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BULUS opens the door and exits to join the march, as the chorus of the International

is sung, remarkably, in all the languages that the audience can understand. It

increases to an ear-splitting pitch as the mass of workers advances towards the
Mandate Police. A petrol bomb flies across the stage. CHAIMLICH, pencil in hand,

stands frozen in place.




S CENE 2

[Café Centrale] At first, GHAIMLICH flits around naively, sampling the free cakes and
tea, but soon he realises that the discussion is about whether or not to return to
work, and his distaste for work has him listening intently. The meeting becomes
a vociferous tennis match between unions, political parties, and individuals who
cannot help but voice their opinions. At times the political parties do battle, and
at other times it is the unions who pair up in a doubles match, and sometimes
they all agree, or all disagree, or all agree to disagree. All the representatives
of Hashomer Hatzair, Poalei Tzion Smol, the Palestine Communist Party, the
Histadrut-supported International Union of Railway, Postal and Telegraph
Workers, the Arab Union of Railway Workers, and the Palestine Arab Workers
Society, slowly but surely come to the agreement to STRIKE! STRIKE! STRIKE!
A rousing hymn composed by one of the railway workers is sung by all, and there
is genuine feeling of camaraderie. As the entire collection of workers rail against
the greed and cruelty of the railway bosses and their British taskmasters, a new
and more pressing argument develops over whether the unions should remain
segregated or join completely into one organisation.

Just as it seems as if a potential joining and desegregation of the unions might
take place, there is an uproar as British troops enter the café and begin driving
the rail workers out with batons and rifle butts. The workers fight back, and a
proper barroom brawl ensues, and CHAIM, trying at all costs to avoid being hit on
the head again...gets hit on the head and crumples to the floor.

S CENE 3
With the brawl retreating towards the back of the stage, THE DONKEY returns, albeit
missing its head. THE DONKEY once again nudges CHAIMLIEH awake, and CHAIM, once
again elated, jumps onto the headless ass’s back and orders him to Jerusalem. They
fly along the tracks, first above Binyamina, Hadera and Tulkarem, but then, due
to THE DONKEY’s headlessness, make a misguided detour to Nablus. Nearing what
they think is Jerusalem, they see in the distance a plume of smoke emanating
from something on the tracks: The burned-out hull of an old freight train.
Landing nearby, EHAIM discovers the train to be occupied by a host of elegantly
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dressed zombies, arguing noisily, all the while perched around a smouldering
dining table, their skins flayed, their entrails and organs spilling out of their
stomachs. With long knives and forks they dig into the exposed neck of THE
DONKEY’s head, which lies on a bed of rotting salad in the middle of the table. The
head turns forlornly towards CHAIM and, with a wheeze, formally introduces the
diners by name.

They are, from left to right: Sami Taha, Yigal Gluckstein, Simha Tzabari,
Mordechai Stein, Ray Alexander, Paul Robeson, Id Salim Haymur, Natalia
Sedova, Carl Skoglund, Sudha Roy, Abel Meerepol, Jabra Nicola, and lastly, and
somewhat uncomfortably seated, is Nikolai Gogol, or Google, depending on
whom you ask.

Interrupting the raucous banter, a dirty glass is clinked and raised, and Paul
Robeson leads the group in a spirited rendition of the union standard Joe Hill.
The party then discusses, among other things, the qualities of the movie Harlan
County USA, and the effectiveness of the current railroad strikes in France.
Simha Tzabari, worms wriggling out of her mouth, grabs poor Nikolai Google
by the nose and presses his face into the rotten salad, accusing him of peddling
false provenances. This is one narrative transgression too many for the headless
DONKEY, who bucks EHAIM to the ground, mounts the table, and attempts to burrow
itself back into its own head.

BLACKOUT.

S CENE 4
[ May Day, 1934 or 1935 ]

CHAIM again awakens, re-bandaged, in BULUS FARAW’s apartment. BULUS stands
looking out the window, a suitcase by his side. Faintly, but slowly picking up
steam, the sounds of the May Day march can be heard, moving towards a
congregation of British soldiers. BULUS notices that CHAIM is awake, observes him
solemnly, and then reaches into his breast pocket and draws out an engineer’s
pencil. He explains that he is leaving for Moscow to receive training, and may
not be back for a few years. BULUS then places the pencil in CHAIM’s hand, and asks:
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SCENE 5

It is early in the morning when CHAIMLICH awakens to an empty railway yard,
and, uncertain what to do, chooses to resume operating his machine, hoping to
regain MOSHLI’s confidence. Meanwhile a crowd of workers has assembled outside
the yard gates, demanding to discuss conditions with the railway bosses. They see
CHAIMLICH at his post, and believing him to be a scab (strikebreaker) employed by
the railway company, break through the gates and surround CHAIM, who remains
unaware of their presence due to the loud clambering of the machine. One of
the workers disengages the electric cord from the machine. Confused as to why
things have stopped, EHAIM finally looks up just at the moment when one of the
mob knocks him on the head with a three-headed wrench, and he crumples to
the floor.

As the workers rush off to besiege the railway offices, THE DONKEY reappears,
this time looking even more dishevelled and dirty. Somewhat insolently, he
thumps CHAIMLIEH on the shoulder with his hoof until he awakens. Upon seeing
THE DONKEY, CHAIMLICH revives immediately and, wasting no time, mounts the ass
and orders it to fly to a place of exceptional natural beauty. As they pass again
among the clouds, flying east above the tracks towards Afula, Samakh, D’era, and
Amman, THE DONKEY tries to explain to EHAIM how social relations are closely bound
up with the productive forces of capital, and that workers must fight to extricate
themselves from the isolationist narratives of national and religious ideologies, in
order to construct a proletariat society that doesnt etc., etc., etc...EHAIMLIEH hears
none of this, and eventually steers THE DONKEY cowards what looks like a deep green
wound cutting through the desert valley.

They land along the steep banks of Wadi Hasa, amidst beautiful oleander
bushes, groves of reeds, palm trees, and sabras. THE DONKEY teaches CHAIMLICH
how to cut, clean, and eat the sabra's fruit, and CHAIMLICH is intoxicated by the
experience. He begins slicing off the fruits with increasing energy, gorging himself
as if possessed, till he at last collapses in a gluttonous heap on the desert floor. His
joy is cut short, however, by a strange rustling among the flora behind him. To
CHAIMLICH'S horror, he witnesses human heads sprouting out of the wounds of the
sabras where the fruits had once been attached. The river flows red with blood,
and skulls drop out of the palm trees and clatter around his feet. THE DONKEY brays
monstrously and flies away as CHAIMLIEH screams and screams.

BLACKOUT. End of Part 1
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PART 2

S CENE 1

CHAIMLICH awakens, with a big white bandage on his head, in the interior of an
apartment in Wadi Nisnas. It is furnished sparingly with a floor mattress, a rug,
a mirror, some household items, and a large woven basket. He is in BULUS FARAH’s
home, but naive to his surroundings or to his predicament (or appearance), CHAIM
snoops around, picks up a few objects, gauges the quality of the rug etc., then
finally, he removes the lid from the basket and peers in. He uncovers a long,
blindingly white robe and, unable to prevent himself, puts it on. Inspecting
himself in the mirror, he is delighted by how he looks, and begins pantomiming
the airs of a noble effendi, bowing and prancing about, until he notices the
bandages on his head. He is then stricken with shame upon also noticing in
the reflection JAMILA, BULUS’s sister, who has entered the room with tea and fresh
linens. JAMILA acts as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened, leaves the tea
and linens next to the bed, and exits the room, after which we hear an explosion
of laughter from the corridor.

CHAIM quickly returns the robe to its basket, and begins to summon the
courage to escape from wherever this place is, only for BULUS to enter the room,
grinning and shaking his head. In Arabic, he explains to CHAIM that he has been
knocked unconscious by the mob of workers, who took him for a scab. Not
knowing what to do or where to take him, BULUS reluctantly brought him to his
home, as his neighbour is a doctor. EHAIM nods but obviously does not understand
a word. BULUS then gestures for CHAIM to follow him and JAMILA to Café Centrale,
where the unions are meeting to discuss the next possible action. CHAIM sheepishly
agrees, and the setting changes to the café, where a large crowd of workers is

sitting at the tables.
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CHAIM, but then moves on to sit with the Arab employees, who are discussing the
consequences of Musa Kazem al-Hussayni’s death the previous month.

It doesn’t take CHAIM long to irritate his fellow Jewish workers, most of whom
are relatively new to the trade and are desperate to escape to better-paid and
more respectable employment. Their conversation jumps inconclusively from
their miserable working conditions and measly pay, to problems with head-lice,
to concerns about which, if any, unions to join, and arguments about which
vegetables are better, those from Talpiot or Wadi Nisnas.

CHAIM, recognising that the lunch break is the only moment to exercise his
poetic ear, and beguiled by his co-workers banter, insists on making them repeat,
in exact words, everything they have just said so he can transcribe it in his
notebook. Annoyed by his requests, the workers try to distance themselves from
him, but without success, and are finally saved only by the blessed whistle that
signals the return to work.

SCENE 3

CHAIM reluctantly resumes his place at the donut puncher and the deafening
percussion returns. CHAIM’s disinterest and partiality towards loafing soon have
him slacking on the job, to the exasperation of MISHLI the supervisor, who, upon
hearing the puncher not operating fast enough, comes over and gives LHAIM a
vigorous kick in the pants, explaining that there are scores of people who would
be happy to be kicked in his place. CHAIM mumbles an apology and summons the
machine to work double-time, but tedium quickly sets in again, and he manages
to nod off to sleep, all the while churning out his donuts.

While EHAIM slumbers on the job, and unbeknownst to him, loud voices and
heated exchanges can be heard around the railway workshops, as news spreads
that fellow labourers at the Iraq Petroleum Company have walked off the job
to protest low wages, long hours, and poor working conditions. The shouts and
skirmishes increase, until BULUS FARAH gives an impassioned speech calling for
solidarity, and all of the workers drop their tools and march off, chanting and
hollering in approval of the action.
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SCENE 14

With the echoes of the strikers fading into the distance, CHAIMLIEH remains blisstully
asleep until he smacks his head down on the machine bed and jolts himself
upright. To his bewilderment, he sees an unkempt donkey with long, webbed
wings —like those of a bat— standing beside him. As if this weren’t astounding
enough, THE DONKEY clears his throat, addresses CHAIMLICH by name, and explains
that he is an angel sent by God, who has recognised in CHAIMLIEH a true poet’s
soul, in order to help him escape the drudgery of labour.

CHAIMLICH is delighted, and without a second thought jumps on THE DONKEY’s
back, and together they fly south along the coastline. Passing among the clouds,
THE DONKEY explains that he once worked in the railway yards, but lost his life in
an industrial accident of his own making, which also cost the lives of two other
workers. Although forgiven by God, THE DONKEY is allowed only to fly along the
railway lines, or terrible consequences would befall him. EHAIM is too enthralled
by the flying and the view to pay attention to THE DONKEYs sad story. After passing
above Tulkarem, they fly inland and down to Lydda, and then back north and
west towards the shimmering port city of Jaffa. EHAIM, upon seeing the hazy outline
of Tel Aviv, grabs the ass’s ears and steers him towards the White City.

Despite the protestations of THE DONKEY, they emerge just above the rooftops
along Allenby Street, at the very moment of Chaim Nachman Bialik’s funeral
procession. The masses of mourners look up at EHAIMLICH on his flying donkey
and, recognising a miracle when they see one, rejoice in his presence and cheer
him as Bialik’s heir apparent. As the unlikely duo circle above the congregation,
CHAIMLICH acknowledges the crowd with a kingly gesture of the hand, and is just
about to recite a recently penned poem in honour of the occasion, when THE DONKEY
begins defecating on the crowd and braying insults. Enraged by this sacrilegious
act, the crowd turns against them and unleashes a barrage of stones, and the flying
companions drop mercilessly from the sky behind the rooftops.

On stage, the rooftops part to reveal CHAIMLICH, asleep at his machine, head
in hands, muttering and flinching. He screams himself awake and, afraid he has
been caught napping, leaps back into work, only to realise that night has fallen,
the yard is empty, and he is completely alone. With no home to go to, he finds an
old train compartment and falls asleep on one of the benches.
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PROLOGUE

We first encounter CHAIM B. CHAIMLICH in the offices of the Histadrut employment
distribution centre, where he has presented himself in order to join (very half-
heartedly) the Zionist labour force, his late father's dying wish. With every position
suggested to him by the CLERK — farmer, electrician, brick mason, groundskeeper,
fabric mender, meat trimmer, janitor, hospital caretaker, bill collector, plumber,
cobbler, sign painter — CHAIM scratches his chin, smiles wide-eyed, as if to indicate
that the position would be perfect, only to sigh and, in a sad tone, explain why he
is unfit for the task. After an interminable number of rejections, the CLERK, at the
end of his rope, decides to banish him to one of the more gruelling and poorly
paid jobs available: punching metal on a huge industrial machine in the railway
yards in Haifa.

Playing to CHAIMLIER’s vanity, he tricks him into believing that working in the yards
will be the perfect setting from which to develop a new kind of poetry that would
voice the longings of a new Jewish statehood, full of genuine hardships. In the
railway yards, the ELERK explains, CHAIMLIEH would be able to rub shoulders with
Jews and Arabs and all manner of foreigners, and become infected with the genuine
concerns, voices and languages of Palestine. CHAIM is delighted with the suggestion,
and, despite having never worked an honest day in his life, is immediately buoyed
by the thought of himself among the common people, toiling and breaking bread
together.
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PART1

SCENE 1
The following day CHAIM reports at the Palestine Railways Company (he is late,
having been kicked out of his domicile and onto the street by the curmudgeon
of a landlady, who caught him stealing eggs), and presents himself to MOSHLI, the
supervisor. MOSHLI looks him up and down disapprovingly and then yells for BULUS
FARAH, a young mechanic and a veteran of the yards, to initiate him.

BULUS is the first Arab that CHAIMLICH has ever met, and he is captivated by his
appearance and manner. BULUS first takes him around the workshops, a labyrinth
of frenetic energy, molten rivers of metal, train carcasses, and workers smeared
in layers of grease. He then leads CHAIMLIEH to a massive, rusty metal puncher; a
violent and cranky contraption with a single red button and a thigh-bone-sized
lever attached to its side. Through gestures and smatterings of Arabic and Hebrew,
which CHAIM eagerly parrots, BULUS explains the function of the machine, which,
with the aid of a razor-sharp circular cutter and tons of pressure, punches wrist-
size ‘donuts’ into a steel plate, discarding them into a pail next to the machine.
BULUS watches CHAIM successfully complete one punch, and then excuses himself.

We watch CHAIM enjoy the ferocious power of the machine and his seemingly
effortless mastering of its function, and he soon has the mechanism humming a
steady rhythmic tune, hammering into the metal and spitting out donuts, one
after the other, with a satisfying hiccup. Time passes, and it’s not long before
his enthusiasm wanes, and not much longer after that he is cursing the name of
the Histadrut CLERK, soon realising that there is no chance for a poet’s ear to hear
anything above the incessant beating of the puncher. He is saved only by the
blessed whistle that signals the lunch break, and with relief, he follows the crowd

marching towards the canteen.

SCENE 2
Upon entering the canteen, EHAIM encounters clutches of workers sitting together
in neatly segregated groups: The Jews with the Jews, the Arabs with the Arabs, the
Greeks with the Greeks, the Turks with the Turks, the Italians with the Italians.
He is whistled over to the Jews' table by SHLOMD, a platelayer (whom the Arab
workers refer to as ‘Balat’). BULUS enters the canteen and passes by, acknowledging
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The mythologizing of the world is not over yet
BRUNO SCHULZ

PERSONS
[ IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE ]

CHAIM B. CHAIMLICH. . . . . . poet, reluctant labourer
CLERK . . . . . . . . . . . employee of Histadrut
MOSHLI . . . . . . . . . . railway yard supervisor
BULUSFARAH . . . . railwayworker, railway union secretary
SHLOMO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . placlayer
THEDONKEY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . anangel
JAMILAFARAH . . . . . . . . . . . . Bulussister

mechanics, engineers, cooks, shunters,
signalmen, platelayers, foremen,
union organisers, British troops, policemen,
final dinner guests

[ THE PLAY BEGINS IN HAIFA IN THE SPRING OF 1934 OR 1935, THE AUTHORS AREN'T EXACTLY SURE ]
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