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The visit with Professor Bachlam went well. 
He opened the door with a cold greeting, 
nor was he particularly cordial toward Mrs. 
Herbst. And quite right that he should o!er 

a cold greeting, for Herbst had never praised a single 
one of Bachlam’s books—and he’d authored over six-
ty books, and each and every one deserved sixtyfold 
measures of praise. And besides, Herbst was unliked 
by him, like all the other academics who were unliked 
by Bachlam. Some were unliked for one reason, and 
others for some other reason, but of all these reasons 
the bottom line was the unspoken praise they should 
have showered on him instead of remaining silent.

He began discussing the day’s news as broad-
cast on the radio, and criticized the lead story in 
Ha’aretz, which was written in ink, not blood, like 
all the other articles, which don’t contain even the 
tiniest drop of blood. A"er that he mentioned the 
lecture of a visiting professor, who had acquired 
quite a reputation in the scholarly world, despite 
never having innovated a thing. If one were to #nd 
something noteworthy in any of his books it would 
be that he hadn’t mentioned that this had already 
been mentioned by Professor Bachlam in this 
or that book. Having mentioned his own books, 
Bachlam began listing them one by one, and their 
various editions in multiple translations, some hav-
ing been translated into the same language by two 
di!erent publishers. Even though the world’s great-
est professors have already declared that Professor 
Bachlam’s insights are unparalleled among those of 
other scholars, here the world spins on with nary a 

mention, save for two or three lines about his new-
est book. But he pays no attention to such things, for 
these things don’t interest him, and he has no spare 
time to dwell on such matters, for he is busy with his 
next great, seven-hundred page book, to say noth-
ing of the footnotes and indices which will take up 
many printer’s galleys. He does all this on his own, 
with his own hands, despite his many illnesses and 
pains and anguishes—quite literally every bone in 

his body aches. But he overcomes his pains, just as 
he overcomes his adversaries, through his unnatu-
rally great spiritual strength. Having mentioned his 
adversaries he began to disparage them. $ey work 
in Jewish studies, yet are ashamed to be known as 
Jews. So-and-so calls himself Ludwig, while another 
calls himself Wolfgang, this one Walter and that one 
Kilian. Oh, you scoundrels, shouldn’t your #rst pa-
triotic duty be to go by Hebrew names? It’s the least 
you can do in the name of the Jewish people! Mrs. 
Bachlam had a very nice non-Jewish name, yet ex-
changed it for a Hebrew one. I say to you, madam 
and sir, isn’t the nice Jewish name Hannah more 
suited for a Jewish woman than the name Janette, 
which Mrs. Bachlam had at the start?

Mrs. Bachlam rose and brought tea and cakes, 
and was praised for her homemade cakes—both 
the large and the small ones. In general, said Mrs. 
Bachlam, I enjoy doing things by myself. By myself 
I bake, by myself I cook, by myself I look a"er the 
house, and by myself I take care of the garden. $e 
professor always asks, Hannah, how can you do so 
much all by yourself, with just ten #ngers? And I an-
swer him: Issacher, how can you write so many books 
with just ten #ngers? And not just that—you also 
give so many lectures, and write essays, and travel 
to Tel Aviv to lecture at Ohel Shem, and at dinners 
for the Jewish National Fund, and conferences of Brit  
Rishonim, and at gatherings of the Veteran Zionists 
and at so many other conferences and committees, 
and he answers me, You’re right Hanitshki, you’re 
right, but since I’m so busy I have no time to think 
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Shira. (Courtesy !e Toby Press.)
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about how I manage to do so much. But I worry that 
I won’t be able to complete my magnum opus which 
I’ve been toiling at day and night for over twenty 
years. I tell him: Issacher, you’ll #nish it, you’ll #n-
ish it, and he smiles his charming smile at me and 
says, Without you, Hanitshki, what would I do in 
these times which are so strange to me? I tell him, 
Issacher, don’t be foolish. You say the world is strange 
to you, but the whole world is pressing to get near to 
you, and nothing happens in this world without you. 
Mrs. Herbst, there’s no day that ten messengers aren’t 
coming to see him—ten did I say? Really it’s twenty 
or thirty. $ey come from the Jewish National Fund 
and the United Israel Appeal, and from the General 
Zionist Party and the Veteran Zionists and from Brit 
Rishonim, and from the Nationalist Student Union, 
and they all come and beg him to speak. He smiles, 
my professor, his good smile and says, Hanitshki, 
perhaps you’re right. I shout and tell him, Issacher, 
you say “perhaps,” and I say if I’m not right there is no 
right in the world! Since she mentioned “right in the 
world” Professor Bachlam begins discussing world-
wide righteousness, as described by our Righteous 
Prophets and by the Greek philosophers, and on the 
phrase “%ourishing of righteousness” as mentioned in 
the Prophets, a phrase we #nd in cuneiform inscrip-
tions especially in the context of the Assyrian Kings, 
without diminishing the original Israelite meaning, 
for such is the way of intellectual trends, that nations 
and languages are impacted and nourished one from 
the next. $ere are turns of phrase in Bialik’s poetry 
which everyone thinks are original, that he coined 
them, when in fact they appear in the poems of Push-
kin. My dear Mrs. Herbst doesn’t know Russian, so I 
will translate for her and she’ll hear. Tchernichovsky 
is unique, he’s completely original. We Jews can’t 
fully appreciate this giant, who thanks to me has be-
come a Hebrew poet, but originally wrote in Russian, 
lyrical poems in Russian, but through my in%uence 
began writing in Hebrew. Madam, you should take 
Tchernichovsky’s poetry and read it day and night. 
Day and night! A poet like this in any other nation 
would be raised on high. Ah, but we are a downtrod-
den folk, with no need of poets—we need money. 
Money and more money! $e national funds want 
money, more money! And what do we get in return? 
I asked Ussishkin this; what did he say? Nothing. He 
had nothing to say. I don’t deny the value of money. 
Certainly the world needs money. I myself pay mem-
bership to forty di!erent societies, and don’t even 
remember their names. Even though I am a remem-
berer, that is, I have a phenomenal memory. I coined 
this word—“rememberer”—myself. One of my four 
hundred linguistic innovations. In two weeks I will 
mark the forty-seventh anniversary of my #rst pub-
lication, which revolutionized our world—and many 
of my linguistic inventions have entered our vo-
cabulary, even though no one asks, who coined this 
phrase, or who came up with that word. So it is with 
all living things—they go about living without ask-
ing or wondering who birthed them. Madam, every 
day you use this … or that … new Hebrew word—
did you ever consider who created them? If I were to 
count up all the words I coined I could write a book 
of twenty printer’s galleys-length—and that’s just the 
words, aside from the footnotes which would take 
another thirty galleys. Twenty galleys plus thirty gal-
leys—that’s #"y printer’s galleys. Tell, me, madam, 
how many professors from our university have pro-
duced books of that length? And that’s nothing com-

pared to the books I’ve already published. Please, if 
madam will follow me for a moment I will show her 
something which will amaze her for the rest of her 
days. Does she see these binders? Seventy-one vol-
umes, each containing an article I myself wrote. And 
if madam will just raise her head a bit to look up at 
the top shelf, she’ll see the stack of newspapers my 
articles appeared in. When I gaze at the bounty of ar-
ticles that have %owed from my pen I am amazed—
how did I manage to write it all?

Mrs. Herbst rose from her chair while Profes-
sor Bachlam led her by the arm to the book shelf. 
While they stood there Bachlam said, Please, mad-
am, stretch your arms out wide to each side. You 
see the books in that arm-span? I wrote them all, 
and still there are some that don’t #t between your 
arms. I doubt that even our friend Adjunct Profes-
sor Herbst could encompass all the books I’ve writ-
ten between his outstretched arms. I’ve invested 
my whole life—and that of my wife—and haven’t 
gained a drop of bene#t in this world from all these 

books, while to them—pardon me Adjunct Pro-
fessor Herbst that I include you with the German 
crowd—to them authoring one small footnote the 
size of a lizard tail quali#es a man as a scholar. I 
am not speaking of the Gentile scholars, who write, 
and print, and publish great fat books. Why just 
yesterday I received a book from Professor Meier—
six hundred folio pages—folio pages, madam, not 
mere single-sided pages. If we count pages it comes 
to one-thousand-two-hundred, aside from the 
footnotes and references and bibliography which 
take another hundred pages. And you wouldn’t be-
lieve your ears about what the book is about—it’s 
about . . . [Agnon had le% these facts—the particu-
lar newly coined Hebrew words, and topic of Meier’s 
1,200 page book—blank in the MS., apparently plan-
ning on #lling them in at a later point.] Hanitschki, 
is that the doorbell? Where’s the maid? Go see who 
it is. Sit, madam, sit, you needn’t go. $e guests 
who have arrived are just neighbors. Allow me to 
introduce you, Mrs. and Mr. Kattakibo, this is Mrs. 
Herbst and Mr. Adjunct Professor Dr. Herbst.

Since the neighbors weren’t intellectual folks the 
professor changed topics to news of the day, goings 
on in the country, and public a!airs. He scratched 
the end of his nose, and rubbed his hands together, 
and said, From a reliable source, but of course I can-

not say who, I’ve heard the Allies already have plans 
in place for what to do with Germany a"er the war. 

Mrs. Bachlam looked adoringly at her all-knowing 
husband, from whom nothing escapes, yet she grew 
bored by the political talk. Turning to Mrs. Herbst, 
who was known as an industrious housewife, she 
asked about her apricot preserves and what she does 
with grapes, if she makes puddings, and why hadn’t she 
brought her small daughter along. Professor Bachlam 
loves small children like life itself. Having overheard 
something about children, Bachlam jumped up and 
said, Madam, madam, grownups are worthless, but 
the children are our hope—only through them will 
we build our nation . . . Mrs. Bachlam chimed in de-
tailing the professor’s great love for children. He eyed 
her with resentment for having interrupted him, plot-
ting to regain control of the conversation as soon as 
she let up, and when she paused to inhale a breath, he 
began speaking, but she again broke into his words. 
So unfolded their dialogue of praise, his-for-her and 
hers-for-him, until other guests arrived—neighbors, 

academics, and students. Bachlam 
greeted them, gave them refresh-
ments, and had an interesting word 
for each and every one suited to his 
interest, until the day grew dark.

Professor Bachlam was a religious 
man. While he had sharp criticism for 
various Jewish practices, and wrote 
critically of various superstitious cus-
toms, he was strict about most mitz-
vot and never violated the Sabbath. 
$erefore he didn’t put the light on in 
the room, but hinted to his wife that 
she might turn it on. When the light 
was lit the Herbsts got up to leave, but 
the professor detained them, #rst in 
the room, then in the hallway, and 
#nally in the foyer. In the end he 
escorted them out, asking them to 

return soon for another visit. Outside 
there remained a bit of daylight, with 
cars carrying Sabbath travelers #lling 

the street. Mrs. Herbst wanted to walk back to town 
on foot, but along the way felt very weary and wished 
to take a taxi, which Herbst agreed to do, since while 
talking with Professor Bachlam he thought of various 
things he wanted to #x in his article, and feared the 
long walk by foot would cause him to forget.

Sitting in the car Mrs. Herbst remarked to her 
husband, $is man we were visiting has no love in 
his heart, not for a single person in this world. Herbst 
replied, But he has great love for the greatest man in 
Israel. Mrs. Herbst asked, Who is the greatest man 
in Israel that Professor Bachlam loves? Herbst an-
swered, He is the one! Professor Bachlam himself is 
the great man in all his glory. In any case, it’s good 
that we made the visit. Perhaps on account of it he 
won’t stand in my way, or at least he’ll so"en his ob-
jection to me. Mrs. Herbst sighed and said, If only!
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