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THE GOLEM OF GOLAH










         Serge Liberman
‘Praised be Joseph!’
‘Blessed be Joseph!’
‘Sanctified be he!’
So did the people of Golah cry as they teemed from every doorway, lane, recess and yard to greet my band of returning fighters at the town’s main gate with song, dance and thanksgiving prayer when we delivered it from the western Maaravites who had come to wage war against us. Unhindered either by my crudity of form or by the enemy’s blood congealed thickly upon me, there were those who, like the midwife Chaya and fish-seller Zillah, fell about my neck and lapped me with kisses and tears, and others, poor and well-to-do alike, who pressed upon me ornamented silver plates, jewel-boxes, wine-cups and candelabra from their own most valued heirlooms, countering my resistance to accept them, insisting that even these were but humble reward for the ransom of their lives, their families and their homes.

And there were other cries.

‘Never again shall we have anything to fear!’
‘A new chapter in our people’s history has just begun!’
‘We may yet see the coming of the Messiah in our time!’
Yes, the coming of the Messiah in our time …
Master Judah’s words precisely.

Precisely the words of my master, Rabbi Judah, when he stood before me upon my completion and gave me my name.

But where was Master Judah, my good Master Judah who, before I had left with my brigade, had blessed me and declared, ‘Come back in victory, Joseph, and I will be the first to receive you at the gate’, he who was to be the first of all Golah’s townspeople – the women, the children, the aged and the ailing – who had turned out in their multitude?
It had happened – as recorded in Golah’s archives overseen at the time by Naphtali, the town’s meticulous and ever-dependable scribe – that, one month before this engagement in battle, Golah’s Council of Elders had been delivered an inventory of demands by the Maaravites to the west relating to border concessions, free transit through Golah to the iron-rich quarries and the irrigation waters of our River Shaltai along our east, together with favoured terms of trade, on pain of gaining these by massed force and terror should our Council of Elders not comply. Golah’s Council became thereby confronted with a grave dilemma. To accede to its neighbour’s demands would in time so impoverish and enfeeble Golah that it would risk being swallowed up entire into Maarav’s own realm or carved up by any or all of its other rapacious neighbours; while not to accede would be to confront invasion and conquest by Maarav’s indubitably larger, mightier and fuller-equipped combative force. Maarav’s emissaries had been none too subtle about their punitive intent.

 Golah’s councillors, having debated the matter at length and in depth, relented in the spirit of compromise to the demands in principle, but subject to receiving from Maarav itemised reciprocated rights in return coupled with just compensation for the projected losses to itself. The Maaravites were not moved. They declined all overtures of negotiation and summarily rejected anything other than total and unconditional compliance, it having in the meantime become known through Golah’s military intelligence that its western neighbour was already well advanced in mobilising its army.

Whereupon the Council, short of capitulation, remained without option other than to do likewise, there looming over it the heavy despondency of despair.
On the Council of Elders sat Rabbi Judah, Golah’s spiritual head, far advanced in age and of wide learning, who, whenever earlier adversities had confronted Golah during his tenure, would appease the fretful populace with his heartening signature assurance, ‘The Almighty who is abundant in mercy will hold out His hand,’ even as he worked avidly with his fellow Councillors towards negotiated remedial outcomes despite the Maaravites’ declared intransigence.
The Maaravites, however, were not an adversary whose threats could be readily overcome and, although Rabbi Judah did not resile from his stolid reliance on the Almighty, he together with his fellow Elders was challenged in seeking to avert the awesome catastrophe that menaced Golah, which his dynastic forebears had guided for eight generations past.

And it happened one night that, in the course of fitful sleep, he had awoken with a start from a dream. So vivid was it, so stark, that he rose from his bed there and then, dressed quickly and, not to waken his wife, quietly slipped into the lukewarm night outside. By the light of a lantern, abetted by a full moon, he set about with wheelbarrow and spade to mound a mass of damp clay from his garden which he then wheeled to a grotto at the rear of his house. There, by lantern-light, and recalling instructions and prayers that he had at one time gleaned from a little-known treatise by a now-obscure scholar, he proceeded to knead and scrape and shape the clods of clay into its intended form. The outcome was a compact, rugged and broad-shouldered human-like figure of such pugnacious grotesquery that, merely to take a glimpse of it – so had our assiduous scribe Naphtali written – would cause the hardest heart to weaken and quake with terror. Then, with his labour over, Rabbi Judah, thickly caked with clay and with his nails chapped raw and beard knotted with mud, stood back to survey his creation. Contented by his work, he approached it, placed his lips upon its lips, breathed breath into its mouth and, in a last act, reaching out a finger towards it, inscribed a notation upon its brow.

Thus was I created, a living being with breath and sight, hearing, speech and movement of my own.

Rabbi Judah then retreated a step and, as I stood before him in that grotto with the wheelbarrow now emptied and ourselves surrounded by cast-off shards of drying clay, he scanned my visage with eyes in which there flickered the light of the lantern that he had brought, and spoke.

His tone was soft, his words clear, their flow measured.
‘From hereon,’ he said, ‘Joseph will be your name. If I have parted you from your earthen state at this time, it has been for a profound and pressing purpose. That purpose is to defend our province and its people. Very soon, our Maaravite neighbours will mount an assault upon us and, although we possess a fighting force of our own, it is severely undermanned and underarmed, for our menfolk are in the main scholars and tradesmen, stall-keepers and merchants in few of whom resides the hardier stuff of fighting men. The task that I therefore place upon you – upon you, whom neither fire nor water, nor cannon nor poison can ever master – is to lead our humble battalion against those Maaravites in order to break them and to beat them back, thereby saving our homes from destruction, our people from slaughter, our women from humiliation and our children from compulsion to bend their knees before their pagan gods – and hence by thwarting them, to hasten the coming of the Messiah, the eternal redemption of our people and the banishment of all evil from the world.’
I nodded, for through the breath of his breath into the figure that he had formed, he had given me not only life but also understanding.

And he resumed.

‘Through you, Joseph mine, vested with the invincible might that is now within you and with the beneficent help of the Almighty, may our people triumph over our enemies massing even now against us, after which, with abiding peace having been won, as I have this night separated you from the earth with which I have formed you, so will I return you to your natural state.’
And he said further, ‘Until then, you will live with my family in quarters at the rear of my home, I will teach you the ways of our people of whom you are now a part and you will be a help wherever your strength is needed both in my household and to other needful kinsmen throughout Golah.’
Rabbi Judah – Master Judah, as he was himself to be from now on – paused, scanned my face by the light of the lantern in the grotto which was by this time enhanced by a gilded glow of dawn penetrating from outside, and smiled a gentle benevolent welcoming smile.

‘And may you know,’ he added, ‘that when you return in victory, I will be the first to greet you at our gate.’
Upon first laying eyes upon me, a coarse and monstrous humanoid come suddenly into their midst, the people of Golah took fright, either stricken to stupefied immobility in their tracks or set to frenzied running every which way. But as communications from the Elders spread throughout the province of my mission amongst them, they were appeased and, with their will to resist the Maaravites stirred and fortified, set with verve to bring out from Golah’s arsenal all weaponry, scaffolding, buttresses and ramps towards its western wall, with unstinting trust in their Joseph who laboured unflaggingly alongside them, resolutely readying themselves to follow me when called.

So resolutely that when the Maaravites did charge on that subsequently long-remembered and forever-recorded dawn with an ear-splintering howling of infantry and cavalry accompanied by gunfire and cannon blast against Golah, my men spread out, returned cannon fire, rifle shot and shafts of flame from behind me, as, wielding an axe in each hand with a gut-loosening cacophony of my own, I bounded tornado-like towards the assailants and so profoundly deranged their ranks, which already vacillated in terror before the sight of my grotesqueness, that, with my every swoop, one after another fell to right and left as I cleaved through them, my own men then streaming forward to rout the disordered remnant of the Maaravites to panicked scuttling flight.

But after that hour of Golah’s triumph, where was my Master Judah, he who was to have been the first to receive me at the gate?

I needed to seek him out, apprise him of the battle’s outcome and, now that my task had been fulfilled, request him, petition him to return me, as he had vouchsafed, to my original state.

For I was sick at heart. The encounter with the Maaravites on the field of battle had spread much joy and thanksgiving amongst the kinsmen of Golah, but me, it had grievously pained; so pained that when, on our return, Efrem, Golah’s burly ever-jovial ritual slaughterer, flushed with effusive jubilation, had tripped over a bloodied foot-soldier in his path, a boy still not yet given to shaving, mottled blue and stiff with open mouth and fixed bleary clouded-over eyes, I had to look away. And pained too when carpenter Yirmiahu, similarly elated as he helped the blood-and-mud-crusted Efrem to his feet, said, ‘I wonder what this wretched unfortunate must be seeing now? Certainly not his mother, I should think, nor his sister or his sweetheart back home, however much they may themselves be thinking of him.’
Despite the understanding that my Master Judah had bestowed upon me on giving me life, knowledge of death had not been a part of it, so that, confronted now with the reality of what he had meant when he had spoken of breaking down and beating back the Maaravites, I sorrowed over what I, and my men after me, had done. What a wrenching unsightly spread lay behind me of overturned Maaravite cannons, fallen standards, broken weapons and exhausted still-whining horses amidst a sprawl of bespattered, contorted, trampled and dismembered sacrifices to their rulers’ rapacious follies – lifeless, sightless, lightless soldiers just entered into manhood, fallen before the havoc we had wrought upon them, with their faces pulped to gruel, limbs shredded to the bone and entrails spilled out, all lying in blood clumped with mud and turf, already being feasted upon by flies and with black crows hovering overhead across that overturned, silent and haunted terrain which but that morning had still been a valley of green grassland, clover and yellow marigold outside Golah’s western wall.

Hence, leaving in scribe and archivist Naphtali’s hands the treasured silver and heirlooms that had been pressed upon me, I pushed through the jubilant crush towards my master’s house.

And as I hastened through the circuitous streets, lanes, courtyards and squares, I came upon other folk who were running too, a swelling number of them, running not with cheer, nor with gladness, but with harrowed furrows lining their cheeks and brows, pallor their only colour, their lips tortured, their eyes reddened and moist and their voices near to choking as they wailed:

‘Woe to us! The rabbi … the rabbi ...’
‘He is gone!’
‘Without Rabbi Judah, what will we do?’
I ran onward; cyclones could not more swiftly have swept through that place. 

The rabbi?

He was gone?

The rabbi gone?

How could that be?

I learned quickly that it could.

For it was.

Golah had been delivered, yes, but not to my Master Judah had it been given to know.

For, as I learned, while I with my men had been in combat, he had stood in prayer-shawl and phylacteries before the synagogue’s Ark adding his weight to our campaign in worship before the Almighty. And as he swayed in prayer with eyes shut before his own King and Master, a Maaravite cannon ball had struck the synagogue wall behind the Ark. The Ark with its Holy Scrolls within had been loosened from its tethers, it teetered, leaned and toppled forward, in its fall crushing my master beneath its weight. Around him when I reached the portals of the house of worship were a score of other folk who had hastened there, bowed in prayer, their faces covered with their hands and their shoulders quivering with grief as they encircled his wife who wailed over him; and his son Isaiah, daughter-in-law Rivkah and their children wept and the synagogue was pervaded by an all-encompassing black pall of sorrow, while others who, back at the gate, had not yet been informed of the calamity were still being transported high to the realms of jubilation and relief.

When the synagogue had emptied of the mourners and only the family stayed to await the morticians of Golah’s Burial Society, I too remained by Master Judah’s side, heartsick and forlorn over his end, weighed down by an added sorrow of my own; whereupon, in its hold, while his bodily presence still endured and I could hope that his promise might somehow yet be fulfilled, I dropped to my knees beside him and, as I had learned from him, sealed my lips upon his and breathed into him all that was within me to breathe. But my master remained limp, unmoving, and I, continuing to kneel beside him, set to pleading, ‘Master Judah! Master, Master! Rise up! Recognise your servant Joseph! He has fulfilled the pact for which you created him. Tell him what he now must do to redeem his claim! For the Messiah of whom you spoke must surely, surely, now be on his way.’
Only muteness lay upon my master’s lips. For a second time that day I saw death face-to-face, death in the form of an open flaccid mouth and fixed, bleary, clouded-over eyes. The sight of it rent me apart, made me lament the finality that it held over humans, and I dreaded that, with my Master Judah’s promise unfulfilled, I might yet have to see its like again.

Then, to compound the wretchedness of the day, it fell to me to assist at the digging of my master’s grave. One of the two regular gravediggers had struck a shovel into his foot and had taken to his bed with a wound whose poison had spread into his blood. And, as bidden, so I did, in the presence of all the people of Golah in the last hour before sunset under a sky mute and untouched by all that had earlier taken place as waves of foetid breezes kept swirling in from the still-uncleared cadaver-strewn arena without. Tossed between mourning, desperateness and dread, and duty to Golah, to Master Judah and his family, I waxed and wavered mightily, now resolving to beg his son and successor, Rabbi Isaiah, to honour and enact his father’s word, now trusting in his fidelity to do so.
It was thus on shifting terrain that, with Master Judah’s interment over, I returned with Rabbi Isaiah and his newly-widowed mother Elisheva, wife Rivkah, son Ezekiel and daughter Batsheva, to my quarters in their home, impulsive heat erupting at intervals within me to importune from him my hankered-after salvation.

But it was Rabbi Isaiah himself who engaged me first in speech – he now become to me Master Isaiah, by whose side I walked as his family followed two paces behind.

‘Ah, Joseph, Joseph,’ he said, ‘what a difficult day this has surely been for you, as so sorely has it also turned out for us all. But such is our fate, good Joseph, as individuals and as a people alike: adversities coupled with the Almighty’s beneficence sparing us from ruin and despair, but beneficence coupled with misfortunes lest we become too haughty.’
Having entered into the more pensive age of a man, with strands of grey streaking through his hair and beard, he spoke with a wrinkling of his brow and measured words.
‘Joseph, I do believe that I know how you must feel. The taking of lives is not in our nature, nor is it a virtue that we should ever seek. And even though our people did rejoice upon your return today, my father would not have taken cheer, and nor do I, but feel, more truly, sober relief and gratitude to the Almighty, that that which you were created to do has been done, as it had to be done. For what lay before us, Joseph, was to master or be mastered, their demise or ours – a situation that we, as a people, have known so often before that, when our neighbours levied their demands and then their threats upon us, the time had come for us to vow, No more!’
Narrow as it was, I saw here an opening to speak. I was still much tossed, thrown between the ‘yes’ and the ‘no’, between ‘I must’ and ‘dare I speak?’.

Upon which, pressed beyond restraining by the ‘must’, I dared, and I spoke. And I said, ‘Master Isaiah, as was demanded of me, so have I done. My purpose has been attained. Return me then to the place from which I was gathered up. For this is not my place, it is not my home. I am an alien. I am in exile here. I beg of you, Master, return me now to my earthen state.’
Master Isaiah nodded but held to silence. Around us, darkness, every moment more speckled with stars and damp with dew, enfolded us more coolly within its mantle, as our steps and those of his family behind us ground the gravel beneath our feet while behind a host of windows to left and right there flickered candles for Rabbi Judah and outbursts of mourning pierced the night.
Finally, he replied.

‘Alas, dear Joseph, what you ask of me is not a thing that I can do. I know well of my father’s pledge but the day of the Messiah of which he spoke remains far off and we in Golah still have need of you.’
‘You still have need of me?’ I repeated after him, a leaden weight forming at my core. ‘But my task is done, Master Isaiah, it is done.’
‘A part of it is done, yes!’ he replied with a solemn nodding of his head. ‘But not yet the whole of it.’
With that inner weightiness continuing to mount, I felt myself borne downwards – deeper, ever deeper. Not into the earth, which would have been a consummation coveted as no other, but into a state of blackness, blacker than the night itself and more fearsome, a stark entrapment from which, all my might notwithstanding, it was beyond me to extricate myself.

‘Have pity on me, Master!’
He may have heard; he may not have heard.

He continued to speak.

‘The Maaravites have been only one of the peoples around us who have laid claim upon Golah. And not for the first time. But there are others too who will contrive their own reasons, no matter how fanciful or capricious, to beset us in their time.’
‘And that means to fight again, kill again, send men, young men, to their … to their …?’ I appealed out of the abyss into which I was tumbling.

Rabbi Isaiah placed a placating hand upon my arm.

‘I feel for you, Joseph, trust in me, I do,’ he went on. ‘When the time is ripe, I will do my all never to dishonour my father’s word. And that day, may it come soon, will be at the end of days when no more wars will be waged upon us and we will have entered an age in which the Messiah will truly be on his way. But for the present, Joseph, even with the best will in this world, for another reason altogether, I cannot yet release you from this pact.’

‘Another reason? You cannot release me?’ I pressed.

‘My father, may his memory be forever blessed, was a learned man, far more learned than I, and he delved into texts which led along roads that I have feared to tread. For, as it is said, a man may enter into them sane and emerge from them deranged. Hence, I know the means neither for creating such a being as yourself nor for putting him down when his work is done. The shelves in my father’s study, as you will have seen, are swollen with books as numerous as our martyrs, but one pledge will I earnestly tender to you now: that, whatever price it may exact upon me, in honour of my father and in homage to you I shall search those writings to the last, for which I can only beg your trust and petition the Almighty too that, from hereon, the enemy peoples of whom I spoke may perchance, if only perchance, be mollified at last to turn from us their face.’
If Master Isaiah had sought to console, I was not consoled. On my return from battle, the people of Golah may have blessed, praised and honoured me, but within, I was alone, oppressed and adrift.

With eyes and longing turned towards my natal soil upon which I trod, I could say nought other than: ‘As Master Isaiah dictates, so must I do. In him I invest my trust, in him I vest my release.’ 

Attendant that I had been to Rabbi Judah, attendant did I now become to Rabbi Isaiah and to his household: my former master’s widow Elisheva, Rabbi Isaiah’s wife Rivkah, his son Ezekiel and daughter Batsheva – most lovingly to Batsheva, vivacious Batsheva who within days of my entry into Rabbi Judah’s service sprang up behind me covering my eyes with hands of pure velvet as I swept the family yard or refastened a fallen beam, and chanted, ‘Golem, Golem, you are but a cholem’; who, brandishing a branch of birch beneath my nose, bantered, ‘Homunculus, homunculus, you are my carbunculus!’ And we would laugh – she in her teasing and I in my being teased (yes, even I, insofar as a golem could laugh) – she because so bountifully endowed with the gift of play and laughter, and I because wherever she was, there was sunshine too, and flower-scented loveliness and rose-cheeked freshness; all this being the sole joy that any coarse misshapen being such as myself with broad flat nose, wide-spaced teeth and fingers thick and stubby could ever know of love, a love that, as much as with every tenderness it ached to reach out and to touch – to touch her brow, her cheeks, her lips – would never dare lest it leave a blemish to mar her perfection.

And then came the day when, while throwing at me, with a joyfulness such as I had never yet seen, the yellow petals of some flowers she had picked, she asked, ‘Joseph, my precious Joseph, will you dance at my wedding? You will dance for me, no? For betrothed have I become to a scholar with the name of the prophet Micah and I should so wish you with all my heart to share in my festivity.’
And so, even as I cursed my own lot, I joined her as always in her laughter and replied, ‘But of course I will dance at your wedding, for no chains are there, nor teams of wild beasts nor peaks so high as will hold me back.’
As promised, so was it done. And when that day came and she stepped glowingly from beneath the wedding canopy as scholar Micah’s bride, I, having woven through the festive assemblage to reach her, leaned towards her, smiled as fully as a golem could smile, and said, ‘Should you of this golem ever have a need, call him and he will be there!’ Whereupon, gleaming like the blend of berries, peach and sunflower that she was, she reached out a finger to my nose and laughed, ‘I know you will, Joseph, my dear, my kind and loyal lantuch, I know, it is something that I have always known.’ And soon after, insofar as this golem could dance, while the merry group of musicians played I too joined the dancing, the graceless but exuberant pounding of my feet not by a single step betraying the throb, throb, throbbing deep within my chest.

And what throbbing? Raw, tenacious, unsuppressible, and so obdurately futile.

Which made the life that Master Judah had forged in me so doubly cruel.

For wise and learned as he was, could he not have contemplated how giving human breath to a creation whose purpose was to fight and kill might lead it also to know the thrall of love – a thrall that rising from the deepest chambers in its soul could never be requited? Could he not have foreseen the Gehenna into which he might be casting it, burdening that former formless clod of clay with a sentience until then mercifully unknown?

But what he had done, he had done. And as he had done, so was I now perforce committed, compelled to endure. And in the service of Master Isaiah and his household, I assisted him whenever called upon, variously in his day-to-day rabbinic duties, in his work on Golah’s Council of Elders, at the orphanage, in its elderly people’s home and at burial services in its cemetery. At other times I worked alongside the men and their sons throughout Golah – its artisans, tradesmen, farmers, builders, road workers and well-diggers – and where there were homes, sheds or granaries in need of building or repair, there I built and repaired; where new mine-shafts or widened waterways were required, there did I ply a shovel too; and trees did I plant or cut down, horses did I shoe, tools did I forge along with the blacksmiths and carried carcasses at the butchers’, and, through the cycles of the seasons, sowed seed and reaped the ripened crops, wove silk and cotton cloths upon their looms and moulded bowls and vases in their workshops.

For although Rabbi Isaiah was my master, I was everyone’s helper, everyone’s golem too; and although still the hallowed, blessed and sanctified defender of Golah that I remained, I was also everyone’s pet ‘Adamchikl’, ‘Clayman’ and ‘Mannikin’, and the butt of ever newly-devised roguish prank played upon me for their amusement, all of which, for want of friends and companionship, I accepted and myself laughed at.

Meanwhile, whatever waned of Batsheva’s earlier playfulness and caprice, she made up for in matronliness and wifely honour. Three children – two sons and a daughter Binah – did she bear, and when she needed help with them, I was there to help; when they played outside Golah’s gates, I went with them too; when she grew weary from watching over them in sickness, I kept watch so she could lie down to sleep; and when she herself fell ill, with the apothecary my guide I applied compresses, prepared for her his remedies and watched over her.

And how many more things did I do besides!

All this, as every day I awaited Rabbi Isaiah’s beckoning me into his office to announce, ‘Joseph, good Joseph, all movements beyond our borders on all sides have ceased. Our other neighbours who have threatened us in times past appear to have discovered wisdom in the fate of the Maaravites. Neither ill words nor troubling signs have reached from any quarter against us. Hence, your calling appears to be truly approaching its end and the Messiah may well be on his way. Meanwhile, what will surely please you above all, I have alighted upon the volume by which my father of blessed memory created you, through which, as soon as I have mastered its mysteries, I shall be able to liberate you for ever from your present state of exile, as you have called it.’
But my reveries proved to be but flimsy floss.

The Maaravites had indeed been quieted, their summary routing having passed into Golah’s legendry faithfully recorded in its time by our meticulous archivist Naphtali whom it had, since then, as with my Master Judah, fallen to me to bury. But not sharing Golah’s gift for memory and learning, nor subject to the wishful flights of my fancies of having discovered wisdom from the fate of the Maaravites, it happened that the Tzfonites to the north now sent emissaries to stake claims of their own upon Golah.

When the Council of Elders was convened by Master Isaiah, on this occasion more bolstered by my presence than it had been against the Maaravites, it resolved to yield no concessions, dismissed all threats and rejected all negotiations, appealing instead to its citizenry to fortify its northern regions as they had done before; so that, when the phalanx of Tzfonite fighters appeared from behind a rise like locusts obscuring the green of the grasslands and the blue and purple asters of the fields, we were prepared. Forewarned by our spies about their strategy, I was already awaiting them at the fore when they came, while my men, armed with cannon and other weaponry from Golah’s arsenal, were concealed on the peaks of rocky mounds on our domain’s outskirts, in the camouflaged recesses between them and behind old ruins, disused storage sheds, and clusters of copses and undergrowth all around.

With resounding fanfare and a waving of banners, the Tzfonites, riding in armoured vehicles and marching on foot, advanced erect in bearing and high in confidence as others in their midst hauled their own cannons and flame-launchers behind them. The earth quaked beneath their tread, they were awesome to behold, while, facing them – how outnumbered we were and underequipped – my men held their ground, emboldened by their trust in me and the inspiriting words of the now-aging Rabbi Isaiah as we passed through Golah’s northern gate: ‘Fear not, fighters of Golah, the evidence of history goes with you. For years by the hundreds, by the thousands, have we been beset with repeated peril and with terror, yet still do we endure. Outstretched towards you is the Almighty’s hand. Let it sustain you and you will prevail!’
So, as the Tzfonites drew nearer, I stood alone at the fore. And from where I stood, I heard their leading ranks scoff, and scorn, and jeer.

‘Hah! See what those wretched Golahites send against us!’ 

‘An ugly brute, a mere woodsman, a dwarf! We come with tanks and with cannon, he confronts us with axes.’
‘What an affront this is! What infants they must think we are!’
But little did they foresee the coil of fury that this brute, this mere woodsman, this dwarf, would unleash upon them. Knowing that, as Master Isaiah had said, what lay before us was to master or be mastered, their demise or ours, I swept through their ranks like some manifestation almost unseen, so swift in my passage as I lashed and slashed, their blood streaming from them before they had yet set loose any coils of their own, hosts amongst them brought to immobility in paralysed terror and others unstrung into stampeding flight as my own men then emerged from their concealment to advance the confrontation to a swifter end, until, once more, on our return to Golah’s gate, the gathered multitude cried out as their forefathers and foremothers had done before them:

‘Praised be Joseph!’
‘Blessed be Joseph!’
‘Sanctified be he!’
And, ‘Surely must the Messiah now be setting forth on his way!’
‘Can he now any longer delay?’
‘Let us prepare for his coming and his bringing peace, eternal peace upon Golah.

Whereupon, as their forebears had also done, they set about singing and dancing and offering up thanksgiving prayer; and there amongst them, thin and bowed as he had become, was my master Isaiah who had also arrived to greet me with tears of joy and joyous kisses, while his son Ezekiel, now matured into a tall and upright man and a scholar of repute with a family of his own, danced too, holding high the Holy Scroll with its crowning remonim sounding their own tinkling music in their midst.

I, however, my duty done, left their midst. Sick at heart as I had been after routing the Maaravites, I covered my ears against the jubilant regaling and returned to my quarters. Spattered over me were thickly-smeared and clotted layers of Tzfonite blood: once again youthful blood, vigorous blood, the blood of sons of mothers who had not yet begun to see or savour the wider fecund offerings and promises of the world.

And still, although he had leafed through scores of volumes compacted tight along shelves that rose high in his study, Rabbi Isaiah had not yet discovered the one that contained the formulae to endow clay with life and return it to its hearth.

Thus entrapped and desolate, I set about bathing and scraping from myself that clinging darkened blood, defilement and grime.

I remained in Master Isaiah’s service. And in his service, I had long before seen the passing of his mother Elisheva, witnessed the growth, maturing and marriage of his son Ezekiel to a gracious helpmate named Tifferet, and was at hand upon the births of their children; as I was, too, upon those of his sister Batsheva and her Micah, all of whom I continued to tend along with all dwellers of Golah in need of my aid.

Of Master Ezekiel’s children, two were boys more inclined towards frivolity than to learning, and the third and youngest a daughter, Shoshana, a playful rascal of a girl as rosy as the flower after which she had been named, whom I carried on my shoulders to and from her school, with whom I clumsily played hopscotch for her pleasure and for whom I climbed trees to their pinnacles to pick the juiciest of fruit that flourished there. And as with her aunt, the once-prankish much-teasing Batsheva, all thought of her as she blossomed to maidenly ripeness increasingly filled my days with joy. With joy, yes, but a joy increasingly laced with greyer strands of pain, and with love – again yes, love as profound as that which I had known before, however grounded it was by impossibilities. What I would have done for her! What would I not have done for her? Ah, the ache, the abiding throbbing ache of ceaselessly wanting that which, in the world of human devising, I was destined never to be granted.

And came the time, as it had done with Batsheva, when on having reached the prime of her youth, Shoshana too was brought beneath the canopy by her father, Ezekiel, her hand given there to one of master Isaiah’s ablest scholars, Rachamim, who, were one to ask of him a question of law as recorded in the Talmud, would reward the questioner with a dissertation as clear and precise as the most erudite gaon could tender. And as I had done to Batsheva before her, when Shoshana was led from the chuppah by her newly-fledged groom, I bent towards her, saying, ‘Should you of this golem ever have a need, call him and he will be there!’ And she, with the gentlest smoothing on my cheek, replied, ‘Never, Joseph, should you doubt my trust.’

Time continued to pass, as, abiding with the rhythms of the seasons, did the clouds above and the greenery below; then the clouds and the greenery again. And as it had fallen to my lot to lay my former Master Judah to his perpetual rest, so did I do with Rabbi Isaiah – without his ever having found the volume he had sought – and then with his son Ezekiel, who had become Golah’s rabbi and my own new master, and with Batsheva’s husband Micah, both of them during an epidemic that had swept through Golah, and, after six months more, with Batsheva herself, once so young, so young, whose sunny flower-scented loveliness and rose-cheeked freshness had wasted away with illness to a ghostly pallor and over whose grave I fought to hold back tears as I recalled her one-time impishness and teasing, the dedicated loving wife and mother she had become and the beneficent treasure of Golah, no other throughout her time having been as honoured and revered as she. My love for her had never waned, would never, could never wane, even when it was to Shoshana that my adoration came to cling. Had I but followed Batsheva into that earthen hollow which I had dug for her as her own last and forever-lasting home, to no higher blissful repose could I, golem, mere golem that I was, have aspired.

It was upon Shoshana’s husband, Rachamim, that the ill-fated short-lived Rabbi Ezekiel’s mantle thus fell, and with it my creator Rabbi Judah’s vow to restore me to that primal state for which my every grain still cried out. But, scholar of the Scriptures and Talmud that he was, of the mystical with the teachings of the Kabbalah at its heart, he could profess little since he was not yet of an age when such learning was permitted. But to honour the words of my masters before him, he sent missives to higher scholars near and far beyond Golah enquiring about all wisdom known about golems.

The responses that he received in great number evoked strong hopes both in him and in myself who sat beside him as he read to me each in turn. But as, one by one, he set them aside with a doleful shaking of his head, our fantasied messenger-pigeons lost their wings, there remaining on his desk only a thick wad of letters fit solely for burning.

For although many had heard at some time long past of the manual in which the sought-for knowledge had appeared, no-one, until Rabbi Judah, had ever had recourse to its formulae, and all trace of it had been lost. However, not one to cede to defeat, on having learned from one source the volume’s name, my Master Rachamim set with reinvigorated purpose upon a renewed search for it through Rabbi Judah’s voluminous library which had passed through Rabbi Isaiah and then to Rachamim’s own father Rabbi Ezekiel.

But vain, too, did his labours prove.

Vain! As vain as the hope that, after the routing of the Maaravites and Tzfonites, Golah would thenceforth remain free of further belligerence from without.

Vain, and vain again, because in due course there advanced upon Golah the Mizrachites from the east, and at a later time the Daromites from the south; whereupon, sickened at heart each time over that which I was about to do even as I awaited their approaches at the vanguard of my men – remembering always Rabbi Isaiah’s words that it was for Golah to master or be mastered, their demise or ours – I could already taste in my mouth the blood of the slain assailants, hear the miserable pleas and agonised cries of the dying, smell the stench of their innards in my nostrils and see the buzzing flies descending upon them as the crows hovered above to feast upon them across a terrain strewn with their splayed-out corpses, overturned vehicles, smashed artillery and torn banners.

And as before, on each of my returns with my men through Golah’s gates, I was praised and sanctified and blessed by a new generation of jubilants, new heirlooms were bestowed upon me, a new master and rabbi came forth to welcome me, a new keeper of archives recorded a new chapter in the history of Golah; and as before, whenever peace returned to Golah, there was a new cycle of builders, blacksmiths, machine-operators, artisans, miners and field-workers whom I assisted when they called, along with new Batshevas and Shoshanas who came to be – Ayala, Hadassah, Ariela by name – who, singing ‘Golem, golem, you are but a cholem!’ sneaked up behind me and leapt on my back, tickled my nose with sprigs of flowers and played pranks upon me; and as I came in turn to cherish them, see them grow into brides, become mothers, whom, each in her time, I then laid with what inner despairing wretchedness to rest, it happened again that, from the west, the Maaravites saw fit to send new emissaries to Golah’s Council of Elders making, under duress, new demands …

Upon which there came the time when I had endured enough. For all that I had done, and would forever more be called upon to do, I despised myself; and despised myself also for the failing of my heart in every generation, for futilely loving anew and having always to bury the cherished object of that love – that too I could endure no more. I did not want to keep killing; I was not man, I did not hate; while, even as clay, no thirst had I for human blood.

And in my desperation, cursing the curse that had been laid upon me, I ran to the cemetery where, hurling myself upon Rabbi Judah’s grave, I pounded upon it with my fists, begging, pleading, importuning, ‘Master Judah! Awake! Be merciful! Arise! Release me from this life that, for a golem, is no life!’
But receiving no signs from Rabbi Judah, nor from the heavens nor from the earth other than the whistling of the wind coursing between the tombstones, I rose and left that place and stumbled and reeled across Golah, and where there was an open fire or a flaming furnace, there did I throw myself into it, and where a deep well stood in a corner of Golah’s square, therein too did I hurl myself, and from a cliff where I had battled against the Daromites I leapt into the river Shaltai where its chill waters swirled most rapidly, and let myself be carried around angled bends and over waterfalls to shatter against the huge jagged rocks beneath that had broken the bones of other men, and gorged on foliage, berries and foxglove that had poisoned others at the merest taste.

But vain, too, were those attempts at self-immolation. For as my master Rabbi Judah had said, neither fire nor water, nor venom nor stone, nor any other means would ever prevail over me.

Created a golem, so was I to remain. To kill and to love, to kill and to love, and to keep interring that love in the earthen home that was more truly mine was my destined lot.

And as I turned back from the river Shaltai at the foot of the cliffs, I paused outside the gate, sat down upon the roadside that bordered Golah and recalled conversations that I had heard among the people while I worked alongside them in their tasks; and I dared myself to believe, as did they, that the day would come when a new, fresh, never-before-known gentle vapour would sweep over the world – and at that moment, human hearts everywhere would mellow, the metals of warfare would melt, tanks and weapons would be turned into instruments of healing; and when all this had been done, from a distance across the intervening terrain a figure would approach, hazy at first under a shimmering sky, but becoming ever clearer the nearer he came, a figure august and imposing, beckoning with a hand to Golah’s citizenry who had gathered to see him, a figure who, when he had come fully into their midst, would, with gladness glowing in his face, address them with tender and welcoming words, ‘Come, dear people. I have come to fetch you. Long, long have I waited for this moment, long have I waited to be your guide. But the time has finally arrived. So gather up your children, your goods and your heirlooms and follow me, for by the authority of the Almighty have I come to make of Golah a city of peace.’
Whereupon, as I looked to the left and to the right along the road on whose kerb I sat, I imagined his own purposeful nearing towards me, the tender gaze with which he looked into my eyes, the light kiss that he placed upon my lips, the prayer that he intoned, the hand that he rested upon my brow as Rabbi Judah had once done, and his words, words that I had so long, so eagerly, so desperately awaited: ‘Go, Joseph, you have served your people well, you have earned your return to your earthen bed, deck yourself there again with your homely mantle, for from this moment on you are free again, you are liberated from all that has caused you pain and sorrow and despair.’
And, breathing deeply of the breath that my Master Judah had first breathed into me, I would turn back through the gate into Golah, salved and fortified by the belief of the people who were my people too.

But, until that day came …

In their service, I was vested with a duty.

Whatever it caused me, I had to bear.

However long it would take, I had to endure.

And as they had done for generations past, so did I, too, from hereon have to trust. 

