we 

created or of the God that we are c apable of perceiving . 

This is exaggerated in his "Cain and Abel," but clearly 

stated, nonetheless: "Cain can not yet hear God ' s word : 

"Thou shal t not murder!' and Abel has not become wise ... he 

continues to say, 'This is not God. ' " Mos e s was ca pable of 

confronting God and calling Hirn to task, and equally ready 

to punish his people for their disobedience. He l ived in 

two realms. Therefore, I see in Peretz•s " The Birth of 

Moses" a rnidrash which glorifies Moses ' s s tature and 

importance to all of creation. This is a mirror-image of 

· 61 Ibid., pp. 202-203 . 
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the Midrash about his death, lending an other-wordly a i r t o 

h is existence . ' 

The geographical subjects of "The Birth of Moses " 

appear less general and more specific to the life of Moses, 

then, when ~hear Psalm 96 resonating throughout the s tory. 

" Sing to the Lord a new song, sing to the Lo rd, 
all the earth ... All the gods of the peoples are 
mere idols, .. . Declare among the nations, " The Lo r d 
is King !' the world s tands firm ; it cannot be 
shaken; He j udges the people with equity . Le t the 
heavens rejoice and the earth exult; let the s ea 
and all within it thunder, the fields and 
everything in them exult; then shall all the trees 
of the forest shout for joy at the prese nce of the 
Lord, for He is coming , for He is coming to rul e 
t h e earth; He will rule the world j ustly and th e 
peoples in faithfulness. " 

These are the geographical locations menti o ned by Peret z in 

the story , and they are greeting the arrival of God , Who 

will be brought by Moses, to estaolish a rel a t ions hip with 

our ancestors for all time. 

• 



III. CONCLUSION 

... _ 

Shoham aptly states : 

" We certainly hear Torah from the mouth of 
Nal:\man'ke the Tsadik (a character from "Ha'Ofot 
V'ha'G'vilim," ) which is essentially beaut iful t o 
Peretz the a~or; an author who works in t he 
ideas of a useful religion that serves hi s 
allegorical hero, who is at times a symbol of the 
ideal which has far transcended the bounds of 
religious tradition to the world whic h is 
comp 1ete1 y opposed to it. 11 62 

This i s the a spect of Peretz I feel is r epr esented in the 
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precedi ng stories and which I would like to furthet consider 

below . 

Peretz •s Promethean her o wa nts to bring " light" 

(enlighte nment) to the world (eg . " Prometheus," "The 

Thought") a nd he (the narrator, hero, or first person) t ells 

you so. However, he discovers when he does that the world 

does n't embrace the enlightenment ( "the thought/daughter," 

the "light " ) and so changes it instead into something more 

practical a nd more readily accepted as a gift from the 

divine realm, into something manageable and u sefu l. 

If Peretz sees himself a s such a messenger , t han t he 

allegorica l form is his concession t o the world as it is; 

the kernel of his truth is hidde n within the form. We might 

understand Peretz's stories t o be about himself. 

Consequently, they must be about hi s people, Isra el.~ For )n 

62 I b id . , p . l 4 6 . 
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the same ways that the• solitary prophetic figure is 

described by Peretz, Israel, as the " light" unto the 

nations, is a similarly prophetic messenger, de? tined to 

bring enlightenment to an uninterested world . .. an lronic but 

unshakeable thought for one such as Peretz, who was -struggling to make sense of Israel ' s role and demeanor in a 

newly " Enlightened'' world . 

I believe Peretz •s fascinetion with, empathy and 
.-../ 

compassion for the propeht, or any man of God, comes from 

his heretical assertion in "Cai n and Abel" that we create 

God in our image. The prophet, then, is one who tries to 

keep together those parts of the human psyche which seek 

enlightenment, a higher good, a source of love outside of 

itself, and those parts which deny the others and block out 

the light. 

The world in which Peretz lived had come to a new 

understanding of knowledge as accessible t o all through 

education, a world of newly s eparated religious and secular 

identities, and a world open to new ideas. With ideas such 

as Romanticism, Symbolism, Realism, Zionism and Enlightened 

intellectualism influe ntial in Peretz •s life, his religious 

identity and notions of faith may have undergone radical 

modernizing. However, he could not escape this idea of the 

prophet which remained with him. Man is rE!sponsible for 

b r inging enlightenment to the world, and so Peretz opens his 

--- , .. 
.. 
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section Mashal V ' Dimyon \tlith " A Mother ' s Vision " and closes 

it with this vision of the light from a c hild ' s face . 

• 



49 

-



.. 

--

'::lin l'i' 
11cn·i"1t 11no1i1 

1 'l10·1·ic .,,,,ll ,ll ;,,s n•nnn C,11C't"ll mi,1:.,i1 ,,IV 
- O'!ll::> ~llJ 111 ,Dl1 or11-, •1nc-n•J :i':-nm .:i'1•013;i ,," 

on11vo :iH1m o," .on11 K':-J o·n.,:i .~Ji11 r;;i ,.:- .n1"li1 

.on11 1<':1J moi, .1111 ,1, ':l::il :i•nn'1 O' l 'V:'l1 ,y,1<:i '111 
i~i· , .. v - n1,11o:i ,," ... f1Mi1 1n1 01·;;ion m H':l'l •C,J., 

... 011 

me .,..,,, l'i'1 .o:-r•1no:a iw-,,11C iic .0•01,~ 011¥ 

.pins i·o ici,,_,,, - '1Ji11 .o•:i'1ic:i 

• 



• 

IV. HEBREW TEXTS AND AUTHOR'S TRANSLATIONS: 

(The reader may wis h to observe in the Hebrew how the 

\ . . 
continuous usage of the "vav hah1puch 11 creates a style 

strongly s ugges t ive of Biblical narrat ive text.) 

-- Shades/Shadows of Light 
1 

" Cain and Abel" 
(A Different Version, Another Version) 61 -· 

A song/hymn o f ascents from the lower depths of Sheo l 
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to the boundless heights; a s ong of journeying that rises t o 

the House of God, from a clod o f earth/ dust t o the wi nged . 
bird - the wind/(Spirit). A song/poem/epic saga of Cain and 

Abel , who die before their time , before their t asks ha ve 

been fulfilled on earth, and who are resurrecte d in e very 

generation, to die before their l ime, without fulfilling 

their appointed roles on earth . .. a song o f nscents - a song 

of falsehood and blood ... 

They were still naked , only a l oincloth on them, when 

Cain began to seek/sought Goq, a nd Abel ' s mouth was filled 

with laughter/mockery. 

• 63Peretz • s strange use of the A~amaic nusha aha ritha connotes 
many layers of meaning, among which he may h.ave intended: An 
Idolatrous Version, An Apostate Version, A Substitute Version, The 
Last Version, The Ultimate Version, A Version of the End, A Version 
of the Remnant, A Version Abou t Respons ibility, A Version About 
Remaining Behind, An Anonymous Explanation. 
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And Cain roamed/wa ndered all his days in search 

of/seeking God, Who was within him, and Abel~ filled hi s 

mouth with laughter. BECAUSE EVERYTHING WAS FUTILITY ! "5 

52 

Then one day Cain saw a great stone amongst the sto nes 

of the field a nd h e bowed a nd prostrated himself be fore it, -for an awe ' of the stone came upon him and he s a i d, " INDEED, 

THIS MUST BE GOD! " 

Then Cain wa s suddenly relieved, for he ha d f ound tha t 

which hi s soul had loved and longed for ... and he was 

i nsp ired by God/the spirit of God settled upon h i m/ he was 

mov ed by God and he turned to his brother Abe l and said , 

"The end of my worries and woes and my s oul' s l o ngi ng h a s 

come for all time, f or I have made a cov e nant with God ... " 

And he added, "And you, Abel, listen to me , . . . 'Thus 

says God ... '" But Abe l did not allow him t o f i n i sh s peak ing 

God' s words, for his mouth erupted i n laughter; and he 

approached the great stone placing his fee t upon it a nd 

said, "Behold, here I am, trampl ing God with my hee l s , " and 

he even spat in front of the stone saying, "See, I scorn 

your God! There is no GOD !" 

Ca in' s heart t urned inside him and he rose up a g a ins t 

Abel his brother a nd killed him . . . 

~Play on Abel ' s name, Heve l , which means tutility; puff s of 
air or nothingness, emptiness. 

~See footnote 64. 
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...... 

And a ravaging wolf left the forest and tore Cain 

apart, while he was kneeling over the corpse of Abel ... 

And Cain and Abel were born a second tjme ... 

54 

Cain stF:n. sought after God, Who was inside him. Then 

one day, when Cain had pitched a tent in the woods, that he 

looked and beheld a flourishing, luxuriant tree, elevated 

above all the trees of the forest ... and amongst its 

branches a flock of birds was singing a song. Cain knelt 

before the tree, but Abel stood behind him laughing: - "You 

are hawing down to an oak, while a pig (can) devour its 

fruit!" 

And Cain shed Abel 1 s blood in the name of the tree­

God/deity, and he, too, died beforr his time .. . 

So again they were born ... 

And birthpangs/labor came upon Cain - the pangs of 

giving birt h to God ... 

And Cain we nt i n to the forest and cut down a holy tree, 

t aking a plane and tools of different sorts, and, inspired, 

he hewed for himself a god from the tree , in his image; in 

t he image of Cain he fashioned it; and he carved into it 

great open eyes looking out into the world and ears open to 

rejoicing and prayer, and a nose f or the sake of smelling -

incense . .. and he made great strong hands for it and placed 

• 
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an axe in ~ts right hand and a sword in its left, with which 

to judge and punish the wdrld ... 

And in order to please the gods of justice he took 

sacred stones from the stones of the field: stones upon 

which no human foot had tread nor iron had struck and he 

built an altar for God ... -
He took the rest/remainder of the tree/ wood and 

arranged a pyre on the altar, chose a pure lamb from . the 

flock and bound it on top of the pyre, kindling a fire 

underneath ... 

• And the offering rose in t he richness of the smoke ... 

And Cain's spirit was troubled66 and he heard God ' s 

voice speaking so he turned in great mercy to his brother 

Abel and said: " Thus says God .. . " And Abel's mouth split 

with laughter and he said: " See , here is the s moke rising 

over the head of your God, and you - it is only a work of 

y our hands that you are bowing down to!" 

So Cain s h ed the blood of his brother Abel in the name 

of God, and he splat tered Abel's blood on the altar ... 

And Cain fell, slain at the hands of a wanderer like 

h imself ... 

But in the ins tant of his death he raised his eyes in 

the wake of the smoke - heavenwards . 

66Cf. Genesis 41:8. This is the word used to •describe how 
Pharaoh felt after his dreams. Cf. Peretz ' s other story "The Birth 
of Moses" in which another Pharaoh ' s sense o f impending doom is 
elaborated in more deta il . 
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So one generation comes and another generation goes . .. 

And Cain seek~God and Abel kills his god with his 

scorn67 and Cain kills Abel as well, in the name of THE ONE 

WHO DWELLS IN THE HEAVENS. For Abel said: "It is only the 

boundary of your eyes that you see as the f o rm of the -firmament - t'here are no heavens and there is no god! . .. " 

And one generation comes and another generation goes 

and the cycle of time passes, Cain can not ye t hea r God ' s 

word: "Thou shalt not murder!" and Abel has not yet become 

wise when he speaks and therefore he continues to say , "?Jo , 

THIS IS NOT GOD. " 

67Hebrew : b ' hevel piv/with the nothingness/derision from his 
mouth. This was a more common Yiddish expressiont not common 
Biblical usage. It referred to blasphempus, mocking and ridic uling 
expressions . Thanks t o Professor Harry M. . Orlinsky for his 
consul ta.ti on on this phrase. 

{ 
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Lights and Co lors 

And the light is knowledge . 

But the day is shorter than knowledge, and the light 

does not fill up the space/the whole68 world, and does not 

ever penetra~o the core of things ... 

The sun is extinguished and the stars ·~winkle . 

And people complain. 

11 Raise me up to them , or lower them down t o me that I 

might touch/feel them," pleads the blind one. 

"The stars are flowers without scent, " say s the one 

with a nose . And the bourgeois perso n leaves the s tars 

beh ind , in scorn/mockingly , a nd kindles a candle/wick/ l amp 

for a p ' rutah (penny candle), and reads - in hi s ledger 

books .. . 

His firstborn who dances69 scornfully/scorning them, 

(who dances around/ prances a r ound/parades around, scorns 

60 

them), for they a lso are not fit ever as signs of the d ance 

on the festival of masquerade, and hi s younger brother, who 

had wild nerves and a sickly lame leg since the day of his 

68This ph rase appears also i n "Cain & Abe l" r~: t he expanse 
o f space or the whole world t aken in by the eyes of the idol made 
by Cain . 

69The expression hasatan m' raked 1 1 fana v means; Sa tan dances 
in front . of a man planning a sin until h e commits it. 
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b·irth, he also whistles/shri lls with contempt: "Flies also 
• 

twinkle ... " 

But the guides in the sandy desert and those in charge 

of the ropes in the middle of sea assist themselves with the 

stars during the nighttime ... 

And there are also precious stones, jewels, that absorb 

light, they suck in the light ... but not easily as they take 

them in do chey let them out ... they will not return it all, 

and in the meantime a hole will break/refract the rays; and 

the light becomes COLORS - to the pleasure of women, slaves 

and children ... 

And the colors also turn into flowers ... 

Because the ea rth was saturated wi th the 

blood/bloodshed of Cai n and Abel and !lowers sprouted/ grew 

a ccord ing to their kind. And the flowers suckled on dew and 

light - from a bove, and blood from the earth below, and (so} 

the light became color ... 

And the spirit of Cain strikes every flower, and says 

to it: "Arise and growl" And the spirit of Abel blows: 

"Wither and be buried!" And the flowers sprout and wither, 

sprout and wither . . . 

Peopl e come and gather them, and dispute/disagree, thi s • 
one says: "Beauty is a LIE!" And that one says, "Beauty is 

TRUTH " ... and the fl owers are not truth and a re not a lie, 
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because if they sprout and wither, they are the flowers of 

Cain and Abel! Indeed/Truly the delicate flowers, are 

beautiful/lovely, that open to the morning light of 

TOMORROW .. . 

64 
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3 

Madness 

Mrs. Madnes s cut down oak trees in the forest and made --poles for every side of the ark out o f them, (whi ch was the 

drunken Noah' s ~rk), and she got up whil e it was still 

nighttime, opened her s t able and led out the horses, hitched 

them to the ark , a pair/couple of horses (a double yoke of 

horses} t o every pole . .. 

The ho rses ran f o rward, · for they had b l inders on, 

blinders made of leather, so that they could neither look 

nor veer to the right or to the left ... And eve ry road/pa th 

was as straight ahead i n the horses • eyes as the 

straightness o f a plough-s haft ... And so they ran. There 

were gall o p i ng hors~s , and there were horses pulling as if 

in a yoke: at times a horse would turn to hi s partner and 

scratch his neck, and he would whi sper something as sweet as 

honey in to h is ears - then the c rack of the whip would be 

heard, and t he reins would t ense ~ike the strings of a 

violin70 
••• And every horse could turn to his side . And so 

it was one way for every pair of horses - a straight path, a 
~ 

path like a plough-shaft. 

So , Horses , to where do you run? 

70violin: a s ymbol? Pe retz wrote a stiort story, "The Violin, " 
which appears in the same v ol ume of stories as those presented 
above . 
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Forward, forw~rd! There is the edge of the heavens, 

there is our destination . 

And the horses • desire is the whip and the whip is in 

Madness' hand ... and the ark is Noah ' s ark .. . galloping and on -
the verge of' crashing ... and the ark leaps and skips71 and 

Madness laughs and laughs ... 

There is also a knife in the hand of Madness ... Wh e n a 

horse tires and becomes exhausted, a hand extends and cuts 

the reins; the horse falls and the ark runs over him and 

leaves a trampled corpse wallowing in blood ... but the 

horses• eyes are facing ahead of them, and they s urged in a 

flight forward, forward! 

And to where are you driving on , Madness? 

To the east ! To the east! There it (the s un) is 

rising, there it is seen/appearing with its hair wild and 

burning in waves of blood ... 

And why, Madness, do you need (what do you have to do 

with) the gentl e s un and her wild hair? 

I don •t know, I don •t know.~. 

And Noah's ark gallops and skips over the corpses 

wallowing in blood. 

' 
71Cf. Song of Songs 2:8 11 (my beloved) leaping upon the 

mountains, skipping upon the h1lls. 11 

... 
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Prometheus 

"Oh, cruel revenge of the gods! 

" Oh, the-il°ear t of a cruel God, a heart of iron, (a 

heart) of bronze! 

"With iron chains they bound me completely na ked to a 

cold rock! " 

70 

And from the heights of the heavy, damp air an eagle 

descends, of tremendous black wings , and a cold, c ruel glea m 

is in the eyes of the eagle! 

"The rock sucks/squeezes out/ drains the heat o f my 

flesh, the eagle descends and eats my liver .. . Slowly, the 

rock drains , quiet ly the eagle preyG and cuts , a piece at a 

time he eats ... and I shall suffer thusly forever, 

forevermore .. . 

" For the heat will surely return to my flesh, and my 

strength will always be renewed, so that the r ock will 

drain, so that the eagle can prey! ... 

" Oh - murderer! 

" Eternity he did not take from me, immortality he did 

not take away! My heart will beat forever, the rock will 

absorb, the eagle will prey ... 

"This is h is wish , this is hi s revenge! 

" The revenge of Zeus! 
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" And f or what? 

" Because I stole the light ! Because I placed a tiny 

spark o f light in my palm f or the benefit of mankind! And 

what did he desi re - darkness over the face of the deeP,! 
-,.., 

The desire of teus - eyes raised up from deepest darkness, 

pining and longing for the light, eyes upon the fog/(thick 
"- I 

72 

darkness), eyes failed f r om longing and wasted away longi ng 

for light, eyes that are envious of those enveloped in 

light, in the heights of Olympus. 

And when he becomes disgusted with the company of 

majestic g~ds who are enveloped in lig~t, he steals away and 

descends quietly into the mist to snatch a good, fat piece 

of flesh from there, a pearl from the sea! ... 72 

"And I gave them 1 ight ! A tiny ~park of light, so that 

their eyes could open and they could see Olympus in the 

shadows of lights, Zeus in the skin of a co~! 73 

" So why does the eagle hesitate? 

721 . e . t o rape human women he desired. 

73The 11 lustrated Encyclopaedia of the Classical \~orl d by 
Michael Avi Yonah and Israel Shatzman, p . 197. In the classical 
Greek myth of Zeus and Europa, told by Homer, Moschus, and Ovid, 
Zeus disguised h imself as a beautiful bull after falling in l ove 
with her and ' carried her off on his back to Crete. Eu~pa became 
identified with a local Cretan goddess , and the bull with the 
constellation Taurus, and possibly aetiologically 1 with the myth 
of the Cretan bull-riding rite. Thi s reference by Peret~ may serve 
as well to re-emphasi ze the base r sides of Zeus' lust. There is 
also a p lay on the Hebrew word W "the hide " (of a bu 11) , and 
Prometheus' contrast of the QLl( l ight ) he wishes to bring down t o 
earth to share with mortals. 

,. 
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" He circles round and round in the heights but he does 

not descend ... 

Is it first to terrorize me? 

So that the fear of the punishment should be greater 

than the punishment? 

" And my ears hear the beating of the black wings, the --rush/whistle of the air around them ... while he is hovering, 

h overing ... 

"But the matter is a lie, a lie! 

"About the matter of a spark of fire Zeus 

should/would/will not get angry! Does not he surround 

himself with light like a garment? 

" And doesn ' t he multiply lightning flashes for every 

day of a birth, and even f or the youngest of the daughters 

of the gods? .. . n 

"I s this not so, Zeus? 

"So please look down now from the heights and behold! 

I gave them fire and not light! They took the fire not for 

illumination ... they roast calves, see - calves for them and 

for you, Zeus! For a pleasing aroma to you, Zeu~! 

"Woe ignorant gods and stupid people! 

"Should I suffer on account of you forever ? 

74zeus seems to squander light all the time ; why does he 
- begrudge a tiny flash/spa~k of light for humans? 
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" Should I contort in my • travail for your sake? Am I 

not a god? I still have more strength in my loins. Zeus 

h as played a joke on me - iron chains for a god! " 

And he turned onto his side. 

" What is this, isn ' t this a dream I have dreamt? , Where -
is the eagle? In the heights he has been frozen wi th the 

I 

..,slouds! Where are the chains? · I slept and a po i sonou ~ 

spider seized me! And the rock? It is a soft soap a nd not 

a rock; with my fing e rnail s I can cut into it l i Y.e i nto the 

flesh of a calf . . . 

• " And for whom was the fire? From whom did I ste al it? 

" Who is Zeus? ' 

" J dreamt a bad dream. Who told me that I was 

Prometheus! 

" Ha, ha, ha! The invention/fiction of dece itful 

Greeks!" 

• 
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A Mother • 9 Vision 

Wh e n the little boy had nursed to satisfaction, his 

cheeks would blossom like roses of the field and hi s eye lid s 

closed . 

Hi s mother studied her son's face with endl e ss 
( 

contentment, kissed him silently, put hi m to bed and sat 
""--

beside his crib/cradl e . Slowly s h e fell asleep as we ll. 

Sudden l y she awoke witP a jolt fro m he r doz ing. 

Open ing her eyes she looked and behold, an a ng el o f God was 

standing at t he boy's pillow. 

The moth e r c ried to herself saying : behold, this one 

has come to take my son. But no sound issued from her mouth 

because she became mute from sudden fear. 

But the angel knew the mother ' s thought s a nd he raised 

his voice like the sound of an organ and answere d: 

- I have not come t o take your son from you r ha nd. He 

continued: 

- The angel of eternal s l eep is seven times mo r e 

beautiful / handsome than I and his wings are s e v e n t imes 

longe r and more radiant than mine. And the mother cried to 

hersel f again saying : 

- Behold, my son will become an orphan, an orphan 

abandoned by his mother, because I have seen the l iv~ng God 

a nd I shall surely die . . . 
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And the angel knew the mother ' s thoughts once again, 

and he comforted her, saying : 

- You aiso shall not die: I am a messenger of tidings 

and I have been commanded concerning your son. And the 

woman looked .into the face of her son, and behold, his face --.... 
was emanating light from the illumination of the angel's 

I 

wings and from the lig~ of his pure face. 

And the angel delivering his tidings said: 

- This son of yours shall grow up to become a prophet. 

The woman did not understand, but she recove red he r 

composure and, kneeling and prostrating herself before th e 

angel sh~ said: 

- Pray, fo~give with your great mercy such a poor woman 

as myself because she does not yet know what is the lot~ of 

a prophet ... 

And the angel responds: 

- 'There is no justice for76 a prophet! For the prophet 

is one who seeks justice ! 

- Your words are puzzling to me, said the woman sad l y . 

She prostrated herself again and asked: 

- Please tell your simple-minded servant: What is the 

work of a prophet? Does he build castles and palaces o r 

nThe word means both lot/portion in life, and justice. There 
is a play on the word here during the interchange. 

nEmphasis mine. The prophet receives no justice becau ~o he 
is one who (tozy fanati cal~y) demands justice. 



• 

c,in:m 1 D,DV1l D'1Xl'-> 

1 HDi' ltD~ '"lM .K '"'t>' '1ril·m~'DD DK .:nxn' 
: ln\lY:I 1K.,l:>n '1PDPO n;1;mn nJ.IC1l 

:ml1 nt>1Mn 'lD '1» "'" imo ... rm::n H'lln inio -
.111111 ;nln '1r'lll 1M ,Kln m~ ;;10 ... D't>l'l "''"» 
m'll m;,oo 'no, 1m1 , no1K P'n mpl:inn K; ,,nl.,'Dlll 
"" 1K .ni11 ivK:> ,a(,:un llln 01 ... mi·'Dl:> ,;,l; 

llX"'-l .llln' nlll;l tnn 1 "P' "" 1'l 1nn ,:nin' D'in:i 
nlll'1 fnD' ,H'll:l Tn1l:, t>l ... n'n:IM;I' - .nln'111 

... l'1 ,,,ll'; ,m;1n nlWDl; ... KD'l' MD"1 Dl 1K 1nll'&m 

: 'lOKnl nn'~. 'lCl Ml/KM llnl 

'll'11 .i11n ,.,,u ;», '.J:i ;, I ':>UH n'1;auc 'DI :-
t »10110 no 

: """m 'ID'm ,D';»D nnMitm 
t mo nae l'lK '~lH 1 '.Jl n i \ > '7 o '"" not ·­

·1K;t)n mv - I D'.J:nc -
: Dtcn '.J'»l nK'l.J nnllw p'\l1 

1 'll IT'n' ;n1 -

-

" 

.. 



• 

I 
citadels in the sky? Does he carve tunnels in the 

mountains , does he lay rail~oad tracks or perhaps does he 

practice medicine? 

And a tear rolled from the eyelids of the angel with 

his repl y : 
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- The prophet tears down and he builds up ... he destroys 

on ea?'th and builds stairways to heaven .. . he lays trac ks , 

but his soul abhors iron, and thus his tracks do not cling 

to the ground; he lays tracks in the air f or those with 

wings of the spirit ... the prophet also forges fires, as yo u 

said, but he do~s not do so in the mountains, and he docs 

not take an axe in his hand, he forges hearts , a nd he 

kindles a flame, - a mighty flamen ... and the prophet also 

smashes, he bruises hearts and souls, but he heals as 

well . .. sick souls, broken hearts ... 

And the woman wept bitterly while she spoke: 

- Such an unfortunate woman am I! You speak about my 

son and my fate, but my heart is unabl e to absorb this news ! 

She prostrated herself twice and inquired further: 

- And what will be the W A G E S of my son ? Perhaps 

I shall understand this! 

Stones! answered the angel. 

And a flash of happiness appeared in the mother's eyes: 

- My son shall be great! 

17or, flame of God. 
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- Not with silver and gold will he be paid like doctors 

and builde r s , but with stones : rare, precious stones . .. 

But the rnessenqer replied worriedly: 
I 

Not with precious stones or jewels, but with gravel and ...,... 
s t o nes of the field .. . 

- You are mocking your servant , angel! Be kind t o me 

please and tell me the meani ng of this! 

The prophet will be stoned because he is a prophet! 

The woma n screamed a l oud, bitter s c r eam and fainted. 

And when she recovered, the angel had already 

disappea r ed . Nevertheless the skin of the little boy' s f ace 

was still s hining. 
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The Birth of Mos es 

A fresh wind blows across the desert cooling the fiery 

hot sand . (As) the wind froli cs and plays it announces good 
-,... 

tidings, " In just a little while the desert will become 

(like) the Sharon and the Carmel. For/Indeed it will be 

reborn, it will thrive and blossom in abundant life and 

blessi ng . From the desert it came to the fore s t . The trees 

trembl ed to greet it with glee, and donned l ovely gree ne r y ; 

with shouts of joy their leaves tremble, from abunda nt 

rejoiciAg the tree trunks shout . For the wind has goo~ 

tiding s : "Soon the woodcutter will stop, the axe wil l t u rn 

aside and the fre sh, young saplings will be safe/ sec ure a nd 

will flourish in thei r old age. " 

And from the forest it comes to the field and to the 

vineyard, and to greet its arrival all the fruit of the 

trees and the produce of t he . field are rejuvenated and 

blossom ; the rose opened with the r eddening of rubi e s a nd 

adorns itself like a bride, and ~t strewed droplets of dow 

like precious sapphi r es. The l ily awakene d from its , 

hibernation, and i t was seventy times more beautiful thnn 

the whiteness o f crystal and snow . .. And the glimmering/ rays 

of a pure, clear mo rning interspersed with the ihcense o f 

spices and a pleasing aroma - amidst the sp~ctrum of coloc 

of nature's tapestry ! 
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And the heavens were ado rned in majesty - a canopy of 

blue - the beating of angels' wings ' - was heard in the 

wind, and the sou l of every winged bird was borne o n the 

wings of a song/melody ... And the echo of a new song, -descend ing from-heaven to earth, permeating the body and 

heart of huma n bei ngs . .. 

Only the Nile of Egypt wore darkness, gloom , a nd in 

sudde n fear i t will cast out mire and muck, and frogs 

croaked with rage ... 

And the throne shook under Pharaoh, and the c rown on 

his h ead t~embled. Then his sages and scholars \Jere alarmed 

and from the four corners of h is r ealm there came delegates . 

They were not the bearers of g ood news: " The idols had 

collapsed and crumbled, fi ssures in No-Amo n, the Palace of 

the Sun was about to topple, a nd there was great alarm 

t hroughout all of Egypt." Then Pharaoh's heart hardened and 

he arose from hi s throne. And he gave a command: "Every son 

who will be born yo u shall throw into the Nile! " 
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