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The Lazy Artisan II 
You use a glass mirror to see your face; you use works of art to see your soul. 

- George Bernard Shaw 

 

 

 

Prof Zeev Kitzis  has investigated the source for the parable of the lazy artisan 
(http://www.jyungar.com/theological-essays).  

He cites Rumi as a possible source for The Akedat Yitzchak as well as a Greek source (Pliny The 
Elder). 

Let us examine these. 
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The contest of Zeuxis and Parrhesias 
 

 [from D. Kunze, The Art 3 Idea: A Third Way to Study Art, 2000] 

There were two 
famous painters 
in ancient 
Greece, Zeuxis 
and Parrhesias. 
Each was at the 
pinnacle of his 
abilities, no one 
knew how to 
choose between 
them. They, 

however, 
decided to 
resolve the issue 
for once and for 
all, with a 
“painting duel” 
held under 

strictly 
controlled 

conditions. 
They assigned 

themselves two areas of a wall, each invisible from the other so that they might work in private. 
Each artist was to paint a mural, a fresco of pigment in wet plaster. A carefully assembled 
audience-jury was to view both paintings and award one the prize, ending forever the tedious and 
insoluble rivalry. 

Zeuxis was actually thought to have the edge in this contest. While his paintings were not 
ultimately judged better than Parrhesias’, they always had a strong initial effect. They could 
“knock your eyes out,” as they say, by using the tricks of trompe-l'oeil, or super-realism. Parrhesias 
knew the same tricks but was more subtle. You got to like his paintings because of their time-
release effects, which sometimes made them less likable in the beginning. Parrhesias, subtler and 
probably more talented because his works took time and endured, was ironically less likely to win 
out over Zeuxis, who was a master of initial surprise. The contest was really about Parrhesias’ 
ability to think his way through this dilemma. 

When it came time to judge the freshly completed paintings, the audience of select critics 
assembled, and, behind them, a large crowd of onlookers. Zeuxis was outwardly calm and 
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confident. He had produced, he seemed to think, his best work for this crucial occasion. Behind 
the curtain (it was important to reveal the work all at once) was his life's masterpiece. 

The spokesman for the jury asked Zeuxis to draw the curtain. When he did, the crowd and jury 
gasped to see a bowl of fruit, plaintive and simple. How could a great painter be content, in a 
situation such as this, to paint a bowl of fruit? It was admittedly a finely painted still-life. The glint 
of light off the pale green surface of the pears made them seem moist and firm. You could 
practically taste the pomegranates. 

 

After a long period of silence, a bird flew down from its vantage point on the top of the wall, 
straight into the painted bowl of fruit, from which it had hoped to steal a grape. Hitting the wall 
with a smack, the bird fell to the ground, a victim of illusion. 

Without a doubt, this proved what the jury and audience could scarcely conclude that the realism 
of the painting had made it escape its limits, as artificial; the real judge had been the bird, whom 
no one could accuse of favoritism. When the gasps of the crowd died away, Zeuxis was sure he 
had won, no matter what Parrhesias’ entry. For what better demonstration could he have hoped? 
Zeuxis's confidence now caused him to straighten up, breathe deeply, and radiate a newfound 
humanity, which he turned on to Parrhesias who was standing at the edge of the open circle of 
onlookers. “Now, let's take a look at the undoubtedly excellent work of Parrhesias. “Now, let's 
take a look at the undoubtedly excellent work of my esteemed colleague” he suggested, with a tone 
that suggested he would be magnanimous in his victory, always sending a bit of work Parrhesias’ 
way if his own studio got too busy. 

Parrhesias feigned or honestly exhibited (one could not say which) a meek but genial tone. Slightly 
bowed, he did not speak but turned slightly towards the area where his mural was to be revealed. 
The crowd shuffled and murmured. Zeuxis by now had become their leader. 

Now standing around Parrhesias’ wall, the crowd grew impatient. Even the curtain began to look 
a bit dowdy. Zeuxis, not wishing to over-embarrass his rival, came forward after a longish interval 
and directly addressed the painter. “I think,” he said, “it is time to see what you may have done. 
Would you honor us by drawing the curtain?” “ 

Can't be done,” Parrhesias replied. The jury, audience, and Zeuxis thought that Parrhesias was at 
the breaking point, that he was emotionally crushed by the nearness of defeat. “Surely,” Zeuxis 
put in, trying to soften the blow of the inevitable, “we would be very happy to see your work, but 
we're getting a bit impatient standing in the hot sun. Just show us the painting.” 

After a pause, Parrhesias replied, “You're looking at it.” The onlookers focused more carefully on 
the wall, realizing at last that they were looking at a painting of a curtain. 
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You don't have to be Greek to conclude that the prize went to Parrhesias, or that the reason was 
that, while Zeuxis had tricked a bird, Parrhesias had not only managed to trick human beings, but 
his fellow-professional at that. 

A subtler truth within the story is about human perception versus animal perception. The bird went 
for the food and was dependent upon the appearance of the grape which it would, in some eternal 
moment in bird-heaven, be able to eat: a sort of behavioristic “operant conditioning” situation 
where stimulus and reward follow each other in close succession. The human situation is different, 
in the evidence of this anecdote. The humans saw not a grape-like thing, but the cover of that which 
they wanted to see. They were tricked because they were expecting a concealment of what they 
wanted. They automatically valued only what was invisible, inaccessible. Used to concealments, 
they did not inspect the painting of the curtain closely. They were tricked by their own 
expectations, even if the curtain had been painted poorly. 

 

The first moral of the story might be called the audience's take-home truth. Good artists can fool 
our natural selves, great artists fool our cultural — our real — selves. The deeper moral is for 
artists and student-critics of the arts. This has to do with a rule to follow. When it comes to tricking 
humans, you can rely on them to help you with their own expectations. And, humans expect tricks! 
— In this case, a simple curtain. The good artist therefore gives a good trick: a painted grape that 
fools our natural selves. The great artist gives a great trick: a trick2, as it were. The great artist 
anticipates our predilection for trick1 tricks, and tricks the trick, making a trap for humans. 
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The bolagram contrasts the transitive relationship between an audience and an illusion (suspension 
of disbelief remains silent — the audience 'knows' that the painting is an illusion) with the 
'intransitive' relationship between the audience's impatience and their gullible consumption of the 
painting of the curtain. The anecdote strikingly demonstrates the 'two-screen theory', since there 
are 'two walls', the Zeuxis wall, supposed to disappear through the collaborative consent of the 
audience willing to be sucked in by the illusion ($) and the Parrhesias wall, that really DOES 
appear although it (with the curtain on it) doesn't exist. The small object of desire, impatience, the 
surplus of the event, returns to the 'center' of the Other that the audience has constructed, the 
authoritarian basis of the painted illusion. 

Compare this story with the opening lines of Nabokov's 'fictional' poem (a poem supposedly 
written by one of the characters of the novel, Pale Fire). The poem clarifies the anecdote in a 
strangely coincidental way. 

I was the shadow of the waxwing slain  
By the false azure in the window pane;  
I was the smudge of ashen fluff–and I  
Lived on, flew on, in the reflected sky.  
And from the inside, too, I'd duplicate  
Myself, my lamp, an apple on a plate:  
Uncurtaining the night, I'd let dark glass  
Hang all the furniture above the grass.  
And how delightful when a fall of snow  
Covered my glimpse of lawn and reached up so  
As to make chair and bed exactly stand  
Upon that snow, out in that crystal land!  
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© 2012, Donald Kunze, all rights reserved1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rumi: Chinese Art and Greek Art 
 
“… Art gives a teasing taste of surrender without the full experience. Beautiful poetry can keep 
one on the verge of the oceanic annihilation in God. Rumi says, we’ve been walking in the surf 
holding our robes up, when we should be diving naked under, and deeper under.”  
That is Coleman Barks’ contextual prose (partial) for the chapter titled: Art as Flirtation with 
Surrender … indeed in this poem (from that chapter) Rumi gives us a taste of this “surrender” – 
deeper and deeper … as “practiced” by the Greeks, who are like Sufis, in this regard! …  
 
 
 

                                                        
1 http://art3idea.psu.edu/boundaries/bolagrams/zeuxis_parhassios.html 
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The Prophet said, “There are some who see me 
by the same light in which I am seeing them. 
Our natures are one. 
                          Without reference to any strands 
of lineage, without reference to texts or traditions, 
we drink the life-water together.” 
Here’s a story about that hidden mystery: 
The Chinese and the Greeks 
were arguing as to who were the better artists. 
The King said, 
                “We’ll settle this matter with a debate.” 
The Chinese began talking, 
but the Greeks wouldn’t say anything. 
They left. 
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The Chinese suggested then 
that they each be given a room to work on 
with their artistry, two rooms facing each other 
and divided by a curtain. 
The Chinese asked the King 
for a hundred colors, all the variations, 
and each morning they came to where 
the dyes were kept and took them all. 
The Greeks took no colors. 
“They’re not part of our work.” 
They went to their room 
and began cleaning and polishing the walls. All day 
every day they made those walls as pure and clear 
as an open sky. 
There is a way that leads from all-colors 
to colorlessness. Know that the magnificent variety 
of the clouds and the weather comes from 
the total simplicity of the sun and the moon. 
The Chinese finished, and they were so happy. 
They beat the drums in the joy of completion. 
The King entered their room, 
astonished by the gorgeous color and detail. 
The Greeks then pulled the curtain dividing the rooms. 
The Chinese figures and images shimmeringly reflected 
on the clear Greek walls. They lived there, 
even more beautifully, and always 
changing in the light. 
The Greek art is the Sufi way. 
They don’t study books of philosophical thought. 
They make their loving clearer and clearer. 
No wantings, no anger. In that purity 
they receive and reflect the images of every moment, 
from here, from the stars, from the void. 
They take them in 
as though they were seeing 
with the Lighted Clarity 
that sees them.2 
  
In1 Rumi, Mathnawi, 3480–3508 (trans. Alan Williams). The translation is as follows: 
  
The Story of a Dispute between the Greeks and Chinese   on the Art of Painting and Drawing1  
 
 
If you should like a dose of hidden knowledge, then tell the tale of Greek and Chinese painters. 
The Chinese said, ‘We are the better painters.’  
The Greeks replied, ‘Ours is the power and the glory.’  
                                                        
2 The Essential Rumi, By Jalal al-Din Rumi, translated by Coleman Barks and John Moyne 
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The sultan said, ‘I wish to test you on this, to see who of you lives up to your claim.’  
And then the Chinese and the Greeks were ready, the Greeks were more experienced in the skill. 
The Chinese said, ‘Will you consign to us a whole apartment, also one for you?’  
There were two such adjacent sets of rooms, and one the Chinese had, the Greeks the other.  
The Chinese begged the king for a hundred colors; that dear man opened up his vaults to them. 
Each morning from his treasury the colors were paid out to the Chinese as a gift.  
The Greeks said, ‘In our work no paint materials are suitable, except to clean the rust.’  
They closed the doors and took to burnishing, and they became as pure and clear as sky.  
There is a path from many hues to none: a hue is like a cloud, a moon is hueless. And all the light 
and shining in the cloud is from the stars and moon and sun, you know.  
 
Now when the Chinese had performed their task, they took to beating drums in celebration. The 
king came in and there he saw the paintings; they robbed him of his mind and understanding. 
And after that he went to see the Greeks; they drew the curtain back between the rooms.  
The image of those pictures and those works was mirrored on those walls with clarity.  
And all he’d seen in there was finer here – his eyes were stolen from their very sockets.  
 
The Greeks are like the Sufis, my dear father, free from contention, books and artifice.  
Instead they’ve stripped their hearts and purified them of lust and greed and hate and avarice. 
The mirror’s purity is like the heart’s, receiving images beyond all number.  
The endless formless form of the Unseen shone from the heart’s mirror on Moses’ breast, 
although that form is not contained in heaven, nor on the throne nor earth nor sea nor Pisces. 
Because they have a boundary and a number, the mirror of the heart is free of limits.  
The mind is silenced here, or led astray, because the heart’s with Him, or is Himself.  
No image is eternally reflected as one or many except within the heart. Each image newly 
formed upon it forever appears in it with no concealment there. The burnishers are free from 
scent and color; each moment they see instantaneous beauty. They left behind the form and husk 
of knowledge and raised the flag of certainty itself. Mere thought is gone.  
They have attained to light; they’ve got the strait and sea of recognition. 
 

Rebbe Nachman’s Tale revisited 
In The Lazy Artisan (www.jyungar.com/theologicalessays) I ended with the Parable from Rebbe 
Nachman as follows: 

In Chayei Mehoran (Ch 98,18) Reb Nossen writes: 
 

 
 תאֶ וּריְּצַיְּשֶׁ םתָוֹא הוָּצִוְ םישִׁנָאֲ ינֵשְׁלִ ארָקָוְ ןיטִלָפָּ וֹמצְעַלְ הנָבָּשֶׁ דחָאֶ {לֶמֶבְּ השֶׂעֲמַ )חי(
 לעַ לטָּמֻ היֶהְיִ ןיטִלָפָּהַ הצָחֱמֶּשֶׁ וּניְהַ .םיקִלָחֲ ינֵשְׁלִ ןיטִלָפָּהַ תאֶ םהֶלָ קלֵּחִוְ וֹלּשֶׁ ןיטִלָפָּהַ
 ןמַזְּהַ וֹתוֹא דעַשֶׁ ןמַזְ םהֶלָ עבַקָוְ .וֹריְּצַלְ ינִשֵּׁהַ לעַ לטָּמֻ היֶהְיִ ינִשֵּׁהַ הצָחֱמֶוּ ,וֹריְּצַלְ דחָאֶהָ
 דמֵּלִוְ דאֹמְ חרַטָוְ עגַיָוְ םהֶמֵ דחָאֶ {לַהָוְ .םישִׁנָאֲ ינֵשְּׁהַ וּלּאֵ םהֶלָ וּכלְהָוְ ,וֹריְּצַלְ םהֵ םיבִיָּחֻמְ
 וילָעָ לטָּמֻ היָהָשֶׁ וֹקלְחֶ תאֶ ריֵּצִּשֶׁ דעַ בטֵיהֵ בטֵיהֵ רוּיּכִוְ רוּיּצִ לשֶׁ תוּנמָּאָהָ תאֹז וֹמצְעַ
 .דאֹמְ םיאִנָוְ םיאִלָפְנִ םירִוּיּצִבְּ הזֶבָּ אצֵוֹיּכַוְ תוֹפוֹעוְ תוֹיּחַ םשָׁ ריֵּצִּוְ .דאֹמְ אלָפְנִוְ הפֶיָ רוּיּצִבְּ
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 לבָּגְמֻּהַ ןמַזְּלַ {וּמסָ עַיגִּהִ רשֶׁאֲכַוְ .ללָכְּ הזֶבָּ קסַעָ אֹלוְ {לֶמֶּהַ תרַזֵגְּ וֹבּלִ לאֶ םשָׂ אֹל ינִשֵּׁהַוְ
 רוּיּצִבְּ וֹקלְחֶבְּ וֹתוּנמָּאָוְ וֹתּכְאלַמְ רמַגָּ רבָכְּ ןוֹשׁארִהָ הנֵּהִ ,םתָּכְאלַמְ רמֹגְלִ ןיכִירִצְ וּיהָשֶׁ
 לבֶהֶבְּ ןמַזְּהַ הלָּכִּשֶׁ השָׂעָ תאֹזּ המַ וֹמצְעַ לעַ לכֵּתַּסְהִלְ ליחִתְהִ ינִשֵּׁהַ הזֶוְ .דאֹמְ אלָפְנִוְ האֶנָ
 וּלּאֵבְּ יאדַּוַבְּ יכִּ ,תוֹשׂעֲלַּ המַ תוֹבשָׁחֲמַ בשֹׁחֲלַ ליחִתְהִוְ .אכָּלְמַדְ ארָזֵגְלִ שׁחָ אֹלוְ קירִוָ
 תוֹשׂעֲלַוְ וֹמצְעַלְ דמֹלְלִ דוֹע ןקֵּתַלְ רשָׁפְאֶ יאִ לבָּגְמֻּהַ ןמַזְּלַ םיכִוּמסְּהַ םיטִעָוּמּהַ םימִיָּהַ
 .םהֶלָ עַוּבקָּהַ דעֵוֹמּלַ דאֹמְ {וּמסָ היָהָ יכִּ ,טעָוּמּהַ ןמַזְּהַ הזֶבְּ וֹקלְחֶ ריֵּצַלְ ,רוּיּצִּהַ תוּנמָּאָ
 )]עבַצֶ גוּס[ טסְיקִאפָּ ןירִוֹקּשֶׁ( ןינִמָּסַ תחַישִׁמְבִּ וֹקלְחֶ לכָּ חַיטִהֵוְ {לַהָוְ וֹתּעְדַבְּ בשֵּׁיַתְנִוְ
 ןילִוֹכיְ וּיהָשֶׁ ,שׁמָּמַ איָרְלַקְפַּסְאַ וֹמכְּ היָהָ טסְיקִאפָּהַוְ .וֹקלְחֶ לכָּ לעַ רוֹחשָׁ טסְיקִאפָּ השָׂעָוְ
 וֹקלְחֶ ןיבֵּ קיסִפְהַלְ וֹקלְחֶ ינֵפְלִ ןוֹליוִ הלָתָוְ {לַהָוְ ,שׁמָּמַ איָרְלַקְפַּסְאַבְּ וֹמכְּ וֹבּ תוֹארָתְהִלְ
 תינִבְתַּ תוֹארְלִ {לֶמֶּהַ {לַהָ {לֶמֶּהַ םהֶלָ עבַקָּשֶׁ עַוּבקָּהַ דעֵוֹמ עַיגִּהִ יכִּ יהִיְוַ .וֹרבֵחֲ קלֶחֵ ןיבֵוּ
 םיאִנָ םירִוּיּצִבְּ ריָּצֻמְ אוּהשֶׁ ןוֹשׁארִהָ קלֶחֵ האָרָוְ .םימִיָּהַ וּלּאֵבְּ וּשׂעָ רשֶׁאֲ םתָּכְאלַמְ
 היָהָ ינִשֵּׁהַ קלֶחֵוְ .דאֹמְ םיאִלָפְנִ םיכִרָדְבִּ 'וּכוְ םירִפֳּצִ וֹקלְחֶבְּ םשָׁ םירִיָּצֻמְוּ דאֹמְ םיאִלָפְנִוְ
 חַירִזְהִוְ ןוֹליוִּהַ תאֶ שׂרַפֵוּ ינִשֵּׁהַ דמַעָוְ .המָוּאמְ םשָׁ ןיאִוֹר ןיאֵוְ ויתָּחְתַּ ©שֶׁחֹוְ ןוֹליוִבְּ יוּלתָּ
 טסְיקִאפָּהַ םשָׁ היָהָשֶׁ תמַחֲמֵ וֹקלְחֶבְּ םלָּכֻּ םיאִלָפְנִּהַ םירִוּיּצִּהַ לכָּ וּריאִהֵוְ וּאבָוּ שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ
 לכָּ ראָשְׁוּ ןוֹשׁארִהָ קלֶחֵבְּ ןירִיָּצֻמְהַ םירִפֳּצִּהַ לכָּ ןכֵּ־לעַ .איָרְלַקְפַּסְאַ וֹמכְּ ריאִמֵ היָהָשֶׁ
־םגַּ האָרָ ןוֹשׁארִהָ קלֶחֵבְּ {לֶמֶּהַ האָרָשֶּׁ המַ לכָוְ וֹקלְחֶ {וֹתבְּ וּארְנִ םלָּכֻּ םיאִלָפְנִּהַ םירִוּיּצִּהַ
 ]םיטִיהִרְ וֹמכְּ[ ןצְנְדֶירִקְּהַ לכָוְ םיאִלָפְנִּהַ םילִכֵּהַ לכָּ םגַּשֶׁ הזֶלָ ףסַוֹנוְ .הזֶ לשֶׁ וֹקלְחֶבְּ ןכֵּ
 הצֶרְיִּשֶּׁ המַ לכָּ ןכֵוְ .ינִשֵּׁהַ קלֶחֵבְּ ןכֵּ־םגַּ וּארְנִ םלָּכֻּ ןיטִלָפָּהַ {וֹתלְ {לֶמֶּהַ סינִכְהִשֶׁ אצֵוֹיּכַוְ
 ,ינִשֵּׁהַ לשֶׁ וֹקלְחֶבְּ םיאִרְנִ םלָּכֻּ וּיהְיִ ןיטִלָפָּהַ {וֹתלְ םיאִלָפְנִ םילִכֵּ דוֹע סינִכְהַלְ {לֶמֶּהַ
 שׁוֹדקָּהַ ויפִּמִ יתִּעְמַשָׁ הזֶ לכָּ )רכֵוֹז ינִיאֵ הזֶּמִ רתֵוֹיוְ( .'וּכוְ {לֶמֶּהַ ינֵפְלִ רבָדָּהַ בטַוּהוְ
 :ימִצְעַבְּ

 
 
 
A story about a king who built himself a palace, and he summoned two people and ordered them 
to decorate his palace, and he divided the palace into two parts: one half was the responsibility of 
one person to decorate, and the other half was the other's responsibility to decorate. And he fixed 
a time limit within which they had to decorate it, and the two men went their ways.  
 
One of them went and struggled and toiled a great deal, teaching himself this art of decor and 
fresco very, very thoroughly, to the extent that he decorated the part for which he was 10 
responsible with the most beautiful and wondrous murals. He depicted animals, birds and so forth, 
with the most wondrous and pleasant depictions. And the second man paid no attention to the 
king's order; he did nothing about it at all.  
 
And when it came close to the time limit when they had to finish their work, behold, the first man 
had already finished his work and his art with the most exquisite and wondrous decor. And the 
second man began to look at himself: what had he done, wasting the time with vapidness and 
emptiness, without so much as thinking about the king's order. He began to think about what to 
do, for surely within these few days before the deadline it is impossible to fix this and learn the art 



 11 

of decor so as to decorate his part within this short time, for it was very close to the time appointed 
for them.  
 
And he came up with an idea, and he went and plastered his part with a compound called pakist, 
and he plastered dark pakist on his entire part. And the pakist was just like a mirror, and could 
reflect just like a mirror, and he went and hung a curtain in front of his part to partition between 
his part and the other's part.  
 
And when the time came, which the king appointed for them, the king went to see the form of their 
work which they had done in these days. And he saw the first part, that it was decorated with the 
most pleasant and wondrous images, and birds and so forth were depicted there, in the most 
wondrous ways. And the second part was covered with curtains, and behind it, darkness, and 
nothing at all could be seen.  
 
The second man got up and opened the curtain, and the sun was shining, and all those wondrous 
images came and shined in his part, since there was pakist (poor low-class fellow) there, shining 
like a mirror. So, all the depicted birds in the first part and the rest of the wondrous images all 
appeared in his part, and whatever the king saw in the first part, he also saw in this man's part.  
 
In addition to this, all the wondrous objects and all the credenzas and so forth that the king brought 
into the palace, they all appeared in the second part as well.  
 
And so whatever additional wondrous items the king wanted to bring in his palace, would all 
appear in his second part, and this pleased the king. 
 
 [I remember no more than this.] I heard all this from his holy mouth himself. 
 
 
Reb Chaim writes as follows: “What I heard is that even if a person is lazy or lackadaisical his 
entire life, he can still better himself by at least mirroring the tzaddik's activities, doing whatever 
he can!” 
 
Reb Mota Frank directs me to Reb Levi Yitzchok Bender: (Diburei Emunah Vol #) 
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THE “PAKUST” WHO ILLUMINATES: SIMPLICITY 
 

That lazy artisan, who mirrored the wondrous mural without any change, our (Breslover) group 
used to say, this story refers to the concept of simplicity and no guile (in the spiritual path). 
Getting close to the source with integrity and honesty, with no changes or philosophies. 
For in fact the first artisan who created the wondrous mural, was also a wise man and a great 
Zaddik, and full of knowledge, and fully acquainted with manner of studies, in revealed and 
hidden aspects of Torah, and from his own knowledge and wisdom was able to create the 
wondrous mural.  
 
However the second artisan was a simple man, called “proster”  (uncouth) and obviously by his 
effort was unable  to reach this artistic standard, whose handiwork was sufficient to impress the 
king, yet nevertheless through his simplicity and honesty without any personal guile, or 
knowledge, meaning from his perspective he had no illusions about self, transforming himself 
into a mirror and a “clear lens”3, 

                                                        
3 Moses prophesied through the "clear lens" ["Aspaklaria D'meira"] while the rest of the prophets prophesied through the 
"opaque lens" ["Aspaklaria D'eina Meira"]. (Yevamot 49b, and throughout the Zohar).         
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And through this he included everything that faced him (in his mural) with exact precision, and 
without any change. 
 
This tale then refers to the matter of simplicity, of never showing any light of its own, admitting 
that he is powerless, meaning that the second artisan merited through the power of his simplicity 
and self-abnegation, that was complete and decisive, in equal measure, (maybe even more so..) 
compared to wise great man, who achieved greatness through much toil and effort, through his 
knowledge and wisdom and great craftsmanship. 
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A learning and instruction for all: 
 

There are those unique individuals who can produce amazing works of art using their skill sets. 
However, using purity and simplicity, humility and total self-abnegation to the Zaddik, and his 
holy ideas and suggestions, it is also possible to come to the same wonderful outcome.  
 
Like in the tale of the artisans…whereby the second lazy one achieved the same results, for all the 
wondrous exalted singular aspects in their own light, which were in the first artisan’s mural, were 
mirrored in the second. And he achieved all this without all the sophistication and knowledge.  
 
And this is precisely the message of the tale, the power and extent of a life driven by simplicity 
and humility, just how far it reaches (achieves). 
 
The orthodox Breslov community focuses on the simplicity of the second artisan without seeing 
any guile or laziness. He is able to achieve precisely because he has “no light of his own” a 
reference to the sefira of Malchut, which can only reflect the light of the higher sefirot. The laziness 
and vapidness of his life are redeemed by his simplicity integrity and earnestness. The king is 
pleased precisely because he mirrors the other artisan.  
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This notion of “p’shitus und t’mimus” is the very hallmark of Breslov theology that resists all 
philosophy and learned erudition in favor of integrity, humility and self-abnegation to the Zaddik. 
 
Howard Schwartz has spent his career investigating folklore and his latest book on Rabbi Nachman 
(“A Palace of Pearls”) cites this tale of two artisans. 
 
 
Howard Schwartz writes:4 
 
 
 

                                                        
4 A Palace of Pearls, The Stories of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, Oxford University Press, 2018 
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He correctly notes that Rebbe Nachman’s tale omits the king’s ironic reward, as noted in the 
Akedat Yitzchak version whereby the king gives the lazy artisan a reflection of the sack of gold he 
had rewarded the first artisan. This would fit with moral of the tale as one of a punishment fitting 
the crime, the guile and craftiness of the lazy artisan is rewarded with a similar clever trick. 
 
In both Rebbe Nachman’s version as well as the Ruzshiner’s the king was pleased! 

{לֶמֶּהַ ינֵפְלִ רבָדָּהַ בטַוּהוְ  
The deception of the king is met with approval! 
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For me, the mirror is the critical instrument by which both the deception and the king’s pleasure 
is evoked. 
 
There is something within the king that relates to the deception. Did he achieve his throne by a 
similar method? Was there something in his past that related to the lazy artisan’s craftiness? 
 
Kabbala teaches as Schwartz points out, just as below so above…so the mirror image might refer 
to the reflection of the supernal world. 
 
The Rumi version points to a tale without deception, for the polished glass indeed reflected the 
painting but enhanced it with all manner of light during the day. It is as if scholarship and 
erudition and theology makes sense of the universe but only through the prism of human 
intellect, whereas the Greeks understood that an even more authentic approach is to mirror 
reality in a finely polished glass that also allows the light to alter the image as time passes so that 
not only is one “seeing” reality change with time but that, this type of seeing is with the heart 
that requires purity of vision to the point where “as though they were seeing 
with the Lighted Clarity that sees them.” 

 
There is a mirroring effect whereby the purer the heart’s vision and clarity the “as though” the 
human clarity becomes approximate to the very divine that is seeing back. The king is pleased 
precisely because finally an artisan has cracked his code and sees the world like he does. 
 
 
 
 
Postscript 
 
 
In “For Self-Examination”, Kierkegaard claims that the Word of God acts like a 
mirror for us, so that what we are really seeing and learning about is ourselves. “If you 
are to read God’s Word in order to see yourself in the mirror, then during the reading you 
must incessantly say to yourself: It is I to whom it is speaking, it is I about whom it is 
speaking.” 
 
 
 
 
 


