The Modern Jewish Novel:
A Reading of The Travels of Benjamin the Third by Shalom Jacob Abramovich

The Jewish-Yiddish Novel—does such a thing exist?
In the early 1860s, a new novelist appeared on the Yiddish and Hebrew literary stage: Shalom Jacob Abramovich, later known by his literary pseudonym Mendeley Mocher Sefarim. Shortly after the publication of his Hebrew debut novel, Fathers and Sons (1868), Abramovich took an unexpected turn: he decided to stop writing prose in Hebrew and turned to Yiddish. It was only twenty years later that he returned to publish Hebrew prose, and in fact, his late Hebrew novels were “second versions” of the novels he wrote in Yiddish. One of the first novels Abramovich wrote in Yiddish was The Travels of Benjamin the Third (1878), which was also one of the first novels in the corpus of modern Yiddish literature. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Perhaps, simply: he stopped
In The Rise of the Novel (1957), Ian Watt describes how the novel developed as a modern literary genre from within cultural, social, and economical transitions in mid-eighteenth-century England.[footnoteRef:1] One of the main transitions that Watt points to is the expansion of the reading audience and changes in social status and gender that occurred within it: the traditional audience of middle class readers was joined by a new public from the lower middle class, and even from the working class, and the number of women readers increased significantly. Unlike other canonical literary genres that preceded it, the novel was not consumed by a limited group of broadly-educated individuals, was not supported by the nobility, and its value was not determined solely by the trend setters of the cultural elite. A novel’s success was contingent on the number of copies sold. Given that the novel appealed to a wide audience, which also included members of the lower middle class and even of the working class, it had to respond to the cultural needs of this new audience and reflect its world. Indeed, the first English novelists—Daniel Defoe and Samuel Richardson—offered their readers an accurate portrayal of the social reality of their time and introduced male and female characters close to their world. The vast popularity of the genre and its appeal to a wide audience rendered it pivotal for the Jewish maskilim who saw it as a means to internalize the concepts of the Enlightenment amongst European Jews.[footnoteRef:2] 	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Perhaps simply “well-educated”	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider deleting – you have already said this. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: See next comment [1:  Watt, Ian. The Rise of the Novel. University of California Press, [1957] 2001.]  [2:  The Jewish Haskalah movement developed in central and eastern Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century and remained active until the rise of the national movement in the eighteen-eighties. In many ways, the Jewish Haskalah movement is a branch of the European Enlightenment project of the eighteenth century, and strove to provide its own solution to the “Jewish question” (Die juden Frage)—the issue of the integration of the Jews in modern European culture, which was aware of the contradictions between the Jewish particularity and the category of universal citizenship of the modern state, which neutralizes this particularity. Members of the Haskalah movement believed, based on the ideas of the European Enlightenment, that the Jews need to discontinue their isolated existence within European culture and take part in the general civilization, while remaining Jews. ] 

However, was the novel able to reflect an authentic and mimetic image of the contemporary Jewish social reality? The adoption of forms, content, and aesthetic values of the European literature by modern Yiddish literature was perceived by the Jewish Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) movement as extremely valuable. The Jewish maskilim aimed to provide their people with a gateway to European culture, and encouraged the study of languages, acquisition of knowledge in the natural sciences, intellectual rationalism, social productization, and the adaptation of several social practices of the non-Jewish bourgeoisie. The reform of Jewish society and its transformation into something similar to non-Jewish European society necessitated the existence of an active and independent Jewish culture, not unlike that of the European nations. The most significant innovation of Jewish maskilic literature was manifested in its production of a secular literature, whose formation was influenced by European literary models into which Jewish content was cast. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: You may consider giving this definition in the previous paragraph when you mention maskilim.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Appropriation, perhaps?
The novel, which throughout the previous century in England and Europe had won vast acclaim on the literary stage and amongst the reading audience, was perceived by the Jewish maskilim as the new, most prevalent and relevant genre; therefore gaining control over it was an essential accomplishment for a new culture striving to adapt the literary language of the world around it. The novel’s linkages, in its early stages, with the values and objectives of the European Enlightenment, its appeal to the masses, not only to the cultural elite, and its dual purpose—to entertain its readers while educating and instructing them—were compatible with the agendas of the Jewish Haskalah.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Notably, the Maskilim Jews’ attitude toward Yiddish was negative. The more extreme faction amongst the Maskilim even claimed that Yiddish is an inauthentic language, a barbarian jargon, and therefore a major obstacle in the way of social progress and acculturation. Members of the Haskalah movement of the nineteenth century looked in admiration at the cultural achievements of Europe and argued that the acculturation and assimilation of the Jewish people would be made possible through the acquisition of European languages and abandoning Yiddish. However, the Maskilim eventually realized that if they want to reach the Jewish masses, they must change their attitude toward Yiddish. The Jewish masses, particularly those living in Eastern Europe, did not speak German, Russian, or other East European languages, and Yiddish was an important means to educate them and redeem them from what was perceived as failing shtetl life. This means that modern Yiddish literature was grounded in the idea that Yiddish is an important cultural tool that should be used so long as there is a need for it, on the condition that at a certain stage, after the Jews become “modern enough,” Yiddish will be replaced by other European languages and disappear. Zaritt, Saul Noam. “Maybe for Millions, Maybe for Nobody: Jewish American Writing and the Undecidability of World Literature.” American Literary History 28.3 (2016): 542-573. ] 

At the same time, the authors of the Jewish Haskalah—both Yiddish and Hebrew—could not avoid sensing the disparity between the lives depicted in the nineteenth-century European texts and the Jewish way of life. This disparity raised the question as to the relevance of these literary and generic models to Jewish literature and of the very possibility of assimilating them. This distance was pronounced, first and foremost, in the literary coping with the genre of the realistic novel, which at the time, had reached its heyday in European literature. In Fathers and Sons, Abramovich explains, through his literary double Rabbi Shlomo, why novels about the life of the Jews cannot be written:	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is unclear to me: do you mean the coping of the authors? 

And truly, what can I tell about our lives in my generation? [...] Indeed, neither I nor my father’s home would amaze the world with our deeds. [...] We were not warriors; we did not woo graceful women and beautiful maidens; to lock horns with our comrades, or witness the shedding of the blood of others in war, we did not attempt; and we did not know how to dance with brides and virgins in the feast of wine; and to hunt animals in fields and forests, we did not set out; to foreign and distant lands and seas we did not travel and new islands we did not discover [...]. In short, [...] all these do not exist for us, and instead we have the classroom and the teacher, matchmakers and grooms and brides, leviraters and chained women, widows and orphans [...], beggars, idlers and collectors of dues [...] all kinds of calamities and all kinds of meagerness and poverty and paucity, and all kinds of strange professions.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Abramovich, Shalom Jacob. “Fathers and Sons.” The Complete Works of Mendeley Mocher Sfarim (Vol. 1) [Heb.] Tel Aviv: Dvir [1868] 1935.] 


The novel, Rabbi Shlomo says, is not only form but also content, and this content is constructed in terms of an affinity with a certain social reality. This reality does not exist in traditional Jewish society. Therefore, the subject matter of the European novel—concepts such as courtly love, individualism, indoctrination—are incompatible with Jewish literature, Hebrew or Yiddish, which aspires to accurately depict a society in which there is no place for spontaneous love, a society whose men are neither heroes nor warriors, who are not discoverers of lands and passionate courtiers acting determinedly to satisfy their desires, desires which are unlike those of European men.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is a bit confusing – you may consider rephrasing. 
Rabbi Shlomo’s emphasis on Jewish society’s incompatibility with the standards set by European culture reveals the incapacity of Jewish literature (Hebrew and Yiddish) to represent its society, and disputes the expectation that Jewish society will adopt the values at the foundation of the European novel.[footnoteRef:5] The decision, nevertheless, to employ thematic and formal conventions of the genre is likely to render the Jewish text inauthentic and even anti-mimetic from the point of view of the Jewish reading audience. Rabbi Shlomo’s words reiterate Abramovich’s realistic position regarding the possibility of writing a Jewish novel. Indeed, as one of the first novelists to write in Hebrew and Yiddish, Abramovich faced linguistic, cultural, and social difficulties involved in the appropriation of the European genre in terms of the languages and world of East European Jews. The Travels of Benjamin the Third can be read, to a large extent, as a novel that openly expresses the crisis of the domestication of a foreign genre; as a text that thematizes the generic and cultural struggles of modern Yiddish literature with European literary models such as the novel. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I suggest choosing one way to indicate this and use it consistently. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I am not sure that ‘externalizes’ works here	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is a bit unclear – perhaps: the generic and cultural difficulties that European literary models, such as the novel, posed for modern Yiddish literature.  [5:  The writing of novels in Yiddish was considered a less demanding endeavor than writing in Hebrew. Unlike Hebrew, Yiddish was the language of the contemporary social reality; it had different linguistic registers and therefore provided Jewish writers of the time creative liberties to write modern novels in which the linguistic polyphony, which Bakhtin determined as necessary for the genre, could materialize (Bakhtin, Mikhail Mikhaĭlovich. “Discourse in the Novel.” The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. University of Texas Press, 2010. 269-422.) Hebrew posed a more significant obstacle and challenge—as the sacred language and language of religious and halakhic sources, the Hebrew of the nineteenth century was not only the language of daily life, but also lacked terms that would enable a realistic description of daily reality. Therefore, the Yiddish writing, while although was not the language of the Haskalah, constituted a more fertile basis than Hebrew to create the parodic and heterogeneous heteroglossia essential to the novel.  ] 

Following Frederick Jameson, in “Conjectures on World Literature” Franco Moretti argues that “In cultures that belong to the periphery of the literary system (which means: almost all cultures, inside and outside Europe), the modern novel first arises not as an autonomous development but as a compromise between a western formal influence (usually French or English) and local materials.”[footnoteRef:6] Moretti claims that when a certain culture begins to adopt the modern European novel, it does so as a compromise between the foreign form and the local materials. As a maskilic author, Abramovich was of the opinion that European models should be introduced into the Hebrew literature; however, at the same time, he opposed a definitive and undiscriminating importation of such models. Therefore, the “local materials” with which Abramovich fills the imported literary form, reflect his understanding that new ways to represent Jewish life in the Jewish novel must be discovered, otherwise, the novel, as a literary genre, will not sufficiently reflect Jewish life.  [6:  Moretti, Franco. “Conjectures on World Literature.” New Left Review (2000): 54-68] 

This “compromise” between the world of the heder (classroom), the yeshiva, the mitzvot, and matchmaking, and the European world, is depicted in Abramovich’s novels in two ways. The first is the adoption of the genre from within a ridiculing and disrupting intertextuality between European models and Jewish conceptions of love, marriage, family, and gender. This is therefore, a parodic presentation of the great narratives associated with the European novel including, the journey narrative and the lovers’ plot.[footnoteRef:7] Thus, for example, as a parodic romance, Abramovich tells the story of two men, Benjamin and Sendrel-the woman, who leave their homes and wives and set out on a journey in which they act as lovers. Through the story of the quest of two yeshiva students from the shtetel after the lost Jewish tribes, Abramovich presents a parody on contemporary European literature, which largely dealt with voyages leading to encounters with the European Other in distant and exotic territories.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Yes? Perhaps, the effeminate Sendrel	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Europe’s Other, perhaps? [7:  Within the framework of Viktor Shklovsky’s formalistic approach, the choice of parody enables reading Abramovich’s novel not outside the European genealogy of the genre but rather precisely as an aesthetic response that positions it within this genealogy. Russian Formalism understood the development of new genres as an inner-literary process, in the context of which traditional foundations in literature make way for more innovation form. In his essay on the parodic novel, Shklovksy argues that the literary text always responds to earlier literary forms and posits parody as a fundamental principle in literary history. By mimicking earlier literary models, parody destroys their old grammar and ridicules the principles on which they are based. According to this approach, the modern novel evolves necessarily from within and by means of a dialogue with the literary texts and genres that preceded it. Shklovsky notes Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy as two extreme examples that present a new generic variation by way of parodying existent literary conventions. One can say that the fate of The Travels of Benjamin the Third—saturated with parodies and intertextual disruptions—is that of Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy in that it “swallows” into it conventional European literary models, and in doin so, positions itself within—not without—the European novelistic tradition. Shklovsky, Viktor. “The novel as parody: Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.” Theory of prose (1990): 147-170  ] 

The second manifestation of the “compromise” is Abramovich’s preference for the picaresque novel—a popular literary form in medieval European culture—over the realistic novel of the nineteenth century. In this context, it is notable that the picaresque text that informs The Travels of Benjamin the Third, is Miguel Cervantes’s Don Quixote—the first modern European novel written in the early-seventeenth century as a bold parody on the chivalric romance. The plot of The Travels of Benjamin the Third elicits a striking similarity between the relationship of Benjamin and Sendrel, who long to set out on a heroic journey of national consequence, and the friendship between the Spanish “knight” and his assistant, Sancho Panzo, who set out on a chivalric-type journey.
Most critics of Hebrew literature saw in Abramovich’s authorship of a picaresque novel a late or anachronistic adoption of old literary modes associated with the early stages of the development of the novel.[footnoteRef:8] However, contrary to these critics, who saw in Abramovich’s picaresque writing an expression of the difficulty inherent in attempts to accommodate his writing to the nineteenth-century European novel, I will argue that the picaresque is a deliberate ideological choice indicative of the breach in Abramovich’s faith in Haskalah optimism. This breach cannot find its aesthetic expression in the teleological and unified structure of the European novel in its nineteenth-century form because it involves the understanding that Jewish life in Europe of the times was a picaresque life, a foundation unworthy of the realization of maskilic and national aspirations. In other words, Abramovich presents the Jewish people’s aspirations for normalcy—whether by way of renewing its nationalist affinities or by way of assimilation within European culture—as a hopeless aspiration, which forges ahead, like Benjamin and Sendrel on their picaresque journey, in a frenzied circularity leading nowhere. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Do you mean cohesive? [8:  As Orzion Bartana notes, the criticism of Hebrew literature stressed Abramovich’s inability to comply with the demands of the genre. Critic Joseph Klausner summarizes, in the most comprehensive manner, the range of critical arguments, writing that: “Mendeley Mocher Sfarim is neither a storyteller nor a novelist in ordinary European terms [...] he is simplistic and uncomplicated [...] there are no dynamics in his stories: there is neither bold and burning movement in them nor action that develops in fast rhythm.” Klausner explains that Abramovich’s novelistic characteristics are far from fitting the demands of the genre of the European realistic novel. The few critics who attempted to prove complex composition in Abramovich’s novels, by emphasizing the influence of European literary genres on his work, pointed to his stories as drawing on those literary genres whose narrative pattern is “loose,” and who saw this looseness as problematic. Shlomo Tzemach, for instance, defined Abramovich’s stories as “picaresque field-stories,” a definition that indicates his negative attitude toward the narrative looseness in the picaresque narrative. (Quoted in Bartana, Orzion. Mendeley Mocher Sfarim: A Critical Review of the Complete Works of Abramovich [Heb.] Tel Aviv: Dekel, 1979. 1-2).   ] 


Generic Expectation and its Demise: Between Travelogue and Quixotian Picaresque
The Travels of Benjamin the Third depicts the ludicrous adventures of Benjamin and Sendrel, the Jewish counterparts of Don Quixote and Sancho Panzo, who travel from one village to the next within the perimeters of the Pale of Settlement. When a messenger from the Land of Israel brings the fruit of the palm tree to the tiny isolated village of Tuneyadevka, a yearning for Zion is sparked in the hearts of the Jews. The cruelty of the village’s new constable toward the Jewish population and the confiscation of the goat that ate “the straw roof of a local peasant”[footnoteRef:9] are understood by the local Jews as pre-Messianic trials. Hopes for redemption lead to a conversation about Jews who, according to legend, dwell beyond the Dark Mountains and are liberated from the burden of exile—the Ten Lost Tribes, the Red Jews, and the sons of Moses. Benjamin, the novel’s protagonist, who is thought a fool even amongst the people of his village, is obsessed with the idea of a journey to those faraway regions of national power, while “the fabulous tales of distant places worked their way into his heart.”[footnoteRef:10] He longs to traverse village borders towards the Dark Mountains, to set out into open space, to discover new worlds, reach the Ten Lost Tribes and the Land of Israel, and bring redemption to his people. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Are these interchangeable names for the tribes? 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Sovereignty?  [9:  Abramovich, Sholem Yankev (Mendeley Mokher Seforim.) Tales of Mendeley the Book Peddler: Fishke the Lame and Benjamin the Third. Edited by Dan Miron and Ken Frieden. Schocken, 1996. 308.]  [10:  Ibid., 309.] 

	The generic expectation of the novel is for a voyage plot constituted in a linear and teleological narrative, which is the aesthetic correlative for the optimistic narratives of the Jewish Haskalah and nationalist movements in the spirit of European Enlightenment and nationalism. In the preface to the novel, Mendeley, the narrator, draws a parallel not only between Benjamin the Third and famous Jewish travelers to the East—Benjamin of Tudela in the twelfth century and Israel Ben Joseph Benjamin in the mid-nineteenth century—but also between Benjamin and the “most famous British explorers”[footnoteRef:11] who explored the Land of Israel and published books on their expeditions up to the mid-nineteenth century.  [11:  Ibid., 302.] 

	Nonetheless, throughout the novel, the journey’s grandiose pretensions are juxtaposed with its pitiable and ridiculous execution; indeed, “by nature Benjamin was a great coward. At night he was afraid to step out himself and all the money in the world could not have induced him to sleep alone in his house.”[footnoteRef:12] Positioning Benjamin alongside the great explorers of the world creates a cutting satirical contradiction between the physical and intellectual mobility of these renowned travelers and Benjamin’s slackness, helplessness, utter estrangement from reality, ignorance, and irrational superstitions—an authentic representation of his entire society. The portrayals of Benjamin are a parody on contemporary travelogues, which expanded the horizons of Western knowledge by describing the hitherto unknown geography, animal life, plant life, history, and culture of distant places.  [12:  Ibid., 310.] 

	In contrast to the linear and teleological maskilic or nationalist journey narratives which offer an immediate passage to a utopian state, Mendeley’s satire is characterized by episodical and random picaresque ventures, while the journey ends not in the promised land but rather in the diasporic point of origin. Thus, as Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi writes, Abramowitz creates an anti-epic that undermines any theological plan of redemption.[footnoteRef:13] Benjamin and Sendrel’s journey does not resolve the diasporic pathology and does not transform the Jewish people into “a nation like all nations.” They move, as in a fog, between remote villages within Pale limits. Their journey, Amir Benbaji argues, is affected by a sense that the Jew moves in murky, unchartered territory, and does not comprehend—in historical and narrative terms—what motivates him or dictates the course of his life.[footnoteRef:14] This is the fragmented, non-sequential movement of passive and uncontrollable drifting. The picaresque and circuitous journey, which leads Benjamin and Sendrel back to their homes at the end of the novel, reflects a profound doubt towards the proposed unilateral and utopian solutions for Jewish diaspora and for Jews face of nineteenth-century European modernity.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: If you indicate “writes” it should be followed by a direct quote. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing. Jews in the diaspora facing .... [13:  DeKoven Ezrachi, Sidra. The Jewish Journey Epoch: Exile and Return in Modern Jewish Literature [Heb.]. Tel Aviv: Resling, 2017.]  [14:  Benbaji Amir. Mendeley and the National Story [Heb.]. Ben Gurion University in the Negev: Dvir and Heksherim Institute, 2009. 276. ] 


Gender Troubles: The Parodic Love Story and Gender Reversal 
In their attempts to change the power hierarchies within Jewish society, the Maskilim criticized not only the structure of the public sphere and issues such as the religious monopoly on knowledge, but also the most intimate aspects of life including relations between the sexes.[footnoteRef:15] Abramovich’s gender criticism in the novel was written against the background of the Jewish Haskalah’s demand for change in the structure of the Jewish family and the gender hierarchy it embodies,[footnoteRef:16] as well as against the rise of nationalism that brought about a change in the perception of Jewish masculinity and triggered a desire to adapt to contemporary models of European masculinity. Benjamin and Sendrel embark on a journey to the East because it is perceived in contemporary European culture as part of the colonialist practice and a testing ground for the masculinity of conquest.  [15:  Feiner, Shmuel. The Enlightenment Revolution, the Jewish Haskalah Movement on the Eighteenth Century [Heb]. Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 2002. 21.]  [16:  In this context, the Maskilim expressed bitter and profound objection toward the matchmaking tradition, the prohibition of couples to meet before their wedding, and especially toward the early marital age. The Maskilim were also of the opinion that early marriage and the scholastic ideal contributed to the unproductive nature of traditional Jewish society, given that the expectation from the young man that he dedicate his days to studying granted him the legitimacy to be a “parasite” supported by his wife’s parents and later by his wife (Bial, David. Eros and the Jews [Heb]. Trans. Carmit Guy. Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1994. 209). Abramovich, as a maskilic author, often dealt with these subjects, especially with the relationship between the unproductive economical structure of Jewish society and the structure of the Jewish family. Abramovich’s critical position in regard to the Jewish marital economy was based on personal experience. He was indeed married at age 20 (which was considered late), but experienced a traumatic arranged marriage: as a scholastic prodigy, he was married to the daughter of one of the rich men of the city of Kamentz. Although the woman, as Joseph Klausner writes, was found to be “beautiful but intellectually limited,” and “depressive and insane” (Klausner, Joseph. The History of the New Hebrew Literature [Heb]. Jerusalem: Hashlach, 1936. 333-34), Abramovich lived with her for three years, and the couple had two children who died soon after their births. After three years, he approached his father-in-law and asked to allow him to divorce. This episode sheds light on the complex linkage between the biographical and the ideological: Abramovich’s opposition, like many other maskilim who came from traditional Jewish homes, to early and arranged marriages stemmed in part from personal experience. ] 

	Unlike Don Quixote, whose quest is motivated, according to chivalric romance tradition, by his desire for Dolcenia, Benjamin and Sendrel lack all passion—erotic or romantic—for a woman. Life in the diaspora, as Michael Glusman argues, is presented in Abramovich’s work as the exile of the male Jewish subject—not only in terms of his homeland, but also in terms of “normative” gender and libido.[footnoteRef:17] The material conditions of subjugated and powerless diasporic existence are expressed, therefore, in terms of physical weakness, sluggishness, and effeminacy. From this viewpoint, the novel’s male heroes (or rather, anti-heroes) are not, like their European counterparts, an empty canvas upon which narrative events leave their mark, but rather, given their dull, defective, and grotesque physicality, constitute a clean slate upon which a gender pathology is inscribed. Just as Benjamin and Sendrel are incapable of conducting a linear, progressive, and teleological journey, they also fail to conduct a parallel metaphorical journey towards restoring the Jewish body. The journey’s failure is presented not only as a consequence of Benjamin and Sendrel’s inability to navigate the world outside the village, but also because it fails to become a transformative event that will facilitate the transition of the diasporic body into an “intact” territorial-nationalist body. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: חסר כאן משהו, לא? 
Characteristics? Identity?	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: רק מחמאה: ניסוח יפיפה (ואפקטיבי)	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is confusing – the European men are an empty canvas, and the Jews are clean slate...	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Conducting? Executing?	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Reinstating? Repairing? 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Restoring? [17:  Gluzman, Michael. The Zionist Body [Heb]. Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2007. 210. ] 

	Abramovich perceives the defects in traditional Jewish society as responsible for the phenomenon of gender reversal. In East European traditional Jewish culture, the male was perceived as a scholar, dedicated to spiritual matters. Turning away from corporeal values is what enables his supreme and absolute spirituality. The woman, on the other hand, was perceived as one who is concerned with material matters and represents physical corporeality.[footnoteRef:18] As a writer influenced by maskilic values, Abramovich criticizes the role reversal that characterizes the Jewish world, in the framework of which the passive male retires from daily life, spends his time in an idle dream world, while the woman is the one who bears the burden of livelihood and provides for her family’s material needs. [18:  Ibid., 102.] 

	Abramovich’s depiction of Sendrel as an effeminate male is an apt illustration of gender role reversal in Jewish society. Sendrel, who had his usual place in the synagogue behind the dais, “generally kept silent, as if he were a mere bystander,”[footnoteRef:19] not unlike the silent woman who sits in the women’s section and is prevented from taking an active part in prayer. In the backward Jewish culture that Abramovich describes, this passivity, which is stereotypically identified as a feminine trait, becomes a fundamentally male characteristic. Sendrel’s passivity and femininity are underscored further by way of his wife’s masculine and violent behavior:  [19:  Abramovich, 1996, 320. ] 


At home he did not lick honey either. His wife wore the pants and let him know it, and his fate at her hands was a bitter one despite his loving efforts to put up with it. Worst of all were holiday eves when, tying a kerchief around his beard, she ordered him to whitewash the house, peel potatoes, roll and cut noodle dough, stuff fish, and kindle the oven, all women’s jobs that earned him the additional name of Dame Sendrel.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid., 321.] 


Sendrel is portrayed as a submissive and abused woman who is unable to protect herself, whereas his wife is described as a violent, abusive, and negligent man. In the context of the couple’s gendered balance of power, various chores were imposed upon Sendrel within the domestic space—a space traditionally and stereotypically identified as the woman’s domain. In Benjamin’s case, his wife inhabits the public space, which bourgeois culture intended for masculine agents. Abramovich depicts Benjamin as idle, while his wife, Zelda, is presented as an active woman-of-valor:

His wife struggled to make a living from a little store she had opened after her parents ceased supporting them as newlyweds, the entire stock of which consisted of the socks that she knit, the down feathers that she stayed up plucking on winter nights, the chicken fat that she fried and rendered before Passover, and the bit of produce that she haggled for with the peasants on market days and resold at a scant profit.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ibid., 318-319.] 



The relationship between the Jewish male and his wife is infantilized, and Benjamin is portrayed as an irresponsible child devoted to imaginary games. This infantilization peaks when Benjamin contemplates the possibility of stealing money for his journey from his industrious wife:

Nothing but a few last details now stood between him and his departure. Where, to begin with, was he going to get the money for his trip? He didn’t have a farthing to his name, having spent all his days in the study house while his wife struggled to make a living […]. Should he pawn some household item? But apart from two brass candlesticks, an heirloom from Zelda’s family that she polished faithfully and lit the Sabbath candles in, there was nothing pledgeable in the house; its sole jewelry was a silver headband with a pearl inherited by Zelda from her mother and used for fastening her kerchief on special occasions. Should he sell off something of his own? All he had was his Sabbath caftan, which, though new when he was married in it, had become so bedraggled that its yellow lining was falling out. True, he owned a sheepskin coat too; but the lower half of its wool nap was worn away and its fur collar had not a filament of fur. This coat had been a wedding gift from Benjamin’s father, who had told the tailor not to skimp on the collar and to line it temporarily with the leftover cloth from an old gabardine until the dowry was paid off and he could afford a bit of gray squirrel; the dowry, however, was never paid off and the squirrel remained in the trees.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ibid., 321-322.] 


Benjamin and Sendrel’s abduction and extradition to the Russian army provide them with an “opportunity” to become men. This military framework, which consolidates an extreme ensemble of masculine qualities and has the transformative potential for instituting the Jewish male’s masculinity, proves ineffective for Benjamin and Sendrel:

The desperate plight of our poor heroes being easily imaginable, we shall forbear to describe it in detail. At first they were too confounded to grasp what had happened to them. Everything was totally strange—the soldiers, the barracks, the language, each single order they were given. Their great coats hung on them like sacks; their tunics bulged like bodices; their caps fell over their ears like bonnets. One might have thought one was watching two actors in a skit, mugging and mocking army life. Pity the poor rifle that fell into their hands, for it resembled an oven poker. The way they stumbled about the drill grounds was pure comedy.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid., 383. ] 



Against the background of the military system—the epitomal representative of the culture of male power and militancy—Benjamin and Sendrel’s bitter failure to alter their gender pathology is exposed. Even after the obligatory haircut, the donning of uniforms, and carrying of weapons, the two still appear as flawed and preposterous impersonations—somewhat feminine, somewhat inhuman—of the Russian military men. They remain incongruous with the European model of masculinity imagined in travelogues, and the absolute opposite of those primordial, wild, and powerful Red Jews in quest of which they set out on their journey. 
	The gender reversal in the novel is not expressed only by means of male-female relations, but also by way of a parodic—although figurative and implicit—account of the amorous relationship that develops between the story’s protagonists. Just as Don Quixote embarks on his journey accompanied by Sancho Panzo, so too Benjamin sets out on his quest with Sendrel. Benjamin’s choice of Sendrel is rooted not only in the latter’s feminine characteristics—Sendrel tended to be “as meek as a bridled cow”[footnoteRef:24]—but also due to his passivity and obedience, and because “Benjamin had always liked the fellow. Something about Sendrel appealed to him.”[footnoteRef:25] 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I reworked this a bit for clarity.  [24:  Ibid., 320.]  [25:  Ibid., 321.] 

	When Benjamin tells Sendrel of his plan to set out on a quest for the Red Jews, the friendship between them is described by way of erotic and sexual connotations. Benjamin turns to Sendrel and asks him to commune with him; he describes his passion for him, and the eruption of the communion is accompanied by a sense of abandon and a veil of secrecy: “Put down your potatoes, my dear boy, and come with me to the back room. Are you sure no one’s there? I need to bare my breast to you. I can’t keep it to myself any longer. My blood’s on fire! Quick, my dear, quick! She mustn’t come and take us by surprise before we’re ready.”[footnoteRef:26] Benjamin and Sendrel arrange to leave the following morning at dawn. While waiting for Sendrel, Benjamin is elated and the narrator describes him as experiencing himself as a man full of pride and power:	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing. The clauses are not compatible. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Is this necessary? the narrator also describes him as “elated” -  [26:  Ibid., 322.] 


Why, ‘tis Benjamin—Benjamin of Tuneyadevka, the latter-day Alexander—the stalwart soul who has set out from his native land, leaving behind his wife and children, to follow God’s path where it leads him! ‘Tis Benjamin the Great, come forth from his tent like the sun in the Psalm, like the strong man that runneth his course with joy […].[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ibid., 326-327. ] 


Yet Benjamin’s happiness and confidence dwindle when Sendrel is late to arrive: “After a while, however, there being no sign of Sendrel, Benjamin began to fret and his spirit flagged. He looked everywhere, but in vain, there was no body, no image of a body—Sendrel was not to be seen.”[footnoteRef:28] Abramovich describes Sendrel’s nonappearance as a state of bodily absence, and in so doing not only highlights Benjamin’s longing for Sendrel, but also calls attention to the male Jewish body as hidden and distorted.[footnoteRef:29] Moreover, the absence of the body is the absence of a tangible subject who is capable of venturing on a journey that is a manifestation of the national narrative of redemption.  [28:  Given that the English translation I am using throughout this paper is not accurate in this case, the translation here is my own. <http://benyehuda.org/mos/binyamin.html>]  [29:  This absent presence of a Jewish bodily existence was a common theme amongst many thinkers of the Jewish Haskalah. Of the most prominent was Yehuda Laib Pinsker, in whose essay “Auto-Emancipation” of 1882 attempted to explain the abnormality involved in diasporic Jewish life. Pinsker was of the opinion that the Jews constitute a ghost nation lacking territory and language, whose existence arouses fear and psychosis in gentiles. Pinsker explains that the solution to the Jewish pathology, for the existence of the Jewish people as a bodiless collective body, a sort of living-dead, is Jewish life in an autonomous territory. Abramovich translated Pinsker’s text from German to Yiddish, and from these accounts in the novel it appears that he agreed with Pinsker’s supposition regarding the liminal existence of the Jewish body to the point of its absence. Pinsker, Leon. Auto-Emancipation. 1882. Jewish Virtual Library: <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/quot-auto-emancipation-quot-leon-pinsker>] 

	Nonetheless, the passion between Benjamin and Sendrel is based, to a large extent, on a heterosexual behavioral pattern, given that in their relationship Benjamin functions as an active male and enthusiastic suitor, whereas Sendrel fulfills the role of a passive woman who responds to his courtship. The representation of the relationship between the men—Benjamin-Alexander the Great and Sendrel-the woman—as “heterosexual,” and not as a homo-erotic relationship between male bodies, strengthens the parodic dimension in Abramovich’s text. The choice of a “heterosexual” amorous relationship, rather than a new, alternative model of homo-erotic relations between two men, enables Abramovich to present a ridiculing and distorting imitation of the “normative” amorous relations between men and women and of the gender authority depicted in the European literature of the era.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: כך בתרגום 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider deleting – repetitive. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Why ‘new’? 
	Abramovich’s attempt to imitate—in a flawed and parodic manner—the heterosexual love discourse and the feminine and masculine models associated with it, becomes a critical tool for the ridiculing of both the defective Jewish existence, and the European knowledge and value structures that the Jews are meant to internalize and adopt. As Homi Bhabha notes in his discussion on the colonialist power and hegemonic relations between the European colonizer and non-European colonized,[footnoteRef:30] the colonized subject’s mimicry of the colonizer always maintains a gap and disparity between the mimicker and mimicked. This gap, which ostensibly signifies the mimicker’s inferiority, may be potentially parodic and subversive. This colonialist context is also relevant, as I will demonstrate, to Abramovich’s novel in which Benjamin and Sendrel are marked as colonial subjects of sorts, who fail to aptly mimic the European models of journeys and conquests they aspire to simulate.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing-or deleting this clause, because your meaning is clear from the next part of the sentence. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Bhabha uses the terms colonizer and colonized rather than conqueror etc.   [30:  Bhabha, Homi. “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse.” October 28 (1984): 125-133.] 


Near the Sambatyon River and beyond the Mountains of Darkness—a Critique of the Colonialist Journey 
 
In Hebrew biblical culture, the ancient nationalist story is the story of Abraham’s journey to the Land of Israel following God’s decree, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Gen 12:1). The beginning of Abraham’s journey marks the beginning of the formation of the Jewish nation. This elementary narrative of the journey to the Land of Israel is the first in a long line of journeys in the Bible and in post-biblical literature such as, the return of the Israelites, led by Moses, from Egypt to the Land of Israel, and Ezra and Nehemiah’s journey back after the Babylonian exile in order to build the Second Temple. Since the second exile (Assyrian exile) and the destruction of the Second Temple, the people of Israel remained without their own territory and continuously prepared for their return to the Land of Israel. The voyage of Benjamin the Third and Sendrel, who are “thinking of the Land of Israel,”[footnoteRef:31] beyond the Mountains of Darkness in the footsteps of the Lost Tribes, is identified therefore, as an inseparable part of the national resurrection of the Jewish people. However, this is not the only journey in the background of the novel. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: You do not use the Third prior – for consistency choose either Benjamin or Benjamin the Third and use throughout. Except where you discuss Benjamin of Tudela etc.  [31:  Abramovich, 1996, 307.] 

	From the sixteenth century onward, Europeans embarked on imperialist voyages to discover new worlds. The ability to travel and reach distant and new destinations was perceived as an expression of national power and as an opportunity to increase the dominion and wealth of the motherland. From the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these imperialist journeys were supported, ideologically, by the European Enlightenment, and were seen as a way to disseminate the morally superior and advanced European culture amongst the “failing” nations of the world. From this Eurocentric perspective, the exploratory voyages to the new world became a means to expand the explorer’s horizons, and were presented as an encounter between the enlightened and cultured world and the foreign, primitive world, which was forced to adopt the moral dictates of the West. Abramovich wrote The Travels of Benjamin the Third against the context of contemporary European literature’s interest in journeys to the colonies and in accounts of encounters with exotic territories and their inhabitants. Abramovich, who translated Jules Verne’s Five Weeks in a Balloon (1863)—an exemplary imperialist and colonialist text that deals with airborne travel to Africa—presents the Jewish man with the distorted body and defective masculinity as someone incapable of embarking on a masculine journey of inquiry and penetration into distant territories.[footnoteRef:32] 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: In? throughout? 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Beyond? Other than? There is a bit of a confusion here between the ‘benefits’ of these excursions for the imperialist state and the individual explorer. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer:  [32:  The encounter between the Occident and the Orient, or between the Europeans and the colonial peoples, is described in many European texts in gender terms: as a male journey to and penetration of female territory. McClintock, Anne. Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. New York and London: Routledge, 1995: 353.] 

	What motivates Benjamin and Sendrel is the belief that by way of their journey they will be reunited with their brethren whose Jewish existence has not been tainted by life in exile and who live their Jewish life as a totally nationalist existence.[footnoteRef:33] “And their conversation turned to the Ten Tribes and they said: how good is their lot and pleasurable their fate there, in those far away places—there, there...both the Red Jews, the sons of Moses, they took and placed on stage and told tales of their might and heroism.”[footnoteRef:34] In the spirit of the European nationalism of the time, Benjamin aspires to discover the primordial and authentic origins of the Hebrew nation. This discovery, as Eric Hobsbawm points out, constitutes an inseparable part of the invention (rather than discovery or disclosing) of a stable and continuous national tradition.[footnoteRef:35] Given that the capacity for both mobility within and control over geographical space is perceived as evidence of vital nationalist power, it is fitting that the return to ancient nationalist roots will be conducted in the form of a journey. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: אם זה ציטוט מתוך הרומן, רצוי לצטט ישירות מהתרגום לאנגלית.  [33:  Abramovich’s interest in the Jewish nationalism is already expressed in 1878, the year in which the Yiddish edition of The Travels of Benjamin the Third was published in the framework of his essay “National Love and its History,” in which he formulated his position regarding the question of nationality which had already arisen in European cultures. In this essay, although Abramovich does not openly express his doubts regarding the nationalism, he points to its dangers which are embodied in excess national love that leads to fortification based on chauvinism and violence. Furthermore, unlike many others of his generation, who became Hovevai-Zion as a result of the pogroms in Russia in 1881, Abramovich remained hesitant and ambivalent in regard to the nationalist idea in its Jewish version.  ]  [34:  My translation. <http://benyehuda.org/mos/binyamin.html>]  [35:  Hobsbawm, Eric. “The Nation as Invented Tradition.” Nationalism (1994): 76-82.] 

	Abramovich’s novel conducts an intertextual dialogue with two earlier journey narratives, both of which shed light on Benjamin’s nationalist motivations. The title The Travels of Benjamin the Third suggests that it was preceded by the journeys of Benjamin the First and Benjamin the Second, which incited the wanderlust of Abramovich’s Benjamin. These “Benjamins” are Benjamin of Tudela, who travelled to Asia and Africa from 1169 to 1171 and recorded his impressions in writing; and Israel Ben Josef Benjamin, who embarked in 1846 on a journey to the East that lasted several years and who documented what he saw in a travelogue. These books, which had a significant impact on the Jewish world, were extremely popular.[footnoteRef:36] Presumably, these narratives set up a horizon of expectations for a successful journey; for a journey that follows European imperialist rules of the game, in which the representative of the West carries the wand of anthropological research by means of which he aspires to explore and reveal foreign and intriguing cultures. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: You may want to consider unpacking this last bit. It is unclear. [36:  Klausner, 1935, 369. ] 

	Benjamin the Third reads the books by Benjamin the First and the Second, which for him, embody not only the Jewish manifestation of the European Enlightenment’s imperative, but also ethnographic devices by means of which one may approach alternative forms of Jewish existence. These journey narratives, which intermingle reality and imagination, describe bold and liberated Jews who constitute the rectification of East European shtetl Jews. It seems, therefore, that these travelogues, and the simulation of the colonial paradigm in them, will enable Benjamin not only to follow the educated and enlightened European-colonialist imperative, but also to acquire a new model of imitation that carries a promise for both personal and collective redemption.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Unclear. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Who represent a rectified alternative for? 
	These books serve Benjamin as guide books of sorts, and before the journey, he reads excerpts from them to Sendrel: 

Here, listen to this. ‘Reaching Baruti,’ he commenced to read, ‘I encountered four Babylonian Jews and was able to converse with one of them, who spoke the Holy Tongue and was named Moshe. He told me indubitable truths about the River Sambatyon that he had heard from some Ishmaelites and about the Sons of Moses who live beyond it.’ […]. And there’s also this passage in The Travels of Benjamin of Tudela: ‘A march of twenty days brings one from there to Mount Nisbon, on the bank of the River Gozan. Four tribes live there in many towns and cities: the Tribe of Dan, the Tribe of Zebulun, the Tribe of Asher, and the Tribe of Naphtali. The river runs around them on one side, and they are subject not to the yoke of the Gentiles but only to their own king, whose name is Yosef Amarcala Halevi.’[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Abramovich, 1996, 323-324.
] 

 
For Benjamin the Third, the Jews of which Benjamin the First speaks (in the quote he reads to Sendrel) are crucial testimony as to the existence of other Jews who are not subject to the yoke of the gentiles and who know how to wield a sword; in other words, Jews that represent the prospect of an active, autonomous, and combative Jewish sovereignty; a national probability that has not yet materialized in the Pale, but which finds—in the Jewish characters in the text—a tangible, possible, and normalizing realization. The colonial model implicit in the journeys of Benjamin the First and Benjamin the Second—which portray the exotic Eastern Jews—are also essential for understanding Abramovich’s position regarding the possibility of Jewish nationalism. In line with the European colonialist paradigm, the description of the Jews that Benjamin the Third reads from Benjamin the First’s book is not only a description of a collective that represents the option of an alternative sovereignty, but also a quintessential orientalist portrayal of a foreign, non-European people.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider deleting
	Dan Miron and Anita Norich’s comprehensive, literary-historical essay in which they analyze the political ethos emanating from The Travels of Benjamin the Third, presents a nationalist-colonialist reading of the novel.[footnoteRef:38] Their interpretation strives to demonstrate that Abramovich unequivocally condemns the two protagonists’ circuitous and agitated a-linear movement, the geo-political mobility of meaningless colonial expedition. According to Miron and Norich, in the framework of the colonial discourse that emanates from the novel, the Jewish incapacity to set out in to space and conquer it, that is, to become imperialists like the European nations amongst which the Jews live, is emphasized and illustrated. Miron and Norich invalidate Benjamin and Sendrel’s Jewish movement in the European space by setting it against the European nationalist ethos, which was consolidated during those years and which focused on an assertive, decisive, and unilateral mobility. Benjamin and Sendrel’s inability to move in space and become its masters testifies as to the inability of the Pale Jews to leave their atrophied villages and become European representatives of enlightenment and progress like the European superpowers that conquer distant territories and establish colonies.[footnoteRef:39] 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider instead simply: “demonstrates” [38:  Miron, Dan, and Anita Norich. “The Politics of Benjamin the Third: Intellectual Significance and Its Formal Correlatives in Sh. Y. Abramovitsh's Masoes Benyomin ha-shlishi.” The Field of Yiddish: Studies in Language, Folklore, and Literature 4. Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1980. 1-115.]  [39:  Ibid., 31. ] 

	The solid prism of the imperialist nationalist movement of the eighteen-seventies ridicules the politics of Benjamin and Sendrel, who Miron and Norich depict as a pair of impersonators who fail to simulate, even in the slightest, the European model. Britain’s imperial project in the first half of the eighteen-seventies, under the leadership of the Jewish convert Benjamin Disraeli and financed by Edmond de Rothchild, contrasts the circumstances of the Jews who are enclosed within the Pale of Settlement and who are at the bottom of the hierarchy of political power: ignorant and stagnant, living a coincidental existence, and unable to satisfy even their most basic needs. Although Benjamin embarks on his journey only after he has defined his purpose—to re-establish Jewish political independence with the help of the military prowess of the Ten Lost Tribes—there is no rational basis for his aspirations, and his movement will not lead to the accumulation of power for himself or his people. The stagnant water of the Fetidnelevka River—which is “nothing but a mudhole, a cesspool, a pisspot, a slops basin, a smelly, sticky, slimy, scurvy sewer”[footnoteRef:40]—is a metaphor for the nationalist life of the stationary Jews, for their pointless standing in place, and for their inability to become part of the journey’s nationalist and colonial narrative.  [40:  Abramovich, 1996, 381.] 

	By representing the circumstances in such terms, Abramovich criticizes the very choice of the rectifying solution of the nationalist and colonialist journey. This solution is presented as irrelevant not only because the Jews are unable to function as Europeans, but because within the colonial power politics, their position is a priori that of the inferior foreign colonial subject in Europe. Abramovich describes Benjamin and Sendrel as individuals whose characteristics are like those of the colonial subject instituted as the European Other. Benjamin is depicted as someone detached from the European world around him: “Benjamin had lived like a chick in its egg or a worm in a jar of horseradish,”[footnoteRef:41] and the Jewish village Tuneyadevka— “a God-forsaken place, far off the beaten track—so removed from the world”[footnoteRef:42]—is portrayed as a sort of neglected and isolated colony on the edge of the world. The description of the religious practices performed by Benjamin and Sendrel is similar to an anthropological account of a strange and foreign tribe: “‘Good night and sleep well!’ answered our heroes. And they quickly said their bedtime prayers, patted their full stomachs, yawned, scratched themselves a bit, and fell into a sweet slumber.”[footnoteRef:43]	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing.  [41:  Ibid., 308.]  [42:  Ibid., 304.]  [43:  Ibid., 374.] 

	As Michael Glusman argues, Benjamin and Sendrel express the longing of the colonial subject, a longing that Frantz Fenon describes in his book Black Skin White Masks, as a desire to resemble the European ruler, and to adopt his masculine identity and white body.[footnoteRef:44] However, the Western gaze on the Jewish colonial subject detects his anomalous physiognomy and unusual habits, and discloses his failure to model himself after the powerful and authoritative ruler. In a similar manner, the mocking gaze of the Russian soldiers upon Benjamin and Sendrel—“A man rose from the table, went over to have a look at our naked heroes, who were all skin and bones”[footnoteRef:45]—reveals the fact that the Jew’s attempt to simulate the European leaves behind a gap or grotesque residue that perpetuates the difference between origin and simulation, between mimicker and mimicked. As these examples illustrate, the failure to realize the European journey narrative, to endeavor beyond the Pale and reach exotic territories, stems from the fact that the East European Jew cannot assume the position of the colonialist or explorer of lands, but rather remains a foreign colonial subject within Europe.  [44:  Glusman, 2007, 130.]  [45:  Abramovich, 1996, 381.] 


Our Homeland, the Text 
One of the main faults characteristic of Benjamin’s conduct on his quest for the Lost Tribes is his conspicuous estrangement from reality. This detachment prevents the possibility of his assimilation within the “normative” world outside the village and sentences him to a meandrous trajectory that does not breach the boundaries of the familiar Jewish space. Benjamin is not a proficient map reader and lacks the spatial or geographical knowledge necessary for navigating in space. His conduct is contingent solely on the travelogues he has read, and in a manner that broadens—rather than narrows—the gap between the fantastized reality he derives from them and referential, tangible reality. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is strange in conjunction with knowledge – perhaps spatial orientation? 
	Like Don Quixote, who attempts to follow literary models which, for him, represent chivalrous masculinity befitting his romantic aspirations, Benjamin follows the literary models reflected in the travelogues in the hope that they will navigate and dictate his movement in space. The mobility of both these picaresque heroes—Benjamin and Don Quixote—is, in fact, “literary” mobility nurtured by the undiscerning reception and internalization of literary texts. In both cases, the exaggerated adherence to texts marks a repudiation of and detachment from reality. Just as Don Quixote submerged himself in chivalric tales before setting out on his quest, so too Benjamin immerses himself in Talmudic travel narratives: 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing. Literary models cannot navigate or dictate. 

[T]he Talmudic stories of Rabba Bar Hanah, the great traveler who once was carried so close to a star by a wave that he was nearly burned to a crisp [...] the adventures of Eldad the Danite, to the travel book of Benjamin of Tudela, to Ya’akov ben Moshe Hayyim Baruch’s Praises of Jerusalem, and to Matityahu Delacrut’s Shadow of Eternity.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Ibid., 309-310.] 


Like the adventures of Don Quixote, Benjamin the Third’s escapades occur mostly within an imagined textual space. Thus, for example, when Benjamin and Sendrel sail on the Fetidnelevka River, Benjamin eschews the local boatman’s explanation for the scum on the river’s surface—that it is aquatic plants—for the simple reason that he had never read about aquatic plants in his story books. In his mind, the scum is grass that sprouted from ashes that had accumulated on the back of the Kraken fish, as described in The Shadow of Eternity: “The horrible great fish is covered all over with earth and grass and resembles a large island.”[footnoteRef:47] Benjamin’s detachment from reality is the root of the utter irrationality of the journey, which in turn, is depicted as the parodic opposite of the exploratory and colonialist voyages of the time. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Do you mean the travelogues? This is confusing. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing.  [47:  Ibid., 371.] 

It is said of Don Quixote that “whenever he was at leisure (which was mostly all the year round) he gave himself up to reading books of chivalry with such ardor and avidity that he almost entirely neglected the pursuit of his field-sports, and even management of his property.”[footnoteRef:48] Similarly, Benjamin is consumed by reading at the expense of the daily chores he neglects and leaves to his wife Zelda: [48:  Cervantes, Miguel de. Don Quixote. Translated by John Ormsby. Woodstock, Ontario: Devoted Publishing, 2016. 23. ] 


In his pockets he had several of his books, without which he never went anywhere, and after a while he sat down beneath a tree and lapsed into thought. Before long his imaginings flew far away to the ends of the inhabited earth. He crossed mountains, valleys, and deserts, following in the footsteps of Alexander the Great, Eldad the Danite, and others.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Abramovich, 1996, 313.] 


However, what Cervantes describes as an individual’s defect or insanity, Abramovich depicts as a collective defect, given that Jewish society in its entirety is presented as a compulsive consumer of fables and stories. When Abramovich criticizes the excessive textuality of Jewish life he is not necessarily calling attention to scholars who engage in the study of Talmud day and night, but rather to Jews on all social levels who, instead of working, sit all day in the beit midrash (study house) or bath house pondering fantastic tales such as the one about the Red Jews, descendants of the Ten Tribes lost beyond the Sambyton river. Abramovich describes these village Jews as:

[A] panel of distinguished citizens, which sometimes sits late into the night, leaving wives and children waiting anxiously at home while it selflessly examines the intricacies of each case without receiving a farthing in recompense, after which its conclusions are presented for approval to a plenary assembly of Tuneyadevkans convened on the upper benches of the bathhouse.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Ibid., 305.] 


	The Jewish nationalist movement sought to transform the traditional model of the Jewish return to the Land of Israel into a realistic narrative that unifies the imagined space of the ahistorical memory and myth with concrete and territorial courses of action, which are manifestations of actual history. The possibility of acting out the journey back to the national territory, in the spirit of modern European nationalism, marked the return of the Jewish people to history and the transformation of the spatial yearning, formulated in the religious-textual context, into something tangible and political. However, The Travels of Benjamin the Third proposes a movement that is the opposite of that which the Jewish nationalism aspired to realize—from the history to the textuality, not from the textuality to the history. The novel neither presents the realization of the aspiration to return to history nor marks in it the progressive movement of the Jewish subject, but rather embodies the repression experienced in the territorial space and the entrenchment in textuality in the framework of which the text precedes reality and therefore does not enable the appearance of a tangible political praxis. As a result, the desired topography of the Land of Israel, “the place,” as it is preserved in the collective memory and religious imagination of the Jews, remains distant in a manner that is unbridgeable with the tangible territory. This tension, as Zeli Gurevitz and Gideon Aranne explain, between the tangible territory and space, and “the place”, that is, the mythical Promised Land, is testimony of the perception that “in Judaism the thought dictates the place,”[footnoteRef:51] rather than the material space itself. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: This is unclear [51:  Gurevitz, Zeli, and Gideon Aranne. Al Hamakom [On Place]. Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2007. 11. ] 

	Even within the environs of their village, through their wanderings in villages like their own, Benjamin and Sendrel still lack a sense of orientation in the world and in space. They both have no idea how to bridge and reconcile between the text and the world; everything is perceived through what they learned from the Bible and Talmudic and midrashic aggadah, and they are even incapable of conducting a conversation with the first Christian farmer they encounter and translating the Jewish textuality into inter-cultural geographical and cultural terms:
 
‘I declare, Sendrel!’ said Benjamin. ‘Just to be on the safe side, why don’t you ask this fellow where we are? You’re better at speaking these foreigners’ tongue than I am. After all, your wife dragged you to the market all the time.’ Sendrel rose, walked over to the peasant, and said as politely as he could: Dobry dyen! Kozhi no tshelovitshe kudi dorgoi Eretz-Yisro'eyl?’–‘Shtsho?’ asked the peasant, eyeing him bewilderedly. ‘Yaki Yisro’eyl? Nye batshil ya Yisro’eyl.’ – ‘Nye, nye,’ interrupted Benjamin impatiently from where he sat. ‘He thinks you’re asking about a person named Israel, not about a land. What a pumpkinhead of a peasant! Tell him it’s the land we’re looking for. Come. Sendrel, be sharp!’ –‘Kudi dorogi Errrretz-Yisro'eyl?’ asked Sendrel again. The peasant spat, told them both to go to the Devil, and drove away muttering: ‘Eres-Srul, Eres-Srul!’[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Abramovich, 1996, 334.] 



It becomes evident from this example that things that lack a direct reference in the text, denies them concrete and progressive agency in the world. In their attempt to subjugate reality to the texts they have read, this reality is defamiliarized and de-historicized and becomes the continuance of aggadah and myth, or of the internal-Jewish lexicon that lacks the basis for political praxis. 
	What I have described so far points to a fervent criticism on the failure of the unrealistic journey that is based on Jewish thought, on excess spirituality, and on a life dominated by books, like in the case of Don Quixote. However, this criticism also embodies a resistance against the fundamental nationalist premises and is partial to the Jewish ethos of “the homeland as text.” George Steiner, one of the extreme advocates of the idea that exile is Judaism’s privilege, writes: 

In post-exilic Judaism, but perhaps earlier, active reading, answerability to the text on both the meditative-interpretative and the behavioral levels, is the central motion of personal and national homecoming.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Steiner, George. “Our Homeland, the Text.” Salmagundi 66 (1985): 4-25. 5. ] 


[…] when the text is the homeland, even when it is rooted only in the exact remembrance and seeking of a handful of wanderers, nomads of the word, it cannot be extinguished.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Ibid., 24-25.] 

 
As DeKoven Ezrahi notes, existence within the text and within the book competes over the attempt to grant paramount value to the material territorial existence.[footnoteRef:55] It is precisely the faithfulness to the text, to textual life and sustenance, that constitutes faithfulness to “the place”—to the surety that its realization is eternally postponed—that commands the Jews to wander far from the land and be constant envoys of a de-territorial movement. In this vein, by choosing to construct a Quixotical hero such as Benjamin the Third, and presenting him as someone who fails to arrive at the real place, Abramovich is, in fact, opting to prevent the integration of the mythical conceptualization of the place in political and historical space and time. In so doing, Abramovich sustains the desired topography of the Holy Land as a matter of collective memory and religious imagination, rather than rendering it an attainable reality. Thus, we glimpse the political alternative promoted in the text, which I will discuss at length in the following section. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Tautology-is this a necessary repetition? Perhaps distinguish what type of books. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing: his choice of Benjamin as a Quixotic figure reflects a belief, an ideology... [55:  DeKoven Ezrachi, 2017, 15.] 


The Novel’s Ending—a Problem of Generic Closure or Positive Political Solution?
The plot model in The Travels of Benjamin the Third is ostensibly that of the journey, which is expected to end with the protagonist’s arrival at his or her destination or conversely, with loss of hope of any such arrival. But in fact, the plot is not based on progress directed toward a destination, but rather on progress-less episodical meandering. If we view the work as a picaresque novel, then the impasse Benjamin and Sendrel reach at the story’s ending generates a situation of termination and closure where we expect an open ending. The final episode of their forced conscription into the Russian Army and subsequent release undermines the picaresque inner logic that enables the continuous accumulation of other episodes of wandering. Until that moment, every episode that involved an encounter of the travelers with residents of villages such as Teterevke or Tuneyadevka constituted another phase in Abramovich’s picaresque satire on Jewish society, which nurtured Benjamin’s messianic fantasy on the discovery of the Lost Tribes. However, Benjamin and Sendrel’s conscription into the Russian army represents a moment in which they encounter a reality that corresponds neither with Benjamin’s fantasy nor with the Jewish disposition that nurtures it. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Narrative/generic model? Or plot structure?	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I added this for clarity. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Yes?
	As Michal Arbel comments, Abramovich himself viewed The Travels of Benjamin the Third as an unfinished novel, which he intended to complete; in fact, the first Yiddish edition was titled “First Chapter.”[footnoteRef:56] Nonetheless, it appears that despite its fundamentally open picaresque structure, and despite Abramovich’s intentions to continue writing it, the final army episode in The Travels of Benjamin the Third includes a strong element of closure. The encounter with the military system constitutes a moment of awakening, which Benjamin had hitherto avoided. When Benjamin and Sendrel are forced to join the ranks, two things come to light: first, these two men-children cannot turn the game into reality and thereby become genuine “men,” heroic soldiers capable of killing and willing to die. Second, in the moment of truth, even Benjamin, “the latter-day Alexander,”[footnoteRef:57] who sets out to redeem his people, denounces the principles of power and patriotism at the basis of the nationalist movement. This is also the first and only time in the novel in which the ironic distance between Benjamin’s character, and the narrator and readers disappears.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Pretense? 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider “bridged” – a verb that suggests deliberation on the part of the author.  [56:  Arbel, Michal. Tam Venishlam [Heb.] Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2008, 79. ]  [57:  Abramovich, 1996, 326. ] 

	In his refusal to participate in the organized military violence, which is the basis and essence of sovereign power, Benjamin alienates himself from his own vision of Jewish independence that will be attained through the physical force of the Lost Tribes. At the plot’s end, after the Russian military doctor diagnoses them as insane, Benjamin and Sendrel are discharged and return to Tuneyadevka. As DeKoven Ezrachi points out, “the eventual return home is perforce, a return to woman, which is exile.”[footnoteRef:58] Thus, the military episode leads the novel not only to a narrative and structural impasse, but also to an ideological dead end: the suspicion towards the political power, which Abramovich introduces at the end of the novel, contradicts the sharp criticism of Jewish political impotence and social stagnation, which permeates the entire novel. Benjamin and Sendrel’s statement to the military tribunal testifies as to the realization that they cannot endure the gentile trials of masculinity customary in the Russian army. This realization also glimpses their resolution to return to reality: “we are, have been, and always will be ignorant of all military matters; […] we are, God be praised, married men with other things on our minds than your affairs, which are totally alien to us.”[footnoteRef:59] It seems, therefore, that the ideological skepticism hovering over the novel’s ending is responsible for the form of its closure. Abramovich’s enlightened novel does not end with a resolution or verification of the system of principles on the basis of which he employed the satirical and critical mechanism, but rather with doubt, manifested precisely in this profound and unexpected closure of the picaresque plot. The closed ending, which replaces any hope embodied in continuous episodical motion, testifies as to the weakening of Abramovich’s faith in the possibility of a future maskilic reform of the East European Jewish reality. The complete and comprehensive adoption of either a picaresque mechanism manifested in continuous motion, or a travel story that ends in reaching the destination, may befit the optimistic resolution of a maskilic plot, which believes in the heroes’ ability to overcome the forces of ignorance that stand in their way. A resolution such as this represents a historical position that perceives the social reality as an active process of positive compensation for self-improvement and self-cultivation, and the establishment of a new national order.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Is it not only Benjamin’s?	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Haskalah? 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Involved in an active (dynamic) process? [58:  DeKoven Ezrahi, Sidra. Booking Passage: Exile and Homecoming in the Modern Jewish Imagination. University of California Press, 2000. 72.]  [59:  Abramovich, 1996, 389.] 

	From its inception, the modern Yiddish novel, which deals with the possibility of the maskilic regeneration of the vast Jewish population in Eastern Europe, Abramovich raises an issue that will later become an inseparable part of the maskilic-Jewish agenda—the social and national price the Jewish public will pay for intellectual reform and assimilation. At the basis of this issue is the understanding that the healing of Jewish society from its “ailments” entails its complete transformation, the loss of its identity, and its disappearance from history. This emotional and ideological duality regarding traditional Jewish society and the maskilic solution it is offered, prevents Abramovich from leading his novel to a conventional generic ending.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing, you have two subjects in this sentence—Yiddish novel and Abramovich. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I am not sure what you mean here? Sensitive? 
	At the same time, the interpretive reading of the ending as a closed ending, overshadowed by the failure to realize the journey according to existent travelogue models, or the failure to continue moving forward toward a national horizon in line with conventional picaresque models, thwarts the option of seeing in it a moment of active resistance on the part of Benjamin. Benjamin and Sendrel, who until now were ridiculed victims of the paradigms of power and dominance associated with European culture, manage to formulate, in a single moment, the alternative way of life that the novel calls to adopt. Their refusal to serve in the army is presented as an expression of an insight derived from their distance from and doubts about the practices of the contemporary political world:	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing or unpacking.

‘Vasha blagarodya!’ At long last the pot boiled over—and this time entirely in Yiddish. ‘I see that kidnapping men in broad daylight and selling them like chickens in the market is permitted, but that when the same men seek to free themselves, they're guilty of a crime! If that’s the upside-down world we live in, I don’t know what right and wrong are. Suppose you were walking along one fine day and someone stuffed you into a sack, wouldn’t you do all you could to get out of it? I tell you, this whole thing has been a cruel hoax. It’s all the fault of those Jews and the bill of goods they sold you! We wish to make an official statement. Go ahead, Sendrel, speak up! Why are you standing there like a clod? Don’t be afraid to tell them the truth, by God! We hereby declare, the two of us, that we are, have been, and always will be ignorant of all military matters; that we are, God be praised, married men with other things on our minds than your affairs, which are totally alien to us; and that we cannot possibly be of any use to you, who have every reason to discharge us!’[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Ibid.] 



Benjamin faces the Russian sovereign and convinces him that he has “every reason to discharge us.” He not only claims that he is incapable of being a soldier, but also that he does not wish to be one; not only does he know nothing of military matters, he does not wish to know, and all of this for good reason: in his view, the use of military force is an adolescent exploit, an idol action, an act, which as an adult Jew, a married man, he was dragged into by force and coercion. Benjamin and Sendrel develop a logical and rational argument, which suddenly imbibes their conduct with a type of devious willfulness, although, until now, it seemed that they were drifting in a murky sediment with no clear motivation or consistent determination.	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: tautology
	The novel’s ending, therefore, turns the political hierarchy on its head and provides Benjamin and Sendrel with an official and celebratory opportunity to face those with authority and formulate a quintessential pacifistic refusal which, although hesitant, manages to arouse amazement in the framework of the pro-colonialist interpretation suggested by Miron and Norich. In contrast to this reading, which views Benjamin and Sendrel’s refusal to join Russian ranks as a final testimony to their corporeal and mental failure, the final scene may also be read as an alternative political proposition. If, up to this point, the Jew—as the text’s satirical subject—is evaluated in terms of his ability, or inability, to adopt the national power politics of the European nations, then Benjamin’s speech of insubordination disqualifies the primary condition for the nation’s political existence—a militaristic body, founded on power and violence, without which the European sovereignty cannot enforce its governance. Thus, through this speech, Abramovich not only criticizes Jewish society for its incapacity to adapt to modernity, but also dominant European culture, particularly for its ruthless belligerence. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I am not clear what you mean by these adjectives. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Consider rephrasing this sentence. Perhaps begin with: In the context of the pro-colonialist...., the novel’s ending. 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: Rejects? 
	The novel’s ending suggests a resistance to the possibility that the political and modern Jewish collective will appropriate the aggressive, expansive, and colonialist ways of the modern European nations. Benjamin’s words signal an alternative option according to which the collective Jewish body will adopt a certain degree of hesitant, fantastical mobility that strives neither to establish a new hegemony nor simulate the existent national power structures. The Jews’ apt response to the historical circumstances does not have to be a blind imitation of European political models, but rather a minor response, which aims to evade the sovereign structures of power and governance and avoid the activation of power formations associated with these structures.[footnoteRef:61] 	Comment by Elizabeth Zauderer: I do not understand you meaning here. [61:  I use the term “minor” following Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, in which the term denotes a political action that evades the dominant power and in response to the violence that the ruling norms, identity categories, and discourse that dictates the majoritarian order enforce. The implication of this evasion is never unilateral, given that the individual who acts in a minoritarian manner not only aspires to evade the violent power enforced upon him, but also to neutralize the violent power he himself applies on his fellow-man. Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Bloomsbury Publishing, 1988. 232-310.     ] 

When they part from the Russian officers, Benjamin and Sendrel imitate the latter’s military mannerisms:

Benjamin was speaking the plain truth. Discharging him and Sendrel had long been the army’s ambition. The way our heroes talked, gawked, squawked, and walked had made the officers of the regiment, who more than once were reduced by them to stitches, realize from the start what manner of men they were. […]. The officers conferred, filled out a piece of paper, and handed our two heroes their discharge. ‘And now be off,’ they told them, ‘and let this be the last of you.’ Benjamin bowed smartly and turned to go. Sendrel clicked his heels like a soldier and marched after him in perfect step.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Abramovich, 1996, 389.] 


Benjamin and Sendrel’s mimicking of the gentiles does not transform them into gentiles, but rather sustains their uniqueness, their Jewishness. They find ways to simulate their surroundings in order to survive, but not from a position of the blind and obedient acceptance of its norms and values. The fact that Benjamin, in a moment of extraordinary self-awareness, articulates his refusal in the framework of a dialogue with representatives of the Russian army, indicates that this refusal does not constitute an unjustified escape or a retreat to an isolated and self-contained political existence. However, at the same time, Abramovich demonstrates how the Jewish return to history is not necessarily based on the Jews’ participation in the European colonialist project or in other nationalist demonstrations of power, and neither is it perforce a renunciation of Jewish particularism. The Jewish return to history is played out in a complex and survivalist negotiation with the non-Jewish political environment, which enables the Jews to preserve a necessary measure of doubt and suspicion regarding the great-narratives and power displays of European history. Thus, Abramovich’s novel formulates a desirable political position—based on the existence of the Jews in the margins of European modernity—which does not involve self-negation, and which therefore, is an existence that is part of history, not outside it.[footnoteRef:63]  [63:  Amir Benbaji examines Abramovich’s commentaries regarding the desired national politics, and finds that they contain opposition to the possibility that the Jewish people would organize itself as a collective subject within political frameworks aligned with nineteenth century norms. Benbaji demonstrates how in the eighteen-seventies Abramovich changed, like many other Russian maskilim, his optimistic viewpoints regarding nature, human morality, and the relationship between them. Evidence of this shift is in Abramovich’s essay “Hagoy lo nechsaf” (1875) in which he argued that the Jewish attempt to imitate the European nationalist movement is an instinctive attempt, lacking self-awareness. He describes the Jewish national movement not as a product of the free will of a nation that calculates its moves in advance, but rather as a partial and defective imitation. In this essay, Abramovich also rejects the European nationalist politics because it is, in his opinion, rooted in a universalism that does not acknowledge ethic difference and the particularity of the Jewish people. (Benbaji, 2009, 282-84). ] 
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