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Howard Sklar: [00:00:00] I am a sick man and he must go tonight on the train to my Uncle Leo." 
"I never give to unorganized charity," Fishbein said, "but if you are hungry I will invite you downstairs in my kitchen. We are having tonight chicken with stuffed derma." 
"All I ask is thirty-five dollars for the train ticket to my uncle in California. I have already the rest." 
"Who is your uncle? How old a man?" 
"Eighty-one years, a long life to him." 
Fishbein burst into laughter. "Eighty-one years and you are sending him this halfwit." 
Mendel, flailing both arms, cried, "Please, without names." 
Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, Director of Project Narrative at The Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative Podcast. In a typical episode, a narrative theorist selects a short narrative to read and discuss with me. Today, I'll be talking with Howard Sklar, who has chosen Bernard Malamud's "Idiots [00:01:00] First," which was published in Malamud's 1963 collection with the same title. Howard Sklar is a senior university lecturer in the Department of Languages at the University of Helsinki, where he also has the title of docent, equivalent to associate professor in the United States, docent in English philology.
In addition, Howard holds the title of docent, associate professor in literary studies with a special emphasis in narrative theory at Tampere University in Finland. Howard is the author of The Art of Sympathy in Fiction: Forms of Ethical and Emotional Persuasion, published in 2013, and the author of numerous essays on subjects ranging from affective responses to narratives, to narrative ethics, from Jewish-American literature, to representations of intellectual disability.
[00:02:00] Indeed, many of Howard's essays examine the intersections of two or more of these subjects. And I'll single out his essay in The Rutledge Companion to Literature and Disability from 2020. That essay's title is "What's the Matter with Him? Intellectual Disability, Jewishness, and Stereotype in Bernard Malamud's 'Idiots First.'"
This essay will inform some of our discussion today. Howard, welcome to the podcast. 
Howard Sklar: Thank you, Jim. It's lovely to be here. 
Jim Phelan: So maybe you could say a little something about what drew you to Malamud's story as your choice for today's episode. 
Howard Sklar: I've been interested in Malamud's fiction for quite a long time. I even considered including it in my doctoral research. His stories are really evocative of a kind of a community that's not really a community. They transplanted from Eastern Europe- Right. Yeah ... in a sense. He also has the ability to create a world in a few pages, which I find really fascinating.[00:03:00] 
But his strangely sympathetic characters are what mostly interested me from the beginning. 
Jim Phelan: All right. Well, great. So anything about this story that you’d particularly like our listeners to pay attention to as you read it? 
Howard Sklar: Yeah, I'd like to focus particularly on how compressed the story is, how quickly he gets us involved in the world, how it takes us through a series of steps to its conclusion, how much is conveyed in a limited frame.
Jim Phelan: Okay. Yeah. 
Howard Sklar: And 
Jim Phelan: So Malamud as a, sort of practicing the art of brevity in this short story. 
Howard Sklar: Right. Right. And also his characters as types and what they are meant to represent. Okay. And particularly how that contrasts with the character of Isaac who happens to be an intellectually disabled character.
Jim Phelan: Okay. Excellent. So now here's Howard Sklar reading Bernard Malamud's Idiots First.
Howard Sklar: The thick ticking of the tin clock stopped. Mendel, dozing in the dark, awoke in fright. The pain [00:04:00] returned as he listened. He drew on his cold embittered clothing, and wasted minutes sitting at the edge of the bed. 
"Isaac," he ultimately sighed. In the kitchen, Isaac, his astonished mouth open, held six peanuts in his palm. He placed each on the table. "One ... two ... nine." 
He gathered each peanut and appeared in the doorway. Mendel, in loose hat and long overcoat, still sat on the bed. Isaac watched with small eyes and ears, thick hair graying the sides of his head. 
"Schlaf," he nasally said. 
"No," muttered Mendel. As if stifling he rose. "Come, Isaac." 
He wound his old watch though the sight of the stopped clock nauseated him. 
Isaac wanted to hold it to his ear. 
"No, it's late." Mendel put the watch carefully away. In the drawer he found the little paper bag of crumpled ones and fives and slipped it into his overcoat pocket. He helped Isaac on with his coat. Isaac [00:05:00] looked at one dark window, then at the other. Mendel stared at both blank windows. 
They went slowly down the darkly lit stairs, Mendel first, Isaac watching the moving shadows on the wall. To one long shadow he offered a peanut. 
"Hungrig." 
 In the vestibule the old man gazed through the thin glass. The November night was cold and bleak. Opening the door he cautiously thrust his head out. Though he saw nothing he quickly shut the door. 
"Ginzburg, that he came to see me yesterday," he whispered in Isaac's ear. 
Isaac sucked air. 
"You know who I mean?" 
Isaac combed his chin with his fingers. 
"That's the one, with the black whiskers. Don't talk to him or go with him if he asks you." 
Isaac moaned. 
"Young people he don't bother so much," Mendel said in afterthought. 
It was suppertime and the street was empty but the store windows dimly lit their way to the corner. They crossed the deserted street and went on. Isaac, with a happy cry, pointed to [00:06:00] the three golden balls. Mendel smiled but was exhausted when they got to the pawnshop. 
The pawnbroker, a red-bearded man with black horn-rimmed glasses, was eating a whitefish at the rear of the store. He craned his head, saw them, and settled back to sip his tea. 
In five minutes he came forward, patting his shapeless lips with a large white handkerchief. 
Mendel, breathing heavily, handed him the worn gold watch. 
The pawnbroker, raising his glasses, screwed in his eyepiece. He turned the watch over once. "Eight dollars." 
The dying man wet his cracked lips. "I must have thirty-five." 
"So go to Rothschild." 
"Cost me myself sixty." 
"In 1905." The pawnbroker handed back the watch. It had stopped ticking. Mendel wound it slowly. It ticked hollowly. 
"So let be eight dollars," muttered Mendel, "but where will I get the rest till tonight? 
"How much for my hat and coat?" he asked. 
"No sale." The pawnbroker went behind the [00:07:00] cage and wrote out a ticket. He locked the watch in a small drawer but Mendel still heard it ticking. 
In the street he slipped the eight dollars into the paper bag, then searched in his pockets for a scrap of writing. Finding it, he strained to read the address by the light of the street lamp. 
As they trudged to the subway, Mendel pointed to the sprinkled sky. 
"Isaac, look how many stars are tonight." 
"Eggs," said Isaac. 
"First we will go to Mr. Fishbein, after we will eat." 
They got off the train in upper Manhattan and had to walk several blocks before they located Fishbein's house. 
"A regular palace," murmured, looking forward to a moment's warmth. 
 Isaac stared uneasily at the heavy door of the house. 
Mendel rang. The servant, a man with long sideburns, came to the door and said Mr. and Mrs. Fishbein were dining and could see no one. 
"He should eat in peace but we will wait till he finishes." 
"Come back tomorrow morning. Tomorrow morning Mr. Fishbein will talk to you. He don't do [00:08:00] business or charity at this time of the night." 
"Charity I am not interested-" 
"Come back tomorrow." 
"Tell him it's life or death-" 
"Whose life or death?" 
"So if not his, then mine." 
"Don't be such a big smart aleck." 
"Look me in my face," said Mendel, "and tell me if I got time till tomorrow morning?" 
The servant stared at him, then at Isaac, and reluctantly let them in. 
The foyer was a vast high-ceilinged room with many oil paintings on the walls, voluminous silken draperies, a thick flowered rug at foot, and a marble staircase. 
Mr. Fishbein, a paunchy bald-headed man with hairy nostrils and small patent-leather feet, ran lightly down the stairs, a large napkin tucked under a tuxedo coat button. He stopped on the fifth step from the bottom and examined his visitors. 
"Who comes on Friday night to a man that he has guests, to spoil him his supper?"
"Excuse me that I bother you, Mr. Fishbein," Mendel said. "If I didn't come now I couldn't come tomorrow." 
"Without more preliminaries, please state your [00:09:00] business. I'm a hungry man." 
"Hungrig," wailed Isaac. 
Fishbein adjusted his pince-nez. "What's the matter with him?" 
"This is my son Isaac. He is like this all his life." 
Isaac mewled. 
"I am sending him to California." 
"I am a sick man and he must go tonight on the train to my Uncle Leo." 
"I never give to unorganized charity," Fishbein said, "but if you are hungry I will invite you downstairs in my kitchen. We are having tonight chicken with stuffed derma." 
"All I ask is thirty-five dollars for the train ticket to my uncle in California. I have already the rest." 
"Who is your uncle? How old a man?" 
"Eighty-one years, a long life to him." 
Fishbein burst into laughter. "Eighty-one years and you are sending him this halfwit." 
Mendel, flailing both arms, cried, "Please, without names." Fishbein politely conceded. 
"Where is open the door there we go in the house," the sick man said. "If you will kindly give me thirty-five dollars, God will bless you. What is thirty-five [00:10:00] dollars to Mr. Fishbein? Nothing. To me, for my boy, is everything." 
Fishbein drew himself up to his tallest height. 
"Private contributions I don't make-only to institutions. This is my fixed policy." 
Mendel sank to his creaking knees on the rug. "Please, Mr. Fishbein, if not thirty-five, give maybe twenty."
"Levinson!" Fishbein angrily called. 
The servant with the long sideburns appeared at the top of the stairs.
"Show this party where is the door-unless he wishes to partake food before leaving the premises."
"For what I got chicken won't cure it," Mendel said. 
"This way if you please," said Levinson, descending. 
Isaac assisted his father up. 
"Take him to an institution," Fishbein advised over the marble balustrade. He ran quickly up the stairs and they were at once outside, buffeted by winds. 
The walk to the subway was tedious. The wind blew mournfully.
Mendel, breathless, glanced furtively at shadows. Isaac, clutching his peanuts in his [00:11:00] frozen fist, clung to his father’s side. They entered a small park to rest for a minute on a stone bench under a leafless two branched tree. The thick right branch was raised the thin left one hung down. A very pale moon rose slowly. So did a stranger as they approached the bench.
"Gut yuntif," he said hoarsely.
Mendel, drained of blood, waved his wasted arms. Isaac yowled sickly
Then a bell chimed and it was only ten. Mendel let out a piercing anguished cry as the bearded stranger disappeared into the bushes. A policeman came running and, though he beat the bushes with his nightstick, could turn up nothing. Mendel and Isaac hurried out of the little park. When Mendel glanced back the dead tree had its thin arm raised, the thick one down. He moaned.
They boarded a trolley, stopping at the home of a former friend but he had died years ago. On the same block they went into a cafeteria and ordered two fried eggs for Isaac. The tables were crowded except where a heavyset man [00:12:00] sat eating soup with kasha. After one look at him they left in haste, although Isaac wept.
Mendel had another address on a slip of paper but the house was too far away, in Queens, so they stood in a doorway shivering.
What can I do, he frantically thought, in one short hour?
He remembered the furniture in the house. It was junk but might bring a few dollars. "Come, Isaac." They went once more to the pawnbroker's to talk to him, but the shop was dark and an iron gate--rings and gold watches glinting through it--was drawn tight across the place of business.
They huddled behind a telephone pole, both freezing. Isaac whimpered.
"See the big moon, Isaac. The whole sky is white.”
He pointed but Isaac wouldn't look.
Mendel dreamed for a minute of the sky lit up, long sheets of light in all directions. Under the sky, in California, sat Uncle Leo drinking tea with lemon. Mendel felt warm but woke up cold.
Across the street stood an ancient brick synagogue.
He pounded on the [00:13:00] huge door but no one appeared. He waited till he had breath and desperately knocked again. At last there were footsteps within, and the synagogue door creaked open on its massive brass hinges.
A darkly dressed sexton, holding a dripping candle, glared at them. 
"Who knocks this time of night with so much noise on the synagogue door?" 
Mendel told the sexton his troubles.
"Please, I would like to speak to the rabbi." 
"The rabbi is an old man. He sleeps now. His wife won't let you see him. Go home and come back tomorrow." 
"To tomorrow I said goodbye already. I am a dying man." 
Though the sexton seemed doubtful he pointed to an old wooden house next door. "In there he lives." He disappeared into the synagogue with his lit candle casting shadows around him. 
Mendel, with Isaac clutching his sleeve, went up the wooden steps and rang the bell. After five minutes a big-faced, gray-haired bulky woman came out on the porch with a torn robe thrown over her night dress. She said the rabbi was sleeping and could not be waked. [00:14:00] 
But as she was insisting, the rabbi himself tottered to the door. He listened a minute and said, "Who wants to see me let them come in." 
They entered a cluttered room. The rabbi was an old skinny man with bent shoulders and a wisp of white beard. He wore a flannel night gown and black skullcap; his feet were bare. 
"Vey is mir," his wife muttered. "Put on shoes or tomorrow comes sure pneumonia." She was a woman with a big belly, years younger than her husband. Staring at Isaac, she turned away. 
Mendel apologetically related his errand. "All I need more is thirty-five dollars." 
"Thirty-five?" said the rabbi's wife. "Why not thirty-five thousand? Who has so much money? My husband is a poor rabbi. The doctors take away every penny." 
"Dear friend," said the rabbi, "if I had I would give you."
"I got already seventy," Mendel said, heavy-hearted. "All I need more is thirty-five.”
"God will give you," said the rabbi. 
"In the grave," said Mendel. "I need tonight. Come, Isaac." 
[00:15:00] "Wait," called the rabbi. 
He hurried inside, came out with a fur-lined caftan, and handed it to Mendel. 
"Yascha," shrieked his wife, "not your new coat!" 
"I got my old one. Who needs two coats for one body?" 
"Who can go among poor people, tell me, in a new coat?" 
"Yascha," she cried, "what can this man do with your coat?”
“He needs tonight the money. The pawnbrokers are asleep." 
" So let him wake them up." 
"No." She grabbed the coat from Mendel. 
He held on to a sleeve, wrestling her for the coat. Her I know, Mendel thought. "Shylock," he muttered. Her eyes glittered. 
The rabbi groaned and tottered dizzily. His wife cried out as Mendel yanked the coat from her hands. 
"Run," cried the rabbi. 
"Run, Isaac." 
They ran out of the house and down the steps. 
"Stop, you thief," called the rabbi's wife. 
The rabbi pressed both hands to his temples and fell to the floor. 
"Help!" his wife wept. "Heart attack! Help!" 
But Mendel and Isaac ran through the streets with the rabbi's new fur-lined caftan. After them [00:16:00] noiselessly ran Ginzburg. 
It was very late when Mendel bought the train ticket in the only booth open. 
There was no time to stop for a sandwich so Isaac ate his peanuts and they hurried to the train in the vast deserted station. 
"So in the morning," Mendel gasped as they ran, "there comes a man that he sells sandwiches and coffee. Eat but get change. When reaches California the train, will be waiting for you on the station Uncle Leo. If you don't recognize him he will recognize you. Tell him I send best regards." 
But when they arrived at the gate to the platform it was shut, the light out. 
Mendel, groaning, beat on the gate with his fists. 
"Too late," said the uniformed ticket collector, a bulky, bearded man with hairy nostrils and a fishy smell. 
He pointed to the station clock. "Already past twelve." 
"But I see standing there still the train," Mendel said, hopping in his grief. 
"It just left-in one more minute." 
"A minute is enough. Just open the gate." 
"Too late I told you." 
Mendel socked his bony chest with both [00:17:00] hands. "With my whole heart I beg you this little favor." 
"Favors you had enough already. For you the train is gone. You shoulda been dead already at midnight. I told you that yesterday. This is the best I can do." 
"Ginzburg!" Mendel shrank from him. 
" Who else?" The voice was metallic, eyes glittered, the expression amused. 
"For myself," the old man begged, "I don't ask a thing. But what will happen to my boy?" 
Ginzburg shrugged slightly. "What will happen happens. This isn't my responsibility. I got enough to think about without worrying about somebody on one cylinder." 
"What then is your responsibility?" 
"To create conditions. To make happen what happens. I ain't in the anthropomorphic business." 
"Whatever business you in, where is your pity?" 
"This ain't my commodity. The law is the law." 
"Which law is this?" 
"The cosmic universal law, goddamnit, the one I got to follow myself." 
"What kind of a law is it?" cried Mendel. "For godsake, don't you understand what I went through in my life with this poor [00:18:00] boy? Look at him. For thirty-nine years, since the day he was born, I wait for him to grow up, but he don't. Do you understand what this means in a father's heart? Why don't you let him go to his uncle?" His voice had risen and he was shouting. 
Isaac mewled loudly. 
"Better calm down or you'll hurt somebody's feelings," Ginzburg said with a wink toward Isaac. 
"All my life," Mendel cried, his body trembling, "what did I have? I was poor. I suffered from my health. When I worked I worked too hard. When I didn't work was worse. My wife died a young woman. But I didn't ask from anybody nothing. Now I ask a small favor. Be so kind, Mr. Ginzburg." 
The ticket collector was picking his teeth with a matchstick. 
"You ain't the only one, my friend, some got it worse than you. That's how it goes in this country." 
"You dog you." Mendel lunged at Ginzburg's throat and began to choke. "You bastard, don't you understand what it means human?" 
They struggled nose to nose. Ginzburg, though his astonished eyes bulged, began to laugh. "You pipsqueak nothing. I'll [00:19:00] freeze you to pieces." 
His eyes lit in rage and Mendel felt an unbearable cold like an icy dagger invading his body, all of his parts shriveling. 
Now I die without helping Isaac. 
A crowd gathered. Isaac yelped in fright. 
Clinging to Ginzburg in his last agony Mendel saw reflected in the ticket collector’s eyes the depth of his terror. But be saw that Ginzburg, staring at himself in Mendel's eyes, mirrored in them the extent of his own awful wrath. He beheld a shimmering starry blinding light that produced darkness.
Ginzburg looked astounded. "Who me?'
His grip on the squirming old man slowly loosened, and Mendel, his heart barely beating, slumped to the ground.
"Go," Ginzburg muttered, "take him to the train." 
"Let pass” he commanded a guard.
The crowd parted. Isaac helped his father up and they tottered down the steps to the platform where the train waited, lit and ready to go.
Mendel found Isaac a coach seat and hastily [00:20:00] embraced him. "Help Uncle Leo, Isaakil. Also remember your father and mother."
"Be nice to him,' he said to the conductor. 'Show him where everything is.”
He waited on the platform until the train began slowly to move.
Isaac sat at the edge of his seat, his face strained in the direction of his journey. When the train was gone, Mendel ascended the stairs to see what had become of Ginzburg.
Jim Phelan: Okay, excellent, Howard. I really think the ending is so powerful. Now we'll want to dig into that, I think. But maybe let's start with your interest in Malamud's representation of Isaac. What are some of the details of that representation that stand out, and the kind of questions they raise for you?
Howard Sklar: A lot of my research over the last 10 years has dealt with looking at a variety of intellectually disabled characters in fiction. I had read this story many years before I had that interest. And I read it just as one of Malamud’s kind [00:21:00] of types 
in fiction. but when I read it again with that other kind of focus in mind- I began to see how different in certain ways Isaac was from the other characters in the story. Though all of them are types, even stereotypes, and they're all, in a way, Jewish stereotypes, Isaac somehow lacks even that depth.
There are moments where he transcends that, and we can get into that in a moment, but I was in some ways concerned by the fact that he was different and what that says to readers perhaps who are not familiar with intellectual disability or don't have experience of people with intellectual disabilities, like many portrayals in fiction I think a lot of people's knowledge of intellectual disability comes from media, from- stories, from films and so forth. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Good. Yeah, I mean, and, the title, of course, is quite striking, right? It, it, it uses the term idiots first, to frame the story for you, for readers in general, do you [00:22:00] think? And then especially when it's followed so quickly with the initial characterization of Isaac counting the peanuts what seems to be happening there? 
Howard Sklar: In thinking about this story further, I realized that, it speaks to Mendel's priority, he, that he prioritizes the safety of his so-called idiot son and so he's first because, his importance is greater than Mendel's own wellbeing.
Jim Phelan: Okay. Yeah, 
Howard Sklar: And so in, in a sense even though mostly we, develop our sympathy throughout the story for Mendel as he takes- Uh-huh ... particular actions- Right ... moving towards the conclusion, it’s through him that we also feel for Isaac. 
Jim Phelan: I think what you're suggesting is the importance of both words in the title- 
Howard Sklar: Right ... 
Jim Phelan: and even that the second word sort of invites us to reconsider the first one, right? I agree. I mean- Idiot. Well, no, that's not adequate, and especially when we see how Mendel prioritizes, [00:23:00] as you say Isaac.c
Howard Sklar: Well, the question that keeps coming up at all the people who reject Mendel throughout the story- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah ... 
Howard Sklar: What's the matter with him? Right. In a certain way, he is resisting that characterization of, of Isaac. He sees him as not having developed beyond a certain point.
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Howard Sklar: But at the same time, he also sees him as a full person and-to the point where he's willing to lose his life in the pursuit of sending him on his way. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. And I mean, and he explicitly calls out Fishbein, right? When Fishbein, calls Isaac a halfwit, right? Right. And then Mendel says “Please, without names." 
Howard Sklar: Right. 
Jim Phelan: Right? and flailing his arms, right? And cries, right? 
Howard Sklar: there are a number of gestures like that that really give you a sense of Mendel's character. The fact that he flails his arms or beats his chest or hops on his feet.
There's a couple of times when he's so concerned that he's not going to make the train on time. 
Jim Phelan: Well, maybe this would be a good time also to talk a little bit more about you mentioned ways in which Malamud [00:24:00] represents Isaac as beyond the stereotype.
So maybe in terms of his agency or other aspects of the representation, what sort of stands out for you? 
Howard Sklar: There's... something that I just realized in rereading the story again today, is that when he asks Isaac if he remembers who Ginzburg is, he rubs his chin- Yeah as though pointing to the whiskers. So he's, cognizant of what this person is and what he looks like. And he also helps his father up into critical moments when he is down on his knees at Fishbein's home, and then again when he's fallen to the ground at the station.
And these show like a reciprocal concern that-somehow Isaac takes a certain responsibility for his father, whether he sees it as that is another question. Right, 
Jim Phelan: right ... 
Howard Sklar: In my article that there was the quote that I had from Michael Berube where he talked about how he distinguishes different intellectually disabled characters as those who are... yeah, [00:25:00] he calls it an ethics of narrative for which, quote, "The animating question will be what the character with an intellectual disability knows or can know about the narrative that he or she inhabits."
Jim Phelan: Okay. 
Howard Sklar: I found that don't know if I necessarily expect all characters to live up to that in a way…
Jim Phelan: right. 
Howard Sklar: …but I think it's an interesting observation about how we can maybe start to think about characters- 
Jim Phelan: Right, 
Howard Sklar: whether or not they are, full participants or just sort of simplified embodiments or whatever. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, and so given what you were saying before about Isaac, he seems to have at least some knowledge of the narrative that's going on or he's not totally passive or not totally in this position of just doing whatever Mendel says and never acting on his own, right?
Howard Sklar: Right, exactly. It's kind of countered of course by some of the kind of overtly simplified things like the counting that you mentioned earlier, the one to nine.
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah.
Howard Sklar: Which I almost thought was a unnecessary kind [00:26:00] of too quick way of kind of getting us to figure out that this character has a disability.
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Right. I mean, it goes back to your opening remarks about the compression. It is very efficient, but maybe it's not necessary or too crude in a way...
Howard Sklar: Right, exactly.
Jim Phelan: ... even as it's efficient. Yeah. Good. 
Howard Sklar: If you think about a character like Fishbein just to talk about this compression further, It's a masterfully drawn character within the space of a few paragraphs. we see both his wealth and his uncomfortable fit with that wealth because he's got the napkin in his tuxedo and hair coming out of his nostrils, he seems not quite to fit that environment. 
Jim Phelan: And even with sort of what he's willing to do, how he responds, right? He's got this policy, right?
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm.
Jim Phelan: Institutions only, right? But at the same time he's not insensitive. Like, "Well, I could… like… would you like a meal?" Right? I could share my food with you," right? [00:27:00]
Howard Sklar: Right.
Jim Phelan: So it's like, it's almost like, as you're saying, he's uncomfortable in this position that he has. Like, how do I negotiate my wealth, in a way? 
Howard Sklar: Right. Yeah.
Jim Phelan: Yeah.
Howard Sklar: No, that makes sense to me. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, or maybe we can talk a little about some of the other characters, like the pawnbroker and then the scene at the rabbi's house, and then we go on to the ending. 
Howard Sklar: Right.
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Howard Sklar: The pawnbroker’s kind of interesting because this is, as you have pointed out, it's maybe the shortest scene- of all of them, but somehow captures his essence in a very short time. He looks over at them from behind the table where he's eating whitefish and then makes them wait for five minutes when they're at night. And so we get a series of insensitive characters that they're facing. There's the insensitivity of the pawnbroker, the insensitivity of Fishbein, the insensitivity of the rabbi's wife. And then the rabbi's wife who and the rabbi who in a way is another type. He's the kind of [00:28:00] wheezened old- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah ... 
Howard Sklar: wise but compassionate rabbi. But I think that that's the moment when the story turns, in a sense, because, his willingness to extend himself to help them then makes the rest of the story possible.
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Howard Sklar: It's like the vehicle for the rest of the narrative. And ,Yeah, it's I think that, somehow it captures what Mendel is experiencing
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, yeah ... 
Howard Sklar: at first he doesn't see a way of helping—
Jim Phelan: And when you were reading it today, I noticed which is that if we think about the sequence, and then we think about sort of the nature of the interactions between the pawnbroker, Fishbein, the rabbi, and Mendel, right?
With the pawnbroker, right, we have, okay, eight dollars, right? And Mendel doesn't... He said, "Oh, I paid 60," right? But, the pawnbroker doesn't negotiate, right? and Mendel just accepts $8. With Fishbein, right, he says 35 [00:29:00] and then Fishbein says owning institutions and so on, and then Mendel says, "Well, what about 20?"
Again, it doesn't work, but at least there's a little bit more sort of, I don't know if it's the desperation or whatever, right? And then with the rabbi and the rabbi's wife, right, he ends up pulling the coat really out of the rabbi's wife's hands, right? So that, this interesting sequence of Mendel exercising more agency in each.
And then with the rabbi and the rabbi's wife the rabbi collapses and- 
Howard Sklar: Right ... 
Jim Phelan: but he's just going. They leave. It- Yeah, go ahead. 
Howard Sklar: It, it w- that moment was startling to me too because it it showed a certain determination in him that we hadn't seen earlier.
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Howard Sklar: We went from desperation to determination and-
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Good
Howard Sklar: We kind of see that in a way in the final scene as well because it goes from him imploring Ginzburg to let him buy it to him attacking Ginzburg. 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Howard Sklar: So. 
Jim Phelan: I think just to draw out something [00:30:00] that you alluded to, the way in which Malamud handles the time, right?
So this all takes place this one night, over a course of a couple hours, Right. At one point we get a marker that it's 10:00. another, I think it's just midnight, right? But then we have these discrete scenes, and each scene is a little bit longer than the previous one, right?
And then the longest one is the one at the end with Ginzburg. But maybe before we talk about that scene itself, we should say a little bit more about Ginzburg again and how you see him when his different appearances in the story before we get to him at the train station. So we get the warning in the beginning that you mentioned.
Howard Sklar: I've kind of wrestled with different interpretations of him because the first time I read the story, I thought of him as the manifestation of death or as the angel of death. But now I see him more as an emissary, that he's the, chosen for this task. And because he in [00:31:00] a sense failed at that task at the end, that he was taken instead.
I kind of see him- In a certain way as a shape-shifter too that he takes on different characters. He plays different roles throughout the story. He's the ticket taker there's something of that too. Maybe he is death personified.
I, I just don't know.
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Howard Sklar: What do you think? 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, well, I think one of the things that's especially surprising is that we see him running after Mendel and Isaac once they leave the rabbi's, right? 
Howard Sklar: Right.
Jim Phelan: It's like, where did that come from? We get the early marker of him, right?
The advice that's given in dialogue, so it's a interesting kind of combination. But then suddenly he's here, and it's like, where is that, right? And then, he's the ticket taker, and Mendel doesn't recognize him at first, right? And the whole thing, this is a little fanciful I think, but it put me in mind of the Little Red Riding Hood story, right?
He's, he's the [00:32:00] big ba- I mean he's not the big bad wolf, but there's a certain kind of similarity, right? 
Howard Sklar: Right. 
Jim Phelan: Where's the warning. There's the encounter. It's not a real encounter, but at least there's the witnessing of them, there's the racing ahead to beat them, and then there's the encounter where he does seem to be willing to have them die or have Mendel die. "You should've died yesterday, I told you." and then we have the confrontation, right? So, I mean, I'm not saying that this is an allegory or a match, but there's something about the almost the fairytale quality of Ginzburg, what you talk about with the shape-shifting and- 
Howard Sklar: Right
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, 
Howard Sklar: I was just going to say that I think that his stories have a kind of quality of a folktale in a way. And they... I mean, he's drawing on sort of older Yiddish folktale styles but reinterpreting that style for a modern reader.
And so I see it as completely plausible that he could be drawing on those kind of folk or fairytale traditions. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, [00:33:00] yeah. 
Howard Sklar: And I think that even the place where they live is... I mean, we know that it's New York because it's mentioned. 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Howard Sklar: But there's also a certain quality of, except when they're traveling someplace, there's a quality of this community unto itself.
Jim Phelan: Yeah.
Howard Sklar: And and it feels like at times, because everyone's speaking with this kind of Yiddishized English-
Jim Phelan: Right.
Howard Sklar:… it seems almost like a shtetl, an Eastern European Jewish community which most of these characters would have fled from or have moved from.
Jim Phelan: Yeah.
Howard Sklar: So I think that that creates this kind of insulated or he's created a world in a sense that.. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, world within the world, right?
Howard Sklar: Right. Exactly.
Jim Phelan: Nice. Yeah.
I think too just in talking about the sequence of Mendel and being more determined, right? The playing out of the scene at this train station, right? So first there's the realization, oh, this is Ginzburg, right?
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm.
Jim Phelan: And [00:34:00] then there's Mendel making the appeals to his humanity basically.
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm.
Jim Phelan: Right? All of which fail, right? It's almost like he's talking to the pawnbroker again, or even a harsher version
Howard Sklar: Right
Jim Phelan:... of the pawnbroker. And then the determined Mendel turns on him, right? Becomes aggressive, right? lunges at his throat. "You dog you!" Right? And it goes like that, right?
And then this just really, for me, very striking passage "clinging to Ginzburg in his last agony, Mendel saw reflected in the ticket collector's eyes the depth of his terror." But he saw that Ginzburg staring at himself in Mendel's eyes saw mirrored in them the extent of his own awful wrath.
Howard Sklar: Right. 
Jim Phelan: "He beheld a shimmering, starry, blinding light that produced a darkness." So and you talk about this a little bit in your essay, this idea of the [00:35:00] short story with the epiphany. 
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm. 
Jim Phelan: Right? And so this would be kind of the epiphanic moment, but maybe we could unpack that a little bit more.
Howard Sklar: It's a remarkable passage that you just read, and I think that it really, this feeling of both of them recognizing themselves in the other is is is remarkable in that it kind of leads to the ultimate collapse of the tension between them
Jim Phelan: Right, right
Howard Sklar: ... in a sense. 
Jim Phelan: Right.
Howard Sklar: And and
Jim Phelan: Right. So in a way, we really have to say that it's that Ginzburg has an epiphany, right? I mean, that, that-
Howard Sklar: He does.
Jim Phelan: and that's what leads him to say, "Okay, go ahead," right? 
Howard Sklar: Right. 
Jim Phelan: and I think we can also say Mendel has the epiphany too. It's this collective kind of shared thing in that moment, which is partly why Mendel comes back at the end 
Howard Sklar: Right.
Jim Phelan: to see, what had become of Ginzburg. 
Howard Sklar: Yeah, I was just going to say that... I hadn't seen it that way before, but I see that that's connected to that moment where he sees himself in the other. And that final [00:36:00] line after just the pathos of him leaving his son for the last time on the train- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah
Howard Sklar: that final line of him going back to see what had become of Ginzburg was very moving to me because I thought, this is the person who has pursued him, who was preventing him, in a sense from accomplishing his mission and 
Jim Phelan: Right ... 
Howard Sklar: making sure his son was secure after he left and, even though Ginzburg earlier wasn't able to have pity for him, he does for him now. 
Jim Phelan: Right. And the recognition of that, right. it's kind of a beautiful extension of the Mendel we've seen who cares for Isaac so much. 
Howard Sklar: Right. 
Jim Phelan: Right? And then he's had this transformative encounter with Ginzburg even though if we think about the kind of degree of closure at the end- 
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm ... 
Jim Phelan: On the one hand, we have a sort of strong closure in the sense that he succeeds in getting Isaac on the train. 
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm. 
Jim Phelan: Right? But then we have this question about what had become of Ginzburg, but the fact that [00:37:00] Mendel is going to find out- 
Howard Sklar: Right
Jim Phelan: is like this beautiful extension of his character, I think. 
Howard Sklar: It's lovely. Yeah, I really think that it does complete the sensibility of the entire story, which is to convey this feeling for the other. And, I wanted to comment on the idea of pity because there's, different ways that pity is used as we've talked about in the past in my dissertation and all that.
Jim Phelan: Right, right, right. Just a little footnote for our listeners, right? Howard and I first met when he invited me to be the opponent for his dissertation defense in Finland, 
Howard Sklar: Yeah. 
Jim Phelan: So we’ve been friends since then. 
Howard Sklar: Yeah, it was a great experience. And the question came up, about whether pity is sympathy. Yeah. And when he says to Ginzburg, "Have you no pity?" I think that there are moments in this story where pity means sympathy.
Jim Phelan: Uh-huh. Yeah, yeah.
Howard Sklar: Where he means it to a greater extension of care to the other. And there are moments where pity means simply feeling sorry for someone [00:38:00] But I think that the sense in which Malamud means it in this story is more on the line of sympathy. 
Jim Phelan: Absolutely, yeah. And it's coming from Mendel, I mean, that's what it's got to be suggesting. Have you no fellow feeling? Have you no recognition of need here and possibility of doing something and, well, yeah. 
Howard Sklar: Exactly. 
Jim Phelan: Before we conclude, anything final about Isaac? Does having everything that we've talked about the rest of the story, you want to say any more about Isaac? I mean, I think to some degree you're talking about that in terms of the mood of the story as a whole. But any final thoughts on Isaac? 
Howard Sklar: Well, I think in comparison with my take in my article, you've kind of helped me to see more of what Isaac is capable of doing, his agency in the story. Sure. I think I see more agency in him than I did when I was analyzing him earlier. Of course he is, as we talked about earlier, he's an extension of Mendel in a certain [00:39:00] sense, and he doesn't have a lot of autonomy beyond him.
But at the same time, there are these moments of care that fit in with the entire picture of the nature of their relationship- which I find- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah ... 
Howard Sklar: very touching and also significant in terms of a representation of an intellectually disabled character. So- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah.
Maybe the last description is worth pausing over, right? 
Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm. 
Jim Phelan: "Isaac sat at the edge of his seat, his face strained in the direction of his journey,” right? 
Howard Sklar: Yeah. 
Jim Phelan: So what kind of commentary would you make about that? 
Howard Sklar: Well, like the last line of the story as well, both of those lines where Mendel goes back to help Ginzberg and also when Isaac is preparing for his journey, they both leave me with that kind of sense of uncertainty
Jim Phelan: Yes.
Howard Sklar: and, almost anxiety about what will happen to them, I remember when I first read David Copperfield, and I remember was it the Murdstones, or I can't remember the name.
 Jim Phelan: Yeah, Murdstones.
Howard Sklar: Yeah. when they sailed off to Australia, [00:40:00] and I was thinking in the late 19th century, that was like goodbye forever.
Jim Phelan: Yeah, right.
Howard Sklar: Yeah, and it was kind of like I was thinking, oh what will happen to them? How will their journey go? Yeah. And, this lack of resolution is something that I think is very powerful in Malamud. and at the same time a little bit haunting because I think that it leaves us with the expectation to want to know more perhaps. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. And you can tell me if you think this is a little bit of an over-reading, but the idea of Malamud's narrator saying, "His face strained in the direction of his journey”
 Howard Sklar: Mm-hmm.
Jim Phelan: is going back to Michael Berube's point kind of implicit message about him being aware of- 
Howard Sklar: Mmm? Nice
Jim Phelan:...next steps and some of what's going to happen to me, right? And it's not like he’s-
Howard Sklar: I can see that, yeah.
Jim Phelan:. Yeah, yeah.
Howard Sklar: I, I definitely think that he's wondering.
Yeah. I mean, his father has just left him- 
Jim Phelan: Right
Howard Sklar: and said goodbye to him.
Jim Phelan: Right
Howard Sklar: And you can imagine how few times that, that has happened in their lives [00:41:00] together- 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, right, right ... 
Howard Sklar: where he said goodbye to him. Yeah, 
Jim Phelan: yeah. 
Howard Sklar: So that's a nice reading. 
Jim Phelan: I mean, I think it m- it makes sense, and it fits with the other sort of moments of agency and perception and so on that we've seen with Isaac-
Howard Sklar: Right
Jim Phelan: that we've talked about. Anything else? Anything we haven't touched on that you were hoping we'd get to? 
Howard Sklar: I just want to emphasize the idea of Malamud’s skill in constructing this world quickly. I think that he's kind of become somewhat of a forgotten writer in a certain sense. I mean, I don't see so many studies about him these days. And I find his short fiction much more evocative in a certain way than his novels, which are impressive in a different way, but I think he was a master of the short story, and I think they're deserving of, narrative theoretical attention, I think.
Jim Phelan: Okay. Well, you've given it some excellent attention here on the podcast, so.
Howard Sklar: Yes.
Jim Phelan: Thank you for that. and just thanks for being such a good guest. And I want to thank our listeners and remind you that [00:42:00] we'd appreciate your feedback, which you can send to us by email at project narrative, one word, @osu.edu, or on our Facebook page, or to our Twitter/X account, which is @PNOhioState.
I'll also remind you that you can find more than 55 additional episodes of the podcast at the Project Narrative website or on Apple Podcasts, and if you listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us. And if you say nice things, that will help us get more listeners, so thank you for that. And thank you for listening.

