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"This Number": Economy and Mind in Eran Horowitz
Yaakov Shabtal's Past Perfect Tel Aviv University

Despite its monumental stand in the Israeli literature of the last few decades, almost
all the critical reviews and literary studies dedicated to Past Perfect by Yaakov Shabtai
have focused solely on interpreting its symbolism. Consequently, the research has
not paid enough attention to the consumerist character present in the protagonist’s
psychological structure. The mechanisms of the psyche, whose seismographic-like
delineations fill the pages of this book, adhere to an economical logic. This article
articulates two central desires in the novel: sexuality, and tourism. These modes of desire
are radically different from those to which the protagonist is explicitly aware. The clash
between the known and the unknown, revealed by the novel’s ironic narrator, turns
the protagonist’s vacation in Amsterdam and London, where he had wished to relax
and to enjoy sexual pleasure, into a hellish Via Dolorosa. One of the main psychical
paradoxes to be addressed in this article, therefore, is the clash between "consuming
the experience" and the "experience of consuming"; the first is the seemingly normative
one, which takes place each time someone consumes something, such as a dinner at a
restaurant or a visit to the museum. Nevertheless, what reigns over the fluctuations in
the protagonist’s mind is, rather, the second: the experience of consuming itself. When
it goes even slightly awry — for example, when the hero does not know how to consume
his dish in a "perfect" manner, in a restaurant — the experience is turned upside down
and collapses. By emphasizing the economical character of the psyche, this article
adds a new layer to the interpretations of this pivotal novel.
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