
DAVID BERGELSON (1884-1952) is the most significant

modernist writer in Yiddish prose fiction. A younger contem-

porary of the so-called classical founders of modern Yiddish

literature – Mendele, Sholem Aleichem, and

Peretz – Bergelson produced fiction funda-

mentally different from theirs in both con-

ception and execution. It is the Jewish nou-

veaux riches that Bergelson knows best, and

on whom his authorial gaze fastens most

closely. Bergelson’s Jews, no longer exclu-

sively Yiddish-speaking provincials, move to

and from Russia’s great metropolises,

attracted by growing industrialization and

enlarged opportunities. Their upward mobility and new self-

awareness are marked by their preference for Russian over

Yiddish as a linguistic signifier of their modernity.

Artistically, all Bergelson’s writing before World War I is

dominated by the concerns of European modernism: skepti-

cism of all ideological systems, distress at the hollowness of

society, perplexity about the function of art, and a quest for

individualistic new forms. In these respects his work flowed in

the mainstream of contemporary international literary trends,

but it marked a sweeping departure from the conventions hith-

erto established for modern Yiddish prose fiction. 

Nokh alemen (When All Is Said and Done, 1913) is widely

regarded as Bergelson’s masterpiece. It is the most radically

modernist work of fiction in Yiddish. 

Set in the shtetlekh near Kiev in the Ukraine, Nokh alemen

dramatizes the decay of traditional Jewish life at the turn of the

nineteenth century. The novel’s tone is somber, its narrative

sensitively impressionistic, and its delineation of character

acutely psychological. Its plot intermittently traces the decline

in fortunes of Reb Gedalye Hurvits, a refined, rich, and learned

Jew whose wealth and influence are disintegrating in a world

being rapidly taken over by gross, aggressive businessmen. The

novel focuses primarily on the fate of Reb Gedalye’s highly

intelligent, educated, and beautiful daughter Mirl, who cannot

adjust to a chaotic society governed by coarseness and

cupidity, and who finds herself set starkly adrift in a world in

which nothing seems to make sense to her.

Mirl’s impulses and moods hasten her disintegra-

tion. She breaks off her engagement to a young man

deeply in love with her, but continues to interest her-

self in the affairs of his family; she starts a relation-

ship with a lame young man but she treats him shab-

bily; though she has a high regard for her father, she

is unable to get along with her conventional and

silently accusing mother. Throughout, though

painfully aware of the extent to which her conduct

hurts and distresses those closest to her, she is unable to

understand what makes her behave in the way she does. 

After much hesitation, Mirl agrees to marry the son of a

rich man in order to bolster her father’s precarious financial

position, but she almost immediately realizes that this has

been a disastrous mistake. At the celebration of her betrothal,

repelled by her fiancé and his drunken father, she rushes away

and locks herself in her room. Yet she goes ahead with a mar-

riage that is doomed before it begins, and inevitably the condi-

tion of being married becomes a daily torture for her, intensi-

fying her misery and boredom and frightening her with its

repetitive rounds of banality and shallowness. Her suffering is

exacerbated by the uncouth, materialistic expostulations and

boorish conduct of her mother-in-law. Unable to enjoy con-

jugal relations with her husband, desperate for some form of

release, she contemplates suicide. A frantic return visit to her

parents’ home only deepens her depression. Finding herself

unexpectedly pregnant, she demands and receives a divorce

from her husband, insists on undergoing an abortion, and then

seemingly disappears, leaving everyone and everything behind

her, with no one knowing where she has gone.

Mirl Hurvits is the first woman in Yiddish literature to act in

a thoroughly modern manner, completely at variance with the
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behavior traditionally expected of a daughter of a pious Jewish

home. She is a determinedly independent individual, emanci-

pated from, yet subconsciously fettered to, her past. Her

refinement and intellectual sensitivity, sharpened by her

awareness of her descent from generations of devout and

scholarly ancestors, keep her from acquiescing either in the

coarseness and shallowness of her contemporaries or in

feeling at home in the world they occupy and offensively

shape in their own image. 

Since no man is able to please her, Mirl’s treatment of men

in general is harsh and unmerited. She is especially cruel to

her husband, who, though foolish and inept, is fundamentally

good and well-intentioned. Like her father, Mirl has neither

the strength nor the will to compromise for the sake of survival

or to make amends for the wrongs she has done; instead she

permits herself to drift into spiritual and emotional limbo from

which there is no escape. Her failure to adjust to a world that

seems bereft of all meaning and

purpose embodies the despair and

demoralization of a generation of

young Russian Jews after the failure

of the 1905 revolution.

All of Bergelson’s central charac-

ters in Nokh alemen, as in all his

work of the immediately preceding

period, experience some kind of

confrontation with the “void,” the

consciousness of their own power-

lessness in the face of a chaotic

universe. Mirl’s apparently hopeless

search for meaning in life, and her

failure to find a place for herself in

the world, become metaphors for

the decline of her social class. This

portrayal of Jewish society at the

turn of the nineteenth century,

when industrialization and capi-

talism were overturning traditional

social structures, is an important

aspect of the novel. The vision of

Mirl as the last child of a dying aris-

tocratic family who cannot bring

herself to accept a husband from

among the loutish nouveaux riches

sets up a concrete background

against which the novel explores its

central theme, the heroine’s exis-

tential confrontation with the mean-

inglessness of life. This theme fore-

shadows the definition of “absurd” existence that became the

dominating concern of so much late-twentieth-century fiction

and drama.

Nokh alemen redefined the artistic basis of the Yiddish

novel by offering a stylistically unified vision of an alienated

and disordered reality. The book’s essential modernity lies in

the tension between the heroine’s slow, painful movement,

through muddled perception and confused emotion, to accep-

tance of the meaninglessness of existence. Bergelson’s styl-

istic mastery delineates this journey through perfect formal

order and aesthetic balance, in which the very syntax of the

sentences reflects aspects of the novel’s theme. As a result,

Nokh alemen speaks as clearly and dramatically to the world

today as it did when it first changed the shape of modern

Yiddish literature.
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David Bergelson

Part 2: Chapter 1 

Reb Gedalye Hurvits’s business affairs plunged into ever

greater confusion, and an ill-concealed disquiet now fell

upon this preoccupied Torah scholar, and upon his entire

aristocratically reserved, well-to-do household.

Now Reb Gedalye and his worldly cousin, who was also

his cashier and closest intimate, spent nights on end confer-

ring in secret. Thus deliberating, both sat up all night in a

private room and, unaware of the passing of the third watch,

at length threw back a shutter, opened a window, and

noticed:

The dark beginning of the Elul day approaching silently

and sadly from the northeast corner of the sky, slowly but

steadily drawing closer and driving away, like a mute, the last

moments of the pale, lingering night. All around, everything

had now turned gray; cows still enclosed within the court-

yards of households yet asleep now lowed longingly for their

confined calves and for the damp grass on the fields; and in

various corners of the shtetl and of the surrounding gentile

village, cocks now awakened for the third time. They crowed

from close by and from further away, one interrupting the

other in uttering the first protracted blessing for the coming

of day:

– Ku-ku-ru-ku-u! 

His intimate, the considerate and deeply devoted cashier,

was still lost in thought, slowly tapping his nose with a finger

and, as always, the now perpetually distracted Reb Gedalye

bombarded him with new, wide-ranging plans, continually

leaning ever closer to his pondering cashier as though he

wished to draw him over to his own side of his gold-rimmed

spectacles and hurriedly demand of him:

– What? Not so? 

At this time, his soft Galician accent was more than com-

monly apparent in his speech and, seated as he was, he threw

the entire top half of his body forward every time a person

called on him at home, as though someone had suddenly

pressed an electric button concealed behind him on his

shoulder blades, abruptly compelling him to honor his guest

with a bow and the sudden articulation of the few cus-

tomary words:

– Please sit down, dear sir!

All were equally afraid of some menace and terrified that

it might burst into the house at any moment; they con-

tinued in this fearful state until late into the winter when, in

consequence of some foolishness, these business affairs

became even further entangled, and disturbing rumors

could be heard over virtually the entire district:

A rumor involving Reb Gedalye Hurvits’s long-standing

enemy in the provincial capital, who had made an accusa-

tion against him in the bank there.

A rumor involving the old director of the very same

bank, a consistently good friend to Hurvits, who personally

served notice that all should be strictly on their guard and

should no longer grant him a single kopeck’s credit.

Far too often at this time, Reb Gedalye hurried off to the

provincial capital in his own buggy.

For the most part he traveled there on Sundays, almost

always returned just before the lighting of the Sabbath can-

dles on Friday evenings, rushed into the house in great haste

and noticed:

His wife, Gitele, wearing her black silk jacket, the ritual

wig she reserved for the Sabbath, and her diamond earrings,

already seated near the silver candlesticks and the covered

Sabbath loaves on the table spread with its fresh white cloth;

she was examining her red, freshly scrubbed fingernails and

waiting until the first little fire of Friday evening should be

kindled in the window of the rabbi’s house in the row of

whitewashed dwellings on the opposite side of the street.

Then, as had become habitual, Reb Gedalye was intensely

busy and preoccupied; he rapidly drank tea from a saucer at

this very table and failed to notice that the peak of his silk

cap was slightly askew. Between one gulp and another, he

rapidly responded to Gitele’s enquiries:

– He had hurried off to that member of the board who

was, according to what the director had told him, the most

important.

– From that board member he had hurried back to the

director… 

– To all intents and purposes he had now persuaded both

of them… Now there remained only the third member, an

old general, and the fourth, a Polish nobleman…With God’s

help he’d win their support this coming week… There was

no doubt that he’d win it.

By no means downhearted, he had great confidence; pre-

occupied as he was, he had nevertheless remembered to

bring presents home with him and on one occasion he even

When All is Said and Done
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Izhmyw r' hHs!"

pTr gPgx T xFbv v†y ngi zhl s†ryi Tkg muzTngi

dgar†ei tui nurt dgvTy zh z†k thi hgsgr rdg thi ayuc

bhay Tṙbeungì nurt dgvTyw v†y ngi Tzuh chz aPgy mu

uuhbygr muw uugi thcgr T bTrhaehhy v†ci zhl sh dgagpyi

b†l ngr pTrsrhhyw tui mgyr†dgbg ngåvkgl v†ci zhl

Fngy thcgr sgr dTbmgr dgdby dgk†zy vgri:

T ngåv nhy r' dskhv vuruuhmgx T kTbd†bgshei åubt

pui eṙzay†yw uuTx v†y s†ryi thi cTbe sgo tn,i

ebhhyk pTr tho dgkhhdy/

T ngåv nhyi Tkyi shrgey†r pui †y sgr zhkcgr

cTbew vuruuhmgx T aygbshei duyi-pṙbsw uu†x v†y Tkhhi

†bdgz†dyw n'z†k żi zvhr-uzvhr tui n'z†k tho ngr ehhi

e†Pheg ergshy bhay dgci/ 

mu †py thz auhi sgbxyn†k r' dskhv nhy żi thhdgbgr

pur thi eṙzay†y dgk†pi/

p†ri v†y gr zhl Tvhi dgk†zy x'ruç b†l tuh; zuby†dw

tundgegry v†y gr zhl pui s†ryi Fngy Tkg n†k

†egray pṙy†d pTr khfycgbyaiw Tṙbdgk†pi nhy

t˙kgbha thi ayuc tui sgrzgi: 

thbgo auuTrmi żsgbgo eTpykw thbgo ac,shei

PTrhe nhy sh crhkhTbygbg tuhrhbdkgl zhmy auhi dhygkgw

s†x uu̇c żbx ċ sh zhkcgrbg k̇fygrw uu†x tuhpi uu̇x-

dgaPrhhyi yha nhy sh mudgsgeyg jku,` zh euey tuh; sh

ruhygw bhay kTbd tuhxdgzhhpyg bgdk tui uuTryw Tz thi

sgr eTkfhegr aurv v̇zgrw uu†x egdbthcgr sgo uugdw

z†k zhl ċo rç thi pgbmygr s†x grayg pṙy†d-mu-

bTfyheg ṗgrk †bmhbsi/

r' dskhv thz sgbxyn†kw uuh aygbshew dguugi ayTre

cTagpyhey tui mgyr†diw dgyrubegi tuh; dhl ċ †y sgo

yha yhh pui sgr a†k tui bhay cTngreyw Tz sgr sTage

pui żi żsi vhyk ayhhy ċ tho T chxk thi T ży/ muuhai

thhi akubd tui muuhhyi v†y gr dgauuhby tuh; dhygkgx

†bprgdi dggbypgry:

Ithz gr Tuugedgk†pi mu hgbgo 'yakhgi'w uu†x tuh; tho

v†y sgr shrgey†r tho dgz†dyw Tz gr thz sgr gher"/

Ithz gr pui hgbgo 'yakhgi' Tuugedgk†pi murhe muo

shrgey†r///"

Iv†y gr auhi suuet ċ zhh chhsi dgPugky/// b†r sgr

srhygr 'yakhgi'w Ti Tkygr dgbgrTk thz grw tui sgr

pgrygrw T P†khTe///  T nTdbTyw mu zhh uugy grw nhy

d†yx vhk;w sh eungbsheg uu†l erhdi Pr†ygemhgx///

dguuhx uugy gr erhdi"/

gr thz cfkk bhay dguugi ċ zhl dgpTki tui dgvTy

druhx cyjuì mgyr†dgbgrvhhy v†y gr b†l thi zhbgi

b†l Tkgngi
sus cgrdgkx†i

dgPk†bygry v†ci zhl Tk. ngr tui ngr r' dskhv

vuruuhmgx dgagpyiw tui T cTvTkygbg tunruHehhy thz auhi

dgpTki tuh; thow sgo mgyr†dgbgo ci-≤urvw tui tuh; żi

dTbmgr hHjuxshe ayhkgrw bdhshagr ayuc/

uugdi gPgx v†ci zhh zhl auhi dTbmg bgfy dgxusgyw r'

dskhv nhyi uugkykgfi dgauugxygrehbsw sgo eTxhr tui

druhxi neruç żbgo/ xusgbshe zhlw thz ngi Tzuh chhsg thi

T cTzubsgr jsr sh dTbmg bTfy †Pdgzgxi tui sh srhyg

Tanurv bhay cTngreyw dggpby mukgmy T k†si nhy T

pgbmygr tui sgrzgi:

pui mpui-nhzrjshei vhnk-uuhbek euny ayhk tui yruhgrhe

sgr yubegkgr †bvhhc pubgo tkukshei y†dw ruey zhl Tvgr

PTngkgl-PTngkgl tui yṙcy pui sTbgiw uuh T ayungrw

sh kgmyg rdgho pui sgr ckTxgrw pTraPgyheygr bTfy/

Truo thz auhi Tk. druh̀ cvnu,w uu†x dgphbgi zhl b†l thi sh

pTrak†pgbg cTkgcTyhag vuhpiw aṙgi auhi nhy TzT

cgbeaTpy mu zhhgrg pTraPTryg egkckgl tui mu sgo

bTxi dr†zw uu†x thi pgksw tui vgbgr sgruuTfi auhi muo

srhyi n†k thi pTrahhsgbg uuhbekgiw uu†x thi aygykw tui

thi Trunhei duhHai s†r;/ zhh aṙgi pui b†gby tui pui uu̇y

tui fTPi tuhx thhbgr ċo muuhhyi sh grayg tuhxdgmuhdgbg

y†d-crfv:

Ieu-eu-ru-eu-u!"

sgr cTyrTfygr tui ayTre thcgrdgdgcgbgr eTxhrw

sgr eruçw v†y zhl sgbxyn†k b†l Tk. pTrekgry tui

PTngkgl nhy T phbdgr thi b†z dgekTPyw tui sgr ≤nhs

mgyr†dgbgr r' dskhv v†y pTr thow uuh Tkg n†kw nhy

ḃgw crhhyg Pkgbgr dga†yi tui zhl Tkg n†k Tzuh b†gby

mu thow sgo pTrekgryi eTxhrw mudgcuhdiw dk̇l uuh gr

uu†ky tho pui sgr ży d†ksgbg crhki uugki Trhcgrbgngiw

tui ċ tho dgauuhby prgdi:

Iuu†x? bhay Tzuh?"

ngr uuh aygbshe v†y zhl auhi thi hgbgr m˙y cTbumy

nhy żi uuhhfgr dTkhmhTbhagr tuhxaPrTl tuiw zhmbshew

zhl nhy żi dTbmi thhcgrayi vTkci du; T uu†r; dgy†i

p†ruhxw hgsgx n†kw uugi T ngbya thz mu tho thi ayuc

Tṙbdgeungi: dk̇l uuh gngmgr uu†ky sgbxyn†k Pkumgo

T srhe dgy†i gPgx T pTrvuhki gkgeyrha ebgPkw uu†x

pui vhbyiw tuh; żbg Pkhhmgxw tui uu†ky tho bhhyiw gr z†k

zhl nhy T n†k mukhci Fçus pubgo dTxy T buhd y†i tui z†k

nhy T n†k pui zhl tuhxahxi sh P†r dguuhhbkgfg uugrygr:

s



made a witty remark about the new silk cap he had brought

with him from the provincial capital. At the time, Gitele was

deeply dissatisfied with this cap.

– How could he pick out a cap for himself, she protested,

without noticing that it fell down to his ears? 

Preoccupied as he was, nothing more than his strained,

sharply etched nose seemed to smile in response then:

– Did Gitele really believe that his head was in the

provincial capital just then? At that time, his head had been

at home.

And presently he threw on his Sabbath overcoat and

rushed away to welcome the Sabbath at the old Sadgora

prayer house where, after the service, on either side of his

reserved seat at the eastern wall, a few observant, wealthy

young men kept their places awhile, looked at him with eyes

filled with high regard and feline gratitude, and were pre-

pared at any moment to wish him all the joys of the World

to Come because he had tallied up his accounts honestly

and had repaid what he owed them in good time.

Of course they were good friends to him, these few

observant, wealthy young men in their silk capotes, but

because their money was so precious to them, and because

they felt so guilty at having been afraid to trust Hurvits,

now, walking home, they were mournfully silent and often,

quite suddenly and apropos of nothing, remarked to one or

another:

– After all, he’s a decent man, Reb Gedalye, eh? Altogether

a thoroughly decent man.

    

Meanwhile in town people were intensely curious and

wanted to know how it would end:

Would Reb Gedalye manage to extricate himself or not? 

Widespread interest was taken in the matter at this time,

and it was very widely and very frequently discussed.

The only person unwilling to discuss it was Mirele, his

only child, that highly strung, well-educated, slender crea-

ture who during that period, on account of love for her

father or of love for herself, would leave the house for whole

days at a time.

Currently she was too distracted and volatile, and

behaved with excessive harshness, even towards the crippled

student Lipkis who for her sake had not attended his courses

at the university that year and who limpingly followed her

around everywhere. Walking by his side for hours on end,

she was quite capable of forgetting that he was still alive and

would suddenly turn to stare at him with so strange an

expression of astonishment as though she was unable to

believe what she saw and could not understand:

– Just look! That Lipkis was still walking at her side! And

she’d imagined that he’d gone home long ago.

And when she did indeed turn round to look at him, she

couldn’t stop herself from hurting him with a sharp remark:

– Lipkis, why do your moustaches grow so oddly? They

never grow so oddly on anyone else.

Or:

– Generally speaking, you’re not bad looking, Lipkis, but

when one studies you closely, you look fearfully like a

Japanese.

At such times he felt inordinately ill at ease next to her

and had nothing to say; he thought long and hard about

the fact that she kept silent, and many times decided that

it was needful to say something encouraging to her about

her father’s situation and about the brouhaha that had

erupted in their home, and on one occasion he finally

began stammeringly:

– He understood very well that in the first instance, so to
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…they looked odd in the chill, distant air between the dirty heavens and 

the snow-white earth, two people wandering in silence across the vast encircling

fields and rarely speaking to each other. The silence of bereavement was all

around them, from a solitary peasant hut under a white-blanketed roof right

down to a frozen stream somewhere in a nearby valley…
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mukhc thr sgo h†r thi tubhuugrxhygy bhay dgp†ri tui thz

thr tungyuo vhbegshegrvhhy b†fdgdTbdgi/ dTbmg agvi

v†y zhw dhhgbshe kgci thow dgegby pTrdgxiw Tz gr kgcy

b†l tuh; sgr uugkyw zhl Pkumgo tuh; tho tundgeuey tui

cTeungi TzT n†sbg sgrayuhby Pbhow dk̇l uuh zh uu†ky

zhl ayTre uuUbsgri tui uu†ky bhay pTrayTbgi:

Izg b†r?! gr dhhy b†l Tk. kgci thrw khPehx!" tui zh

v†y dgnhhbyw Tz gr thz auhi kTbd ċ zhl thi sgr vhho/

tui uugi zh v†y zhl auhi h† T n†k tuh; tho tundgeueyw

v†y zh tho dgnuzy bhay Tbsgraw uuh nhy gPgx T uu†ry

†brhri:

IkhPehxw pTr uu†x uuTexi ċ t˙l Tzuh n†sbg sh

uu†bmgx? ċ ehhi auo ngbyai uuTexi zhh bhay Tzuh

n†sbgw uuh ċ t˙l"

†sgr:

Ithi Tkdgnhhi zgy thr bhaeavshe tuhxw khPehxw b†r

uugi n'euey zhl duy mu t˙l muw ży thr nurtshe gbkgl

tuh; T hTP†bhg."/

gr v†y zhl yTeg thi hgbgr m˙y dgphky kgci thr

nurtshe akgfy tui ehhi shcurho thi nuhk bhay dgvTy`

v†y dgyrTfy kTbd uugdi sgow uu†x zh auu̇dyw dgeungi

phk n†k muo cTakuxw Tz x'thz bhhyhe thr mu z†di gPgx T

duy uu†ry uugdi thr p†ygrx kTdg tui uugdi sgr

e†fgbhaw uu†x euny p†r ċ zhh thi ayucw tui mu kgmy

thhi n†k mu ayTnkgi †bdgvuhci:

IpTrayhhy grw vhhxy gxw dTb. duyw Tz 'tundkhe'

vgbdy †i rtah,-Fk bhay †i 'dgky'/ tui s†l/// gr uuhhxy

bhayw pTr uu†x s†x thz: hgsgx n†kw uu†x gr euny sh

kgmyg m˙y Tṙi mu zhh thi ayuc tui sgrzgy s†ryi sgo

p†ygr thriw uu̇zy zhl tho tuhxw Tz x'euny p†r Truo tho

T yrTdgshg"/

b†r nhrgkg v†y zhl sgbxyn†k Tphku mu tho nhyi Pbho

bhay tundgsrhhyw dgeuey auu̇dbshe nhy sh ckuhg tuhdi

Tvhiw uuU x'thz pTrdTbdgi sh zuiw tui dgz†dy Tzuh

dk̇fdhkyhe tui eTky:

Ibuw Tbyk̇y tho muugk; yuhzby ruckw uugy gr zhl

tuhxsrhhgi"/

tui uuhsgr v†y zh nhyi yruhgrw uu†x thi thrg ckuhg

tuhdiw auu̇dbshe dgeuey Tvhiw uuU x'v†y zhl dgzgmy 

sh zui/

x'thz dguugi n†sbg: †y sh mhygrhe sgrmuhdgbg

cTagpgbha v†y Tphku dguuUxyw uuhpk x'dhhy †P sgo

p†ygr thriw tuh; mu rTyguugi zhl/ ngdkglw zh v†y tuhl

dguuUxyw Tz uugi zh k†zy sgo ahsul nhy uugkuuk curbgx

bhay †Pw uu†ky tho żi p†ygr Tçrvo-nav drhbd †y sh

dgvTy n≤bu, Tvhho mu crgbdgiw tui Tphku thhi n†k T

aPhmhe uugryk dgz†dy uugdi sgo ḃgo żsgbgo vhykw

uu†x gr v†y zhl Tkhhi pui eṙzay†y dgcrTfy/ dhygkg

thz sgbxyn†k nhy †y sgo vhyk Tzuh bhay muprhsi dguugi/

Igr ek̇cy zhl Tkhhi mu T vhykw v†y zh dgygbvyw tui

cTngrey bhayw Tz x'pTky tho Trhcgr chz sh tuhgri?"

tui ċ thow sgo mgyr†dgbgo e†Pw v†y sgbxyn†k T

anhhfk dgy†i bhay ngrw uuh sh †bdgayrgbdyg aPhmheg

b†z:

Idhygkg nhhbyw Tz sgr e†P thz ċ tho sgbxyn†k

dguugi thi eṙzay†y? sgr e†P thz ċ tho sgbxyn†k

dguugi thi sgr vhho"/

tui cTks v†y gr tuh; zhl s†x ac,sheg thhcgray

dgfTPy tui thz Tuugedgk†pi neck-ac, żi thi hgbgr

Tkygr xTsgdgrgr ekuhzw uuU thi chhsg żyi pui żi

nhzrjshegr ay†y zgbgi b†fi sTuubgi T P†r grkgfg

dçhrho-hubdgk̇y b†l T uu̇kg tuh; zhhgrg grygr dgzgxiw

dgeuey tuh; tho nhy cFçusheg tui egmbsTbecTrg tuhdiw

tui zgbgi thi hgsgr rdg drhhy dguugi mu uuhbyai tho guko-

vct sgrpTrw uu†x gr v†y zhl nhy zhh †rbykgl mgrgfby

tui v†y zhh ċ m˙ybx zhhgrg juçu, †Pdgm†ky/

zhh zgbgi tho Tuusth dguugi duyg-pṙbsw †y sh P†r

grkgfg dçhrho-hubdgk̇yw uu†x thi sh żsgbg eTP†ygxw

b†r zhhgr dgky thz dguugi ċ zhh Tzuh y˙grw tui aukshe

v†ci zhh zhl Tzuh dgphkyw pTr uu†x zhh v†ci s†x thow

vuruuhmiw nurt dgvTy mu dgyruhgì żbgi zhh auhiw

dhhgbshe Tvhhow dguugi Tzgkfg auu̇dbshe yruhgrheg tui

†py Pkumgo tui bhay mu sgr zTl mu gngmyi T z†d dgy†i:

Ip†ry T k̇yhagr ngbyaw r' dskhvw T? d†rw d†r T

k̇yhagr ngbya"/

  

thi ay†y thz ngi sguu̇k ayTre ḃdgrhe dguugi tui

dguu†ky uuhxi sgo xu;:

gr uugy zhl T n†k tuhxsrhhgiw r' dskhvw mh bhhi?

Tzuh phk v†y ngi auhi sgbxyn†k nhy sgo mu y†i

dgvTy tui Tzuh †py v†y ngi auhi uugdi sgo sgbxyn†k

dgrgsy/

bhay dguu†ky v†y b†r uugdi sgo rgsi nhrgkgw sh c,-

hjhsv żbgw †y sh mhygrhe sgrmuhdgbg akTbe uuUexheg

cTagpgbhaw uugkfg pkgdy auhi sgbxyn†k njn, khcg

muo p†ygrw mh njn, khcg mu zhl Tkhhiw tuh; T dTbmi y†d

pui ayuc Tuugedhhi/

mu phk pTrekgry tui eTPrhzbg thz zh auhi sgbxyn†k

dguugiw tui mu phk ayrgbd v†y zh zhl auhi sgbxyn†k

dgphry Tphku nhyi erungi xyusgby khPehxiw uugkfgr thz

s



speak, unhappiness didn’t derive from money, and yet… .

He didn’t know why this was so: every time he’d called on

them at home recently and had seen her father there, it

seemed to him that a tragedy was taking place around him.

But that time Mirele did not even turn to glance at him,

silently fixed her blue eyes in the distance where the sun was

setting, and remarked so indifferently and coldly:

– Well, lend him twelve thousand rubles and he’ll free

himself from his difficulties.

And once again, with grief in her blue eyes, she stared

silently ahead, where the sun was setting.

It was odd: this highly strung, well-educated creature

even knew exactly how much her father lacked in order to

save himself. Quite possibly she knew also that had she not

broken off her engagement to Velvl Burnes, his father

Avrom-Moyshe would readily have supplied this sum. It was

quite possible that she had given this matter much thought,

and as a result had now so lightly and simply uttered the

words:

– Well, lend him twelve thousand rubles and he’ll free

himself from his difficulties.

And quite suddenly these words reminded the crippled

student Lipkis of his widowed mother whom he and his

elder brother supported, and of the old overcoat that she’d

carried out after him that time when, traveling to the

provincial capital with Mirele, he had in great haste hobbled

out to the conveyance in which she was waiting for him.

At the time it seemed that Mirl, seated on the phaeton,

had smiled and glanced aside.

Why had she glanced aside then? Was it because at that

moment her former fiancé had come driving up from town

in his trap? Or merely because, in the oven every Sabbath,

his mother wrapped the tsholnt in that same old overcoat? 

But in reality this spoilt and self-centered young woman

was incapable of thinking seriously about anyone at all who

lived outside the confines of an only child’s diminutive soul.

Lipkis only began to understand this clearly some time

later and subsequently even reproached her for it in the

many letters he did not send her.

– On the whole, he protested in one of these unsent let-

ters, was her egoistic little heart at all capable of empathizing

with the predicament of her own hard-pressed father, dis-

tracted by misfortune as he was, whom she, an adult

woman, had felt no embarrassment in kissing before a room

full of people? 

    

Now the moderately cold air froze into unhearing

silence, and the first snows settled over the dispirited shtetl

and over the vacant, wintry district all around.

Now, unable any longer to confine herself to her father’s

house even for a single minute, she wandered aimlessly

about over the surrounding windswept fields as long as the

short periods of daylight lasted, leaving behind everywhere

signs of her footprints and those of Lipkis. At such times they

looked odd in the chill, distant air between the dirty heavens

and the snow-white earth, two people wandering in silence

across the vast encircling fields and rarely speaking to each

other. The silence of bereavement was all around them, from

a solitary peasant hut under a white-blanketed roof right

down to a frozen stream somewhere in a nearby valley;

dozing here and there in scattered corners of the horizon,

those whitened coppices that had buried themselves deep, so

deep in the snow, appeared unfamiliar and pristine from

where they stood, and deceived the eye of anyone who might

on a rare occasion pass through on a swiftly moving sleigh:

– Just look! The little oak coppices should be there,

shouldn’t they? 

No one noticed that by then she was on familiar terms

with Lipkis and had started addressing him by his first

name.

– Normally, Mirl remarked to him on one occasion,

meandering aimlessly over these windswept fields, – she did

not even begin to love him, but at times, for no reason, she

felt pleased that he was walking by her side. Did Lipkis

understand this?

And biting her lower lip, she began filliping his nose so

that he might understand this and so obliged him to start

grinning foolishly.

At this point, the sorrow in her blue eyes intensified, and

from time to time it would gaze out with a melancholy

gleam; then she would stare pensively into the partially

blurred winter distance for a long, long time, and unpre-

dictably pose bizarre questions:

– Lipkis, can you hear the way the world keeps silent? 

Lipkis felt that he ought to say something about this

silent world, made drawn-out preparations in his throat and

with his shoulders, and finally began:

– Yes, it would hardly be inappropriate if the two of them

were to set off across these fields and never turn back again.

And paying not the slightest attention to what he said,
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auu̇dbshe thcgr †y sh vrjçvsheg pgksgr Truo tui

rgsi zgkyi thhbgr muo muuhhyi/ gx auu̇di Truo zhh nhy T

ayhkehhy pui tçku,w pui Ti thhbzTo Puhgrho-ayhckw uu†x

tubygr T uu̇xi pTra†ygbgo sTlw chz T pTrpruhrgbgo

y˙fkw uu†x grdg. thi T b†gbyi y†k` srhnkgi grdg. thi

pTrahsgbg v†rhz†by-uuhbekgi hgbg †Pdguu̇xyg

uugkskglw uugkfg v†ci zhl yh;-yh; thi abhh t˙bdgdr†ciw

zggi tuhx pui s†ryi prgns tui ḃw tui bTri s†x tuhd pui

T ngbyaiw uu†x yr†dy zhl s†ryi zgkyi uugi tuh; T

kuhpbshei akhyi Tsurl

Izg b†r! x'z†k auhi żi sh sgncgbg uugkskglw z†k gx

auhi żi?"

ehhbgr v†y bhay cTngreyw uuh zh thz sgbxyn†k nhy

khPehxi tuh; Isu" dguu†ri tui tho ċ żi Pauyi b†ngi

rupi †bdgvuhci/

Izhw nhrkw v†y zh tho thhi n†kw Trunab†rbshe tuh; †y

sh pTrck†zgbg pgksgrw dgz†dyw zh vhhcy thow

dguuhhbkglw Tphku bhay †i mu khc v†ciw b†r m˙ybuu̇z

phky zh zhl dkTy Tzuh duyw uu†x gr dgphby zhl kgci thrw

grw khPehxw pTrayhhy gxw mh bhhi?"

tui muċxbshe sh tubygrayg khPw v†y zh tho cTks

dgbungi abgki thi b†zw Fsh gr z†k gx pTrayhhiw tui tho

dgcrTfy sgrmuw Tz żi Pbho v†y †bdgvuci bTrha mu

anhhfkgi/

ċ thr Tkhhi v†y zhl auhi sgbxyn†k dgvTy

dgayTrey sgr yruhgrw uu†x thi sh ckuhg tuhdiw tui nhy

T ngkTbf†kha ṗgrk v†y gr auhi pui m˙y mu m˙y pui

s†ryi Truhxdgeuey/ pTrekgrygrvhhy v†y zh sgbxyn†k

kTbd-kTbd thi sgr vTkc bgPkshegr uuhbygruu̇y

Tṙbdgeuey tui n†sbg atku, sgrċ tuhpdgdgci:

IkhPehxw thr vgryw uuh sh uugky auu̇dy?"

khPehx v†y dgphkyw Tz gr cTsTr; gPgx uugdi †y sgr

ayhkgr uugky z†diw dgnTfy kTbdg vfbu, nhyi vTksz tui

nhy sh Texkgi tui mu kgmy †bdgvuhci:

Ih†w bhay eruo uu†ky dguugi zhl Tzuh thi muuhhgi thcgr

†y sh pgksgr Tuugek†zi tui zhl auhi ngr murhe bhay

tunegri"/

tui zh v†y mu żbg uugrygr Tphku bhay †bdgvuhci zhl

muvgriw b†l Tk. dgeuey grdg. Tvhiw thi sgr vTkc

bgPkshegr uu̇yehhy tui zhl pTrekgrygrvhhy s†x

thrheg uu̇ygr dgrgsy:

Igr aygky zhl p†rw uuh thr thz thmy Tk. prgns tui

Tk. thhbx?"

tui thi T uu̇kg Truo uuhsgr uugdi sgo zgkci:

Iuugi nhy thr muzTngi egry zhl thmy thcgr †y sh

xung dgdgci/ ngdkglw Tz zh v†y phk uugdi sgo dgyrTfyw

tui Tz sgrpTr v†y zh auhi Tzuh drhbd tui Pauy sh uugrygr

Truhxdgz†dy:

Ibuw Tbyk̇y tho muugk; yuhzby ruckw uugy gr zhl

tuhxsrhhgi"/

tui grw sgr erungr xyusgby khPehxw v†y zhl thcgr

†y sh uugrygr Pkumgo sgrn†by †i sgr nuygr żbgrw

sgr Tknbvw uu†x gr nhyi gkygri crusgr v†ci thr dgdgci

tuh; mu kgciw tui †i sgo Tkyi PTky†w uu†x zh v†y tho

b†fdgyr†di sgbxyn†kw uugiw p†rbshe nhy nhrgkgi thi

eṙzay†yw v†y gr thi t˙kgbha dgvubegi mu sgr purw

uu†x tuh; thr v†y zh tuh; tho dguuTry/

nhrk v†yw sufy zhlw sgbxyn†kw zhmbshe tuhpi pTgy†iw

dganhhfky tui thi T muuhhygr ży dgeuey/

pTr uu†x v†y zh sgbxyn†k thi T muuhhygr ży dgeuey?

sgrpTrw uu†x pui sgr ay†y thz sgbxyn†k thr

dguugzgbgr j,i tuh; żi pur †bdgp†ri? mh d†r sgrpTrw

uu†x nhy †y sgo Tkyi PTky† v†y sh nTng żbg Tkg ac,

thi tuhuui sgo ya†kby t˙bdgsgey?

b†r thhdbykgl thz s†l †y s†x dgPhgxygyg tui

thhdbzhfyhe nhhsk bhay dguugi pgHe mu pTryrTfyi zhl

uugdi T uu†xgr xg bhay thz ngbyaiw uugkfgr v†y tuhxgr

thr thhdgbgr c,-hjhsvagr banvkg dgkgcy/

khPehx v†y s†x gray thi T m˙y Truo †bdgvuhci Tzuh

duy mu pTrayhhi tui v†y gx thr b†l sgo Tphku

p†rdgvTkyi thi żbg phk crhuuw uugkfg gr v†y thr bhay

dgahey/

Icfkkw v†y gr mu thr thi thhbgo pui †y sh bhay

Tuugedgaheyg crhuu dgygbvyw mh v†y zh auhi dgegby

bgngi muo gd†Hxyhai vgrmgkg thri Tphku sh kTdg pui thr

thhdgbgo tundkhe-mgyr†dgbgo tui ayTre dgsrueyi

yTyiw uu†x zhw sh sgruuTexgbgw v†y zhl bhay dgagny

pTr T pukgr ayuc ngbyai tho mu bgngi euai?"

  

†y thz nhy T yuhc-ayhkehhy pTrdkhuugry dguu†ri sh

nhyk-ngxhe eTkyg kupyw tui sh grayg abhhgi v†ci zhl

tuhxdgkhhdy tuhpi sgrak†dgbgo aygyk tui tuh; sgr

Trunhegr uuhbygrshe Puxygr dgdby/

ehhi nhbuy v†y zh zhl auhi ċo p†ygr thi ayuc bhay

dgegby t˙bvTkyiw Trundgck†bszagy thi nal pui dTbmg

eurmg ygd tuh; sh Trunheg pTrck†zgbg pgksgr tui v†y

s†ryi tungyuo xhnbho pui thrg nhy khPehxgx yrhy

dgk†zy/ n†sbg v†ci zhh sgbxyn†k tuhxdgzgiw thi sgr

uu̇ygr pTrehkygr kupyw uu†x muuhai euhyheg vhnkgi nhy

abhh uu̇xgr grsw muuhh ngbyaiw uu†x ck†begi Tzuh

s



she continued to stare straight ahead into the partially

blurred distance, musingly developing her own thoughts:

– Can he imagine how alien and insignificant everything

now seems to her? 

And a short while later, more of the same:

– If this entire frozen world were now to be overturned

and she herself with it, she would not even utter a cry of

fright.

But at other times she was possessed of a strange joy

linked to a wild longing for life; on these occasions, nothing

could persuade her to turn back home, and she went on at

length about her father’s creditors both local and distant

who called on them daily at home, created an uproar, and

banged on the table:

– They were so disgusting, these people… Her father was

certainly to blame for having squandered their money, but

this did not automatically give them the right to roam freely

through their home shouting for help at the tops of their

voices and accusing him of robbery so loudly that they

could be heard ten streets away.

Once, on an ordinary misty day, from some neighboring

shtetl an observant, scholarly, and extremely naïve young

man, an unadventurous stay-at-home with a little black

beard and a sickly, pale, and jaundiced complexion, came to

their house. For a long time he sat without speaking in their

dining room, waiting in a state of great shock. Several times

their relative, the worldly and devoted cashier, told him and

repeated loudly as though speaking to the deaf:

– Reb Gedalye is currently abroad, visiting his sister who

owns her own village there; that’s where he is now.

And the young man with the jaundiced complexion, still

in a state of shock, continually kept on enquiring in his soft,

hoarse, feeble voice:

– Does this mean that the money that Reb Gedalye owes

me is lost? … Truly lost? 

He appeared utterly despondent, this young man with

the jaundiced complexion, and now, apparently, regarded it

as impossible to return home and to go on living.

On that occasion Mirl ate no midday meal but spent an

entire winter’s day dragging about outside with Lipkis.

– He could well imagine with how much appetite she

would now have eaten, she repeatedly remarked to Lipkis,

– but that stunned young man was still sitting over there, in

their house. He looked so very unhappy that she could not

look at him.

She regularly sent Lipkis to check whether or not the

young man had left, impatiently waited for his return not far

from the house, and subsequently shouted at him from a

distance:

– Well? What? Is he still sitting there? 

Night fell, and lamps were lighted in the town’s houses.

Lamps were also lighted in their house, and at length, with

her face red and frozen, she came indoors and, without

taking off her winter outdoor garments, began comforting

the young man with the jaundiced complexion:

– He could be certain: she would do everything in her

power to ensure that his two thousand rubles were returned

to him.

Afterwards she even accompanied him outside to his

sleigh, expressed concern that his legs would be cold, and

with her own hands assisted him to wrap them in hessian.

– He should tie this end of the sacking under himself…

And he should have no shame in pulling up his fur collar…

like that.

And for a long time afterwards she followed his sleigh

with her eyes, completely forgetting about herself and her

hunger:

– Did he have any conception of how unhappy this man

was? she enquired pensively of Lipkis.

Lipkis was deeply troubled by the fact that during the

course of this entire day he had not attended a single one of

his lectures and felt decidedly odd, as though he were more

strictly observant and had in the evening suddenly remem-

bered that during the course of the day he had not once

donned his prayer shawl and phylacteries. He was more than

usually infuriated and embittered, was totally out of

patience, and very nearly lost his temper over the thought:

– Would she ever go indoors or not? 

And she still continued to gaze pensively in the direction

in which the sleigh carrying the young man disappeared

into the furthest end of the town, and was unable to forget

his jaundiced complexion:

– He’s so unhappy, she repeated quietly to herself. –

Obviously no one has ever loved him, and now his small

capital has been reduced by more than two thousand

rubles.

Joseph Sherman is the Woolf Corob Fellow in Yiddish Studies at

Oxford University.
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mu tho pui sgr uu̇y:

Ibuw uu†x? gr zhmy b†l?"

x'thz dguu†ri bTfyw tui k†nPi v†y ngi thi sh

ay†yv̇zgr †bdgmubsi/ k†nPi v†y ngi tuhl †bdgmubsi

ċ zhh thi ayucw thz zh mu kgmy nhy T ruhy pTre†uugyi

Pbho thbguuhhbhe Tṙbdgeungi tuiw bhay tuhxyugbshe sh

uuhbygrsheg ekhhsgrw dgbungi sgo dgkzhfyhei hubdbnTi

yrhhxyi:

Igr ngd żi zhfgr: Tk. uugy zh auhi y†iw Fsh n'z†k

tho żbg muuhh yuhzby ruck tunegri"/

zh v†y tho b†l sgo Tphku thi sruhxi mu żi pur

TruhxcTdkhhyw dgz†rdy sgrpTrw uu†x tho uugy żi eTky

thi sh phx/ tui v†y zhh tho Tkhhi dgv†kpi t˙bsgei thi

sgr rgsbg/

I†y sgo ge rgsbg z†k gr tubygr zhl

Trubygrbgngi/// tui sgo puygrbgo e†kbgr z†k gr zhl

bhay agngi tuhpaygki/// †y Tzuh"/

tui b†l sgo v†y zh b†l kTbd nhy sh tuhdi żi pur

cTdkhhy tui †i zhl nhy thr vubdgr kjkuyhi pTrdgxi:

Igr v†y T cTdrh;w uuh tundkhekgl †y sgr ngbya

thz?" v†y zh pTrekgrygrvhhy ċ khPehxi dgprgdy/

khPehx thz dguugi ayTre mgyr†di pui sgow uu†x gr

thz thi nal pui †y sgo dTbmi y†d Tphku tuh; thhbgr pui

żbg kgemhgx bhay dguugiw tui zhl dgphky Tzuh n†sbgw

dk̇l uuh gr uu†ky ngr hHs żi tui uu†ky zhl Pkumgo pTr

bTfy sgrn†bgiw Tz gr v†y ċ y†d ehhi ykh, tui ≤phkhi

bhay dgkhhdy/ gr thz ngr uuh ≤nhs †bdgcrudzy tui

pTrdhpygy dguugiw bhay dgvTy ehhi dgsuks tui zhl aHgr

bhay dggey thcgri dgsTbe: 

Izh uugy T n†k Tṙbdhhi thi ayucw mh bhhi?"

tui zh v†y b†l Tk. pTrekgrygrvhhy dgeuey Tvhiw uuU

sgr akhyi nhyi hubdbnTi uugri thi ge ay†y pTrauuUbsiw

tui †i żi dgkzhfyhei Pbho bhay dgegby pTrdgxi/

Igr thz TzT tundkhekgfgrw v†y zh ayhkw uuh pTr zhl

Tkhhiw thcgrdgjzryw ehhbgr v†y tho dguuhx ehhi n†k

bhay khc dgvTyw tui thmy thz b†l pui żi ekhhbgo

pTrngdi ngr uuh muuhh yuhzby ruck Tr†P"/

dTbmg pTrpruhrgbg uugkyw uu†ky zh Tphku ehhi dgarhh

bhay dgy†i pui arge"/

b†r m˙ybuu̇z v†ci zh uuhsgr cTvgray T n†sbg åhnjv

nhy T uuhksi jae mu kgcì sgbxyn†k v†y zh zhl cauo tupi

bhay dguu†ky tunegri Tvhho tui dgvTkyi thi thhi

sgrmhhki uugdi sgo p†ygrx †ryheg tui prgnsg cgkh-

juçu,w uu†x eungi Tkg y†d mu zhh thi ayucw yunkgi tui thi

yha ekTPi:

Izhh zgbgi Tzgkfg gekshegw †y sh hHsi/// sgr yTyg

thrgr thz dguuhx aukshew uu†x gr v†y zhhgr dgky

thcgrdgphryw †cgr pui sTbgi thz b†l bhay dgsrubdgiw Tz

zhh ngdi prTbe tui pṙ ċ zhh thi ayuc Trunkuhpi tui

aṙgi tuh; TzT euk: duuTksw gr rTcguugy! ≈ Tz n'z†k

gx thi sgr mgbygr dTx sgrvgri"/

thhi n†kw thi T dguuhhbkgfi bgPkshei y†dw thz pui

grdg. T b†gby aygyk mu zhh thi ayuc dgeungi gPgx T

prungr knsbhagr tui ayTre ≤nguuTygr hubdgrnTiw T

ayuczhmgr nhy T ekhhi auuTr. cgrsk tui nhy T

ergbekgfiw ckTxi tui dgkzhfyhei Pbho/ auu̇dbshegrvhhy

thz gr kTbd dgzgxi ċ zhh thi gxmhngrw zhl dgar†ei tui

dguuTry/ sgr uugkykgfgr tui thcgrdgdgcgbgr eTxhrw

sgr eruçw v†y gykgfg n†k pTr tho thi sgr vhhlw uuh

pTr T yuhci thcgrdgjzry:

Ir' dskhv zgbgi thmy thi tuhxkTbsw ċ sgr auugxygrw

uu†x v†y s†ryi Ti thhdgbgo s†r;w zgbgi zhh thmy"/

tui sgr hubdgrnTi nhyi dgkzhfyhei Pbho v†y zhl Tk.

pTr gPgx uuh dgar†ei tui zhl Tk. bhay tuhpdgvgry mu

sgrprgdi tuh; żi vhhzgrhe ayhki tui ayTre auuTfi euk:

Ithz gxw vhhxy s†xw pTrpTki s†x dgkyw uu†x nhr euny

ċ r' dskhvi?/// yTeg pTrpTki?"///

gr v†y TzT sgrak†dgbgo tuhxzgi dgvTyw †y sgr

dgkzhfyhegr hubdgrnTiw tui auhiw TPbhow dgrgfby pTr

tunngdkgl zhl Tvhho tunmuegri tui b†l uu̇ygr mu kgci

tuh; sgr uugky/

nhrk v†y sgbxyn†k ehhi nhy†d bhay dgdgxi tui T

dTbmi uuhbygrshei y†d zhl thi sruhxi nhy khPehxi

TrundgakgPy/

Igr aygky zhl p†rw nhy T uu†xgr dganTe zh uu†ky

thmy dgprgxiw v†y zh Tkg n†k mu khPehxi dgz†dyw b†r

s†ryiw ċ zhh thi ayucw zhmy b†l Tk. †y sgr

thcgrdgar†egbgr hubdgrnTi/ gr v†y TzT tundkhekgfi

Pbhow tui zh egi tuh; tho bhay euei"/

Tkg n†k v†y zh dgahey khPehxi T eue y†iw mh sgr

hubdgrnTi thz auhi TuugedgdTbdgiw dguuTry tuh; tho nhy

tundgsuks bhay uu̇y pui sgr ayuc tui b†l sgo dgarhdi
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