
The Slaughterer 

by Isaac Bashevis Singer


I 

YOINEH MEIR should have become the 

Kolomir  rabbi . His father and his 1

grandfather had both sat in the rabbinical 
chair in Kolomir. However, the followers of 
the Kuzmir court had set up a stubborn 
opposition: this time they would not allow a 
Hasid  from Trisk to become the town's 2

rabbi . They bribed the district official and 3

sent a petition to the governor. After long 
wrangling, the Kuzmir Hasidim finally had 
their way and installed a rabbi of their own. 
In order not to leave Yoineh Meir without a 
source of earnings, they appointed him the 
town's ritual slaughterer.  
4

When Yoineh Meir heard of this, he 
turned even paler than usual. He protested 
that slaughtering was not for him. He was 
softhearted; he could not bear the sight of 
blood. But everybody banded together to 
p e r s u a d e h i m — t h e l e a d e r s o f t h e 
community; the members of the Trisk 
synagogue; his father-in-law, Reb Getz 
Frampoler; and Reitze Doshe, his wife. The 
new rabbi, Reb Sholem Levi Halberstam, 
also pressed him to accept. Reb Sholem Levi, 
a grandson of the Soudz rabbi, was troubled 
about the sin of taking away another's 
livelihood; he did not want the younger man 
to be without bread. The Trisk rabbi, Reb 
Yakov Leibele, wrote a letter to Yoineh Meir 

saying that man may not be more 
compassionate than the Almighty, the Source 
of all compassion. When you slaughter an 
animal with a pure knife and with piety, you 
liberate the soul that resides in it. For it is 
well known that the souls of saints often 
transmigrate into the bodies of cows, fowl, 
and fish to do penance for some offense. 


After the rabbi's letter, Yoineh Meir gave 
in. He had been ordained a long time ago. 
Now he set himself to studying the laws of 
slaughter as expounded in the Grain of the 
O x , t h e S h u l c h a n A r u c h , a n d t h e 
Commentaries. The first paragraph of the 
Grain of the Ox says that the ritual slaughterer 
must be a God-fearing man, and Yoineh Meir 
devoted himself to the Law  with more zeal 5

than ever. 

Yoineh Meir—small, thin, with a pale 

face, a tiny yellow beard on the tip of his 
chin, a crooked nose, a sunken mouth, and 
yellow frightened eyes set too close together
—was renowned for his piety. When he 
prayed, he put on three pairs of phylacteries: 
those of Rashi, those of Rabbi Tam, and those 
of Rabbi Sherira Gaon. Soon after he had 
completed his term of board at the home of 
his father-in-law, he began to keep all fast 
days and to get up for midnight service. 


His wife, Reitze Doshe, already lamented 
that Yoineh Meir was not of this world. She 
complained to her mother that he never 
spoke a word to her and paid her no 
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attention, even on her clean days. He came to 
her only on the nights after she had visited 
the ritual bath, once a month. She said that 
he did not remember the names of his own 
daughters. 


After he agreed to become the ritual 
slaughterer, Yoineh Meir imposed new rigors 
upon himself. He ate less and less. He almost 
stopped speaking. When a beggar came to 
the door, Yoineh Meir ran to welcome him 
and gave him his last groschen. The truth is 
that becoming a slaughterer plunged Yoineh 
Meir into melancholy, but he did not dare to 
oppose the rabbi's will. It was meant to be, 
Yoineh Meir said to himself; it was his 
destiny to cause torment and to suffer 
torment. And only Heaven knew how much 
Yoineh Meir suffered. 


Yoineh Meir was afraid that he might 
faint as he slaughtered his first fowl, or that 
his hand might not be steady. At the same 
time, somewhere in his heart, he hoped that 
he would commit an error. This would 
release him from the rabbi's command. 
However, everything went according to rule. 


Many times a day, Yoineh Meir repeated 
to himself the rabbi's words: "A man may not 
be more compassionate than the Source of all 
compassion." The Torah says, "Thou shalt kill 
of thy herd and thy flock as I have 
commanded thee." Moses was instructed on 
Mount Sinai in the ways of slaughtering and 
of opening the animal in search of 
impurities. It is all a mystery of mysteries—
life, death, man, beast. Those that are not 
slaughtered die anyway of various diseases, 
often ailing for weeks or months. In the 
forest, the beasts devour one another. In the 
seas, fish swallow fish. The Kolomir 
poorhouse is full of cripples and paralytics 
who lie there for years, befouling themselves. 
No man can escape the sorrows of this 
world. 


And yet Yoineh Meir could find no 
consolation. Every tremor of the slaughtered 
fowl was answered by a tremor in Yoineh 

Meir's own bowels. The killing of every 
beast, great or small, caused him as much 
pain as though he were cutting his own 
throat. Of all the punishments that could 
have been visited upon him, slaughtering 
was the worst. 


Barely three months had passed since 
Yoineh Meir had become a slaughterer, but 
the time seemed to stretch endlessly. He felt 
as though he were immersed in blood and 
lymph. His ears were beset by the 
squawking of hens, the crowing of roosters, 
the gobbling of geese, the lowing of oxen, the 
mooing and bleating of calves and goats; 
wings fluttered, claws tapped on the floor. 
The bodies refused to know any justification 
or excuse—every body resisted in its own 
fashion, tried to escape, and seemed to argue 
with the Creator to its last breath. 


And Yoineh Meir's own mind raged with 
questions. Verily, in order to create the world, 
the Infinite One had had to shrink His light; 
there could be no free choice without pain. 
But since the beasts were not endowed with 
free choice, why should they have to suffer? 
Yoineh Meir watched, trembling, as the 
butchers chopped the cows with their axes 
and skinned them before they had heaved 
their last breath. The women plucked the 
feathers from the chickens while they were 
still alive. 


It is the custom that the slaughterer 
receives the spleen and tripe of every cow. 
Yoineh Meir's house overflowed with meat. 
Reitze Doshe boiled soups in pots as huge as 
cauldrons. In the large kitchen there was a 
constant frenzy of cooking, roasting, frying, 
baking, stirring, and Skimming. Reitze 
Doshe was pregnant again, and her stomach 
protruded into a point. Big and stout, she 
had five sisters, all as bulky as herself. Her 
sisters came with their children. Every day, 
his mother-in-law, Reitz Doshe's mother, 
brought new pastries and delicacies of her 
own baking. A woman must not let her voice 
be heard, but Reitze Doshe's maidservant, 
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the daughter of a water carrier, sang songs, 
pattered around barefoot, with her hair 
down, and laughed so loudly that the noise 
resounded in every room. 


Yoineh Meir wanted to escape from the 
material world, but the material world 
p u r s u e d h i m . T h e s m e l l o f t h e 
slaughterhouse would not leave his nostrils. 
He tried to forget himself in the Torah, but he 
found that the Torah itself was full of earthly 
matters. He took to the Cabala, though he 
knew that no man may delve into the 
mysteries until he reaches the age of forty. 
Nevertheless, he continued to leaf through 
the Treatise of the Hasidim, The Orchard, The 
Book of Creation, and The Tree of Life. There, in 
the higher spheres, there was no death, no 
slaughtering, no pain, no stomachs and 
intestines, no hearts or lungs or livers, no 
membranes, and no impurities. 


This particular night, Yoineh Meir went to 
the window and looked up into the sky. The 
moon spread a radiance around it. The stars 
flashed and twinkled, each with its own 
heavenly secret. Somewhere above the World 
of Deeds, above the constellations, Angels 
were flying, and Seraphim, and Holy 
Wheels, and Holy Beasts. In Paradise, the 
mysteries of the Torah were revealed to 
souls. Every holy zaddik inherited three 
hundred and ten worlds and wove crowns 
for the Divine Presence. The nearer to the 
Throne of Glory, the brighter the light, the 
purer the radiance, the fewer the unholy 
host. 


Yoineh Meir knew that man may not ask 
for death, but deep within himself he longed 
for the end. He had developed a repugnance 
for everything that had to do with the body. 
He could not even bring himself to go to the 
ritual bath with the other men. Under every 
skin he saw blood. Every neck reminded 
Yoineh Meir of the knife. Human beings, like 
beasts, had loins, veins, guts, buttocks. One 
s lash of the knife and those sol id 
householders would drop like oxen. As the 

Talmud says, all that is meant to be burned is 
already as good as burned. If the end of man 
was corruption, worms, and stench, then he 
was nothing but a piece of putrid flesh to 
start with. 


Yoineh Meir understood now why the 
sages of old had likened the body to a cage-a 
prison where the soul sits captive, longing 
for the day of its release. It was only now 
that he truly grasped the meaning of the 
words of the Talmud: "Very good, this is 
death." Yet man was forbidden to break out 
of his prison. He must wait for the jailer to 
remove the chains, to open the gate. 


Yoineh Meir returned to his bed. All his 
life he had slept on a feather bed, under a 
feather quilt, resting his head on a pillow; 
now he was suddenly aware that he was 
lying on feathers and down plucked from 
fow!' In the other bed, next to Yoineh Meir's, 
Reitze Doshe was snoring. From time to time 
a whistle came from her nostrils and a 
bubble formed on her lips. Yoineh Meir's 
daughters kept going to the slop pail, their 
bare fect pattering on the floor. They slept 
together, and sometimes they whispered and 
giggled half the night. 


Yoineh Meir had longed for sons who 
would study the Torah, but Reitze Doshe 
bore girl after girl. While they were small, 
Yoineh Meir occasionally gave them a pinch 
on the cheek. Whenever he attended a 
circumcision, he would bring them a piece of 
cake. Sometimes he would even kiss one of 
the little ones on the head. But now they 
were grown. They seemed to have taken 
after their mother. They had spread out in 
width. Reitze Doshe complained that they 
ate too much and were getting too fat. They 
stole tidbits from the pots. The eldest, Bashe, 
was already sought in marriage. At one 
moment, the girls quarreled and insulted 
each other, at the next they combed each 
other's hair and plaited it into braids. They 
were forever babbling about dresses, shoes, 
stockings, jackets, panties. They cried and 
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they laughed. They looked for lice, they 
fought, they washed, they kissed.


When Yoineh Meir tried to chide them, 
Reitze Doshe cried, "Don't butt in! Let the 
children alone!" Or she would scold, "You 
had better see to it that your daughters 
shouldn't have to go around barefoot and 
naked!" 


Why did they need so many things? Why 
was it necessary to clothe and adorn the 
body so much, Yoineh Meir would wonder 
to himself. 


Before he had become a slaughterer, he 
was seldom at home and hardly knew what 
went on there. But now he began to stay at 
home, and he saw what they were doing. 
The girls would run off to pick berries and 
mushrooms; they associated with the 
daughters of common homes. They brought 
home baskets of dry twigs. Reitze Doshe 
made jam. Tailors came for fittings. 
Shoemakers measured the women's feet. 
Reitze Doshe and her mother argued about 
Bashe's dowry. Yoineh Meir heard talk about 
a silk dress, a velvet dress, all sorts of skirts, 
cloaks, fur coats. 


Now that he lay awake, all those words 
reechoed in his ears. They were rolling in 
luxury because he, Yoineh Meir, had begun 
to earn money. Somewhere in Reitze Doshe's 
womb a new child was growing, but Yoineh 
Meir sensed clearly that it would be another 
girl. "Well, one must welcome whatever 
heaven sends," he warned himself. 


He had covered himself, but now he felt 
too hot. The pillow under his head became 
strangely hard, as though there were a stone 
among the feathers. He, Yoineh Meir, was 
himself a body: feet, a belly, a chest, elbows. 
There was a stabbing in his entrails. His 
palate felt dry. 


Yoineh Meir sat up. "Father in heaven, I 
cannot breathe!" 


II

Elul is a month of repentance. In former 
years, Elul would bring with it a sense of 
exalted serenity. Yoineh Meir loved the cool 
breezes that came from the woods and the 
harvested fields. He could gaze for a long 
time at the pale-blue sky with its scattered 
clouds that reminded him of the flax in 
which the citrons for the Feast of Tabernacles 
were wrapped. Gossamer floated in the air. 
On the trees the leaves turned saffron yellow. 
In the twittering of the birds he heard the 
melancholy of the Solemn Days, when man 
takes an accounting of his soul. 


But to a slaughterer Elul is quite another 
matter. A great many beasts are slaughtered 
for the New Year. Before the Day of 
Atonement, everybody offers a sacrificial 
fowl. In every courtyard, cocks crowed and 
hens cackled, and all of them had to be put to 
death. Then comes the Feast of Booths, the 
Day of the Willow Twigs, the Feast of 
Azereth, the Day of Rejoicing in the Law, the 
Sabbath of Genesis. Each holiday brings its 
own slaughter. Millions of fowl and cattle 
now alive were doomed to be killed.


Yoineh Meir no longer slept at night. If he 
dozed off, he was immediately beset by 
nightmares. Cows assumed human shape, 
with beards and sidelocks, and skullcaps 
over their horns. Yoineh Meir would be 
slaughtering a calf, but it would turn into a 
girl. Her neck throbbed, and she pleaded to 
be saved. She ran to the study house and 
spattered the courtyard with her blood. He 
even dreamed that he had slaughtered Reitze 
Doshe instead of a sheep. 


In one of his nightmares, he heard a 
human voice come from a slaughtered goat. 
The goat, with his throat slit, jumped on 
Yoineh Meir and tried to butt him, cursing in 
Hebrew and Aramaic, spitting and foaming 
at him. Yoineh Meir awakened in a sweat. A 
cock crowed like a bell. Others answered, 
like a congregation answering the cantor. It 
seemed to Yoineh Meir that the fowl were 
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crying out questions, protesting, lamenting 
in chorus the misfortune that loomed over 
them. 


Yoinch Meir could not rest. He sat up, 
grasped his sidelocks with both hands, and 
rocked. 


Reitze Doshe woke up. "What's the 
matter?" 


"Nothing, nothing."

"What are you rocking for?" 

"Let me be." 

"You frighten me!" 

After a while Reitze Doshe began to snore 

again. Yoineh Meir got out of bed, washed 
his hands, and dressed. He wanted to put 
ash on his forehead and recite the midnight 
prayer, but his lips refused to utter the holy 
words. How could he mourn the destruction 
of the Temple when a carnage was being 
readied here in Kolomir, and he, Yoineh Meir, 
was the Titus, the Nebuchadnezzar! 


The air in the house was stifling. It 
smelled of sweat, fat, dirty underwear, urine. 
One of his daughters muttered something in 
her sleep, another one moaned. The beds 
creaked. A rustling came from the closets. In 
the coop under the stove were the sacrificial 
fowls that Reitze Doshe had locked up for 
the Day of Atonement. Yoineh Meir heard 
the scratching of a mouse, the chirping of a 
cricket. It seemed to him that he could hear 
the worms burrowing through the ceiling 
and the floor. Innumerable creatures 
surrounded man, each with its own nature, 
its own claims on the Creator. 


Yoineh Meir went out into the yard. Here 
everything was cool and fresh. The dew had 
formed. In the sky, the midnight stars were 
glittering. Yoineh Meir inhaled deeply. He 
walked on the wet grass, among the leaves 
and shrubs. His socks grew damp above his 
slippers. He came to a tree and stopped. In 
the branches there seemed to be some nests. 
He heard the twittering of awakened 
fledglings. Frogs croaked in the swamp 
beyond the hill. "Don't they sleep at all, those 

frogs?" Yoineh Meir asked himself. "They 
have the voices of men." 


Since Yoineh Meir had begun to 
slaughter, his thoughts were obsessed with 
living creatures. He grappled with all sorts of 
questions. Where did flies come from? Were 
they born out of their mother's womb, or did 
they hatch from eggs? If all the flies died out 
in winter, where did the new ones come from 
in summer? And the owl that nested under 
the synagogue roof—what did it do when 
the frosts came? Did it remain there? Did it 
fly away to warm countries? And how could 
anything live in the burning frost, when it 
was scarcely possible to keep warm under 
the quilt? 


An unfamiliar love welled up in Yoineh 
Meir for all that crawls and flies, breeds and 
swarms. Even the mice—was it their fault 
that they were mice? What wrong does a 
mouse do? All it wants is a crumb of bread or 
a bit of cheese. Then why is the cat such an 
enemy to it? 


Yoineh Meir rocked back and forth in the 
dark. The rabbi may be right. Man cannot 
and must not have more compassion than 
the Master of the universe. Yet he, Yoineh 
Meir, was sick with pity. How could one pray 
for life for the coming year, or for a favorable 
writ in Heaven, when one was robbing 
others of the breath of life? 


Yoineh Meir thought that the Messiah 
Himself could not redeem the world as long 
as injustice was done to beasts. By rights, 
everything should rise from the dead: every 
calf, fish, gnat, butterfly. Even in the worm 
that crawls in the earth there glows a divine 
spark. When you slaughter a creature, you 
slaughter God . . .


"Woe is me, I am losing my mind!" Yoineh 
Meir muttered. 


A week before the New Year, there was a 
rush of slaughtering. All day long, Yoineh 
Meir stood near a pit, slaughtering hens, 
roosters, geese, ducks. Women pushed, 
argued, tried to get to the slaughterer first. 
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Others joked, laughed, bantered. Feathers 
flew, the yard was full of quacking, gabbling, 
the screaming of roosters. Now and then a 
fowl cried out like a human being. 


Yoineh Meir was filled with a gripping 
pain. Until this day he had still hoped that he 
would get accustomed to slaughtering. But 
now he knew that if he continued for a 
hundred years his suffering would not cease. 
His knees shook. His belly felt distended. His 
mouth was flooded with bitter fluids. Reitze 
Doshe and her sisters were also in the yard, 
talking with the women, wishing each a 
blessed New Year, and voicing the pious 
hope that they would meet again next year. 


Yoineh Meir feared that he was no longer 
slaughtering according to the Law. At one 
moment, a blackness swam before his eyes; 
at the next, everything turned golden green. 
He constantly tested the knife blade on the 
nail of his forefinger to make sure it was not 
nicked. Every fifteen minutes he had to go to 
urinate. Mosquitoes bit him. Crows cawed at 
him from among the branches. 


He stood there until sundown, and the pit 
became filled with blood. After the evening 
prayers, Reitze Doshe served Yoineh Meir 
buckwheat soup with pot roast. But though 
he had not tasted any food since morning, he 
could not eat. His throat felt constricted, 
there was a lump in his gullet, and he could 
scarcely swallow the first bite. He recited the 
Shema of Rabbi Isaac Luria, made his 
confession, and beat his breast like a man 
who was mortally sick. 


Yoineh Meir thought that he would be 
unable to sleep that night, but his eyes closed 
as soon as his head was on the pillow and he 
had recited the last benediction before sleep. 
It seemed to him that he was examining a 
slaughtered cow for impurities, slitting open 
its belly, tearing out the lungs and blowing 
them up. What did it mean? For this was 
usually the butcher's task. The lungs grew 
larger and larger; they covered the whole 
table and swelled upward toward the ceiling. 

Yoineh Meir ceased blowing, but the lobes 
continued to expand by themselves. The 
smaller lobe, the one that is called "the thief," 
shook and fluttered, as if trying to break 
away. Suddenly a whistling, a coughing, a 
growling lamentation broke from the 
windpipe. A dybbuk began to speak, shout, 
sing, pour out a stream of verses, quotations 
from the Talmud, passages from the Zohar. 
The lungs rose up and flew, flapping like 
wings. Yoineh Meir wanted to escape, but 
the door was barred by a black bull with red 
eyes and pointed horns. The bull wheezed 
and opened a maw full of long teeth. 


Yoineh Meir shuddered and woke up. His 
body was bathed in sweat. 


His skull felt swollen and filled with 
sand. His feet lay on the straw pallet, inert as 
logs. He made an effort and sat up. He put 
on his robe and went out. The night hung 
heavy and impenetrable, thick with the 
darkness of the hour before sunrise. From 
time to time a gust of air came from 
somewhere, like a sigh of someone unseen. 


A tingling ran down Yoineh Meir's spine, 
as though someone brushed it with a feather. 
Something in him wept and mocked. "Well, 
and what if the rabbi said so?" he spoke to 
himself. "And even if God Almighty had 
commanded, what of that? I'll do without 
rewards in the world to come! I want no 
Paradise, no Leviathan, no Wild Ox! Let 
them stretch me on a bed of nails. Let them 
throw me into the Hollow of the Sling. I'll 
have none of your favors, God! I am no 
longer afraid of your Judgment! I am a 
betrayer of Israel, a willful transgressor!" 
Yoineh Meir cried. "I have more compassion 
than God Almighty—more, more! He is a 
cruel God, a Man of War, a God of 
Vengeance. I will not serve Him. It is an 
abandoned world!" Yoineh Meir laughed, but 
tears ran down his cheeks in scalding drops. 


Yoineh Meir went to the pantry where he 
kept his knives, his whetstone, the 
circumcision knife. He gathered them all and 
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dropped them into the pit of the outhouse. 
He knew that he was blaspheming, that he 
was desecrating the holy instruments, that he 
was mad, but he no longer wished to be 
sane. 


He went outside and began to walk 
toward the river, the bridge, the wood. His 
prayer shawl and phylacteries? He needed 
none! The parchment was taken from the 
hide of a cow. The cases of the phylacteries 
were made of calf's leather. The Torah itself 
was made of animal skin. "Father in Heaven, 
Thou art a slaughterer!" a voice cried in 
Yoineh Meir. "Thou art a slaughterer and the 
Angel of Death! The whole world is a 
slaughterhouse!" 


A slipper fell off Yoineh Meir's foot, but 
he let it lie, striding on in one slipper and one 
sock. He began to call, shout, sing. I am 
driving myself out of my mind; he thought. 
But this is itself a mark of madness . . .


He had opened a door to his brain, and 
madness flowed in, flooding everything. 
From moment to moment, Yoineh Meir grew 
more rebellious. He threw away his skullcap, 
grasped his prayer fringes and ripped them 
off, tore off pieces of his vest. A strength 
possessed him, the recklessness of one who 
had cast away all burdens. 


Dogs chased him, barking, but he drove 
them off. Doors were flung open. Men ran 
out barefoot, with feathers clinging to their 
skullcaps. Women came out in their 
petticoats and nightcaps. All of them 
shouted, tried to bar his way, but Yoineh 
Meir evaded them. 


The sky turned red as blood, and a round 
skull pushed up out of the bloody sea as out 
of the womb of a woman in childbirth. 


Someone had gone to tell the butchers 
that Yoineh Meir had lost his mind. They 
came running with sticks and rope, but 
Yoineh Meir was already over the bridge and 
was hurrying across the harvested fields. He 
ran and vomited. He fell and rose, bruised by 
the stubble. Shepherds who take the horses 

out to graze at night mocked him and threw 
horse dung at him. The cows at pasture ran 
after him. Bells tolled as for a fire. 


Yoineh Meir heard shouts, screams, the 
stamping of running feet. 


The earth began to slope and Yoineh Meir 
rolled downhill. He reached the wood, 
leaped over tufts of moss, rocks, running 
brooks. Yoineh Meir knew the truth: this was 
not the river before him; it was a bloody 
swamp. Blood ran from the sun, staining the 
tree trunks. From the branches hung 
intestines, livers, kidneys. The forequarters 
of beasts rose to their feet and sprayed him 
with gall and slime. Yoineh Meir could not 
escape. Myriads of cows and fowls encircled 
him, ready to take revenge for every cut, 
every wound, every slit gullet, every plucked 
feather. With bleeding throats, they all 
chanted, "Everyone may kill, and every 
killing is permitted." 


Yoineh Meir broke into a wail that echoed 
through the wood in many voices. He raised 
his fist to Heaven: "Fiend! Murderer! 
Devouring beast!" 


For two days the butchers searched for 
him, but they did not find him. Then Zeinvel, 
who owned the watermill, arrived in town 
with the news that Yoineh Meir's body had 
turned up in the river by the dam. He had 
drowned. 


The members of the Burial Society 
immediately went to bring the corpse. There 
were many witnesses to testify that Yoineh 
Meir had behaved like a madman, and the 
rabbi ruled that the deceased was not a 
suicide. The body of the dead man was 
cleansed and given burial near the graves of 
his father and his grandfather. The rabbi 
himself delivered the eulogy. 


Because it was the holiday season and 
there was danger that Kolomir might remain 
without meat, the community hastily 
dispatched two messengers to bring a new 
slaughterer.
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