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DRAMATURGICAL PAGE

Claim the rabbis: "God looked into the Torah and
created the world" (Ber. Rabb. 1: 1), If the world. . .
did not yet exist, however, what form had this Torah?
"It was written with letters of black fire upon a
background of white fire" (Yer. Shek. 6: 2; Rashi on
Deuto. 33 2).

Susan Handelman

[ For the kabbalists] the white fire constituted the
true text of the Torah, whereas the text that appeared
in black fire was the oral law. . . . "Everything that
we perceive in the fixed forms of the Torah, written
in ink on parchment, consists, in the last analysis,
of interpretations. . . . Essentially, only Moses,
master of all the Prophets, penetrated in unbroken
contemplation to that mystical written Torah, which
in reality is still hidden in the invisible form of
white light. Even the other prophets gained only
a fleeting glimpse of it. o..

Michael Lieb, quoting Gershom

Scholem

There were peals of thunder and flashes of lightning
. . o upon the mountain . . . for the Lord had come
down upon it in fire. . . . The Lord szid to Moses,
"Cut two tablets of stone like the first and I will
write upon the tablets the words which were on the
first tablets, which you broke." . . . The Lord said
to Moses, "Write down these words, for in accordance
with these words I have made a covenant with you and
with Israel." . . . And he wrote upon the tablets
the words of the covenant. . . . When Moses descended
from Mount Sinai--the two tablets of the testimony
were in Moses' hands as he descended—--Moses ‘himself
was not aware that the skin of his face shone
because he had been conversing with God.

' Exodus 19: 16-18; 34: 1, 27-29

what can it mean to trust in the covenant, not between
Yahweh and the Jewish people but between writing angd
a writer?

Harold Bloom

First 1 thought I was a writer. Then I realized I was
a Jew. Then I no longer distinguished the writer in me
from the Jew because one and the other are only
torments of an ancient word.

Edmond Jabés



DRAMATURGICAL PAGE (cont.)

Poetic power is transmitted not by imitation
but by . . . reimagining the scene of the transmission
of power. |

Leslie Brisman

An important quality of romantic writing is the
confidence with which it points to human truths
it cannot yet represent.

David Bromwich



Characters

SOFER BEN SOFERIM, a Torah-copyist

MOISHE/MOSES, a grate-sweeper

THE READER
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(In the darkness before the lights come up,
a thunderous offstage sound, as of hundreds of
staves being repeatedly brought down upon the
earth in anger or impatience.

Upstage-left, a disembodied light-source
appears in the air and begins a lurching advance
across the rear of the stage from up-left to
up~right. :

About a third of the way across, this
self-advancing light comes to a halt in air,
makes a sharp turn downstage, and begins to
float forward toward the audience.

As the light reaches a point just left of
center, the Thunder of Staves abruptly ceases
and the stage lights come up, very dim, revealing
in faint outline the following scene:

Down-left, a high-backed chair, unoccupied.

Down-right, a narrow hinge-topped desk with
a low-backed chair, unoccupied.

Center, an identical hinge-topped desk,
but with a high-backed chair like the one down-left.

At this center desk sits the Torah-copyist,
SOFER BEN SOFERIM, writing in a scroll with a
quill pen. From a peg on the side of the copyist's
desk hangs the Pattern Book, actually a sheaf of
different-sized and -shaped swatches of parchment
joined together through their upper lefthand
corners by a brass ring. Each "page" of this
Pattern Book displays, as will be seen, a sample
of some different but, in every case, imaginary
"Hebrew script."*

The dim light that now comes up reveals two
further figures--THE READER and MOISHE/MOSES--just
this moment going past SOFER BEN SOFERIM at his
desk. Indeed, the effect should be as if it were
THE READER and MOISHE/MOSES passing SOFER BEN
SOFERIM that cues on the stage lights.

*See below, p;L+ note.
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All three figures--SOFER BEN SOFERIM,
MCISHE/MOSES and THE READER=--wear the identical
costume: say, a coarse buff robe.

MCISHE/MOSES escorts-THE READER past SOFER
BEN SOFERIM toiling at his desk, center, and on
to the other, unoccupied desk, down-right.
In one hand MOISHE/MOSES carries a scroll identical
to the one SOFER BEN SOFERIM labors over. In the
other hand he holds aloft a torch by which he
guides THE READER over the dim stage. This torch
borne forward by MOISHE/MCSES is, we now see,
the '"self-advancing light" that appeared to be
lurching wildly on its own from up-left to
up-right before the stage lights came on.

THE READER, with MOISHE/MOSES guiding him,
continues on past SOFER BEN SOFERIM to the vacant
desk, down-right, and seats himself at it.
MOISHE/MOSES sets the scroll he carries on the desk
before THE READER.

As THE READER opens and seeks his place in the
scroll, MOISEE/MOSES moves off across the downstage
area toward the high-backed chair, down-left.

He seats himself in the chair and places the torch
in a floor-socket at his feet. So placed, the
torch illuminates MOISHE/MOSES' face more brightly
and evenly than might have been expected of a
light-from-below.

The stage-picture at this point is thus:
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SOFER BEN SOFERIM, who ever since the lights
first came omn has been writing away steadily in his
scroll at the desk, center, now suddenly, like a
conductor giving an upbeat, raises his quill above
the page--but does not bring it down: his hand
remains suspended in the air over the scroll.

As if cued by this gesture of SOFER BEN SOFERIM's,
the stage lights come up full.

In this better light, THE READER at once finds
his place in the scroll and begins to read:)

THE READER
I read of-- |
(As at opening, the Thunder of Staves.

THE READER rises, crosses to the extreme right
margin of the stage and calls off:)

Not yet!

(Abruptly, the Thunder of Staves drops off,
except for a single, determined staff that keeps on
pounding out an irregular, insistent rhythm,
until at last, with a high-pitched cracking sound,
it is struck and "“silenced" by another staff.

THE KBADER, meanwhile, has returned to his
desk, down-right, and once more found his place
in the scroll.

NOTE: Except as indicated, SOFER BEN SOFERIM
and MOISHE/MOSES perform the actions which THE
READER describes them as performing, though not always
in any very exact or literal way: the manner of
enactment will vary from meticulous to sketchy,
as seems approrriate,

Occasionally, as SOFER BEN SOFERIM and
MOISHE/MOSES converse, THE READER can be glimpsed
tracing out their dialogue with a finger in his
scroll.

THE READER now resumes reading:)
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I read of the scroll-copyist, Sofer ben Soferim, Seventy
and more times is the completed Torah gone forth from his
hand. Yet see! Now his hand wavers nerveless above the page

and will not be brought down--how is this, Sofer?

SOFER BEN SOFERIM
No pen swifter flew than mine until the hour when,’reading
back over a verset but now inked in, and finding it, as
ever, true to His word, I chanced to think: "Yet how if
net, as in all probability not, true to His hand?
Faithful‘executant of a divine original, can it suffice
that I but put my Author's words faithful down? No, sure,
but I am bound to, in the very coils of His writ, coil
after Him; flourish in the selfsame flourishes of Him
preferred when quill He hefts--in short, at every turn
to make my script as one-with the script He writes.
Which till I may--"

(sets down his quill)

THE READER
Oh, rash resolve! TFor behold!

(SOFER BEN SOFERIM takes +the Patterm Book
off the peg on the side of his desk, lifts it
into the light and begins to ledaf through it,
exposing sheet after sheet, each completely
covered with a different but, in every case,
imaginary "Hebrew script,"” i. e., with a string
of marks that suggest Hebrew writing as it might
appear to one ignorant of Hebrew.*

*For an example of one such imaginary Hebrew script, see
the depiction of the Tablets of the law in Conrad Witz's
fifteenth-century panel painting, "The Synagogue," reproduced
in Frank Manuel's The Broken Staff: Judaism Through Christian
Eyes, Plate 1.




As he turns over each leaf, SOFER BEN SOFERIM
murmirs the name of the script he finds there.)

Great is the multiplicity of Hebrew scripts; and, turning
through the volume of pattern hands bequeathed him

by masters now dust--

SOFER BEN SOFERIM

Your Palaeo-Semitic. . . . Your Proto-Sinaiatic. . . .

THE READER
--the copyist meets with none that unmistakably proclaims

itself first script of all.

SOFER BEN SOFERIM

Fpat Your Pre-Exilic. . . . Your late-Italkan cursive. . . .

THE READER
In which, if any, of these made our Author first His
mark?--this, did one hope to make a mark of one's own,
one had needs discover; yet how discover? Where might one
hope to light upon an instance of the divine hand?

Fpo12- (SOFER BEN SOFERIM now turns up a page in the
Pattern Book that displays line after line of
writing so many timesgone over and struck through
as to appear, itself, an instance of some
incredibly elaborate script.

He lifts the page into the light and slowly
rotates it, seeking an angle from which this "script"
will become legible. As he does sco, we can see
that the lines of scrawl cover only the upper portion
of the page, breaking off suddenly about halfway
down the sheet in the middle of a line. The lower
half-page is blank, thus:



Unable to make anything of the scrawl, SOFER
BEN SOFERIM abruptly gives over the attempt and
resumes leafing through the Pattern Book.

Fp 12 To this puzzle, nor answer nor prospect of an answer seemed
forthcoming, until one day, turning over the leaves of his
pattern book for the thousandth time, the copyist chanced
to mark the sense of a passage always 1till now viewed soclely
as a not especially fine example of the so-called
"Rashi"-script, of exegetes preferred,

(Once more SOFER BEN SOFERIM turns up the
upper-half-scrawled, lower-half-blank page of the
Pattern Book, once more lifts it into the
light--and this time succeeds (or at any rate
persuades himself that he succeeds) in
deciphering the scrawl:)

SOFER BEN SOFERIM
(reading (?) from the Pattern Book page)
We find written: '"God looked into the Torah and created

Fplir the world." But if, as yet, world were none, what was the
composition of this Torah? Back came the reply: "It was
written in letters of Black Fire upon a ground of White Fire."

(SOFER BEN SOFERIM lets the Pattern Book

_ page sink slowly to the desktop and remains
lost in thought.)



. THE READER
What is it, Sofer, in this mystic saying holds thee thus rapt?
The extreme beauty of the figure, is it, that snares thee?
Or, more likely, the extremity of the thought itself:
this scene of ours no more but a page of writing, read back?
Fpi5 Nor on this nor this other do your thoughts at present run,

but run:

SOFER BEN SOFERIM
Was it, then, in a Palaeo-Semitic majascule or a Proto-Sinaiatic.
block-hand that He laid Black Fire to White Fire? in tongues
of Pre-Exilic slanting script or flickers of Late-Italkan

cursive that He made out His world?

THE READER
b That is: it hath upon thee broke that these fiery characters
from which a world might be read can of no hand have issued
save His, that reads them; for, as yet, apart from Him,
was neither hand nor pen nor world else. So that for one
who dreams--as dreamest thou, Sofer--to strike out, in
every stroke, after Him, to conform and in nothing depart

frorw His hand--

SOFER BEN SOFERIM
My way is clear.

(raises the hinged top of his desk, drops in
the Pattern Book, and slams the desktop down)

Let others pray sight of the Throne-Charioct, the





















































































































