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Abstract

In this thesis, I analyze the theme of the conflict between religion and secularism
in the life and writings of Chaim Grade (1910-1982). In particular, I explore three
core conflicts in Grade’s life: 1) the conflict between aesthetics and Judaism, 2) the
conflict between Jewish ethics (Mussar) and human psychology, and 3) the conflict
between Jewish piety (Halakha) and humanistic values.

In the introduction, I introduce the topic and scope of this thesis. In the first
chapter, I explore Chaim Grade’s formative aesthetic experiences as a Yeshiva
student that set the stage for the lifelong conflict he experienced between Orthodox
Judaism and his artistic sensibilities. In the second chapter, I analyze Chaim
Grade’s encounter with the Mussar movement as a disciple of the Novaredok
Mussar Yeshiva. Novaredok’s extreme ethical philosophy and the ascetic lifestyle
it demanded had a crushing effect on Grade and led him to conclude that Mussar
is incompatible with human psychology. In the third chapter, I discuss Chaim
Grade’s relationship with R. Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz (1878-1953), also known
as the Chazon Ish. This relationship was one of the most profound experiences of
Grade’s life. Grade’s encounter with the Chazon Ish, where he witnessed first-hand
the tension between the Chazon Ish’s humanism and dogmatism, highlights the
conflict between Jewish piety and humanistic values. In the last chapter, I explore
the shift in Chaim Grade’s worldview from a religious-ethical ideology to an
existential-humanistic weltanschauung.

In the concluding section of the thesis, I discuss the nature of Chaim Grade’s
ambivalent relationship toward Orthodox Judaism throughout his life.
Paradoxically, despite Grade’s departure from Orthodoxy, he remained a Yeshiva
student in mentality and temperament in many respects. It is the nature of these
unresolved tensions that this study seeks to illuminate.



A Note to the Reader
This thesis and research project consists of several components:

1) The thesis itself, entitled “The Conflict between Religion and Secularism in the
Life and Writings of Chaim Grade.”

2) A supplement to the thesis entitled “Chaim Grade: Confessions of a Tormented
Writer.” This supplement appears at the end of the thesis document and contains
transcriptions and translations of letters from Chaim Grade. I cite this document
throughout the thesis as “Confessions” and provide the relevant letter numbers.

3) A companion volume entitled “A Reader and Appendices” containing original
archival documents relevant to the topics covered in my thesis. I cite this document
throughout the thesis as “The Reader” and provide the relevant page numbers.
(The page numbers correspond to the number sequence of the digital file, not the
numbers of each individual document contained therein).

My research on Chaim Grade entailed much more than producing the thesis
document itself. In addition to writing my study, I have researched thousands of
original documents on Chaim Grade. In particular, I have tracked down many
documents pertaining to the key themes I address in the thesis, including all the
extant versions of the novel Tzemach Atlas; numerous unpublished manuscripts
on the Mussar movement and Novaredok; the Chazon Ish; Grade’s writings on the
topic of the Talmid Chacham (Torah scholar) in Yiddish literature; Grade’s
conflicts with Orthodox Judaism, and other topics. In addition, I have examined
thousands of personal letters from Chaim Grade.

During my research, I have examined numerous archival collections in Israel, the
United States, and Canada in search of material on Chaim Grade. These archival
collections provided much valuable information. However, the central repository
of relevant information, namely, the personal archive of Chaim Grade himself,
remained inaccessible until very recently.

In 2013, YIVO and the National Library of Israel jointly acquired the estate of
Chaim Grade.! A significant development and breakthrough occurred in recent
months when in the Summer of 2022, after almost a decade of painstaking
cataloging and processing, the papers of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade were
finally digitized and posted online. The Papers of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker
Grade, YIVO RG 1952, are accessible online at
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/resources/556. The processing and

1 “The YIVO Institute and the National Library of Israel Jointly Acquire the Estate of the Late
Yiddish Writer, Chaim Grade,” https://www.yivo.org/The-YIVO-Institute-and-the-National-
Library-of-Israel-Jointly-Acquire-the-Estate-of-the-Late-Yiddish-Writer-Chaim-Grade.
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digitization of Grade’s archive made it possible to discover many manuscripts that
shed new light on the topics I explore in my thesis.

The “Reader and Resources” primarily contains unpublished literary manuscripts,
essays, correspondence, and links to audio recordings of lectures delivered by
Chaim Grade. I carefully selected the documents presented in this reader from over
ten thousand archival pages and tens of hours of audio and video recordings that I
collected and studied as part of my ongoing research project on the life and
writings of Chaim Grade.

Above and beyond the contribution of the present study to the scholarly literature
on the biography and writings of Chaim Grade, the “Reader and Appendices” I am
presenting along with this thesis is an invaluable resource and treasure trove of
primary source material on Chaim Grade.

An  electronic  version of the reader is  accessible  here:
https://tinyurl.com/4pp7r777. You can also view and download the document by
scanning the QR code below.
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A Note Regarding Transliteration

When transliterating words from Hebrew into the Roman alphabet, I follow the
convention generally used in translating words from modern Hebrew into English.
For example, I write Beit Midrash rather than Besmedresh. Likewise, any word in
Yiddish that is also a Hebrew word or a common name follows this rule. Thus, I
write Chaim Grade, Chazon Ish, Talmidei Chachamim, and Moshe Chorosh; not
Khayim Grade, Khazon Ish, Talmidey Khakhomim, and Moshe Khorosh.

The rationale governing my choice of orthography is accessibility. I prefer a
transliteration that feels more natural and intuitive to the general reader rather
than sticking to a strict academic standard, such as YIVO’s rules for the
romanization of Yiddish words, which is the province of Yiddish academics but
might feel awkward to the general reader.

Thus, as a general rule, I have avoided rendering the rn and > consonants as “kh”
as this might feel awkward to readers unfamiliar with YIVO’s conventions. The
exceptions to this rule are words in Yiddish with no Hebrew equivalent (e.g., the
word nakht) and direct quotations and citations from other sources. For example,
I write “Tzemach Atlas.” Nevertheless, when quoting from Curt Leviant’s
translation of the novel The Yeshiva, I have retained his spelling of “Tsemakh
Atlas” without modification. Likewise, when referencing the papers of Chaim
Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, YIVO RG 1952, I use the citation information
provided by YIVO without changes.






Introduction

The Yiddish poet, novelist, and short-story writer Chaim Grade (1910-1982) is
widely regarded as one of the preeminent Yiddish writers of the post-Holocaust
period.2 His works are particularly noteworthy for his portrayal of Lithuanian

2 Several biographical articles have appeared on Chaim Grade, see Zaynvl Diamant, “Chaim Grade,”
Leksikon Fun Der Nayer Yidisher Literatur (Biographical Dictionary of Modern Yiddish
Literature), Vol. 2 (New York: Congress for Jewish Culture, 1958), 335-38, and the English
translation posted online at https://yleksikon.blogspot.com/2015/09/chaim-grade.html; Justin
Daniel Cammy, “Grade, Chaim,” in Jewish Writers of the Twentieth Century, ed. Sorrel Kerbel
(New York; London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2003), 380-83; Cammy, “Grade, Chaim,” YIVO
Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, 2010,
https://vivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Grade Chaim; Joanna Lisek, “Chaim Grade,” in
Dictionary of Literary Biography, ed. Joseph Sherman, vol. 333 (Farmington Hill, MI: Thomson
Gale, 2007), 74-82; Israel Ch. Biletzky and Joanna Lisek, “Grade, Chaim,” in Encyclopaedia
Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed., vol. 8 (Macmillan Reference, 2007),
24-25; Inna Hecker Grade, “Chaim Grade: The Challenge of God,” Judaica Book News 9, no. 2
(1979): 15-18; Hecker Grade, “Chaim Grade: A Portrait of the Man,” Ibid., 19-22; Hecker Grade,
“Chaim Grade: Reminiscences,” Midstream, October 1986: 35-37. See also, Yechiel Szeintuch,
“The Literary and Intellectual Biography of Chaim Grade: An Overview on His Poetry and Prose,”
https://www.academia.edu/28655505/The_ Literary_and_ Intellectual_Biography_of_ Chaim_G
rade_an_Overview_on_his_Poetry_and_Prose; Szeintuch, “Chaim Grade, the Fourth Classic
Yiddish Author?!,”
https://www.academia.edu/28654074/Chaim_Grade_the_Fourth_ Classic_Yiddish_Author.
Reprinted in Hebrew as Szeintuch, “Chaim Grade: ha-klasikon ha-Revi’i bi-sifrut Yiddish?” Yeda-
Am 77-78 (5777): 41-59.

Jan Schwarz has written several studies on Chaim Grade, see Imagining Lives: Autobiographical
Fiction of Yiddish Writers (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2005); “Better a Jew
Without a Beard Than a Beard Without a Jew’: Confrontation and Elegy in the Novels of Chaim
Grade,” in The Multiple Voices of Modern Yiddish Literature, ed. Shlomo Berger (Amsterdam:
Menasseh ben Israel Institute, 2007), 30-55; “Prose of the Askenazi World: Chaim Grade and
Yitskhok Bashevis (I. B. Singer),” in Survivors and Exiles: Yiddish Culture after the Holocaust
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015), 210-37.

Several doctoral dissertations and MA theses have been written on Chaim Grade. The most
thorough study to date is Chanah Stohrer, “Existence and Its Reflection in Prose Works of Chaim
Grade,” PhD diss., (Bar-Ilan University, 1999) [Hebrew]; reprinted with appendices as Stohrer,
Existence and Its Reflection in Prose Works of Chaim Grade (Jerusalem: The Dov Sadan
Publishing Project, 2020). See also “The Yeshiva World of Eastern Europe as Seen through the
Prose Works of Chaim Grade,” Thesis rabbinic, (Hebrew Union College, 1990); Shay A. Pilnik, “A
Literary Monument for the Vanished World of Lithuanian Jewry: The Work of the Yiddish Writer
Chaim Grade,” MA thesis, (McGill University, 2005); Blake Jordan, “Dead Blossoms’ Land,
Language and Memory in Chaim Grade’s Reconstruction of Jewish Vilna,” MA thesis, (Sonoma
State University, 2011); Lea Pelka, “Vilna in Two Novels ‘Der Mames Shabosim’ and ‘Der Shulhoif’
by Chaim Grade,” MA thesis, (Bar-Ilan University, 1998) [Yiddish].

In addition, there are scores of articles on Chaim Grade and reviews of his works, especially in
Yiddish and Hebrew, but they are too numerous to list here.
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Jewry and especially the world of Lithuanian Yeshivot. Although Grade left the
strict religious world of his upbringing for a secular literary career, he could not
sever his bond with the yeshiva world and maintained an ambivalent relationship
toward traditional Judaism until his death.

The main focus of the present study is an analysis of Chaim Grade’s conflicts and
complex relationship with traditional (Orthodox) Judaism.3 This study will focus
on the life and writings of Chaim Grade as a test case of the broader phenomena of
conflict between religion and secularism and religious deconversion.

The research question I will explore in this thesis is: what is the nature of Chaim
Grade’s core conflicts with traditional Judaism?

The purpose of this study is threefold:

1) To analyze the conflicts Chaim Grade experienced in his youth that ultimately
led to his defection from Orthodox Judaism.

2) To analyze Chaim Grade’s ambivalent attitude toward traditional Judaism after
his break with Orthodoxy.

3) To analyze how Grade’s conflicts with Judaism affected his portrayal of
traditional Judaism in his literary works.

Chaim Grade’s Conflicts with Orthodox Judaism

In this thesis, I will explore three core conflicts in Grade’s life: 1) the conflict
between aesthetics and Judaism 2) the conflict between Jewish ethics (Mussar)
and human psychology 3) the conflict between Jewish piety and humanistic values.
These tensions are central themes that Grade explores in his writings in general
and specifically in the novel Tzemach Atlas.

I will briefly summarize the crux of these three conflicts.
1) The conflict between aesthetics vs. Judaism.

Traditional Judaism is centered on religious devotion, the study of Torah, and
Halakhic observance. Orthodox Judaism, over the centuries, has generally
appreciated aesthetics only as a means to an end, rather than promoting art as an
independent value in and of itself. Traditional Jews engage in artistic activities to
beautify the sacred, such as building beautiful synagogues, writing beautiful Torah

3 Note: for the purpose of this study, I refer to traditional Judaism and Orthodox Judaism
interchangeably. Whether or not they are indeed synonymous is a topic worthy of a separate
discussion.
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scrolls, writing religious poetry, etc. Despite some notable exceptions, Orthodox
Jews have usually downplayed the value of art for art’s sake. In Ultra-Orthodox
circles, Secular art is generally dismissed as frivolous at best and sacrilegious at
worst.

Chaim Grade, who was artistically gifted and possessed a highly cultivated
aesthetic sensibility, experienced a clash between what he perceived as a lack of
aesthetic appreciation within traditional Judaism and his passion for art. Grade’s
aesthetic sensibilities alienated him from traditional Judaism. He also felt that he
could not reconcile his vocation as a literary artist with the demands of Orthodox
Judaism.

2) The conflict between Jewish ethics and human psychology.

The world of Mussar (Jewish ethics) focuses on moral character development. It is
a religious philosophy that is focused primarily on the individual. It maintains the
belief that God created humans and revealed the Torah to achieve moral
perfection. Mussar thus seeks to eradicate vice and cultivate virtue. One of its core
objectives is to eliminate narcissistic indulgence and promote altruistic kindness.
Accordingly, it demanded very high ethical standards from its adherents and
prescribed a lifestyle of extreme austerity and asceticism. Chaim Grade maintained
that the Mussar ethos, especially in its radical Novaredok formulation, is
incompatible with human nature and psychology. Consequently, Grade rejected
the ideological foundation of Mussar that attaining moral perfection is the raison
d'étre of human existence.

3) The conflict between Jewish piety and humanistic values.

One of the salient themes in Grade’s oeuvre is the lifestyle of religious Jews
centered on religious piety and Halakhic observance. Grade had mixed feelings
about Jewish piety. On the one hand, he maintained an attitude of reverence
toward pious Jews, scholars, and saints. On the other hand, Grade felt that extreme
religious piety often breeds an elitist, fanatical, and intolerant attitude. This
intolerance conflicts with humanistic values of tolerance, sensitivity, and
compassion, which were vital to Grade. In addition, the life of fervent Jewish piety
tends to focus exclusively on the religious dimension of life, thereby excluding all
“secular” pursuits and humanistic endeavors devoid of religious significance from
its purview. This exclusive religious orientation clashed with Grade’s humanistic
interests and values.

Grade’s internal conflicts eventually catalyzed a profound personal
transformation. His former religious identity and philosophical worldview were
dismantled and replaced by a secular outlook. Yet, despite his religious

11



deconversion, core elements of his former religious identity continued to exert an
enormous influence throughout his life.

The primary text I will analyze in this thesis is Chaim Grade’s magnum opus, the
novel Tzemach Atlas also known as The Yeshiva.4 I will supplement my analysis of
the novel with an examination of numerous other primary sources, including
letters, essays, and lectures that shed light on Grade’s conflicts with orthodox
Judaism.

Tzemach Atlas explores Grade’s conceptual conflicts through the lens of personal
encounters and experiences. I will thus analyze Grade’s conflicts with Orthodox
Judaism through an exploration of the narrative arc of the novel. The first three
chapters in this thesis correspond to the three conflicts outlined above. Each
conceptual conflict correlates to another personal encounter in Grade’s life. The
conflict between aesthetics vs. Judaism corresponds to Grade’s aesthetic encounter
in Valkenik. The conflict between Jewish ethics and human psychology
corresponds to Grade’s encounter with Mussar and Novaredok, and the conflict
between Jewish piety and humanistic values corresponds to Grade’s encounter
with the Chazon Ish.

Chaim Grade, Religious Deconversion, and the OTD Phenomenon

I will examine the novel, describing the trajectory of Chaikl Vilner's (Chaim Grade’s
literary alter-ego) life, from his initiation into Yeshiva life until his ultimate
defection from Orthodoxy, as a fictionalized OTD memoir. OTD is an acronym for
“Off the Derech” (literally: off the path) and refers to defectors from Orthodox
Judaism. The genre of OTD memoirs and even television shows portraying the
lives of defectors from Orthodox Judaism has become widely popular in recent
years, generating much-heated discussion and debate.5 The proliferation of OTD

4 For a detailed list of the different manuscript and print versions of Tzemach Atlas, see “The
Reader,” 388-94. The novel was later republished in two volumes as Tzemach Atlas: Di Yeshive
(New York: Shulzinger Brothers, 1967-1968) and was subsequently translated by Curt Leviant into
English and published in two volumes as The Yeshiva (Indianapolis, New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co.,
1976-1977).

5 For a partial list of OTD Memoirs, see “List of OTD Memoirs,”
https://sites.google.com/site/challengingsinai/resources/reading-list/otd-memoirs. On the
phenomenon of OTD memoirs, see Benjamin Koslowe, “The Appeal of ‘Off the Derech’ Memoirs,”
The Commentator: The Independent Student Newspaper of Yeshiva University,
https://yucommentator.org/2019/03/appeal-off-derech-memoirs; Dainy Bernstein, “From
Scandal to Emotional Vulnerability: The Trajectory of OTD Memoirs and Fiction,”
https://dainybernstein.wordpress.com/2020/10/30/from-scandal-to-emotional-
vulnerabilitythe-trajectory-of-otd-memoirs-and-fiction/; Tova Ross, “How Ex-Frum Memoirs
Became New  York  Publishing’s Hottest New  Trend,” Tablet Magazine,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140110093312/http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-
culture/books/158130/ex-frum-memoirs/2.
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memoirs has concurrently seen the emergence of a spate of scholarly studies
analyzing various aspects of the OTD phenomenon.¢

In the fourth chapter of this thesis, I will discuss Grade’s experience of leaving
Orthodox Judaism within the context of the recent OTD experience and literary
genre. My reading of Tzemach Atlas as a literary precursor to the OTD genre will
highlight the differences between how Chaim Grade narrates his exit from
Orthodoxy and how this story is told today.

The story of Chaim Grade’s defection from Orthodoxy highlights the conflicts and
complications that often plague exiters from Orthodox Judaism. Chaim Grade’s
rupture with traditional Judaism left a deep fissure that did not fully heal.
Consequently, Grade’s life and art were shaped by the Sturm und Drang of
unresolved conflicts.

The objectives of this study are twofold 1) to contribute to the scholarly literature
on Chaim Grade 2) to contribute to the academic discourse on the OTD
phenomenon and religious deconversion.”

6 See, for example, Ezra Cappell and Jessica Lang, Off the Derech: Leaving Orthodox Judaism
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2020); Lynn Davidman, Becoming Un-Orthodox:
Stories of Ex-Hasidic Jews (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Schneur Zalman Newfield,
Degrees of Separation: Identity Formation While Leaving Ultra-Orthodox Judaism
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2020); Patricia R Attia, “Runaway Youth from Ultra-
Orthodox Jewish Homes: A Qualitative Study,” ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (dissertation,
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2008); Jessica January Behr, “Coming and Going: Movements
in-and-out of Orthodox Judaism” (dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2018); Nancy
Pauline Steinberg, “Lived Experiences of Young Adult Orthodox Jews Who Have Chosen Attrition
from Orthodoxy” (dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2021).

For a very astute analysis of the portrayal of the OTD experience in popular media and the common
myths and misconceptions associated with it, see Naomi Seidman, “My Scandalous Rejection of
Unorthodox,” Jewish Review of Books 11, no. 2 (Summer 2020): 42-44, and her podcast series
“Heretic in the House,” https://www.hartman.org.il/program/heretic-in-the-house/.

7 See Daniel Enstedt, ed., Handbook of Leaving Religion (Leiden: Brill, 2020).
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Chapter One — A Portrait of Chaim Grade as a Young Artist

Chaikl Vilner (Chaim Grade’s literary stand-in) is one of the central characters in
the novel Tzemach Atlas.8 The events described in the narrative take place
approximately during 1923-1933. This period coincides with the decade
commencing with Chaim Grade’s bar mitzvah and his induction into the Yeshiva
world until his break with Orthodox Judaism.

The novel describes two major religious influences on Grade’s life during his
formative years: the world of the Novaredok Mussar Yeshiva and the personality
of R. Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz (1878—-1953), also known as the Chazon Ish, one
of the preeminent leaders of Ultra-Orthodox Jewry in the twentieth century, and
personal mentor to Chaim Grade. The novel concludes with the Chazon Ish’s
departure to the Land of Israel in July 1933, a milestone that, in retrospect, would
signal Chaim Grade’s break with Orthodoxy.

The Novel Tzemach Atlas centers on three central characters, Tzemach Atlas, Reb
Avraham-Shaye Kosover, also known as the Machaze Avraham (based on the
personality of the Chazon Ish), and Chaikl Vilner. A careful analysis of the novel
demonstrates that it contains two sub-plots revolving around the trajectories of
Tzemach Atlas and Chaikl Vilner, respectively.

Both protagonists experience significant changes that alter the course of their
development, and the Machaze Avraham influences them in significant ways.
Tzemach Atlas begins his career in Nareve as a Musernik and ends up in Lomzhe
as a businessman. In contrast, Chaikl is inducted into Yeshiva life and leaves it for
the secular world. The Machaze Avraham, on the other hand (despite his
geographical move to the Land of Israel), does not undergo any significant change.9
He remains stationary like the sun, and Tzemach Atlas and Chaikl Vilner orbit
around him. The Machaze Avraham is the great spiritual luminary who illuminates
the life of the other characters. His spiritual strength and stability function as a
steady anchor and counterpoint to the tumultuous psychic upheavals that
characterize the personalities of Tzemach Atlas and Chaikl Vilner.

This insight is crucial to unraveling the novel’s double helix. On one level, Tzemach
Atlas is a novel exploring the worldview of Novaredok. On another level, Tzemach

8 To avoid confusion between the name of the character and the title of the novel, I refer to the title
of the novel as Tzemach Atlas with italics and the character Tzemach Atlas without italics.

9 See Stohrer, “Existence and Its Reflection in Prose Works of Chaim Grade,” 1999, 148-49.
Hereafter whenever I cite Stohrer, I refer to the 1999 vesion of her study.
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Atlas is a bildungsroman about Chaim Grade’s coming-of-age transition from the
Yeshiva world to secular life.

Although Tzemach Atlas is a work of fiction, the narrative about the formative
experiences that shaped Chaikl Vilner’s identity is based on actual events in the life
of Chaim Grade, at least in its broad outlines.’® Hence, it combines
autobiographical elements with fictional embellishments. Despite engaging in
poetic license and literary flourishes, Chaim Grade, by and large, remains faithful
to his own experience. Through my analysis, I will attempt to uncover the
psychological truths about Chaim Grade’s character as portrayed in the novel
through the prism of Chaikl Vilner.

Introducing the Character of Chaikl Vilner

The character of Chaikl Vilner is introduced in Tzemach Atlas as follows:

Chaikl, the son of Reb Shlomo-Motte the Hebrew teacher, was a short, heavyset lad who grew
wide rather than tall, like a strong, sturdy shrub. But he had yearning eyes, and a dream
constantly hovered over his full, pale face like a warm mist. Until he was fifteen he studied
listlessly in Vilna’s Rameiles Yeshiva. Among the delicate, refined scholars he stood out as a
burly youth, but on Butchers Street, where he had grown up, the butchers and porters
considered him a bench warmer.

This introductory paragraph highlights the tensions in Chaikl’s appearance and
character. Multiple tensions in Chaikl’s nature coexist at the very outset. On the
one hand, he is a burly youth; on the other hand, he is a dreamer. His rugged
masculinity is tempered by emotional sensitivity. This ambiguity is compounded
by his liminal status. Where does Chaikl belong? Does his personality reflect the
nature of a refined Yeshiva student or that of a rugged street ruffian?:2

As the novel progresses, these tensions will be compounded as Chaikl shuttles back
and forth between Yatkever Gas (Butchers’ Street) and the Beit Midrash for many
years until he figures out where he truly belongs. Eventually, he chooses the secular
street over the Kloyz (synagogue).

Yatkaver Gas (Butchers’ Street), where Grade grew up in Vilna, assumes great
symbolic significance throughout the novel. Chaikl embodies the qualities that one

1o T will provide corroborating evidence from external sources when relevant. For now, see Susanne
Klingenstein and Yehudah DovBer Zirkind, “Chaim Grade: Facts of a Life,” In Geveb, December
2021, https://ingeveb.org/pedagogy/chaim-grade-facts-of-a-life.

11 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 119. All quotes from the novel are taken from Curt Leviant’s translation of The
Yeshiva, unless indicated otherwise. Throughout this thesis, I also quote passages from “The
Newspaper Typescript.” The given page numbers correspond to the pdf pagination of the file. All
translations from the newspaper typescript are mine. For more information about “The Newspaper
Typescript,” see “The Reader,” 390.

12 See The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 131.
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might associate with animals and butchers. He is physically strong, impetuous,
hot-headed, and occasionally even violent.13 His physical constitution nearly
resembles that of a street gangster. His aggressive and combative nature is
expressed verbally in his angry outbursts filled with chutzpa and sharp retorts.
Grade portrays the character of Chaikl as someone keen for a verbal spat or
physical altercation. In addition, Chaikl’s hot-blooded temperament is marked by
strong sexual lusts and passions. Hardly the character suitable for a Yeshiva
student!

In contrast, Chaikl’s other distinguishing feature is his yearning and dreamy eyes.
His dreamy eyes foreshadow and symbolize his aesthetic-poetic sensibilities and
artistic talents that will develop over time.

These characteristics, namely his hot-blooded temperament, creative imagination
and aesthetic-poetic sensibilities, which appear to be strong in equal measure, set
him on a collision course with the Yeshiva world and Orthodoxy. In particular, his
double awakening, his burgeoning sexuality, and his budding artistic talents will
challenge him throughout his Yeshiva years and ultimately alienate him from the
Yeshiva.

Chaikl’s Sexual Awakening

One of the ubiquitous struggles confronting Chaikl during his Yeshiva years is his
burgeoning sexuality and romantic interests. Chaikl, as a religious youth, deems
his sexual fantasies to be associated with the Yetzer Hara (evil inclination).4
Equating the innate sexual drive with sin is a source of major religious conflict for
religious people who face the challenge of dealing with natural urges that are
stigmatized as sinful.

Indeed, Chaikl’s arrival to Valkenik (also known as Valkininkai or Olkeniki) to
study in Yeshiva coincides with a twin aesthetic and sexual awakening. Grade
describes Chaikl’s initial sexual encounter with Leitshe:

Leitshe, the younger sister, wasn’t at all scared of men. She didn’t even hesitate to appear with
half-naked arms in the presence of the yeshiva students... Terribly bored and longing to tease
someone just for the fun of it, Leitshe cast her eye upon the sixteen-year-old Chaikl Vilner.

13 See Lucy S. Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time: A Memoir (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989),
125.

14 See Ishay Rosen-Zvi, Demonic Desires: Yetzer Hara and the Problem of Evil in Late Antiquity
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), especially chap. 6. Note that in rabbinic
literature and among Orthodox Jews the Yetzer Hara is commonly associated with sexual desires.
Note also that the title of the Hebrew translation of the novel Tzemach Atlas vol. 2 is Milchemet
Ha-yetzer (The War Against the Yetzer Hara).
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That ox isn’t as gentle and pious as he pretends to be, and he likes girls, the young cook thought,
swaying her hips each time Chaikl entered. He looked at her dreamy-eyed, and grunted as if
warning her to stay away—which made the game more attractive to her.

Once she stepped on his foot. Chaiki blushed, jumped up, and ran off in the middle of the meal.
He stayed away for a day, as though he’d declared a self-imposed fast. Afterwards, he sat in the
dining room with such a stern expression that Leitshe was afraid to start anything with him.s

At first, Chaikl struggles to fight his sexual instincts and keep his desires at bay,
but eventually, they get the better of him. Chaikl is profoundly embarrassed by his
carnal desires and erotic fantasies, the fire that is threatening to consume his body
and soul. His shame and guilt are especially pronounced in the presence of his
revered and saintly teacher, the Machaze Avraham, as will be discussed in chapter
three.

Chaikl’s sexual escapades described throughout the novel and his being busy
“having a good time with the girls”:6 was profoundly at odds with his duties as a
Yeshiva student and Orthodox Jew. His sexual experience and other factors led
him to conclude that Orthodox Judaism was incompatible with his nature.”
Ultimately, in the contest between the two poles of Chaikl’s identity, the hot-
blooded youth from Yatkever Gas overpowered the other side of his personality,
namely, the sedentary and sedate Yeshiva student.

Chaikl’s Aesthetic-Poetic Awakenings

Soon after Chaikl arrives in Valkenik, he is struck by the breathtaking beauty and
splendor of the local synagogue.8

When Chaikl Vilner arrived in the town on Friday afternoon, he entered the shul for the Evening
Service and was immediately captivated by its majesty.19 ... it imbedded itself in Chaikl’s soul
and beamed into his mind. A secret legend spun in his imagination...20

15 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 183-84.

16 See Morton A. Reichek, “A Writer in Search of an Audience: Profile of Chaim Grade,” Present
Tense 5, no. 4 (1978): 42, “At 22, Grade left the yeshiva...Today he comments ‘I never was a really
good yeshiva bocher [boy], because I was interested in girls, in love affairs’ ...All the time I had to
fight whether I would remain a synagogue man and a ben Torah [religious scholar] while I was busy
arguing about socialism, communism, nationalism, Zionism, and having a good time with the
girls.””

17 See “The Newspaper Typescript,” 1129.

18 For a description of the synagogue in Valkenik, see Shlomo Farber, ed., Ha-Yarah Bi-Lehavot
[Olkeniki in Flames: A Memorial Book] (Tel Aviv: Vaad Yotse Olkenik ve-ha-sevivah, 1962), 68-
84. Accessible online at: https://archive.org/details/nybc301869,
https://www.jewishgen.org/yizkor/valkininkai/valkininkai.html. For more information about the
synagogue in Valkenik and to view additional photos, see:
https://www.radzima.org/eng/object-photo/synagoge-8658.html.

19 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 181.

20 Tbid., 182.
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One morning after prayers, when all the pupils had gone to eat breakfast, he remained in the
beth medresh, next to a window of the eastern wall, gazing out at the closed Cold Shul on the
hill opposite. In his imagination he saw the Holy Ark and the carved lions that supported the
Torah crown with their paws. Above the Holy Ark, Mount Sinai smoked. Beneath the balcony
an eagle fluttered, holding in its claws a lulav and an esrog while the royal crown rested on its
head. Chaikl turned and saw fat black crows perching on the low roofs of the little houses. They
flew down to the snow, burrowing and searching for food in the refuse, and returned to the
roofs. Then Chaiki remembered that he still hadn’t eaten breakfast.2!

The preceding paragraphs describing Chaikl’s aesthetic reverie demonstrate both
Chaikl’s vivid imagination and artistic sensibilities. Not only does he have an
exquisite appreciation of the beauty he physically beholds with his eyes, but he is
also gifted with the ability to conjure images in his mind’s eye. Indeed, Grade’s
writings are studded with stunning visual images. The vivid imagery and use of
beautiful visual similes and metaphors are a hallmark of Grade’s literary artistry.22

Chaikl’s aesthetic sensibilities develop and mature throughout the novel. At first,
Grade is enthrallment by the beauty of the synagogue. However, Chaikl soon
realizes that his aesthetic appreciation is not limited to sacred art. The nexus of
Eros and aesthetics will pose a unique religious challenge to him.

I previously noted Chaikl’s aesthetic experience of the Valkenik synagogue upon
his arrival. A similar incident occurs toward the end of the first winter semester
when Chaikl meets Slava Stupel (Tzemach Atlas’s wife) for the first time.

At the entrance of the beth medresh stood a young woman. She had on a full black fur coat
with a semicircular white collar and her hands were in a muff. A round, flat fur cap fluttered
like a bird over her blond hair. Covered with snowflakes, her shiny fur coat glistened with
a wet, bluish sheen. Her hair, eyebrows, and nose were covered with the tiny star-shaped
flakes.

“May I see the rosh yeshiva, Tsemakh Atlas?” the woman asked Chaikl. “Tell him his wife
is waiting outside for him.” Chaikl Vilner thought he was dreaming. He had scarcely
stammered, “He’s teaching the younger students now,” when the woman smiled, revealing
two rows of white teeth behind her freshly painted lips.

“Are you one of my husband’s pupils too?” Chaikl nodded and went into the side room...23

The writer draws the reader into Chaikl’s aesthetic-erotic reverie. Grade’s
depiction of Slava is so vivid it provides the reader with a palpable sense of Slava’s
sensual beauty.

21 Tbid., 184.

22 See Yudl Mark, “Chaim Grade’s Tzemach Atlas,” Di Goldene Keyt 60 (1967): 249-50; Ibid., 66
(1969): 226-27.

23 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 249.
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A dual aesthetic revelation characterizes Chaikl’s first semester in Valkenik. At the
beginning of the semester, it is the sacred beauty of the synagogue that enchants
him. However, towards the end of the semester, the sensual beauty of Slava Stupel
mesmerizes him. This juxtaposition and tension between the sacred and the
sensual, sets the stage for the conflict that would rage in Chaikl’s soul. This double
encounter with beauty functions as a literary device whereby Chaikl’s aesthetic
experiences frames and bookends the first part of the novel describing Chaikl’s
adventures during his first winter semester in Valkenik.

The Evil Inclination Disguised as a Holy Ark: The Nexus between the
Erotic, the Aesthetic, and the Sacred

Chaikl’s aesthetic proclivities pose a unique set of religious challenges and
conflicts. In the novel, Tzemach Atlas warns the Machaze Avraham about Chaikl:
“a singular danger lies in wait for him—the feeling for beauty. With his poetic
fantasy, he beautifully embellishes what he likes, or persuades himself that he likes,
until he becomes intoxicated and seduced by it.”24

Grade describes the unique challenge confronting Chaikl in his infatuation with
Tsharne, R. Hirshe Gordon’s daughter.

The rest of the week Chaikl saw in his imagination the reddish tint of the girl’s hair blending
with the flaming gold light of the candles in the tall candelabra... until she seemed to become
Shulamith of the Song of Songs.... in his imagination the red-flowered blue shawl on her
shoulders became the Holy Ark’s curtain. He decorated her with carved deer and lions until in
his eyes she became the Holy Ark in the locked Cold Shul. Tsharne had also woven herself into
the chant he used for Talmud study. Chaikl saw that he couldn’t get rid of her. He would have
to talk to the head of the yeshiva, Reb Tsemakh Atlas, and ask him how he could subdue the
yetzer ha-ra which had disguised itself as a Holy Ark.25

Unlike Chaikl’s earlier encounter with Leitshe, which awakened Chaikl’s prosaic
“weekday Yetzer Hara,” expressed in the form of raw sexual lust, Tsharne ignited
Chaikl’s poetic “Sabbath Yetzer Hara” manifest in his aestheticism and sacred
eroticism.

Chaikl shrouds his sexual passions in a sublime veil of spiritual mystique. He
realizes that the Yetzer Hara can be disguised as a holy ark in his imagination.
Chaikl wonders, “How could he compare Reb Hirshe Gordon’s daughter with the
heroine of the Song of Songs, which is the Holy of Holies, a love song between the
People of Israel and the Holy One Blessed Be He?”26 But that’s precisely the point.
The erotic energy of the Song of Songs can be allegorized and sublimated into a
sacred vision because the aesthetic experience can fuse the erotic and the spiritual

24 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 386. See also “The Newspaper Typescript,” 882.
25 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 195-96.
26 Tbid., 195. See “The Newspaper Typescript,” 498.
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dimensions into one unified experience. Furthermore, art as an aesthetic
experience does not distinguish between sacred art, erotic art, and even idolatrous
or sacrilegious art.27 As a result, the artist risks blurring the lines between the holy
and the profane.

The Yetzer Hara disguised as a holy ark is more pernicious than the naked, sinful
Yetzer Hara that does not masquerade in sacred garb. When Chaikl is consumed
by his erotic-aesthetic-sacred fantasy, he goes to see the director of the Novaredok
Mussar Yeshiva in Valkenik, Tzemach Atlas, to consult with him about how to
tackle the evil inclination which had disguised itself in a Holy Ark.28 When Chaikl
spoke to Tzemach, “A bright smile lit up Tsemakh’s face for a moment. He liked
the image about the yetzer ha-ra that had masqueraded as a Holy Ark. He had
noticed that the Vilner often spoke in fine metaphors.”29

Chaikl Vilner’s epiphany of the unique danger confronting him as an artist, namely,
that he is susceptible to the delusion of sublimating his base instincts into an
aesthetic-poetic fantasy, is an insightful meta-reflection on the nature of his artistic
personality. It exhibits a keen awareness of the personal pitfalls and occupational
hazards that an artist faces.

This formative experience of the young Chaikl Vilner will become even more
pronounced in the poetry of the mature writer Chaim Grade who, as an artist, could
not limit himself to sacred art and explored in great detail the aesthetic elements
of natures® eroticisms3! and even idolatrous/pagan art.32

27 Another Jewish writer who explores the tensions between art and Judaism in great depth is
Chaim Potok (1929-2002). See his novels My Name Is Asher Lev (New York: Fawcett, 1972) and
The Gift of Asher Lev (New York: Knopf, 1990).

28 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 196.

29 Ibid., 207.

30 See, for example, the cycle of poems “Der Kholem fun Shteyn,” (The Rock’s Dream) describing
sites of natural beauty in America such as the Grand Canyon and Niagara Falls in Chaim Grade,
Der Mentsh Fun Fayer, (The Man of Fire) (New York: CYCO, 1962).

31 See, for example, the cycle of poems “Farverte Libshaft,” (Forbidden Love) in Der Mentsh Fun
Fayer.

32 See, for example, Grade’s unpublished poem, “Farfirt Bin Ikh Fun Zind, Fun Sheynkayt Un Fun
Stires,” Box 40, Folder 456, The Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO
Institute for Jewish Research, https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/174732,
where he compares the idolatrous Temple of Osiris and the Temple of Buddha with the Jewish Holy
Temple in Jerusalem.
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The Tension Between Art and Traditional Judaism

Traditional Jews do not conventionally value art as a worthy endeavor in its own
right but as a means of enhancing the sacreds3 such as beautifying a mitzvah3s4 or
heightening one’s love and awe of God by contemplating His wondrous works in
nature.35 Engaging in art for art’s sake is regarded as frivolous at best and
blasphemous at worst.

The following statement in the Mishna, Tractate Avot 3:7, is widely cited (rightly
or wrongly) as a defining statement of the attitude of Judaism toward the aesthetic
experience, “Rabbi Jacob said: if one is studying while walking on the road and
interrupts his study and says, ‘how fine is this tree!” [or] ‘how fine is this newly
plowed field!” scripture accounts it to him as if he was mortally guilty.”3¢ This
Mishnaic statement drew the ire of Maskilim and other critics of Judaism
throughout the ages.37 Chaikl has a similar reaction to the Mishna: “No matter how
this statement was interpreted or glossed over, he still couldn’t understand how a
Talmudic sage could have said it.”38

Chaim Grade dramatizes the tension between his enchantment with beauty and
the cavalier disregard of aesthetics on the part of his rabbinic mentors. In a chapter
describing Chaikl walking in the forest with his mentor, the Machaze Avraham,39
Grade juxtaposes Chaikl’s bewitchment with the beauty of the Valkenik forest
versus his rebbe’s total mental absorption in the laws of Seder Zeraim (Order of
Plants) in the Mishna, which discusses the laws about plants in Israel.4°¢ The
disparity between teacher and student underscores their different orientations to
life. Chaikl, the aesthete, luxuriates in the sensual experience, while the Machaze
Avraham, the halakhist, studies the Halakhic intricacies governing plant life.

The Machaze Avraham is so intensely focused on the plants in the far-off Land of
Israel that he fails to take notice of the flora and fauna standing right there in front
of his very eyes.4! This irony is deeply discomfiting for Chaikl, who senses a lack of

33 On the Jewish attitude to art, see Cecil Roth et al., “Art,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael
Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 491-
521.

34 See “Hidur Mitzva,” in Talmudic Encyclopedia, vol. 8 (Jerusalem: Yad Harav Herzog, 2000),
271-84.

35 See Rambam, Mishne Torah, Hilchot Yesodei Hatorah 2:2.

36 https://www.sefaria.org.il/Pirkei_Avot.3.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en.

37 See Dan Almagor, “Ma No’eh Ilan Ze’: Al Ha-Yachas Le-Tave Be-Yetzirato Ha-Mukdemet Shel
Berdichevsky,” Yediot Acharonot, February 2, 1979, https://benyehuda.org/read/17953.

38 The Yeshiva, vol 2., 117.

39 See Ibid., 18-24, 115-117.

40 See Ibid., 24.

41 See Ibid., 18-19.
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appreciation for aesthetics on the part of the Machaze Avraham, the great halakhist
who favors legalism over aesthetics. Flora and fauna are only relevant to him in
terms of their functional-legal categories.

Similarly, Tzemach Atlas, the Musernik, can only appreciate aesthetics as an
illustration of ethical ideals. Grade contrasts the reactions of Chaikl and Tzemach
to the beautiful wood carvings in the Valkenik synagogue:

Chaikl stood in the front of the shul looking up at the narrow windows and the high ceiling.
At the top of the Holy Ark little carved lions held the Ten Commandments with their front
paws. Seeing the tiny flaming tongues in the lions’ open mouths and the childlike curiosity
in their eyes, Chaikl imagined he’d studied in cheder with them as a child. From the high
windows, strands of light illuminated the eagles painted on the ceiling and seemed to bring
them to life. The winged creatures, with crowns on their heads, held lulavs and esrogs in
their claws. A sunbeam landed on a hammered copper tray, and in the depths of the metal
amemorial candle was set ablaze. The pillars around the pulpit rose up to the sky. The steps
descending from the anteroom into the synagogue led his imagination deeper into covert
subterranean caves. The open staircase in the shul, which spiraled like a screw up to the
innermost balcony, transported him to a blue infinity, where bronze hanging lamps and
silver candelabra sparkled like stars. What a palace! What a secret, otherworldly palace
amid a dense wood that had existed since Creation!

Compare Chaikl’s rhapsody with Tzemach’s consternation. When Chaikl tells
Tzemach, “I came into the shul to look at the carvings. The man who carved the
lions, eagles, deer, and leopards is a great artist,” Tzemach responds:

A Talmudic sage said: “Be as strong as a leopard, as light as an eagle, as fleet as a deer, and
as brave as a lion to do the will of your Father in heaven.”42 Indeed, because of this remark
these beasts are drawn on shul walls. But I'm surprised at your going into such ecstasy over
a carver just because he whittled a lion and a deer! Was he a man of good character? If not,
then none of the artist’s wizardry is of any value. 43

In his remarks, Tzemach epitomizes the tension between ethics and aesthetics
prevalent in Orthodox circles until today. For Tzemach, the wood carvings are a
pretty illustration intended to convey an ethical message. The aesthetic depiction
is justified only insofar as it inspires the congregants to heed the Mishna’s ethical-
religious message. Otherwise, it is frivolous and futile. This attitude is most jarring
to Chaikl, who appreciates art for art’s sake. Chaikl feels the Jewish tradition
cannot encompass a crucial component of his identity and self-expression.

The Nexus between Literature and Biography

One of the critical questions that a literary autobiography such as Tzemach Atlas
raises is the nexus between literature, confessional testimony, and autobiography.
Until now, I explored the development of Chaikl Vilner as a young artist as depicted

42 Mishna, Avot 5:20.
43 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 363.
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in his fictional writings. Comparing external documentary evidence with his
literary depictions will allow us to evaluate more accurately the interplay between
literature and biography in the life and writings of Chaim Grade.

Soon after Chaim Grade emigrated to the United States, he became acquainted
with Mr. Abraham Bornstein (1914-1992). Bornstein was the proprietor of the
Boston Book and Art Shop, which published and distributed art books. Eventually,
this relationship blossomed into an extraordinary friendship, and Bornstein
became one of Grade’s most loyal friends and patrons.

Over the years, Grade wrote numerous letters to Bornstein. These letters are
currently held in the archives of the National Library of Israel.44 Grade’s letters and
literary works complement and shed light on each other.

These letters reveal Grade’s remarkable fascination — if not downright obsession —
with the visual arts. Thus, it is no surprise that the conflict between aesthetics and
Judaism features prominently as a recurring theme throughout these letters. For
example, in a letter dated January 4, 1958, Grade writes, “I am still struggling
between art, which is pleasure, and Judaism, which is duty.”45

Moreover, this tension between religion and art was not only deeply personal; it
also led to bitterness and resentment toward the rabbinical establishment for
alienating the creative and artistic souls in their midst. Grade expresses his
contempt in the following letter:

... I could not refuse [the request] of my friend, a rabbi, and last night I attended his son’s
wedding in the new hotel “Americana”... where rabbis have already infiltrated. You had to
see how tens of Torah scholars surrounded me and discussed my new story, “The
Rebbetzin.” On the one hand, it was very charming; on the other hand, my conviction
regarding the primitive understanding of rabbis in artistic matters was reinforced. [This
stands] in contrast to priests, particularly Catholic Priests, who are required to possess a
certain degree of cultural appreciation and sophistication [of art, including] painting and
sculpture because Biblically-themed images adorn their churches. True, our tradition
forbade iconography, but the written word was never prohibited. Nevertheless, scholarly
Jews never saw in any narrative plot anything other than the moral of the story. ... They
speak precisely like the Bolsheviks in Russia, for whom art is propaganda.46

In this letter Grade laments the fact that for Orthodox Jews, literature is not
appreciated for its aesthetic value but only for its moral-religious message.

44 National Library of Israel, archival collections ARC. 4* 1503 03. For more information about
these letters, see “Confessions.”

45 See “Confessions,” letter #4.

46 Tbid., letter #7.
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In another letter, Grade’s tone is even harsher:

The fact that our frum [religiously observant] world never had, and still doesn’t have, any
aesthetic need and appreciation has led to the phenomenon of young people with artistic
souls who distanced themselves from their religious environment but retained a longing in
their hearts for their origins, which did not understand them. It even caused other Jewish
artists to become anti-Semites. Non-Jews had to become the patrons of Mark Antokolsky,
the painter Levitan and others like them...47

Grade’s remarks about others also pertain to him, albeit perhaps to a lesser degree.
Grade understands the alienation of Jewish artists from Judaism because he
experienced it himself.

Chaim Grade’s as a Jewish Artist

Chaim Grade’s artistic personality alienated him from a Torah-observant lifestyle.
As an artist, Chaikl could not confine himself to the “four cubits of the law” as art
transcends the strictures of Jewish law and the confines of one specific religious or
cultural mode of expression. Just as art is universal, so too the heart of the artist is
drawn to the universal experience.

Paradoxically, however, the artistic sensibilities that alienated Chaim Grade from
Torah Judaism enabled him to employ his literary talents to portray traditional
Judaism. If the artist within him beckoned him to step outside the tradition to
experience the beauty of the world, the Jew within him summoned him to deploy
his artistic talents in the service of his people and the Jewish Tradition.

In a poignant letter, Chaim Grade writes, “May his [the Chazon Ish’s] merit protect
me for weaving a parochet for the Torah even though I have stopped studying the
Torah itself.”48 In this regard, Grade is not much different from a parochet weaver,
areligious artisan who employs their artistic talents in the service of the sacred. In
his literary portrayals paying homage to traditional Judaism and Torah scholars,
Grade follows in the very tradition he criticizes of being an artist who is a kli kodesh
(religious functionary) rather than an artist lishma (an artist for the sake of art
itself).49

Paradoxically, the medium that caused him to rebel against tradition in his youth
also became the means of effecting a (partial) reconciliation with tradition in his
later years. Grade understood that although he left the world of Torah as a literary
artist, he could do something that a Torah scholar preoccupied with textual study

47 Ibid., letter #12.
48 See “Confessions,” letter #32.
49 See Ibid., letter #27.
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could not, namely, to construct a literary edifice paying tribute to the Torah and its
scholars.

To be sure, Grade’s portrayals of the Orthodox world are not always flattering. As
a true artist, he had to portray both light and shadow. As I will argue in chapter 4,
Grade’s art reflects his oscillation between the sacred and the profane. This tug of
war between worlds compelled him to alternate between rebelling against
Orthodoxy and engaging in profane and even pagan art and “atoning” for his
aesthetic sins by engaging in sacred art.5°

Chaim Grade sought to rehabilitate the image of the Torah scholar in Yiddish
literature.5* He wanted to rectify the skewed image of the Torah scholar as a fanatic
or parasite as depicted by the Maskilim and their successors. Although he knew
that the artist in him would prevent him from returning to the Beit Midrash, he
decided to forego the path taken by other Yiddish writers who courted universal
acclaim and instead chose to devote much of his literary career to weaving a
colorful parochet for the Holy Ark of his youth.

50 See “Confessions,” letters #6 and 11.
51 See “The Reader,” 941-1077.
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Chapter Two — Chaim Grade’s Quarrels with Mussar

In his youth, Chaim Grade studied in various Yeshivot belonging to the Novaredok
network of Mussar schools. As Grade states in a lecture delivered in honor of his
friend Zalman Urievitsh:

In my youth, I studied in a Yeshiva of Muserniks, where the main focus was not studying
Talmud, but ascetic piety, morality, and the ethical duties between Man and his fellow. I wrote
about thiss2 when I was still in my hometown as soon as I became a writer. In Europe and
America, after the war, I returned to this theme in a poem,53 an essay,5¢ and an eight-hundred-
page novel.55 I have also acquired here [the works of] all the essential philosophers, from
Aristotle to contemporary thinkers who have written about morality. The topic of ethics has
always been my passion, and I have concerned myself much less with questions about
aesthetics, although it is said that the opposite holds true among artists.56

The ethical philosophy of Novaredok left an indelible impression on Chaim Grade.
The main objective of this chapter is to analyze Chaim Grade’s quarrels with
Novaredok.

A Brief Introduction to the Mussar Movement and Novaredok

Novaredok was a sub-branch of the Mussar movement established by Rabbi Israel
Lipkin from Salant, also known as Rabbi Israel Salanter (1809-1883).57 He
believed that it was imperative to mold ethical Torah personalities who, in addition

52 The narrative poem Musernikes.
53 "Talmide-khakhomim in der lite.”

54 “My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner.”

55 The novel Tzemach Atlas.

56 Chaim Grade, “Zalman Urievitsh,” Box 52, Folder 826, The Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna
Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/1177737.

57 For studies on the life of Rabbi Israel Salanter and the Mussar Movement, see Immanuel Etkes,
“Lipkin, Yisra’el Ben Ze’ev Volf,” YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe,
https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Lipkin_Yisrael_ben_Zeev_Volf; Yehudah Mirsky,
“Musar Movement,” YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, 2010,
ttps://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Musar_Movement; Immanuel Etkes, Rabbi Israel
Salanter and the Mussar Movement: Seeking the Torah of Truth, trans. Jonathan Chipman
(Philadelphia; Jerusalem: Jewish Publication Society, 1993); Menahem G. Glenn, Israel Salanter,
Religious-Ethical Thinker: The Story of a Religious-Ethical Current in Nineteenth Century
Judaism (Brooklyn, NY: Yashar Books, 2005); Hillel Goldberg, Israel Salanter, Text, Structure,
Idea: The Ethics and Theology of an Early Psychologist of the Unconscious (New York: KTAV
Publishing House, 1982); Ira F. Stone, A Responsible Life: The Spiritual Path of Mussar (New
York: Aviv Press, 2006); Stone, “Mussar Ethics and Other Nineteenth-Century Jewish Ethical
Theories,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Ethics and Morality, ed. Elliot N. Dorff and
Jonathan K. Crane (Oxford and New York, 2013), 118-33; Dov Katz, Tenuat Ha-Musar, 5 vols.
(Jerusalem, 2016); Dov Katz, Pulmus Ha-Musar (Jerusalem, 1972); Benjamin Brown, Lithuanian
Musar Movement: Personalities and Ideas (Kefar Ha-Noar Ben-Shemen: Modan, 2014) [Hebrew].
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to mastering Talmudic texts and the legal codes, would work on ethical character
development. Rabbi Israel had several disciples who established Yeshivot in the
spirit of Mussar. The most radical form of Mussar ideology was formulated by R.
Yosef-Yoizl Hurwitz (1847-1919),58 a student of R. Israel Salanter. R. Hurwitz
established a yeshiva based on the principles of Mussar in 1896 in the town of
Novaredok (Novegrudok). In addition, R. Hurwitz and his disciples established
numerous branches of the yeshiva in many different locations. Eventually, these
Yeshivot, known by the collective name “Yeshivat Beit Yosef Novaredok,” became
one of the largest and most successful networks of Yeshivot in Eastern Europe
before the Holocaust.59

Mussar emphasizes the need for ethical conduct in both the interpersonal and
intrapersonal realms. In addition to raising ethical standards in interpersonal
relationships, the champions of Mussar focused on implementing a high code of
personal ethics. They maintained that one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions should
be guided by the light of virtue and not the shadow of vice. The vices the Mussar
practitioners sought to eliminate are succinctly summarized in the maxim found
in the Ethics of the Fathers: “Envy, lust, and honor put a man out of the world.”¢°

Rabbi Hurwitz was particularly radical in his vision of the ultimate ethical
personality.6* He believed that the mother of all vice is self-interest. One’s ulterior

58 For studies on the life of R. Yosef-Yoizl Hurwitz and the philosophy of Novaredok, see Yosef-Yoizl
Hurwitz, Some Gems from the Mind of the Alter of Novardok: With an Introductory Essay, “The
World of Novardok,” ed. Chaim Shapiro and Avrohom Zelik Shafronsky (New York: Avrohom Zelik
Shafronsky Torah Award Fund, 1979); Shlomo Weintraub, The Alter of Novardok: The Life of
Yosef Yoizl Horowitz and His Worldwide Impact, trans. Esther Ilana Rabi (Rahway, N.J.: Mesorah
Publications, 2020); Meir Levin, Novarodok: A Movement That Lived in Struggle and Its Unique
Approach to the Problem of Man (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1996); Hillel Goldberg, The Fire
Within: Illuminating the Generations, vol. 2 (New York: Mesorah Publications, 1992); Ben-Zion
Gold, The Life of Jews in Poland before the Holocaust: A Memoir (Lincoln and London: University
of Nebraska Press, 2007), chap. 14; Devorah Ushpizay, “The Educational Theory of Rabbi Yoseph
Yozel Horowitz (‘Sage of Novhardok’) Based on His Book, ‘Madregat Haadam’,” MA thesis, (Bar
Ilan University, 1989) [Hebrew].

59 On the history of the Novaredok Yeshiva, see Ben-Tsiyon Klibansky, The Golden Age of the
Lithuanian Yeshivot in Eastern Europe (Jerusalem: The Zalman Shazar Center, 2014) [Hebrew],
24-25, 66-67, 85-86, and passim; this book was translated into English and published as The
Golden Age of the Lithuanian Yeshivas, trans. Nahum Schnitzer (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2022); David E. Fishman, “Musar and Modernity: The Case of Novaredok,” Modern Judaism
8, no. 1 (1988): 41-64; Fishman, “The Musar Movement in Interwar Poland,” in The Jews of Poland
Between Two World Wars, ed. Israel Gutman and Ezra Mendelsohn (Hanover: Published for
Brandeis University Press by University Press of New England, 1989), 247-71.

60 Pirkei Avot 4:21. Translation by Dr. Joshua Kulp, https://tinyurl.com/2j7jk8e2.

61 Grade notes in a lecture that the Noveradokers were the most extreme and poetic branch of the
Mussarnikers. He compares them to Diogenes and the Cynics. Other branches of the Mussar
movement were milder compared to them. See Chaim Grade, “Muser, Musernikes Un Litvishe
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motives and self-serving agendas are the root cause of moral and religious
corruption.®2 Rabbi Hurwitz pointed out that “even the good deed can carry within
it the secret germ of self-interest that utterly spoils its own goodness.”¢3 Novaredok
thus placed an extreme emphasis on eradicating one’s negiot (personal biases) that
often stand in the way of attaining moral virtue. 64

Rabbi Hurwitz’s pedagogical approach emphasized extreme self-discipline,
asceticism, and self-denial. The Yeshivot he and his students established differed
from conventional Ultra-Orthodox and even other Mussar Yeshivot. Whereas
other Yeshivot fostered a more optimistic approach, Novaredok cultivated a more
pessimistic and gloomy spirit. Other Yeshivot sought to shape religious
personalities constructively through encouragement and positive reinforcement,
whereas Novaredok’s sought to eradicate moral flaws and human vice through
harsh disciplinary measures.

Novaredok thus became (in)famous for its intense regimen of moral training.
Their objective was n1mi1 namaw, which literally means to break and destroy one’s
character traits. Novaredok believed that positive moral character-building could
only occur by demolishing one’s vainglorious ego and eradicating moral
corruption. Their regimen was known as 0'v1b71 N2y and consisted of various
Mm>”yp (actions) or o1 (specific exercises) that Novaredokers engaged in to
boost their moral fitness.®5 Just as physical exercises are designed to strengthen
particular muscle groups, these exercises were devised to overcome harmful vices
and strengthen one’s moral core. Students were, for example, expected to give
away their personal belongings to their fellow students to cultivate the virtue of
benevolence and altruistic kindness while simultaneously eradicating the vices of
greed and avarice.%¢

Perhaps the most infamous example of radical Novaredok techniques is the
following. In their quest to fortify their spiritual courage and combat social

Yeshives,” recording of a lecture delivered at Harvard University Center for Jewish Studies on
March 19, 1980, https://www.nli.org.il/he/items/NNL MUSIC AL000242682/NLI. Listen to
Side B at the 34:25 timestamp.

62 See Yosef-Yoizl Hurwitz, Sefer Madreigat Ha-Adam (Jerusalem: Machon Nishmat Chaim,
2008), “Madreigat ha-adam be-tekufat ha-olam.”

63 Chaim Feinberg, Leaping Souls: Rabbi Menachem Mendel and the Spirit of Kotzk (Hoboken,
NJ: Ktav Pub. House, 1993), 5. Although this reference is about the Kotzker Rebbe, it faithfully
conveys the attitude of Novaredok as well. See “The Reader,” 485-93.

64 Tbid.

65 See Chaim Grade, “Muser, Musernikes Un Litvishe Yeshives,” Box 53, Folder 862, p. 18. The
Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952. YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/1177774.

66 See “The Reader,” 483-85.
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shame,” Novaredoker students would deliberately engage in bizarre behavior that
would deliberately provoke scorn and mockery. This activity was known as a
Peulo/prat (exercise) in Amitzut (boldness). For example, Novaredokers would go
into a pharmacy and ask for a hammer and nails or walk into a shop and start
praying with loud screams and wild gesticulations.®® Like the “systematic
desensitization” technique used in behavioral therapies, the intentional act of
bringing mockery upon themselves was paradoxically intended to bolster their
religious determination and defiance by inoculating themselves against public
censure.

Lucy Dawidowicz summarizes the approach of Mussar and Novaradok as follows:

In a fanatical form of asceticism... the Mussar rabbis believed that the evil urge, men’s
instinctual passions, vanity, and lust above all, had to be totally repressed, for they were
corrupting, leading men astray from sanctity and service to God. And the Mussar Yeshiva
instructed its students not so much in self-discipline as in self-denial. Mussar turned
traditional teachings of moderation and self-control into a doctrine of abstention and
moral self-flagellation. At Novogrudok (Novaredok)... spiritual wrestling became the core
of the curriculum. Lust and vanity, the id and the ego, the intrinsic elements of the sinful
human personality, had to be extirpated. Only through renunciation and self-abasement
could the yetzer hara be mastered and subdued.”®9

While the preceding paragraphs provide only a rudimentary outline of the ideas
and practices of the Mussar sect of Novaredok, I believe it sufficiently
demonstrates its radical spirit.

Chaim Grade’s Writings on Novaredok

Chaim Grade’s first published piece of work on Novaredok is his long narrative
poem entitled Musernikes.”° He continued exploring this topic after the Holocaust
in his poem, “Talmidei Chachamim in der Lite.””* Grade’s first and most famous
exploration of Novaredok in prose is his philosophical essay/novella72 “Mayn krig

67 Novaredok believed that social shame, i.e. avoiding situations where people will feel ashamed by
what others think of them can impede moral/religious behavior. For example, when a Jew is
ashamed to perform religious duties in the presence of people who would mock them.

68 See “The Reader,” 483.

69 Transcribed excerpt of a lecture by Lucy Davidowicz delivered on February 15, 1976, B'nai B'rith
(Award), 1976, Cassette 29, Papers of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO
Institute for Jewish Research, https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival objects/1183485.
Listen at the 4:14-5:22 timestamp. See also Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time, 127-28.

70 Musernikes first appeared in Zamlbikher, ed. Y. Opatoshu and H. Leivick, vol. 3 (New York:
Astoria Press, 1938), 222-74. It was subsequently published in a separate volume as Chaim Grade,
Musernikes: Poeme (Vilna: Yidisher pen klub, 1939) and reprinted as “Musernikes,” in Chaim
Grade, Doyres: Lider Un Poemes (New York: Yidisher Kultur Farband, 1945), 77-130.

71 See “The Reader,” 568-656.

72 Note that Grade himself refers to this work as a philosophical essay, see Chaim Grade, “Zalman
Urievitsh.”
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mit hersh raseyner.”73 The English translation of this essay, entitled “My Quarrel
with Hersh Raseyner,”74 received wide critical acclaim and is probably still his most
famous work. Two years after “Mayn krig mit hersh raseyner” appeared, Grade
published a short story entitled “A yom kipur nakht.” (A Yom Kippur Night).7s
Grade appended a note to the story stating that it was the first installment of a
novella entitled “Der navaredker sheyvet” (The Novaredok Tribe). This story
formed the original kernel of Grade’s novel Tzemach Atlas.

In this chapter, I will focus mainly on the characters of Moshe Chorosh and Chaikl
Vilner. The character of Moshe Chorosh, like Hersh Raseyner (aka Rabbi Gershon
Liebman), is based on a historical figure named Moshe Chorosh.76 Newly
discovered material in Grade’s archive sheds light on the importance of this
character in developing Grade’s literary writings on Novaredok.7”

According to Grade, Chorosh was the best teacher of Greek and Latin in Vilna.78
Chorosh, like Grade, also studied at a Novaredok Yeshiva, but whereas Grade

73 Chaim Grade, “Mayn Krig Mit Hersh Raseyner,” Yidisher Kempfer 32, no. 923 (1951): 33-44. For
an unpublished manuscripts of this story, see “The Reader,” 313-87.

74 The original translation by Milton Himmelfarb appeared as Chaim Grade, “My War with Hersh
Rasseyner: A Story,” Commentary Magazine 15 (1953): 428-41. It was subsequently republished
as “My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner,” in A Treasury of Yiddish Stories, ed. Irving Howe and
Eliezer Greenberg (New York: Schocken Books, 1973), 579-606. The first complete English
translation of “My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner” by Herbert H. Paper appeared in 1982. In 2020
another complete translation was published as My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner: Translated and
with an Introductory Essay by Ruth R. Wisse (Mosaic Magazine, 2020). A bilingual Yiddish-
English version of this story was recently published as My Quarrel With Hersh Rasseyner, trans.
Ruth R. Wisse (New Milford, CT: The Toby Press, 2022).

75 See “The Reader,” 7-9, 99-307.

76 In addition to Grade’s mentions of Chorosh, I found several notebooks written by an M. Chorosh
in Greek and Latin. Although I am not positive that this is the M. Chorosh that Grade refers to,
given the highly unlikely possibility that there were multiple people by the name of M. Chorosh who
were proficient in Greek and Latin, I believe that there is a high level of probability that this is the
M. Chorosh that Grade refers to. See Moshe Chorosh, “Notebooks by M. Kharash about Tacitus and
the Jews (In Polish, Latin, German, Greek), Notecards Containing Newspaper Excerpts on Various
Topics.,” Notes and research, undated, Folder: 4059, Records of the YIVO - Vilna Aspirantur, RG
1.3, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival _objects/167974.

77 Several studies on Grade deal with the character of Moshe Chorosh. See Shay A. Pilnik, “A
Literary Monument for the Vanished World of Lithuanian Jewry: The Work of the Yiddish Writer
Chaim Grade,” 82; Chanah Stohrer, “Existence and Its Reflection in Prose Works of Chaim
Grade,”164 -71.

78 This detail and the following information are based on Chaim Grade, “Di Yeshive in Der Yidisher
Literatur,” Recording of a lecture delivered at Harvard University Center for Jewish Studies on
October 29, 1981, https://www.nli.org.il/he/items/NNL_MUSIC_AL000242678/NLI. Listen to
Side A at the 39:18 timestamp; Chaim Grade, “The Reader,” 309; “Der Novaredker Sheyvet,” Box
16, Folder 159, pp. 27, 31, 45-48, The Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952,
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studied in the branch of the Novaredok Yeshiva of Bialystok, Moshe Chorosh
learned in the branch of the Novaredok Yeshiva of Mezeritch.79 Chorosh was older
than Grade, and they met in Vilna after Chorosh had already graduated from
university.

According to Grade, Chorosh was the inspiration behind Musernikes.8° Grade
recounts that although by the time they met, Chorosh was already a teacher of
Greek and Latin, the only topic he wanted to discuss with Grade was Novaredok.
Chorosh’s personality and the conversations about Novaredok that Grade held
with him provided much fodder for Grade’s portrayal of Novaredok. Evidently,
Grade took the character of Chorosh and fictionally transported him back in time
as a kindred heretic and Chavruta in the Novaredok yeshiva.

Moshe Chorosh appears in various guises and iterations across literary Grade’s
works about Novaradok.8: The literary character of Moshe Chorosh functions as an
older brother and kindred spirit to Chaikl Vilner. His role as a friend and mentor
to Chaim Vilner is pivotal. As a seasoned disciple of Novaredok, Chorosh has a
more sophisticated insight into the inner workings of Novaredok compared to
Chaikl, his junior. Chorosh enlightens Chaikl and opens his eyes to the true nature
of Novaredok. Chaikl’s niggling doubts are intensified and sharpened by Chorosh’s
relentless condemnation of Novaredok, which in turn provides the necessary
justification for Chaikl to leave Novaredok. As a literary device, Chorosh functions
as the mouthpiece for Chaim Grade’s own critical voice and rejection of Novaredok
expressed via proxy.

The Character of Moshe Lieber in Musernikes

The first appearance of the character of Moshe Chorosh is in Musernikes. Grade
introduces the character of Moshe Lieber in the chapter of Musernikes entitled,
v oypuoin, “The Musernikes Are Going,”82 which describes the Muserniks
walking from the Beit Midrash to the dining room. As the young men are seated at
the dining room table, they “all turn their heads around. The apikores (heretic)
Moshe Lieber enters the kitchen. He sits at the edge of Chaim Vilner’s seat and
buries his face in his plate.”83 There is a mutual attraction between Moshe Lieber

YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/175129.

79 “The Reader,” 77-78.

80 Grade, “Di Yeshive in Der Yidisher Literatur.”

81 He appears as Moshe Lieber in Chaim Grade's Musernikes; as Moshe Homler in an unpublished
manuscript outlining his debates against Novardol Novaradok (YIVO RG 1952, folder 157); as
Moshe Chorosh Lohoysker in "A Yom Kippur Nakht,"; and as Moshe Chayit Lohoysker in Tzemach
Atlas.

82 Chaim Grade, Musernikes: Poeme (Vilna: Yidisher pen klub, 1939), 39-40.

83 Ibid., 39.
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and Chaim Vilner as fellow travelers and outcasts. Chaim, the junior member of
this dynamic duo, is still young and innocent. When the Musernik R. Aba sees them
conversing together, he sticks his face between the two to prevent the heretic
Moshe from contaminating Chaim’s mind with heretical views.

In a subsequent chapter entitled v™p X nmix DA X “In Hell on a Chain.”84 Moshe
Lieber lampoons and deconstructs Novaredok. Moshe explains to Chaim the
hypocrisy that exists within Novaredok:

“they claim that they are oblivious to public opinion, but in truth, they cannot stand when
someone insults them... Since they cannot find favor in people’s eyes, they are consumed with
the hate afflicting those who haven’t been successful... They spit on the world, yet the smallest
trifle hurts them... they are so obsessed with cleansing themselves from every ulterior motive
that they are full of suspicion and see the ugly specter of selfishness everywhere. They are so
thoroughly engaged in self-denial that all they can do is think about themselves.”85

Moshe becomes so enraged with the Muserniks that he expresses his wish to
murder them and flay their skins. This exasperates Chaim, and he asks Moshe, “if
you hate them so much, how come you don’t leave.” After much prodding, Moshe
reveals the real reason why he doesn’t leave. Despite his envy of the carefree lives
of his secular counterparts, he cannot join them. In fact, he harbors a deep
resentment toward them. Moshe points to a poet who walks around arrogantly
with long locks of hair and comments to Chaim:

“Do you see him? He’s a poet and free-thinker. He dreams of performing heroic deeds... yet
his finest deeds are motivated by competition and jealousy... no person on earth can
perform a selfless act without the slightest trace of self-interest... I see the black coals
beneath every flame; when someone wrestles for truth with clenched fists, I also see the
quest for honor... when one fights passionately for a particular cause, he also turns around
to see whether his friends take notice.”86

Moshe confesses that the venom of Novaredok poisoned him. He cannot rid
himself of the scourge of finding fault with everyone and everything. He finally
admits, “who is keeping me here?” “the gruesome Mussar melody,” which follows
him wherever he goes.87

84 Ibid., 54-67.
85 Ibid., 62-63.
86 Ibid., 66.
87 Ibid., 67.
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The Doctrine of Negia (Personal-Bias)

The negative influence of Novaredok on Moshe, which prevents him from
transitioning into secular life, is particularly acute in the realm of negia (personal
bias). One of the core doctrines of Novaredok is the quest for unadulterated virtue
untainted by the vice of self-interest. Accordingly, a Musernik must endeavor to
eradicate the slightest trace of personal bias in performing virtuous acts.

Grade cleverly refers to this doctrine as 1y"1 115 11n *71% (the doctrine of negia)
and 1y=a 115 nyay ya ¥ (the affliction of negia).9° This appellation ironically
captures both the Novaredok view that negia is a scourge like Tzara’at (scale
disease or leprosy) — a disease that causes severe impurity according to Torah law
— while simultaneously mocking and subverting it by comparing Novaradok’s
obsession with negia to an itch. An itch may be caused by a serious health
condition, but it can also be a self-inflicted affliction. One can create or exacerbate
an itch by scratching oneself. The more one scratches, the greater the itch, thereby
perpetuating a vicious cycle. Grade quotes the remarks of the Machaze Avraham
that the greater the obsession with eradicating negia, the greater the harm one
ends up inflicting upon themselves by “scratching a pestilence into himself.”91

Moshe turns Novaredok’s approach on its head. While Novaredok looks out for the
slightest taint of self-interest to transcend it, Moshe Lieber believes that self-
serving behavior is all there is. In his view, it is impossible to act out of pure
altruism. Yet, despite Moshe’s insistence that Mussar is not a viable approach, he
cannot extricate himself from it.

Moshe Lieber is a tragic heretic who no longer believes it is possible to get rid of
one’s negiot; nevertheless, his training in Novaredok provided him with a hyper-
sensitive radar to detect even the slightest traces of self-interest that taint even the
noblest of deeds. He is so disgusted by the prevalence of selfish behavior disguised
in noble garb that he cannot adjust to secular life.

The preoccupation with Novaredok’s cardinal principle of negia extends to Grade’s
later works on Novaredok, most notably the novel Tzemach Atlas. Throughout the
novel, Grade employs Novaredok’s psychological technique of n1 i 2171 (the
psychological analysis of human behavior to discover hidden ulterior motives) to
deconstruct Novaredok itself. Grade achieves this by showing at every turn in the
novel how the actions of Tzemach Atlas and his cohorts are motivated by self-gain

88 See, for example, “The Reader,” 56.

89 Ibid., 63, 91.

90 Note the learned pun on the verse in Leviticus 13:59 NnyI¥ ya1 NN NNT.
9t See The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 365.
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despite their pious pretensions.92 Grade thus masterfully wields the most potent
weapon in Novaredok’s arsenal, the surgical scalpel of psychological dissection it
uses to excise negia, and turns it on its head to perform a post-mortem on
Novaredok itself.

Moreover, I believe that Grade wants to show that the very moral quest of
Noavardok to free oneself of personal biases is paradoxically rooted in negia itself.
This is epitomized in Grade’s characterization of Tzemach Atlas. Through his
psychoanalytical deconstruction and demasking of Tzemach’s character, Grade
reveals that Tzemach’s moral quest is less about pure ideological conviction and
more about egotistical ambition and a holier-than-thou attitude. Tzemach’s quest
for moral perfection is motivated by his desire to become a moral superhero, which
is essentially a sublimated form of narcissism. This is a far cry from the purported
altruism that he preaches.

An illustration of Grade’s deconstruction of Novaredok is his description of a fiery
speech that Tzemach Atlas delivers about Mussar to the Machaze Avraham:

“If man were naturally drawn to a higher life of spirituality, the Talmud and its commentaries
would suffice. But matter, man’s body, drags everyone down, even the noblest ben Torah. A
Torah scholar can be an evil genius and pilpulize a dispensation for his every desire. But when
these wormish lusts assail man, only one solution remains: cast off all clothes, stand naked—
study Mussar. Only by looking deeply into oneself can one know if the intent is pure, or if it’s
self-interest hurling quotations from the Talmud and its commentaries and shrieking: Yes, it’s
permitted! Yes, you can do it!’ The yetzer ha-ra can put on a pure blue tallis whose fringes and
fine gold collar are woven through with the holy words of the Talmudic sages. But in those
piety-glazed eyes the swinish calculation of self-interest still burns. And the more ecstatically
he prays, the more hypocritical he is—that pious demon garbed in the defective tallis of self-
interest.”

Reb Avraham-Shaye laughed delightedly. “The yetzer ha-ra can also put on a tallis woven from
a Navaredker sermon and moralistic talk.” 93

The Machaze Avraham’s half-joking comment, in which he disarms Tzemach’s
harangue in good humor, is used less charitably by Grade to undercut Novaredok
with devastating efficiency. In effect, through the mouthpiece of the Machaze
Avraham, Grade imparts a message to the reader that Tzemach’s fire-and-
brimstone approach to eradicating negia is itself rooted in the negia of self-
righteousness. Tzemach himself is the pious fraud he accuses others of being.

92 See, for example, Ibid., vol. 2, 283. The limited scope of this chapter doesn’t allow me to offer a
comprehensive analysis of Grade’s use of a “hermeneutics of negia” as a prominent literary device
in the novel to deconstruct Novaredok.

93 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 398.
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The Return of Moshe Chorosh

After his first appearance in Grade’s poem Musernikes, Grade returns to the
character of Moshe Chorosh in the first literary kernels of what would later become
the novel Tzemach Atlas.94 In fact, Moshe Choresh is the “missing link” that
connects Grade’s pre-war poetry on Novaredok and his post-war prose on this
theme.

The dialogue between Moshe Lieber and Chaim Vilner in Musernikes anticipates
a series of dialogues about Novaredok that will feature prominently in Chaim
Grade’s post-holocaust works. The most famous of these debates/dialogues is
“Mayn krig mit hersh raseyner.” Several years after Grade published “Mayn krig
mit hersh raseyner” he published his short story “A Yom Kippur Night,” which
centers on the character of Moshe Chorosh.% This story — where Grade elaborates
in prose Chorosh’s critique of Novaredok that initially appeared in poetic form —
essentially picks up from where Grade left off in Musernikes.

The juxtaposition of “Mayn krig mit hersh raseyner” and “A Yom Kippur Night”
form a dialectic (in typical Grade fashion).9¢ Hersh Raseyner is the ultimate
champion of Novaredok, whereas Moshe Chorosh is its fiercest critic. In Grade’s
trial of Novaredok, Hersh plays the role of the defense attorney and advocate of
Novaradok, whereas Moshe plays the chief prosecutor and opponent. Both voices
exist within Grade and are amplified by his interlocutors. On the one hand, Hersh
Raseyner reawakens the voice of the Novaredok ethical conscience that lies
dormant within Chaim Grade. On the other hand, Chorosh presents Grade’s own
critical views of Novaredok.

The culmination of Grade’s critique of Novaredok appears in Tzemach Atlas.
Grade changes his literary tactics; instead of mounting an abstract philosophical
rebuttal of Novaredok, he repudiates Novaredok through psychological
deconstruction. The story “A Yom Kippur Night” is a bridge between “Mayn krig
mit hersh raseyner” where Grade presents philosophical arguments, and the novel
Tzemach Atlas where he brings Novaredok to life with vivid psychological realism.

94 See “The Reader,” 6-307.

95 “Mayn Krig Mit Hersh Raseyner” originally appeared in Der Yiddisher Kempfer on September
28, 1951 and “A Yom Kippur Nakht” originally appeared in Der Yiddisher Kempfer on September
11 and 18, 1953. "Der Novaredker sheyvet" in "The Reader" 10-93 for earlier drafts of “the Moshe
Chorosh dialogues.” One of these manuscripts notes several dates from April 17 until December 10,
1952. This further highlights the chronological proximity of both works.

96 See chapter 4.
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A Yom Kippur Night

The story “A Yom Kippur Night” belongs to the genre of Grade’s semi-
autobiographical, semi-fictionalized accounts of the time he studied in Novaredok.
It recounts a discussion that Chaim Grade conducted with Moshe Chorosh on the
night of Yom Kippur. The date is highly significant. Yom Kippur is the Day of
Atonement and confession. In the story, Moshe Chorosh violates the sanctity of
Yom Kippur and subverts it. Instead of confessing his sins, he “confesses” the sins
of Novaredok. Yom Kippur is also the Day of Judgement, but instead of Novaredok
putting Chorosh on trial, the roles are reversed, and Chorosh puts Novaredok on
the defendant’s bench. The charges that Chorosh levels against Novaredok appear
to play a decisive role in Chaikl’s decision to leave Novaredok.

The story begins with Chaikl Vilner in a liminal state wavering between Orthodoxy
and secularism. In previous years Chaikl went to the Novaredok Yeshiva in
Bialystok to spend the High Holy Days in the atmosphere of the Yeshiva. The year
this story takes place, however, Chaikl postpones his trip until the day before Yom
Kippur, when he finally decides to join his friends in Bialystok due to his mother’s
prodding.

The night before the eve of Yom Kippur, he dreams of the tree next to his dormitory
in Bialystok, where he usually stays during his visits. The tree is a powerful
metaphor reflecting Grade’s internal state. The tree symbolizes in Chaikl’s mind
the Novaredok struggle to purge one’s passions and desires. Grade compares the
process of a tree shedding its leaves during autumn to his battle to rid himself of
his physical passions and youthful vigor. The tree summons Chaikl back to
Novaredok to continue to wrestle with himself and put up a good fight.

Chaikl’s arrival in Bialystok is characterized by ambivalence and liminality. Instead
of meeting his usual friends, he meets his friend Moshe Chorosh whom the Yeshiva
students ostracize on account of his heresy. Chaikl is considered guilty by
association, and the students shun him as well. Chorosh and Chaikl arrive in the
Novaredok Beit Midrash in time for the Yom Kippur services and sit closest to the
exit. Their physical position of liminality mirrors their existential predicament of
straddling the fence between Novaredok and the secular world.

After completing the Yom Kippur night service, Chaikl accompanies Chorosh to
the latter’s lodging quarters. Chorosh violates the sanctity of Yom Kippur by
switching on an electric lamp. He subsequently delivers a long tirade listing his
grievances and accusations against Novaredok. Chaikl tries to defend Novaredok,
but Chorosh pummels him with a relentless critique of Novaredok’s philosophy.
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The Doctrine of Self-Denial

Chorosh rails against the harsh asceticism and self-denial demanded by Mussar.
Although he delivers a long discourse, his point is quite simple: the essence of all
the teachings of Mussar is the renunciation of worldly pleasures. Grade calls this
“91 1ax1X 118 1M 717 “The Torah (doctrine) of self-denial.”97

In his discourse, Chorosh provides an overview of Mussar literature. For
example, he summarizes the gist of the classic Mussar text The Duties of the
Heart by Rabbi Bachya ibn Pakuda:

The Ten Gates, as the author calls them, that lead men to God are considered holy by the
Muserniks, almost as holy as the Ten Commandments. And this is what The Duties of the Heart
asserts: ‘Brother, kinsman mine, first of all renounce everything that is forbidden. Your
neighbor’s wife, for instance, should revolt you like insects and worms. As you would not eat
mice, so should you have no desire to touch another woman. Thereafter, renounce those things
which are permitted by law. If it is not necessary for the maintenance of your life, renounce it,
brother, kinsman mine. And finally, brother, kinsman mine, accustom yourself to fasting at
least once a week.’98

Chorosh continues to quote other Mussar texts stating that God created humans
to resist physical temptation and thereby attain eternal spiritual bliss. Mussar
literature highlights the stark dichotomy between Olam Haza and Olam Haba,
this world, and the World to Come.

According to Mussar, the human sojourn in this world is a necessary evil. The
purpose of life is not to partake of the physical pleasures that life has to offer but
to resist them. Mussar presents an ultimatum: a person must choose between this
world and the next world! One must choose between enjoying sensual pleasures in
the here-and-now or spiritual bliss in the hereafter.

In his indictment, Chorosh highlights Mussar texts that emphasize the corruption
of the flesh in Christian-like terms.99 This strain of Mussar cultivates an attitude of
shame, guilt, and sinfulness associated with the body and physical pleasures.

Whenever Chaikl tries to play devil’s advocate and offer a more charitable or
benign interpretation of Novaredok, Chorosh rebuts Chaikl’s defense and criticizes
it in the harshest terms possible. Chaikl, on his end, tries to counteract Chorosh’s
bleak picture by presenting alternative views in Jewish thought, such as Hasidism,

97 “The Reader,” 287.

98 The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 338-339. The quote from The Duties of the Heart is a synopsis of Bahya ibn
Paquda, Duties of the Heart, “Ninth Treatise: On Abstinence,” Section 5,
https://tinyurl.com/2p89rjs9.

99 On the influence of Christian asceticism on Medieval Jewish pietists, see Susan Weissman, Final
Judgement and the Dead in Medieval Jewish Thought (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish
Civilization, 2020).
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which emphasizes joy and exaltation rather than melancholy and mortification of
the flesh. However, Chorosh disagrees and maintains that the “doctrine of
renunciation and self-denial” is not only an extreme view but characteristic of
normative Judaism as a whole.

The role Chorosh plays in this story is that of the wounded Musernik, who lashes
out against Novaredok for all the pain it inflicted on him. His view might be highly
skewed, and one can question whether he is a reliable narrator who faithfully
conveys the essence of Mussar. Nevertheless, Chorosh serves as a perfect character
for Grade’s purposes. Grade seeks to highlight how Mussar cripples people and
stifles their creative potential.

In a moment of poignant candor, Chorosh confesses to Chaikl that he is tormented
by sexual frustration:

“Sexual lust is driving me crazy.”

“Get married,” Chaikl said.

“It won’t help!” Lohoysker sounded delighted to be punishing himself. “If I were to take a wife
and not have holy matters in mind during marital relations—if copulation wasn’t performed
with holiness and purity like an ecstatic Silent Devotion and my sole intent was physical
pleasure—then my seed would be a rotten seed, and my future child would have the blood of a
bastard flowing in his veins. Violating Yom Kippur doesn’t frighten me; being an atheist doesn’t
frighten me; I revile everything that’s sacred. I'm an instigator, a blasphemer, a Jeroboam who
sins and corrupts others—but I'm afraid to get married. The dybbuks of all the Muserniks of
generations past have come into me, shouting their eternal shout: ‘It’s forbidden! It’s
forbidden!’ That’s why I hate the Navaredkers so . . .”100

The spirit of Mussar wounded Chorosh so profoundly that he cannot rid himself of
his guilty conscience, although he no longer believes that he is committing any sin!
No matter how much he tries, he can never learn to enjoy life without feeling guilty.
Chorosh confesses that the only pleasure he can experience is the perverse and
guilty pleasure of sinning (not the pleasure of engaging in an enjoyable activity in
and of itself). Chorosh thus becomes the poster child who personifies the
Novaredok aphorism, “once someone studied in Novaredok, he will never be able
to enjoy physical pleasures.”101

Chana Stohrer points out!o2 that Chorosh represents the figure of the rebellious
Talush.103 The literary figure of the Talush rose to prominence during the 1880s

100 The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 208-2009.

101 Cf, Ibid., 340.

102 Chanah Stohrer, “Existence and Its Reflection,” 164.

103 Many books and articles have been written on the tlushim genre. See, for example, Nurit Govrin,
Alienation and Regeneration, trans. John Glucker (Tel Aviv: MOD Books, 1989); Dan Miron,
Bodedim be-moadam: li-deyoknah shel ha-republikah ha-sifrutit ha-Ivrit bi-techilat ha-meah ha-
esrim (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1987); Yitzchak Bacon, Ha-tzair ha-boded be-siporet ha-ivrit (1899-
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in Hebrew and Yiddish literature. It describes Jewish intellectuals who grew up in
a religious environment but subsequently lost their faith and became secular.
However, they cannot find their place in secular society due to the gap between
their religious upbringing and nouveau-secular status. Furthermore, these
characters are deeply torn and conflicted, for although they no longer believe, they
cannot completely sever themselves from their roots. As the title implies, the
Talush is an uprooted figure for whom uprootedness is an existential predicament.
The rupture they experience leaves a deep crater and existential void in its wake,
and they walk around feeling the phantom pains of amputated limbs.

Chorosh epitomizes the tragic figure of the Talush who, despite his heresy, cannot
free himself from the shackles of Novaredok on a psychological and social level.
Psychologically, he cannot rid himself of the punitive Novaredok superego;
socially, no matter how much he wants to transition from religion to lead a secular
lifestyle, he will never succeed in fitting in with secular society. The mentality of
the Yeshiva has left an indelible imprint that he cannot erase.

The character of Moshe Chorosh and his struggles is part of a more extensive
gallery of Novaredok characters that Grade portrays. They comprise a cohort of
frustrated and thwarted characters who suffer personal defeat rather than triumph
in the battles they wage against themselves. These characters develop a variety of
psychological pathologies ranging from self-sabotage and suicidal tendencies to
eccentric and anti-social behavior. They are deeply frustrated characters who
suffer from excessive guilt and self-loathing that result in nervous breakdowns.
The most extreme and grotesque portrayal of these characters is in the novel
Tzemach Atlas, where Grade illustrates the harmful influence of Novaredok
through the evolving trajectory of Tzemach Atlas and his students.z04

These frustrated Muserniks experience failure on two fronts. They are defeated
both by their inability to satisfy their superego’s aspirations and their id’s desires.
These characters are consumed by their unfulfilled carnal desires, yet they cannot
indulge these desires because they are paralyzed by guilt and self-loathing for
having these desires in the first place.

Chorosh’s influence on Chaikl is profound. His living example provides a powerful
cautionary tale for Chaikl of what can happen to Chaikl himself. Chorosh warns
Chaikl that when the venom of Novaredok permeates his psyche, it will poison him.

1908) (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1978); Gershon Shaked, Le-lo motza: al Y.C. Brenner, M.Y.
Berdichevsky, G. Shofman, ve-U.N. Gnessin (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1973). Alan L.
Mintz, Banished from Their Father’s Table: Loss of Faith and Hebrew Autobiography
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989).

104 See The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 215 ff.
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Like Chorosh, he too will feel torn between the forbidden pleasures of this world
(since all pleasures are forbidden when not enjoyed for the sake of Heaven, as
explained above) and the ascetic discipline outlined in the book Duties of the
Heart.105

Chaim Grade’s Conflicts with Mussar

Moshe Chorosh’s views are essentially Grade’s views. The idea that the ethos of
Mussar is a “Torah of self-denial” lies at the core of Grade’s conflicts with Halakha
and Mussar.

Moshe Chorosh hammers this point home for Chaikl by telling him that:

“The Code of Law and the Mussar books emphasize the same thing. In essence, nothing is
permitted if there’s no holy intent in it. Every pleasure is a slice of something forbidden, a piece
of pork fat. You're still faring well so far. You come to Nareva for just a few weeks and then run
back home. You told me last year that in Vilna you live on a street lined with butcher shops.
Looking at your face one can tell that you live on a fleshy, this-worldly street and that the fleshy,
this-worldly street lives in you. But sooner or later the Torah of Navaredok will settle into your
bones and your life. And then the Musernik in you will close the kosher butcher shops and only
the nonkosher ones will be inside you. You’ll enjoy only what’s forbidden, because nothing is
permissible. And then, like me, you won’t enjoy anything but sinning. . .106

To fully appreciate Chorsh’s statement, it is necessary to flesh out this point in
greater detail.

There are two general approaches to Jewish observance: a liberal approach vs. a
rigid approach.107 According to the more moderate view, there is a separation
between religion and life. There is a neutral “secular” ground that is not subject to
the hegemony of religion. If one keeps all religious laws, one can enjoy life like a
secular person. For example, as long as one doesn’t eat non-kosher meat, there is
no sin in enjoying the consumption of kosher meat. Thus, according to this view,
Jewish piety does not require the renunciation of the physical world and its
pleasures. Religion is a crucial component of life but does not encompass the
totality of life.

However, the more stringent and ascetic approach creates a strict dichotomy
between the religious and secular realms. All life is governed by a set of religious
prescriptions and proscriptions. Even actions that are not expressly forbidden,

105 See Ibid., 209.

106 The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 209. See also “The Newspaper Typescript,” 1308.

107 See “The Reader” 287-89, 791-92. Grade explores these two approaches in his story “Leybe
Leyzer’s Hoyf,” in his book Di Kloyz un Di Gas (translated as Rabbis and Wives). The protagonist
Rabbi Yoel Weintraub represents the lenient approach, whereas Heskiah Teitelbaum represents
the stringent approach.
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such as the consumption of kosher meat, must be carried out with a religious
purpose, i.e., that one is eating this food to be healthy and serve God.1°8 There is
no neutral zone that the Code of Jewish law does not govern. For the devout Jew,
religion is not one dimension of life but the totality of life.

Grade writes that he conducted an ongoing debate with the Chazon Ish about this
issue.’9 The Chazon Ish maintained that either one “must or cannot do
something,” whereas Grade claimed that there are things that “one may do”
without it necessarily being an obligation or prohibition. Grade writes “that the
folk (the average Jew) is incapable of living such a lifestyle. Nevertheless, one can
only be in awe of people like the Chazon Ish, who was a Man of God and all of his
deeds were permeated with religious piety.110

Grade apparently interpreted the religion-only approach in light of Novaradok’s
extreme asceticism. Grade blames Mussar for cultivating an attitude of disgust
toward life and its pleasures. Consequently, Grade portrays Mussar in very dark
and gloomy colors as a life-depleting and life-denying discipline.!* Grade seems to
equate the Mussar impulse with a puritanical attitude that requires one to retreat
from the world and adopt a lifestyle of abstinence and austerity. Novaradok
maintained that the Torah and the world are incompatible.'12 The extreme position
of Novaradok seems to have created the perception in Grade’s mind that the
physical world, in all its vibrancy and sprawling vitality, is anathema to religion.

Based on Grade’s writings, I surmise that his encounter with Novaredok and the
Chazon Ish exposed him to a highly ascetic form of religion that he did not
experience in his childhood. I cautiously propose that the more radical form of
religion that Grade encountered as a Yeshiva student created in his mind a strict
bifurcation and presented him with an ultimatum that forced him to choose
between a religious and secular lifestyle.

Initially, Chaikl tries diligently to conform to the religious demands of the
Novaredok and the Chazon Ish, but as he matures, he realizes that his zest for life
and life-affirming attitude prevents him from committing to an observant lifestyle.
Indeed, the first book of poems Chaim Grade wrote after leaving Novaredok is
entitled Yo (Yes). The title encapsulates Grade’s defiance of Novaredok. He rebels
against their philosophy of abstinence and renunciation. Instead of complying with

108 See Rabbi Yosef Caro, Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, no. 231.

109 See “The Reader,” 791:

.AUN (VN OXIE INT |7 XU T'R TTAIXR U2 TX IXT 0O IT AN 15 07N "2 'R (VI M 1Y VART W'N |ITN T
0 XV [y WX TN v WTK; and folder 923, p. 10. See also “The Reader,” 768-69.

10 YIVO RG 1952, folder 828, p. 7.

u1 Cf. C.N. Bialik’s famous poem “Ha-matmid.”
12 See Musernikes, 15.
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Novaredok’s demand to say no to the world, Grade defiantly proclaims yes to the
world and life.

The Ark is Falling — Chaim Grade’s Fallout with Novaredok

I will conclude my analysis of Grade's relationship to Novaredok by discussing
Grade's break with Novaredok as described in Musernikes. It vividly portrays
Grade’s struggle to break free from the constraints of the Novaredok “Torah of self-
denial.”

The dramatic climax of Chaim Grade’s epic poem Musernikes is a chapter entitled
voXD wTp 1R w1, “The Holy Ark is Falling.”13 In the opening nature scene,
Chaim Grade artistically interlaces the subjective, inner psychological conflict
raging within Chaim Vilner’s soul with a dramatic portrayal of the external events
occurring in nature.

The drooping trees in silence bowed their

curly crowns.

Accepting autumn, as a congregation sanctifies the
Name.

A slender sapling groaned, began to moan.

The trees, awakened, turned on him:

Be still, you'll grow accustomed to it soon,

We all long since have learned the same. . .

Chaim Vilner stood and listened in a frozen still-
ness.!4

The opening lines of this chapter describe the transition between summer and fall,
reflecting Chaim Vilner’s liminal and transitory state. Autumn is about to begin,
and the trees stand in a subdued posture, ready to accept their fate. The trees are
a metaphor for the historical Jewish experience of martyrdom. The sanctification
of God’s name (Kiddush Hashem), especially by living a life according to the
standards of Novaredok, requires great sacrifice. The dialogue between the grown
trees and young sapling resembles a dialogue in Novaredok where the elder
students tell the young initiates who are anxious about their loss of vigor and
vitality, “don’t worry, this is the way it is for all of us, you’ll get used to it.”

13 Tbid., 68-74. There are two English translations of this chapter, see Chaim Grade, “The Holy Ark
Falls (from Musernikes),” Translated by Andrew Firestone,
https://www.jewishgen.org/yizkor/Novogrudok/novi85.html#Page185 and Grade, “The Holy Ark
Is Falling,” Translated by Kadya Molodowsky. Jewish Frontier 15, no. 4 (April 1948): 19-21.

14 Grade, “The Holy Ark Is Falling,” Translated by Kadya Molodowsky. Jewish Frontier 15, no. 4
(April 1948): 19. Note: all the translated excerpts from Musernikes in this chapter are quoted from
Kadya Molodowsky’s translation with slight modifications.
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Chaim Vilner stands at a crossroads in frozen stillness, contemplating his fate. As
he experiences the transition between day and night, Shabbat and the weekday,
the Beit Midrash and the world outside, he witnesses the last hums of the summer
bee mingle with the first autumnal winds. The reverie of summer is abruptly
interrupted as autumn winds herald the fall. "The autumn wind wafted a
litany/Sobbing through the leaves, quietly devout."15 The gaiety of summer turns
gloomy as "the trees began to quiver/Tossing their heads, like musernikes at
prayer/A secret, distant outcry."116 The carefree joys of summer are replaced with
the heartrending sobs of Mussar.

Chaim Vilner is stricken with remorse for the time he wasted in the summer
enchanted by nature. The sun sets, and the chants of Mussar stir his conscience
and cast an irresistible nocturnal spell. “The Vilner ran to the Beit Midrash as one
burnt/ out by flame/ speeding to save a last loft remaining . . .”117 As he ran through
winding paths and twisted back alleys, he “swiftly touched his own face—/Cold.
The Cheeks sagging, harsh twitching round/the lips—/Broken-spirited, he went
toward the chapel.”118

The poet then describes the Rosh Yeshiva’s sermon. The Rosh Yeshiva exhorts the
students to repent and peppers his speech with quotes from various verses and
prayers. One of the hallmark features of these sermons is the chanting of verses by
the preacher, which are then shouted back to him responsively in a resounding
echo. Thus, the Rosh Yeshiva preaches: “Teachers and masters, let us now pray
once again:/‘Pure heart create in us, O Lord.” A hundred-headed tossing echo
answered: ‘Pure heart create in us, O Lord.’”119

Between the responsive chants, the preacher stirs the congregation to the depths
of repentance with his moral exhortations. The Rosh Yeshiva elaborates on one of
Novaredok’s key teachings, “In a single hour the truth one may attain/To keep it,
needs a whole life’s pain.”20 Chaim Vilner stands at the entrance, away from the
rest of the crowd, but understands these words as a veiled critique aimed directly
at him in his distant corner. The Rosh Yeshiva’s words pierce his soul, and he
internalizes the message that the way of Novaredok is a lifelong struggle, “And like
a house before collapsing, he sighed and/wailed.”121

15 Thid.

16 Thid.

117 Ibid., 20.

18 Thid. In Yiddish: the Kloyz.
19 Thid.

120 Thid.

121 Thid.
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Chaim is overcome with a heavy feeling. The burden of Novaredok is too heavy to
bear. Chaim Vilner senses the impending collapse of Novaredok under its own
weight. Novaredok may inspire the sanctification of God’s name through death and
self-denial, but it cannot sustain a path of sanctification that embraces life.

The Rosh Yeshiva continues his sermon and reiterates the core philosophy of
Novaredok, that life is a constant struggle to overcome one’s own nature and
inborn instincts of self-interest. “This is the heaviest curse that man sustains/If his
ancient nature he cannot cast away.”122

The worst fate that can befall a person is the inability to overcome one’s natural
instincts. In a climactic frenzy, the Rosh Yeshiva concluded his sermon with a
heart-rending cry, “Our Father, our king, annul the evil decree” of being a prisoner
of instinct.

In response to this hysterical outcry, “Chaim Vilner shook in every limb/Like a tree,
unwilling to yield to autumn its last;/leaves . . . “123 He stands on the threshold of
the Beit Midrash, symbolizing a transitional and liminal space, positioned both
inside and outside. He is caught in a bind between the ethical imperative of
Novaredok and his aesthetic appreciation of nature. Ultimately, he cannot accept
a path of sanctity that demands the renunciation of life and yield to the demands
of R. Aba who seeks to place him in a moral straitjacket that will bind him forever.
The call to martyrdom for the sake of faith can paradoxically have the opposite
effect of killing faith itself in the hearts of those beating with the pulse of life.

Suddenly, amidst the screams, he hears a deafening crash. The Holy Ark is creaking
and starting to collapse. Desperately, the students support the ark and attempt to
prevent it from tumbling down.

The motif of the Holy Ark falling can be interpreted as the poet’s own internal
vision of the Jewish tradition in a state of peril on the brink of destruction.:24
According to this interpretation, the Holy Ark (a metonym for the Jewish tradition)
is in danger of collapsing under its own weight. This might refer to the poet’s
subjective vision of his Holy Ark (his adherence to traditional Judaism) imploding
(as exteriorized in a vision of a Holy Ark collapsing in a synagogue). Alternatively,
it may refer to the powers of destruction, secularization, and assimilation spelling
doom for traditional Judaism in general. Either way, it expresses the poet’s sense
that he is sailing on a moribund and doomed ship.

The narrator concludes the poem with this striking vision:

122 Thid.
123 Thid.
124 Some have interpreted these stanzas as the poet’s premonition of the impending Holocaust.

44



Chaim Vilner lay beside the chapel door,

Writhing, desiring to be a rung in ‘rescue’s ladder—
To save!—And could not break across the

threshold;

To voice a cry—his tongue cold frozen in his throat—
Behold! the chapel bodily broke loose beneath

The Holy Ark rose higher, locked in many hands.
Chaim Vilner gripped the floor with fists and teeth
The walls spun by him dizzily—

Roaring away, like doomed Titans in tumbrils to the
guillotine

Far off, their thunder still came distantly:

Our Father, our King—Thy Holy Spirit do not from
us retire.

The muted thunder ever backward rolled

And Khayim Vilner stayed—wounded in his trench,
Blind in nocturnal forest at a burnt-out pyre.12s

In the end, Chaim Vilner cannot rescue the holy ark and his faith. The Ark and its
supporters vanish into oblivion “like doomed Titans in tumbrils to the guillotine.”
The call to martyrdom turns out to be an act of self-destruction. The Holy Ark is
something people can die for, but not something that one can live for.

Chaim Vilner is left wounded in the dark. The disappearance of the ark left a gaping
hole in its wake. The fire of his religious ardor is extinguished and only ashes
remain from the “burnt-out pyre.” Having lost his faith, he feels bereft and
bewildered, but he has no choice but to forge a new path in the “nocturnal forest”
of his soul.

It is interesting to note that the Zamelbikher version of this poem contains a
postscript not included in the later 1939 printing.

In this poignant postscript, the poet writes that the character “Chaim Vilner is no
longer present. The light of the erstwhile Musernik Chaim Vilner had been
extinguished. Only I, (i.e. Chaim Grade), the one who survived the horrors of the
nightmare, remained alone in the night. “I — who found myself in the sacred
horror/Wrote this down on a scroll.”:26

These words, printed in 1938, sound eerily prescient of the horrors about to unfold
in the Holocaust. But regardless of their premonitory nature, their direct meaning
is about the loss of faith.

125 [bid., 21.
126 Chaim Grade, “Musernikes,” in Zamlbikher, ed. Y. Opatoshu and H. Leivick, vol. 3 (New York:
Astoria Press, 1938), 274.
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The tone of the poem's end expresses Chaim Grade’s relationship with Novaredok
at its breaking point. His life as a Musernik has come to an end. But memories of
this nightmare and sacred horror still haunt him, and he feels compelled to write
his memories on a scroll.

Indeed, as I elaborate in chapter four, all of Grade’s writing on Novaredok is
colored by the trauma he experienced there. This trauma undoubtedly influenced
Grade’s decision to leave Orthodox Judaism. However, the negative impact that
Novaredok had on Grade was tempered by the positive effect that the Chazon Ish
had on him, as I will explore in the next chapter.
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Chapter Three — Chaim Grade’s Relationship with the Chazon Ish

In this chapter, I will explore Chaim Grade’s relationship with Rabbi Avraham
Yeshayahu Karelits, also known as the Chazon Ish (1878-1953).127 Chaim Grade
memorialized and immortalized the Chazon Ish in Tzemach Atlas and numerous
other writings.!28 Their relationship had an enduring effect on Chaim Grade even
after he parted ways with the Chazon Ish.

The following remarks from Chaim Grade’s lecture notes speak volumes:

No person in my entire life made such an impression on me like the Chazon Ish. No Gaon, no
Rosh Yeshiva, not Talmid Chacham. Not R. Chaim Ozer,29 not even the Chafetz Chaim.:3°
Neither religious nor secular.

I feel like I am a young boy compared to him, although I am now almost twice the age of how
old I'3* was when I first met him. I take walks with him and quarrel with him. I still think highly
of myself for the fact that I spent seven years in his company. I still feel proud of my yichus
(reputation) in the Yeshiva in Bialystok, among the vacationing scholars in Valkenik, and

127 The definitive critical biography of the Chazon Ish is the book by Benjamin Brown, The Hazon
Ish: Halakhist, Believer and Leader of the Haredi Revolution (Jerusalem: Magness Press, 2011),
[Hebrew]. See also Brown, “Karelits, Avraham Yesha‘yahu.” YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern
Europe, https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Karelits_Avraham_Yeshayahu; Mordechai
Hacohen and David Derovan, “Karelitz, Avraham Yeshayahu,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed.
Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed., vol. 11 (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference USA,
2007), 805-6; Marek Cejka and Roman Koian, “The Vision of a Man: Avrohom Yeshaya Karelitz -
Chazon Ish,” in Rabbis of Our Time: Authorities of Judaism in the Religious and Political Ferment
of Modern Times (London: Routledge, 2015), 94-98; Lawrence Kaplan, “The Hazon Ish: Haredi
Critic of Traditional Orthodoxy,” in The Uses of Tradition, ed. Jack Wertheimer (New York: Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 145-73. There are numerous additional biographies of the
Chazon Ish written with a more hagiographical bent, see

Shimon Finkelman, The Chazon Ish: The Life and Ideals of Rabbi Avraham Yeshayah Karelitz
(New York: Mesorah Publications, 1989); Kalman Kahane, “Abraham Isaiah Karelitz (Hazon Ish),”
in Men of the Spirit, ed. Leo Jung (New York: Kymson Publishing Company, 1964), 149-69; Kalman
Kahana, Ha-Ish va-hazono (Tel Aviv, 1964); Aharon Sorski, Ha-Hazon Ish be-dorotav (Bene
Berak, 1984); Shlomo Cohen et al., Pe’er ha-dor, 5 vols. (Bene Berak, 1966-1974); Z Chaim
Emanuel Kolitz, Ha-chozeh mi-lita: perakim be-chayei ha-chazon ish (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass,
1990); Zvi Yavrov, Sefer Ma'aseh Ish: Toldot Chayav ve-Hanhagotav Shel Rabbi Avraham
Yeshayahu Karelitz, vol. 6 vols. (Bene Berak: Zvi Yavrov, 1999-2004).

128 See “The Reader,” 568-717, 743-940.

129 Rabbi Chaim Ozer Grodzinski (1863-1940), a religious scholar and community leader in Vilna.
130 Rabbi Israel Meir Kagan (1838-1933), a prominent halakhic authority and Orthodox Jewish
leader.

131 Should be: he. Grade corrected this when he delivered the paper.
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householders in Vilna synagogues, that I am a student of the Chazon Ish, although my Bialystok
Beit Midrash, Vilna synagogues and Valkenik forests are alive only in my mind.32

As I will argue below, one of the major factors responsible for Grade’s inability to
completely break away from Orthodox Judaism, even after he ceased being
religiously observant, was the Chazon Ish's lasting impact on him. The “road not
taken” by Chaim Grade to follow in the path of his rebbe as a Torah-observant Jew
caused him much guilt and psychological unrest. Grade was conflicted between his
feelings of awe and admiration for his rebbe and his need to rebel against him.
Grade’s veneration of his rebbe and his need to atone for his rebellion against him
spurred Grade’s creative talents to elegize the Chazon Ish and erect a glorious
literary monument in his honor.33

Biographical Information about the Chazon Ish

Rabbi Avraham Yeshayahu Karelits was born in 1878 in Kosowa, Lithuania.134 He
received his primary religious education from his father and private tutors.35 R.
Karelits married Bashe Bei in 1906.13¢ They moved to Vilna in 192037 and
emigrated to the Land of Israel in 1933. Rabbi Karelitz was supported by a textile
shop managed by his wife, effectively allowing him to devote all his time to Torah
study.138

Rabbi Karelits published many books containing his insights on the Talmud and
Jewish legal texts. These books were published anonymously bearing the title
Chazon Ish, translated in English as “The Vision of a Man.” The title contains a
veiled reference to his name, as the word wx (Ish) in Hebrew forms the acronym
1MY'w 0ima'K, Avraham Yeshayahu thereby alluding to his name. As is customary
among great rabbinic figures, the title of his book became his moniker.

In his earlier years, the Chazon Ish led a fiercely private life and shunned the
limelight. The fact that he held no official rabbinic post meant that he was not
required to do the bidding of any institutionalized entity other than heed the
dictates of his religious conscience. In addition to his scholarship, the Chazon Ish
was revered for his saintliness and piety. His exemplary benevolent character

132 My translation from Chaim Grade “Der Khazon Ish,” undated, Box 37, Folder 827, p. 1, The
Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/1177739.

133 See “Confessions,” letter #32.

134 Benjamin Brown,“Karelits, Avraham Yeshayahu.” In YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern
Europe, http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Karelits_Avraham_Yeshayahu.

135 Ibid.; Brown, The Hazon Ish, 20.

136 Ibid, 30. In the novel The Yeshiva, Grade refers to her as Rebbetzin Yudes.

137 Ibid, 32.

138 Tbid.
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matched his religious piety, and he exhibited great kindness and compassion
towards others.

The Chazon Ish was a conservative religious thinker who maintained hardline
Ultra-Orthodox views. In various situations, when he felt his involvement was
necessary, the Chazon Ish became a champion of Halakhic conservatism and
ideological purity. This tension between the Chazon Ish’s zealous streak and his
gentle demeanor will be discussed later in detail.

Despite his innate humility and shyness, during the last decade or so of his life, the
Chazon Ish emerged from relative obscurity to become of the most prominent
leaders of Ultra-Orthodox Jewry in Israel after the Holocaust. His reputation was
established on the merits of his saintliness and scholarship rather than by dint of
any official position.

As Mordechai Hacohen and David Derovan point out:

Karelitz was an example of a personality, holding no official position, who nevertheless
became a recognized worldwide authority on all matters relating to Jewish law and life. He
did not head any yeshivah, yet he was teacher and guide to thousands of students. He was
not a communal leader, yet he exerted an enormous influence on the life and institutions
of religious Jewry. He did not publish many responsa, but became the supreme authority
on halakhah.39

By the time of his death in 1953, the Chazon Ish was considered the “Gadol Hador”
(the leading Charedi authority of his generation) and is widely regarded as one of
the greatest rabbinic figures of the twentieth century. The name of the Chazon Ish
is uttered in awe and reverence in the Orthodox Jewish world until today.

Timeline of the Relationship between the Chazon Ish and Chaim
Grade

Chaim Grade first met the Chazon Ish in Valkenik in 1925 or 1926 when he was
studying in the Valkenik branch of the Novaredok Yeshiva.14° At some point, the

139 Hacohen and Derovan, “Karelitz, Avraham Yeshayahu.”

140 For more information and documentation for the following details, see Klingenstein and Zirkind,
“Chaim Grade: Facts of a Life.”

For some additional articles on Chaim Grade’s relationship with the Chazon Ish, see Julio Ben
Shmuel (a pseudonym for Yechiel Szeintuch), “Chaim Grade Un Der Chazon Ish,”
http://congressforjewishculture.org/2012/06/chaim-grade-chazon-ish/; Grade Mechele, “Der
Frayer Musernik, Shrayber Un Poet Chaim Grade,” Der Veker 1, no. 6 (2016): 67-87,
http://www.kaveshtiebel.com/download/file.php?id=28343. See also Shlomo Cohen et al, Pe’er
Ha-Dor, vol. 1, 294.

See also Inna Hecker Grade’s reflections on the relationship between Chaim Grade and the Chazon
ish in “Chaim Grade: A Portrait of the Man,” 20-21; Hecker Grade “Unpublished Introduction to
Rabbis and Wives,” Di kloyz un di gas: dertseylungen, undated, Box 35, Folder 270, pp. 14-24, The
Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
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Chazon Ish notified Chaim Grade of his desire that they study together.24* Chaim
Grade also moved in with the Chazon Ish and stayed in his vacation home in
Valkenik, where he vacationed with his sister and her children.

At one point, apparently in the fall of 1926, Grade interrupted his studies at the
Novaredok Yeshiva in Valkenik and moved back to Vilna, where he spent a lot of
time with the Chazon Ish. The Chazon Ish taught a Talmud class to several students
in the Poplaver Kloyz. Chaim Grade was one of his students.42

At this point, it is important to dispel a common misconception that I have read
and heard on various occasions that Chaim Grade was an Iluy (a Talmudic prodigy)
and therefore the Chazon Ish took him under his wing in the manner of a master
taking on an apprentice.’43 This claim is inaccurate. Although the Chazon Ish
recognized Grade’s intellectual and artistic abilities, Grade confesses that he was
not a great Talmud student and preferred other pastimes to studying Talmud.44
Grade dispels the mistaken notion that he was a serious student with a self-
deprecating quip that, contrary to what people think, “ v17y5ya v DX 22 2R R
VIV DIRDYI B2 IR 1277 0K ART KK 127 “T did not study with him for seven
years. [Rather] I did not let him study for seven years.”145 In his notebooks, Grade
writes that he struggled to keep up with other students, but he believes that the
Chazon Ish maintained a relationship with him to draw him close to Torah.46

Chaim Grade would spend a lot of time with the Chazon Ish in Vilna and on
vacation in the forests of Valkenik, Niemetchin, and other locations. Grade would
accompany the Chazon Ish on walks and assist him with various errands. He would
also visit the Chazon Ish frequently on Friday nights when they would converse

https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival objects/175240; Hecker Grade, Hecker Grade,
“Chaim Grade - Biographical Information, Undated,” Box 117, Folder 2851, The Estate of Chaim
Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival objects/1183027.

141 See The Yeshiva, vol. 1., 333. Cf. YIVO RG 1952, folder 828, p. 11.

142 See “The Reader,” 798.

143 See, for example, Allan Nadler, “WHOPPERS A former student remembers a seminar with
Chaim Grade-and how it changed his life” Tablet Magazine, June 2, 2010, “this prophetic poet, a
former Talmudic prodigy destined himself to be a great rabbi, but who chose instead the life of a
secular poet.” See also Justin Daniel Cammy, “Lecture on Chaim Grade and Young Vilna,”
https://archive.org/download/nybc-online-course-lecture-series-14/Lecture2.mp4, at the 22:05
timestamp, “he appreciated the fact that the Chazon ish recognized him as an iluy, as a genius and
encourages him along in his studies.”

144 See “The Reader,” 678, 789.

145 Grade’s lecture on the Chazon Ish delivered on March 18, 1980 and March 20, 1980, quoting
what the Chazon Ish told him:

VIY7 1M BIRD 1T V1, IOR VO 1T VN

146 See YIVO RG 1952, folder 828.
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about various topics relating to Torah, rabbis and Rabbinic folklore.47 The Chazon
Ish bemoaned the fact that Chaim Grade drew him into conversations on Shabbat
evening and other occasions, thereby tearing them both away from learning.148
Nevertheless, these conversations, focusing on the spirit of rabbinic lore and
Jewish piety rather than the strict letter of the law, would have a lasting effect on
Chaim Grade. In these conversations, the Chazon Ish imbued Chaim Grade with a
love, appreciation, and reverence for Torah and its scholars that would remain with
Chaim Grade even after he no longer felt that he could remain part of the Torah
world.149

During much of this time, Chaim Grade did not study in the framework of a
Yeshiva. Evidently, from the very outset, he did not adjust well to Yeshiva life, and
the studious and ascetic lifestyle of a Yeshiva student did not fit his temperament.
Indeed, Grade’s father, who understood his son’s character, insisted that his son
study a trade rather than go to Yeshiva.15° In the end, Grade’s mother Vella, the
breadwinner, insisted that her son study in Yeshiva. Apparently, she had hoped
that he would become a Torah scholar. As it turns out, her hopes were dashed.
Instead of becoming a Torah scholar, Grade abandoned Orthodoxy altogether.

After leaving the Yeshiva, Chaim Grade lived alone in Vilna with his mother. When
he was not in the company of the Chazon Ish, he spent a lot of time reading secular
Yiddish literature and lived somewhat of a double life.

Chaim Grade’s personal and religious predicament concerned the Chazon Ish, who
tried unsuccessfully to persuade Grade to attend one of the mainstream Lithuanian
Yeshivot in Mir or Radin.!5! Instead, one year?52 Grade decided to extend his annual
High Holy Days visit to the Novaredok Yeshiva Beit Yosef in Bialystok, and he
stayed there for an unknown length of time. Grade realized that the Yeshiva of
Novaredok was unsuitable for him, so he returned to Vilna. It became increasingly
apparent that Grade was gradually drifting away from Yeshiva life and Orthodoxy
and became more interested in his literary pursuits.153 Grade began to publish his

147 Grade encapsulates the essence of the Chazon Ish’s talks about the sanctity of Rabbinic sages in
his poem “Talmidei Chachamim in der lite.” See “The Reader,” 886.

148 See “The Newspaper Typescript,” 1649. Listen also to Grade’s lecture on the Chazon Ish delivered
on March 20, 1980, side A at the 12:00 timestamp.

149 T am indebted to my friend Yossi Newfield for highlighting this point.

150 See The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 194.

151 See Shlomo Cohen et al. Pe'er Hador, vol. 1, p. 295.

152 1929/5690.

153 See “The Newspaper Typescript,” 1641 that after he returned from Yeshiva he conducted the
seder just for the sake of his mother.
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poetry. His first poems were published in 1932.154 Chaim Grade later joined the
group Yung Vilna where he shined as a secular Yiddish poet.155

On July 1, 1933, the Chazon Ish left Vilna to emigrate to the Land of Israel.15¢ Chaim
Grade dramatically portrays the scene of his rebbe’s departure to the Holy Land at
the conclusion of Tzemach Atlas. In retrospect, the last time Chaim Grade saw the
Chazon Ish as he boarded the train en route to the Land of Israel also symbolically
marks the parting of the ways between teacher and student and Grade’s defection
from Orthodox Judaism. In reality, however, the facts are more nuanced. Even
after the Chazon Ish left for Israel, Chaim Grade maintained a sporadic
correspondence with the Chazon Ish. He even raised the possibility of joining his
teacher in the Holy Land.!57” However, this plan never came to fruition.

Many years after their initial correspondence discontinued and after the
Holocaust, the Chazon Ish sent a letter to Chaim Grade in Paris to reestablish
contact, but the letter was returned to sender.:58 Subsequently, there appears to
have been no formal contact between the Chazon Ish and Chaim Grade.
Nevertheless, Chaim Grade’s youthful friend R. Shlomo Cohen attests that the
Chazon Ish did express concern about Chaim Grade even during the last years of
his life.159

On his end, Grade was hesitant to reestablish his relationship with the Chazon
Ish. According to David E. Fishman, Chaim Grade didn’t want to confront his
rebbe, the Chazon Ish, face to face. Fishman relates that Grade told him:

I would have had to visit him in Bnei Brak, and I know that seeing me as a secular person
would have caused him great pain. I didn’t want to do that. And if I had visited him, he
would have asked me to do teshuvah. I loved him so much, that perhaps I would have

154 See Diamant, “Chaim Grade.”

155 Thid.

156 See Benjamin Brown, The Hazon Ish: Halakhist, Believer and Leader of the Haredi Revolution,
59-61.

157 Chaim  Grade, “Letters from Chaim Grade to the Chazon Ish,”
https://forum.otzar.org/viewtopic.php?f=7&t=5310&p=43671; David Asaf, “Ha-Sofer Chaim
Grade Kotev La-Chazon Ish,” https://onegshabbat.blogspot.com/2011/08/blog-post_22.html; for
a transcription of Grade's letters to the Chazon Ish dated about joining his teacher in Israel, see
“The Reader,” 658-64.

158 See the letter from Shlomo Cohen to Chaim Grade dated 20 Cheshvan 5715/November 16, 1954,
“Letters from Shlomo Cohen to Chaim Grade, 1954-1955, 1962,” Box 69, Folder 1242, The Estate of
Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG 1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/1178499. The text of the letter from the
Chazon Ish to Chaim Grade was published in Avraham Yeshayahu Karelits, Kovetz Igrot Maran
Ha-Chazon Ish, vol. 1 (Bene Berak: S. Greiniman, 1990) letter no. 128, p. 136. See also “The
Reader,” 665-77.

159 Letter from Shlomo Cohen to Chaim Grade dated 24 Elul, 5714/September 22, 1954.

52


https://forum.otzar.org/viewtopic.php?f=7&t=5310&p=43671

done teshuvah, and stayed with him in Bnei Brak. But I didn’t want to become that
person.160

Although Chaim Grade did not reestablish a connection with the Chazon Ish, their
relationship had a lifelong impact on Grade, as will be explored below. Even

towards the end of his life, Grade was still trying to come to reconcile himself with
the Chazon Ish.

Between Angels and Mortals: Chaim Grade’s portrayal of the Chazon
Ish

In Chaim Grade’s novel Tzemach Atlas, the character based on the personality of
the Chazon Ish is called the Machaze Avraham, translated in English as “The Vision
of Abraham,” or simply R. Avraham-Shaye Kosover.?6* The moniker Machaze
Avraham is a clever wordplay that incorporates both Rabbi Karelits’ first name
Avraham, and alludes to his title “Chazon Ish” in a slightly altered form. Thus,
Grade’s provides his literary character with a fictitious name that contains a

transparent reference to the historical personality upon whom the character is
based.

The relationship between the Machaze Avraham and Chaikl Vilner portrayed in
Tzemach Atlas is based on Chaim Grade’s memories of his relationship with the
Chazon Ish. Although some aspects of the plot are fictionalized, my extensive
research demonstrates that Grade attempted to describe the general character of
the Chazon Ish and the nature of their relationship accurately.162

Chaim Grade introduces the character of the Machaze Avraham in the novel with
pious reverence. His saintliness suffuses the opening scene as he arrives in the
forest of Valkenick. Nature itself is in sync with the guest’s arrival. “The new
greenery piously swayed along with the old shrubs and trees as though it too knew
of the visitor's prominence.”63 The town's residents also experience spiritual
ennoblement as “news of the visitor transformed the midweek mood into one of
Sabbath holiness.”

160 David E. Fishman, “Chaim Grade: Portrait of the Artist as a Bareheaded Rosh Yeshiva,” Jewish
Review of Books 13, no. 3 (2022): 34. Similar remarks were made by Fishman in his lecture “Grade
and the World of the Yeshiva,”https://archive.org/details/nybc-online-course-lecture-series-14
(listen to the lecture here https://archive.org/download/nybc-online-course-lecture-series-
14/Lecture3.mov, at the 20:00 timestamp).

161 As mentioned above, the Chazon Ish was born in Kosowa.

162 This is demonstrated by the overall coherence between external documentation and Grade’s
reminiscences about the Chazon Ish with the narrative contained in the novel. For more
documentation, see “The Reader,” 744-831.

163 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 319.
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Grade portrayal of the Machaze Avraham is peppered with hagiographical
flourishes.

Consider the following anecdote:

“Reb Yisroel the tailor, the old yeshiva patron, came from Smargon. He said that when he
had lived in Smargon and was already a father, Reb Avraham-Shaye was a young pupil at
the local beth medresh. Nobody noticed anything special about him. He was a gentle boy,
extremely diligent in his studies. Day and night he stood by his prayer stand, his back to
the congregation, studying. Then one morning after prayers a recluse in the Smargon beth
medresh heard loud crying. The recluse looked around and discovered Avraham-Shaye in
tears, praying before the open Holy Ark. No one else was in the beth medresh at the time,
and the recluse sat in a corner between the stove and the western wall. Avraham-Shaye
didn’t see him and prayed, “Master of the Universe, open my eyes that I may behold
wondrous things from your Torah. I promise to study Torah all my life, just for the sake of
study. Solely for the sake of study. Only for the sake of Torah. I am but a stranger on the
earth; hide not your commandments from me.” The eavesdropper quickly slipped out of
the beth medresh lest the young scholar see him and feel embarrassed or frightened.”164

The chapter containing this quote consists of an exposition of the character of the
Machaza Avraham. Grade highlights that the Chazon Ish devoted his entire life to
the study of Torah Lishma.%5 If one did not know that this above quote appears in
a novel written by a secular Yiddish writer, one would be forgiven for assuming
that it appears in a work of Orthodox Jewish hagiography.1¢¢ This constitutes a
“poetics of piety” that Grade deliberately employs in his literary tribute to the
Chazon Ish as a paragon of Jewish piety.

164 Tbid., p. 321.

165 The concept of Torah Lishma carries with it an entire history of interpretation. See Norman
Lamm, Torah Lishmah: Study of Torah for Torah’s Sake in the Work of Rabbi Hayyim Volozhin
and His Contemporaries (Hoboken, N.J.: KTAV Publishing House, 1989). Colloquially Torah
Lishma indicates a dedication to the study of Torah as an end in itself and a fulfillment of a supreme
religious obligation, rather than as a means to an an end such as to achieve fame, obtain a
profession, or receive renumeration.

166 In fact, a censored version of Grade’s novel containing the chapters about the Machaze Avraham
has been published by Charedi Jews in Israel entitled Machaze Avraham. This version is available
for download online at:
https://forum.otzar.org/download/file.php?id=57836&sid=474dooddc46ed40166600dcb6f29b7
d4, a reformatted version of the same file is available for download online at:
https://tinyurl.com/3r77w4bu. In the introduction, the publisher justifies the publication of the
work — albeit in highly censored version to expunge the pages that offend Charedi sensibilities —
with the rationale that although the author Chaim Grade was a secular Jew nevertheless there is
much that pious Charedi Jews can learn about the Chazon Ish’s piety and exemplary behavior. Had
Grade described the Chazon Ish in an unflattering light, a Charedi Jew would not be eager to read
it. For Grade's remarks about about Charedim reading the chapters in Tzemach Atlas describing
the Chazon Ish, see “The Reader,” 1007-10.
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This reverential attitude, although tempered and punctuated at times with
elements of criticism, appears throughout the novel. To be sure, unlike
hagiographical works that describe saints as nearly perfect people who don’t
possess any shortcomings, Grade’s portrayal of the Chazon Ish is a more nuanced
portrait containing warts and blemishes. Nevertheless, Chaim Grade depicts the
Machaze Avraham with an aura of holiness. For example, when the Machaze
Avraham went to visit Chaikl when he was ill, Chaikl’s “eyes [were] fixed on the
door as during childhood Seders when the door was opened for Elijah the
Prophet.”67 Grade consistently refers to the Chazon Ish as a Tzadik and holy Jew
and even calls him an angel®8 and a D'pYx wx “Man of God.”®9 Chaim Grade
viewed the Chazon Ish not only as a great contemporary Jewish sage but as a
personification of the Jewish saints of old.

First Encounters

The preceding “pious exposition” sets the stage for Chaikl’s first encounter with the
Machaze Avraham. After R. Avraham-Shaye arrives in Valkenik, he informs Reb
Menachem Mendl Segal that he will visit the Yeshiva. Shortly thereafter, he makes
his way to the Yeshiva. However, Chaikl was apprehensive:

As soon as someone in the beth medresh announced that Reb Avraham-Shaye was on
Synagogue Street, Chaikl Vilner slipped out into the anteroom. Since he and his father had
moved into the Vorobeys’ apartment, he spent more time at home than in the yeshiva—all
because of the landlady’s daughter—and he had fallen behind in his studies of the Tractate
Kiddushin, which everyone was studying this semester. Hence he didn't want to be present
when the students pilpulized with the guest—they might notice how far behind he had
fallen. From the anteroom he went into the side room and looked through the window at
Reb Avraham-Shaye making his way along the deserted street.17°

Chaikl is embarrassed about his sexual peccadilloes with Kreyndl Vorobey and is
afraid to be present during the Machaze Avraham’s visit because his Talmudic
knowledge is not up to par. Therefore, instead of meeting the Machaze Avraham
with the rest of the students in the study hall, Chaikl decides to go outside, where
he meets the Machaze Avraham for the first time. After their initial greeting, Chaikl
preemptively tells the Machaze Avraham that he is behind in his studies, thereby
eliminating any expectations that R. Avraham-Shaye might have of him. But R.

167 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 380.

168 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 346; see also Grade’s poem “Elegye oyfn Chazon-Ish," in Oyf Mayn Veg Tsu
Dir; Bedarki Eilaikh (Tel Aviv: I.L. Peretz Publishing House, 1969), 42. Inna Hecker Grade writes
that "Chaim Grade always referred to Hazon Ish as "der Malah," "the angel," because of his
extraordinary genius, his moral perfection, his spiritual powers." See Hecker Grade “Unpublished
Introduction to Rabbis and Wives,” 19.

169 See, for example, The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 393.

170 Tbid., 333.
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Avraham-Shaye is duly impressed with Chaikl’s wit, even if he lacks in Talmudic
erudition.17* This impression is reinforced in future meetings.

A fateful and decisive moment in the relationship between Chaikl and the Machaze
Avraham occurs when he tells Chaikl, “It is my wish that we study together.”172

Grade expresses Chaikl’s reaction to the Machaze Avraham’s proposal:

Chaikl always remembered imagining that the entire world had stood still at that moment,
completely transfixed. Reb Avraham-Shaye Kosover’s words entered his heart and
remained there always, like a lake that forever mirrors the surrounding shores.

A deep blue sky, astonished at its own primordial blueness, stretched over Chaikl’s head.
The green meadow, surrounded by tall pines aglow with the dark red fire of sunset,
reminded him of Friday night in the Cold Shul, when all the hanging lamps were lit....173

Chaikl did not emerge from his trance until he was out of the forest and among the houses
in town. “Instead of saying he would teach me,” Chaikl mumbled to himself, “the rabbi said,
‘It is my wish that we study together.” He and I together?”174

This lyrical passage reaching the heights of a poetic rhapsody is extremely
powerful. The manner in which Chaim Grade describes Chaikl’s reaction to the
Machaze Avraham’s wish reflects, in my view, Chaim Grade’s feelings many years
later regarding the fortuitous moment that cemented their relationship.
Notwithstanding Grade’s subsequent departure from Orthodox life, the Chazon
Ish’s request left such an indelible impression on him that more than two decades
later, he waxes poetically about it.

Between Sanctity and Sinfulness

The sanctity of the Chazon Ish also reminds Chaim Grade of his sinfulness
compared to his rebbe. For Chaikl, the juxtaposition of piety and eros are akin to
the flip sides of a coin; due to their binary nature, they create a mental proximity.
He can't think about one without the other.

This tension between the sacred and erotic is present from the beginning of their
relationship:

Chaikl hid his face in his hands and thought of Reb Avraham-Shaye, who had enchanted
him with his simple words and warm smile. But no matter how fervently he shut his eyes
and clung ecstatically to pious thoughts, the hot eyes of the landlady’s daughter blazed
through him, and he knew that this had torn him away from Torah and Mussar.75

171 See Ibid., vol. 1, 335.

172 Thid., 372, Cf. YIVO RG 1952, folder 828, p. 11.
173 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 372.

174 Ibid., 373

175 Ibid., 353.
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In Chaikl’s mind, the Machaze Avraham is associated with purity and holiness,
thus, when thinking about him, Chaikl tries to conjure up holy thoughts, but this
attempt only backfires. This dichotomy between sanctity and sexuality is further
heightened when Chaikl goes swimming together with the Machaze Avraham:

Chaikl moved away. Something strange was happening to him. He couldn’t comprehend it
while it was occurring, nor afterwards, when he was ashamed to discuss it with anyone: He
didn’t want to see the rabbi naked. He chided himself that it was a wild, foolish notion, for
he went to the bathhouse with his father. Even the yeshiva students went swimming with
their principals. Still, he absolutely could not persuade himself to raise his eyes and look at
the naked Reb Avraham-Shaye.

Chaikl undressed as far away as possible, then quickly jumped into the water, where he
dived and swam back and forth, using the breast stroke. But he took great pains not to swim
near the place where the rabbi stood up to his neck in the river, splashing the water with
his hands.76

This remarkable scene is evocative of the episode of the Burning Bush in the Book
of Exodus'7” where God orders Moses to remove his shoes because he is standing
on sacred ground.

On the one hand, Chaikl’s reaction demonstrates his enormous reverence for his
mentor. Chaikl feels that his teacher is holy, and therefore he does not want to
witness his nakedness. Chaikl’s equates the sighting of R. Avraham-Shaye’s private
body parts with violating the sacred.

On the other hand, the unease that seeing his teacher’s naked body would cause
him highlights Chaikl’s sexual shame. To cite another biblical analogy, after Adam
and Eve ate from the Tree of Knowledge planted in the Garden of Eden, they
covered themselves with fig leaves because they realized they were naked.'78 They
lost their sexual purity and innocence. So too, Chaikl lost his sexual innocence and
experienced a strong conflict between his sexuality and religious piety.

This conflict would only intensify as time went on, ultimately alienating him from
Orthodox Judaism.

At twenty Chaikl still had childish lips, dreamy eyes, and a pale, round, moonlike face. But
his body and the way he moved and walked reminded one of a strong-shouldered young
porter, solid as lead. Although he studied diligently and tried to acquire the traits of a
yeshiva scholar, the merry stories of the boys and girls of Butchers Street confounded his
nights and days. Exhausted by forbidden desires, he went about in a gloomy stupor,
feverish with lust even when he stood over the Talmud. The rabbi sensed his pupil’s hidden
urges and toiled with him at Torah to save him from temptations; but Chaikl was also
reading secular books, which stoked his imagination even more. Occasionally be cast

176 Tbid., vol. 2, 20.
177 Exodus 3:5.
178 Genesis 3:7.
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himself into his studies, and the rabbi radiated joy. But then, gradually, the forbidden
books and his passion for girls would get the upper hand again.79

Indeed, Chaikl’s relationships with women would cause Chaikl great
embarrassment and shame and would be a source of constant guilt for him.
Chaikl’s budding sexual desires and his attempts to ward them off is a feature that
accompanies Chaikl from his arrival in the Valkenik Yeshiva until he leaves the
Yeshiva world. During this period, he has a string of love affairs and sexual
encounters. Chaikl is concerned that his inappropriate behavior would diminish
his status in his teacher's eyes. But beyond the embarrassment Chaikl feels as a
result of his teacher’s rebuke, Chaikl feels even greater internal shame due to the
heightened sense of sinfulness he felt in the presence of his saintly mentor.

On the Nature of Greatness

The difference in stature between teacher and student causes Chaikl to reflect on
the nature of human greatness. He wonders whether greatness can be attained by
human effort or is innate and predetermined.

In one of their first meetings, Chaikl shares his musings on life with the Machaze
Avraham:

Our rosh yeshiva doesn’t talk about philosophy at all, but he speaks constantly about man and
his flaws. He feels that the world is composed of a minority of great people and a majority of
little people. But I don’t agree with this. Of course there are exalted human beings, but I don’t
at all agree with the notion that the world is composed of great and little people, like trees in
the forest.”

“Your rosh yeshiva is right, and not you.” Reb Avraham-Shaye smiled from behind his
mustache. “People are not only divided up like trees in the forest, they’re also sorted out into
large and small sizes like galoshes.”

Chaikl didn’t like the comparison between people and galoshes.180

Although initially Chaikl resists the analogy between people and galoshes, the
more he observes his teacher’s greatness, the more he realizes the truth of his
rebbe’s statement. Chaikl realizes that the Machaze Avraham belongs to a
completely different spiritual league.

During his summer vacation the rabbi also prays at dawn like an angel, Chaikl thought.
Summer or winter, day or night, makes no difference to him. He doesn’t even sense any
great difference between a Sabbath and a weekday. How did he get into this state? Certainly
not by striving for it. He was born an angel. He rose in the middle of the night; it was winter
and a gloomy rain was falling. Another person in his position would feel neglected and
forgotten by the whole world. But he felt that he was with his Creator, who awaited his

179 Tbid.
180 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 346.
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awakening. And around him there was as much tranquility as if the Messianic Sabbath had
already begun.181

Chaikl’s realization that his mentor was “born an angel” proves his teacher’s
assertion that people are “sorted out into large and small sizes like galoshes.” This
profound insight forces Chaikl to reflect on his spiritual stature and station in life.
If R. Avraham-Shaye was born a saint, Chaikl Vilner was not. If Chaikl’s
psychological disposition is innate rather than acquired, any attempt to emulate
his master’s piety is futile. Therefore, regardless of how holy his rebbe is, he cannot
be a real role model for Chaikl.

Likewise, Chaikl realizes that Tzemach Atlas cannot reach the spiritual heights of
the Machaze Avraham not because he doesn’t try hard enough but because he was
not born that way. In this regard, Tzemach Atlas is much similar in temperament
and stature to Chaikl Vilner, whereas the Machaze Avraham is in a totally different
league.

Ultimately, both Tzemach Atlas and the Machaze Avraham cannot be true role
models for Chaikl. The Machaze Avraham is too holy and thus unrelatable.
Tzemach, on the other hand, is too relatable; he experiences many of the same
struggles as Chaikl. Chaikl cannot emulate the Machaze Avraham, and he does not
want to follow in the footsteps of Tzemach Atlas. Chaikl thus has no real mentor to
guide him in life, and he must forge his own path.

Chaikl’s encounter with the Machaze Avraham’s innate greatness further
reinforces his view, contra Mussar, that the laws of psychological determinism
rather than freedom of choice govern human destiny.

The Tensions between Chaim Grade and the Chazon ish

Despite Chaim Grade’s enormous respect for the Chazon Ish, he occasionally
criticizes his rebbe in Tzemach Atlas. In the following section, I will highlight
several personal and ideological differences between mentor and mentee.

One of the foremost tensions that would later cause a rift between the two is the
non-attendance of the Mechaze Avraham at Chaikl’s father’s funeral.182 Grade
describes Chaikl’s profound pain:

The scholars and well-to-do pious congregants did not come to the funeral, as Vova
Barbitoler had correctly predicted. He himself walked behind the coffin all the way. But
Chaikl was so stunned by grief, shame, and anger that Reb Avraham-Shaye had not come

181 Thid., vol. 2, 192.

182 R, Shlomo Mordechai Grade died on 25, Elul 5687/September 22, 1927. See Grade's Notebooks,
1941-1943, 1940s, Box 1, Folder 12, p. 47, The Estate of Chaim Grade and Inna Hecker Grade, RG
1952, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/7/archival_objects/174476.
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to the funeral, he wasn’t aware what was happening around him. In the cemetery’s
purification chamber—where the corpse lay in a white shroud like a snow-covered oak—
when Vella wailed to her son, “Say good-bye to your father,” anger at his teacher constricted
Chaikl’s heart with pain, and he clenched his teeth in silence.

He realized that Reb Avraham-Shaye had not come to the funeral because his father had
been a maskil. I'll never forgive him for this! Chaikl thought. Nevertheless, when he
returned to his studies at the end of the seven days of mourning, he said nothing to the
rabbi just because it hurt him so deeply. He sensed that the humiliation had seeped into
his bones and had become calcified there. He had often thought that the hotheaded and
belligerent Reb Tsemakh Atlas was in reality much less strict and demanding than Reb
Avraham-Shaye Kosover, who studied Torah for its own sake—entirely for its own sake.83

This event had a profound personal effect on Grade and drove a wedge between
master and disciple. He realized that although his teacher was supremely kind and
compassionate, there were limits to his tolerance.

Chaim Grade reflects on the tension in his teacher’s personality in this powerful
passage:

YAIR VOV YYIRI K JUBWNIIKD 1Y UYN 71397 DX ,]727 DYT DIVTIRIIRD ARD (MW LR Ypen
,N17IY 7K IV1IVA D21V (AR ORI VIDVIK 071K 1978K NINA Y DRI TwynY 9yax T bwavp X
Y IKAIVIDW MK YNV Y TK 910w OYTL,JORD 121 1209 172,170 72 1173y YoM T iR
VIR 1227 IR IR ,210Wn X Y1V PIK YORD 121 971,705 yT 1Y [vnipya 01 197BK X

X ,ITIR K TIIRA 127 P15 DIRAYA DT IMD-PRARY YT 7211, 0IKT V1V Y PR IYRD1IKA
LWJAV0 PR LYW

For a long time, Chaikl marveled at his rebbe who in principle is capable of convicting an
entire world for transgressing even one iota [of the law], yet in practice has compassion
even for those who engage in forbidden sexual liaisons, the most severe transgressions in
the Torah. [The reason] he was so strict with my father that he did even come to his funeral
was because my father was Maskil. He was also harsh toward Vove Barbitoler, because the
tobacco merchant converted his passions into an ideology, a philosophy of life...184

By temperament, the Chazon Ish was incredibly compassionate and sensitive;
however, he was a hardliner in matters of ideology, even bordering on fanaticism
in Grade’s eyes.

183 The Yeshiva, vol. 1, 184.

In a lecture delivered on March 19, 1980, Grade remarked that in his portrayal of the Chazon Ish
he avoided highlighting the sharp edges that would depict him as being too extreme, ascetic and
fanatical. See Chaim Grade, “Muser, Musernikes Un Litvishe Yeshives,” Recording of lecture
delivered at Harvard University Center for Jewish Studies on March 19, 1980,
https://www.nli.org.il/he/items/NNL_MUSIC_AL000242682/NLI. Listen to Side A at the 43:45
timestamp.

184 Quote from “the newspaper typescript,” 1273 (missing in the book version of Tzemach Atlas).
See also Grade, “Outline of the Novel ‘Reb Tsemakh Atlas - The Yeshiva,'"13.
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The tension in the Chazon Ish’s personality is portrayed in several places in the
novel. In addition to not attending R. Shlomo-Motte’s funeral, the Machaze
Avraham also did not attend Vove Barbitoler’s funeral. Grade describes the
conversation that ensues between Chaikl and the Machaze Avraham the following
day.

The next morning when Chaikl came for his lesson, the rabbi asked, “What are you, a

professional mourner? It takes time from Torah learning...a ben Torah must not go to the
funeral of a man who humiliated the Torah.”

“Of course, according to your outlook, Vova Barbitoler didn’t behave the way he should have,”
Chaikl replied quickly and angrily. “But if you had watched while a man was lowered into his
grave and covered with earth, you wouldn’t ask if he followed the Code of Law and had enough
faith in Torah scholars.”

Chaikl immediately regretted his remarks. He saw the rabbi’s myopic eyes assiduously scanning
the page with its minute Rashi script. With his little Talmud Reb Avraham-Shaye sought to
cover his face, which was twitching with barely restrained tears. He hunched over as if afraid
of the pupil who had reproached him for forgetting compassion on account of his zealousness
for the law.185

The tension between the Chazon Ish’s compassion vs. his zealousness is a recurring
theme throughout Grade’s writings on the Chazon Ish. As evident from the novel,
Grade’s resentment towards the Chazon Ish for not attending his father’s funeral
strained their relationship and lingered on for many years afterward.

Nevertheless, Grade sought to temper his harsh feelings against his rebbe by
looking at the bigger picture. In the final analysis, Grade felt that the Chazon Ish’s
compassion and empathy outweighed his ideological rigidity and intolerance.86

In fact, Grade fought over the legacy of the Chazon Ish. When Grade’s erstwhile
colleague and fellow student of the Chazon Ish, Rabbi Shlomo Cohen published a
biography/hagiography on the Chazon Ish entitled “Pe’er Hador” (The Splendor

185 The Yeshiva, Vol. 2, 186. This is based on actual events. However, the story did not occur with
Vove Barbitoler but with a renowned Vilna figure. Grade mentions this incident in his notebooks.
See YIVO RG 1952, folder 828, p. 2, and folder 829, pp. 5-6. Grade also recounts the incident of the
Chazon Ish’s non-attendance at the funerals in a lecture about the Chazon Ish delivered on March
20, 1980. listen to side B, at the 27:05 timestamp. This is one of many examples that demonstrates
that many of the details mentioned in the novel Tzemach Atlas are based on actual events, albeit
fictionalized.

186 Grade expresses this point in his notebook and lectures. See also YIVO RG 1952, folder 827, pp.
12-13; folder 828, p. 11; folder 813, p. 17. This tension is also illustrated in the novel. See The
Yeshiva, vol. 2, 156 regarding Chaikl’s feelings about how the Machaze Avraham’s attitude toward
Ronye who was attracted to Tzemach Atlas “He felt that the rabbi’s compassion for the woman was
greater than his anger with her for desiring a man not her husband.”
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of the Generation), Chaim Grade was outraged.'8” He felt that Cohen presented a
false portrait of his rebbe as a zealous fanatic and “guardian of the faith” who
vigorously fought against his ideological opponents. On the other hand, Grade’s
own vision of his rebbe was that of a benevolent sage and saint. Although the
Chazon Ish was an ideological hard-liner, Grade felt that this aspect of his rebbe
did not capture his essential nature, which was primarily chesed (benevolence) and
not gevura (severity).

This tension of stringency vs. leniency, especially in relation to the Halakha is one
of the salient motifs of Grade’s fiction.188, Grade explores the dialectical tension
between leniency and stringency in matters of Halakha and its relationship to the
psychological traits of sensitivity vs. harshness. As in the case of the Chazon ish,
Grade felt that a rigid approach in Halakhic matters could often inflict harm on
others. In Grade’s eyes, the severity of the law clashed with humanistic values of
compassion and tolerance. The perception that Halakha and its practitioners can
be harsh and unforgiving was another factor that alienated Grade from Orthodox
Judaism.

The Parting of the Ways

Grade describes the final phase of Chaikl’s relationship with the Machaze Avraham
before the latter’s emigration to Israel as emotionally fraught and tense.'89 The
Chazon Ish was deeply aggrieved that Chaim was drifting away from Orthodoxy,
and he even summoned his mother, Vella, to inform her about her son’s impending
departure from traditional Judaism.19¢ After Vella’s meeting with the Machaze
Avraham, Chaikl meets his rebbe to vindicate himself. He explains to the Machaze
Avraham that:

“I wanted you to know that I am not the cow who kicks the milk pail and spills the milk because
a rage or a passion sweeps over me, as you told my mother. 'm not one of those rebellious
slaves who doesn’t want to bear the yoke of Torah and mitzvas because he is happy when his
burden is light. I have a different outlook on life.”91

187 See “The Reader,” 769. Letter to Yehudah Even Shmuel dated 2 Iyar 5727/May 12, 1967, in “The
Reader,” 701-5.

188 Grade explores this tension in the novel The Yeshiva between the characters of Tzemach Atlas
vs. the Machaze Avraham (the former representing stringency and the latter leniency). It is the core
conflict explored in Grade’s novel The Aguna (Reb Levi Hurvitz represents stringency, and Reb
David Zelver represents leniency). See Grade’s introduction to Di Aguna and his letter to Rabbi
Gershon Weiner, both of which appear in “The Reader,” 1030-37. Grade also explores this conflict
in his unpublished novel Der Beys Harav and other writings.

189 See The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 371-380, 389-393.

190 See Ibid., 375-377. The Chazon Ish’s meeting with Vella Grade is also described in his poems,
see Chaim Grade, Oyf Mayn Veg Tsu Dir, 44-46.

191 See The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 379.
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The perception that people reject the Orthodox lifestyle primarily because they
cannot control their passions is a common trope that persists until today. Grade
thus feels the need to correct this misconception and justify his rebellion against
Orthodoxy as ideologically driven rather than motivated by sheer lust.

In the wake of their growing rift, Chaikl experiences mixed emotions. On the one
hand, Chaikl feels relieved that once his teacher leaves for Israel, he will be free to
become secular.192 On the other hand, Chaikl feels guilty for betraying his rebbe.

The climactic scene in the novel describes Chaikl’s leave-taking from his rebbe as
he boards the train in Vilna en route to the Land of Israel. The actual farewell
between Chaikl and the Machaze Avraham is charged with emotional restraint:

Through his tears Chaikl saw the rabbi and Reb Tsemakh Atlas bidding each other farewell...
“Go to your teacher,” Chaikl’s mother whispered, pushing him ahead of her....

“Thank you, rabbi.” The fruit peddler wept before Reb Avraham-Shaye, who stood among the
bundles in the dark, narrow corridor “You’ve done more for my son than a flesh-and-blood
father. Forgive him for having caused you anguish. I pray to the Eternal One that my son will
never forget what you taught him.”

A heavyhearted silence enfolded Reb Avraham-Shaye. He shook hands with Chaikl, hesitated
for a moment over whether to say something, then sighed softly. “At a time like this, it’s hard
to talk.”193

The subdued farewell between teacher and student betrays the gushing emotions
raging just beneath the surface. The Mechaze Avraham is at a loss for words to
express his feelings toward his student at this moment. One can only imagine his
deep sense of sorrow and foreboding, contemplating what the future holds for his
beloved student Chaikl.

Whereas the Machaze Avraham’s reaction is muted, Chaikl’s reaction is laden with
pathos.

The platform was now overrun with people waiting for another train. Reb Tsemakh Atlas
and Chaikl Vilner still stood beside each other in the crowd; they were like an older brother
with a younger one. They stood like two trees at the roadside on the edge of a town, while
on the horizon a dense forest sways and rustles. But the two trees are always sad and
pensive because the man who lived near them and watched over them has gone off into the
wide world and will return no more, return no more. Reb Tsemakh Atlas and Chaikl Vilner
realized that many other trials awaited them in life, but both had a feeling that all their
struggles would be illuminated by the radiance of the man of God—Reb Avraham-Shaye
Kosover, the author of The Vision of Avraham.194

192 See The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 374-375; “The Newspaper Typescript,” 1640; Grade, “Chaim Grade
Reads from His Work and Is Interviewed by Abraham Tabachnick Part 1,” at the 47:23 timestamp.
193 The Yeshiva, vol. 2, 392.

194 Tbid., 393.
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The significance of the novel's last sentence and grand finale is enormous. Grade
rewrote the ending of the story several times. These revisions underscore the vital
role the Machaze Avraham plays in Chaikl Vilner’s life. 195 In the final published
version of the novel Grade deliberately chose to end the novel with the name of his
mentor. Indeed, the novel commences with the words “Tzemach Atlas” and
concludes with the words “Reb Avraham-Shaye Kosover, the author of The Vision
of Avraham,” thus juxtaposing and bookending the two ideological opponents.
The polarity between these two main protagonists fuels the dynamic tension of the
narrative. The interaction between these two characters is like the interplay
between light and shadow.19¢ If at the beginning one might think that the main
hero is Tzemach Atlas, in the end Grade makes it abundantly clear that his personal
hero is his rebbe, the Chazon ish. At the end of the novel, Tzemach is no longer
Chaikl’s mentor; they are more like brothers standing on an equal footing. Both of
their statures equally pale in comparison to the presence of the Chazon Ish’s
incomparable greatness.

When Chaim Grade wrote his literary reenactment of his leave-taking from his
rebbe he knew then what he did not know at the time of his rebbe’s departure,
namely, that he would never see his teacher again and that their paths would
diverge. However, although they part ways, Chaim Grade cannot sever his bonds
with his rebbe. In reality, Chaikl Vilner’s youthful notion that upon his rebbe’s
departure to Israel, he would be able to sever their bonds is naive and ill-founded.
The greatest proof of this is that more than three decades later, Chaim Grade still
cannot let go of his rebbe. Despite his rejection of his rebbe’s teachings, he insists
on being illuminated by his radiance. The last scene of the novel is pregnant with
ambiguity. It symbolizes the to-and-fro dance of rupture and reconciliation that is
reenacted in perpetuity through the medium of literature.

The very personal nature of the relationship between Chaim Grade and the Chazon
Ish seems to have complicated Grade’s ability to leave Orthodox Judaism
completely behind. Whatever guilt Grade felt for abandoning religion must have
been exacerbated by his feelings of guilt and betrayal toward the Chazon Ish. In
various letters Grade hints at the contributing role that guilt played in his literary
tributes to the Chazon Ish.197 On some level, Grade’s literary tribute to the Chazon
Ish is an act of atonement and restitution for all the pain he caused his rebbe.

These sentiments are expressed in Chaim Grade’s poignant poem on the Chazon
Ish, “Amud Ha-eish” (Pillar of Fire):

195 See “The Reader,” 395-401.
196 See below chapter 4.
197 See “Confessions,” letters #27, 29-33.
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In this powerful stanza, Chaim Grade appeals to the Chazon Ish, his spiritual
guide, whom he compares to the Pillar of Fire that guided the Israelites during
their sojourn in the desert:

Pillar of Fire! Forerunner in the desert of my wanderings!

Because I devoted all my talents and dedicated my energies

to sing the song of the poor and pious community—

redeem me from the desert in my heart and its fever.

Although I did not devote my energies to the Torah

I repaired with fine gold its torn and tattered parochet.

So, help me in the merit that I am the resurrector:9 of your fellow congregants
[who worshipped alongside you] in their decrepit prayer shawls.

In these lines, Chaim Grade seeks to reconcile himself with the Chazon Ish and
redeem their relationship. Although Grade did not follow in the footsteps of his
teacher, he believes that he rendered his rebbe and the Orthodox community a
service by singing their praises.

The Chazon Ish imbued Chaim Grade with an appreciation for Torah and the Torah
world. The lasting effect of the Chazon Ish is noticeable in Grade's appreciation of
the rabbinic world, even though he had profound criticisms of the Orthodox world
and felt that he had to leave it behind.

Although he abandoned religious observance, Grade retained a love and reference
for traditional Judaism. The traditional Lithuanian Jewish sensibilities of awe and
reverence for Torah scholars remained deeply ingrained in Grade’s psyche. It was
this pious sensibility that Grade sought to convey in his portrayal of the Chazon
Ish. Inna Hecker Grade sums it up best when she describes the novel Tzemach
Atlas as "a cemetary [sic] with a magnificent mausoleum for the Hazon Ish.”200

198 “The Reader,” 919.
199 i.e. the literary rehabilitator.
200 Hecker Grade, “Chaim Grade - Biographical Information, Undated,” 103, 193.
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Chapter Four — Chaim Grade as a Liminal Jewish Writer

Part 1 — Chaim Grade’s Weltanschauung

In the previous chapters, I explored the personal and existential conflicts that
Chaim Grade experienced with traditional Judaism. Grade realized that the Jewish
religious view of huma