
The Absent Seventh Beggar: Rabbi Nachman’s Final Parable

“Many hidden meanings and lofty concepts are contained in the stories the world tells. 
They are however deficient since they contain many omissions. They are also confused
and are no told in correct sequence. What begins the story may be told at the end, and 
the like. Nevertheless the folk tales the world tells contain many lofty hidden mysteries” 

                    

                                       Rebbe Nachman (prior to telling the story of the Lost Princess)

And of course I do not merit to understand even a drop in the ocean about the mysteries 
in the Tales of Rabbeinu and especially regarding this story of Beggar with Withered 
Hands (and the Water Castle and the lost princess) which is holier than all of them...

                       Reb Nosson Likutei Halachot Hilchot Pirya veRivya 6:1

1



In the canonical tales of Rabbeinu the last story of the Seven Beggars stands  out as the 
longest and most enigmatic of the stories.

Written two years before his histalkus, it has inspired story writers  over the last two 
centuries including Franz Kafka, far beyond the walls  of the Beis Midrash. For 
Breslovers the Sippurei Maasiyot are read lovingly each Shabbat after davening and 
explored for their personal relevance and Avodas Hashem.

Yet embedded in this last of the Tales  is  a break, a caesura, a lacuna of cosmic 
proportions that invites our attention as well as  our interpretation. For Rabbeinu himself 
had invited each of us to read and reread the stories  all the while interpreting them. In 
this  last tale, after the introduction (below) there is a gap, as  if the narrative just “falls 
away” never to be returned to, and a new story, the story of the Seven Beggars  begins 
with the lost children in the forest and the First Beggar, the blind beggar.

Lest we think they were told on separate occasions which might lead one to a simple 
interpretation, both the introduction and the story of the First Beggar were told together 
on Erev Shabbat (March 30th 1810). Furthermore Reb Nosson acknowledges in the 
notes at the end of the story the following:

But as to the story itself, who were the beggars, when did this all happen, what 
are all the stories about, these things Rabbi Nachman did not explain. The story 
of the seventh day, about the beggar with no feet, and the conclusion of the 
introduction, about the king's son that took over the kingdom, these he said that 
he would not tell. Who can fathom even a fraction of the many clues and 
wondrous secrets contained in this story. 

The absent seventh beggar story only adds to the mystery of the interruption of the 
story in the introduction. Why Rabbeinu did not tell the story of the Seventh Beggar nor 
return to the original narrative of the king’s son we are not told. Later commentators 
(Reb Avraham beReb Nachman and Rimzei Maasiyot) suggest that the absent last 
beggar and the beginning story maybe related inasmuch as the handless  (sixth) beggar 
healed the king’s  daughter, so too the footless last (seventh) beggar will one day, return  
to heal the king’s son (introduction) who had lost his faith (Chochmah U’Tevunah 15:1).1

Nevertheless the story with its agonizing interruption begs further meditation so let us 
first re-read the initial part of the story:
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1 “The blessing of  the Beggar Without Feet remains a mystery. This final section of  the story  remains untold until the 
Mashiach – who in kabbalistic symbology is associated with the feet – arrives and reveals  it to us, may  it be speedily 
in our days! “ Dovid Sears



 It once happened that there was a king that had an only son. The king 
decided to hand over the kingdom to his son, during his lifetime. The king held a 
huge feast, in order to celebrate the transfer of the monarchy. For sure, anytime 
that a king holds a feast, it is a time of great rejoicing, and especially on such an 
occasion, to celebrate such an important event. All the ministers of the kingdom 
and all the nobility of the land were invited, and there was tremendous joy at the 
feast. Also the people of the land were very excited that the king was handing 
over the monarchy, for this was also a very great honor for the king himself. 
There were all kinds of entertainment at the ball, orchestras and comedians, and 
so on, and an atmosphere of complete happiness. 

 In the midst of the celebration, the king stood up and spoke to his son, 
"Since I am an astrologer, I can see from the stars that in the future you are going 
to lose the monarchy, and when that happens, I want you to be very careful not to 
fall into depression. Rather, you must force yourself to remain happy. And if you 
do succeed in remaining happy, then I will also be happy. In fact, even if you 
become depressed, I will still be happy. I will be happy that you are no longer 
king. For if you can not remain happy despite losing the kingship, that will be a 
sign that you were not worthy of being king. But if you do manage to remain 
happy, then I will be very happy indeed." 
   
 The prince took complete control over the kingdom. He appointed new 
ministers and officers of state. The prince was extremely wise. He loved wisdom 
very much, and he surrounded himself with wise men. Anyone who was a master 
of any particular type of wisdom found great favor in his eyes, and was given 
much importance, and either money or honor, whichever he preferred. And since 
wisdom was so important, all the people, also, started to dedicate themselves to 
learning all kinds of wisdom, in order to receive either wealth or honor. However, 
because the whole nation was completely immersed in their learning, they forgot 
all the strategies of war. This continued until they reached such a level, that even 
the simple people of that land, in any other country, would be considered 
extremely wise. And the wise men were very wise indeed. But because of their 
wisdom they all became atheists, and they drew the king after them, into their 
atheism. However this did not affect the simple people, the highest levels of 
wisdom were too abstract for them to grasp, so they were not damaged. But the 
very wisest men and the king, they all became complete atheists. 
 
 The king, because he still had some good inside him, for he had been born 
with good qualities, would think to himself, from time to time, "Where have I got 
to, how can it be that I should conduct myself in such a way...," and he would 
moan and sigh that he had fallen into such twisted and mistaken ways. But 
immediately he would return to his wisdoms, and in doing so, return to his 
atheistic beliefs. This would happen to him regularly.

3



At this point the story drops off abruptly and  a new narrative commences of the first 
blind beggar. What happened? Why did Rabbeinu drop the story so suddenly? 

Before the first beggar makes his  appearance there is panic and people are fleeing in 
every direction. It stands to reason that “the invader” attacks  because the kingdom is 
unprotected due to the high intellectual pursuits  of its citizens who failed to protect their 
county. 

 One day the invader came and attacked the unprotected kingdom, and all 
the people fled. Men and women left their fields and their homes,and the high- 
ways were filled with carts and wagons, with people on foot carrying infants in 
their arms. The fleeing people went throughout the forest, and there it befell that 
two five-year-old children were lost: a boy and a girl. After all the people had 
passed, the children heard each other crying. Then they went up to each other 
and joined hands, and wandered through the forest. Soon they were hungry, but 
they did not know where they could get food.

At this point we are introduced to the blind beggar, followed by the other beggars 
bearing their mysterious gifts. The wedding gifts are wondrous because of the 
paradoxical nature of the giver who appears to lack the very gift he is  donating, asking 
the children all the while to suspend their disbelief as he gives them what he apparently 
lacks. For instance on the sixth day the beggar with “withered hands” appears to bless 
the children and tells a story within the story, the story of the Princess  and the Water 
Tower. He claims that despite withered hands  he is able to remove arrows, to effect 
charity and walk through 10 walls, to confer wisdom and know the pulse, and control the 
wind and play all types of music. All these wisdoms were necessary to “heal the 
daughter of the queen”. He then recounts the story of the Vassiriken Schloss. I believe 
that this  story might hold the key to answering our initial question as to what happened 
to the king’s son in the introduction.

 Once there was a king that wanted to capture a certain Princess. He tried 
all kinds of schemes until he finally succeeded. One time he had a dream that she 
was standing over him and killing him. When he awoke, he could not get the 
dream out of his mind. So he called all his dream interpreters, and they explained 
the dream to him in its simple sense, that she really was going to kill him. The 
king could not decide what to do about it. To kill her would upset him very much. 
To expel her would be even worse, because then somebody else would take her. 
And he had had to work so hard to capture her in the first place, and now she 
would belong to someone else. And also, if she had someone else to help her, it 
would be even more likely that the dream would come true, and that she would 
kill him. Yet he was scared  to keep her by him, because of the dream. He could 
not decide what to do. Meanwhile, his love for her gradually died, because of the 
dream. And her love for him also gradually died, until she came to hate him, and 
she ran away from him. 
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 The king sent out people to find out where she is. And the word came back 
that she was at the Water Castle. For there is a Water Castle, which has ten walls, 
each inside the other, all of them made of water. Also the grounds within the 
Castle were made of water. There were also trees and fruit, all made of water. 
There is no need to add how wonderful that Castle was. For such a thing is 
completely unheard of, that a whole castle should be made of water. To enter the 
Castle was impossible, for one would drown in the water. 
 The Princess, when she ran away, came to this Castle, and was wandering 
around the outside of it. They told the king where she was, and he went, with his 
soldiers to capture her. When she saw them, she decided to run into the Castle, 
for it was preferable to her to drown in the water, than that she should be 
captured again by the king. And who knows, perhaps she would survive, and be 
able to enter the Castle. When the king saw her running into the Castle, he said, 
"So be it," and he ordered his soldiers to shoot at her, and if she were to die, too 
bad. So they shot at her, and hit her with all the ten types of arrows, coated with 
the ten different poisons. She ran away into the Castle, and went through the 
gates in each of the ten walls made of water. For there were gates in each wall. 
And she went right through them all, into the inside of the Castle, and fell down 
and fainted there.2 

And I, (the beggar with no hands,) heal her.

What gave license to the idea that the introductory story might have an ending with the 
healing of the king’s son was the parallel healing of the king’s daughter in the story of 
the sixth beggar without hands: Here too there is  an impossible conflict within the heart 
of the king:

At this, he did not know what to do. He could not kill the princess, for he loved 
her; and he could not send her away, for he had suffered so much for her, and if 
he sent her away someone else would have her, and if she went to someone else 
she might return to do what she had done in his dream; yet he was afraid to keep 
her by him.

Once more there is an impossible conflict of desire between his love of the maiden and 
his fear of the portents of the dream that she would kill him. Here however the story is 
resolved by the beggar with the withered hand claiming:

But I can seize the ten winds, and I can pass through the ten walls of water,and I 
can go into the palace and draw the ten poisoned arrows from the princess; and I 
can heal her ten wounds with my ten fingers, for with ten melodies she may be 
healed entirely.
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This  wonderful miraculous ending might then apply to the yet untold seventh beggar 
who might heal the prince (in the introduction) from his  schizofrumkeit! His conflict 
between faith and doubt, emunah p’shuta and philosophical inquiry. Yet we are never 
told if this was Rabbeinu’s intent:

But of the last beggar, who did not have the use of his feet, what maybe told?  For 
in his story is the end of the beginning, and of the tale of the young prince who 
asked," Who am I, and why am I in the world? " and who sighed when he was told 
to be joyous. For with the coming of the seventh beggar, there will come the 
answer, but that may not be revealed, and cannot be revealed,and will not be 
known until Messiah comes. May he come soon, and in our day.3 

The answer must wait. As is  found elsewhere in Rabbeinu’s writings when were are 
asked to wait “leasid lavo” it implies a paradox of belief and knowledge that is not able 
to be resolved with current human perception. A quantum leap is needed into the future 
where such paradoxes of inquiry will be resolved.

The conflict in the king’s  mind in the princess story is one of how to proceed. He is 
paralyzed by the dream. 

To kill her would upset him very much. To expel her would be even worse, 
because then somebody else would take her. And he had had to work so hard to 
capture her in the first place, and now she would belong to someone else. And 
also, if she had someone else to help her, it would be even more likely that the 
dream would come true, and that she would kill him. Yet he was scared  to keep 
her by him, because of the dream.

On the one hand he was desirous of possessing her so none other could, and no one 
else might fulfill her purpose in the dream of killing him. From her perspective she had 
no desire to return to him to the point of willing to enter the water castle and drowning 
rather than returning to him. In this, his  dream was prescient. On the other hand he had 
no wish to kill her as  yet (later, of course, he exclaims: "So be it," and he ordered his 
soldiers to shoot at her) but remained fearful to keep her because of the dream’s 
portent. In any event she runs away forcing his hand to seek her out. The king is 
disturbed by a dream (Esther) and it haunts him to the point of coming to hate his 
beloved prize. We know fro psychodynamic theory articulated over 100 years after 
Rabbeinu, about the obsessive nature of love and desire. He takes great effort to 
pursue her so we can assume he is obsessed with her. We know nothing of her feelings 
until she runs away and chooses to die rather than return to him: for it was preferable 
for her to drown in the water, than that she should be captured again by the king. 
Her hatred of him is greater than her will to live. This complex relationship between king 
and princess  points to a deeper difference between them, one of power and 
powerlessness. These strong emotions of desire and repulsion have more to do with 
self-determination than love. 
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His poisoned arrows, reminiscent of Psalm 64 and Cymbelene (Shakespeare), take 
their toll on the object of desire. Finally on entering the castle she fell down and feints 
there. The sixth beggar then claims he can heal her from this feint by using his powers 
to withdraw the ten poisoned arrows and also by reading the ten types of pulse and 
healing using the ten types of melody.

What moves this king to be so obsessed with the princess to the point of obsession?
and what made the king in the first story relinquish his kingdom to a prince he knows is 
clearly not yet ready to take the reigns of power judiciously?

And what of the king in the sixth day story of the Water Castle? What prompted both his 
desire and his haunted progressive hatred of the princess?

I am reminded of Lear. The archetypal pattern of the play has its roots in a similar 
drama/fairey tales between father and daughter who says she loves her father “as much 
as salt”. Taken as an image of the “anatomy of the soul” the parent in these stories- in 
King Lear - the father without mother- maybe understood as the ruling consciousness in 
a state of imbalance, and Cordelia (literally Coeur de Lear or the heart of Lear) as the 
rejected intuitive-feeling aspect of the unconscious (koach hadimyon) uncontaminated 
by conscious distortion and thus open to compensatory values of the self.

Was Lear has  wronged and then banished his youngest daughter the play yearns for 
them to be reconciled to each other, for Lear to understand his wrong and for her to 
forgive him, to bring about a healing of the heart. For this to happen Lear must learn to 
“see” Cordelia for who she is  apart from his need for her. So the king’s capacity to love 
is dependent upon his being to see the true being of the the other.4 

With this insight we return to the original question of the sudden gap in the first story. 
We leave the prince/king alone and tormented by his dilemma hovering between his 
mastery of intellectual wisdom and natural law, and his  sighing tragic faith, realizing how 
limited his  powers of perception were. This  scene breaks off suddenly. There is no easy 
resolution. There is no resolution period. There is no healing. After the screaming 
silence of the break what follows is  the invasion by “the invader” of an unprepared 
country, undefended, lacking weaponry due to its obsession with intellectual pursuits. It
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4 See Jules Cashford “One sees what one can best see oneself” An Exploration of the Theme of Vision in King Lear. 
www.junginstitute.org/pdf_files/JungV5N1p7-28.pdf



seems like there might be a connection between the state of mind of the prince-king and 
the vulnerability of the country.5 

Maybe the king should be the focus of our attention were we to read the story “against 
the grain”. After all the beggars represent faithful knights who bring healing to the 
princess and possibly (untold) to the prince which would then force us to confront the 
fact that the king has for an unknown reason decided to abdicate his throne to a son 
who has yet to learn what kingship means, and foretells  the fact that he will fall from 
grace or happiness.

Who is this king, the protagonist of Rabbeinu’s mashal? To answer this, I believe we 
need to study his role and literary character in the plot of the story before rushing into 
the nimshal. And what comes to mind is the resulting invasion of the land. No reason is 
given, but were we to connect the beginning of the story to the following invasion we 
might see that when the king abdicates to an immature prince, the the land suffers. 
Even if we value wisdom, wisdom has its  place, and too much wisdom (chakira), our 
Rebbe tells  us (here and everywhere!), lands us (and consequently the land) in an 
impossible dilemma and existential conflict. This allows for the “invader” the Amalek who 
sows doubt within and without destroying the fabric of faith.
 
If the king in Rabbeinu’s  tale abdicates his throne to his son, a very unusual event, what 
character trait is expressed by this event of abdication? Knowing and foretelling the 
future he sees  his son falling from happiness and losing the throne because of it, does 
he also see the invasion? What happens to him after his abdication? Is he too 
wounded? Clearly the result of his premature transfer of power to his son is the 
obsession with philosophy and results  in the invasion of an enemy without protection. All 
is  thrown into chaos and people are fleeing everywhere when the story of the blind 
beggar picks up. Did the king foresee this? If so we might suggest that his  very 
woundedness in the first place triggered the chain of events from abdication forward, 
and allowing his  son to hold power and become distracted by wisdom to the point of 
vulnerability and the land being attacked and thrown into chaos.6 He too is conflicted by 
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5 In other stories like Morte d’Artur, the land is desolate precisely  because the king is sick  in soul. Once he has been 
healed the country  once more flourishes. The mysterious Fisher King is a character of  the Arthurian tradition, and his 
story  may  sound familiar: suffering from wounds, the Fisher King depends for his healing on the successful 
completion of  the hero's task. There are many  different versions of  the story  of  the Fisher King, and the character is 
not represented uniformly  in every  text.  In the medieval period, Chrétien de Troyes' Percival makes him a completely 
ambiguous figure, while Wolfram von Eschenbach provides him an elaborate background in his Parzival. The Vulgate 
Cycle expands the Fisher King into multiple Maimed Kings, each suffering from some type of  wound; yet  Thomas 
Malory  virtually  ignores the Fisher King in his Morte Darthur. Modern texts treat  the Fisher King less as a character 
and more as a motif: T. S.  Eliot incorporates the motif  of  the Fisher King into the desolated modern city  and its people 
in his poem, The Waste Land;

6 In the story  of  the Fisher King, or the Wounded King,  figures in Arthurian legend as the latest in a line charged with 
keeping the Holy  Grail. Versions of  his story  vary  widely, but he is always wounded in the legs or groin, and incapable 
of  moving on his own. When he is injured, his kingdom suffers as he does, his impotence affecting the fertility  of  the 
land and reducing it to a barren Wasteland. Little is left for him to do but fish in the river near his castle Corbenic. 
Knights  travel from many  lands to heal the Fisher King, but only  the chosen can accomplish the feat. This is Percival 
in the earlier stories; in the later versions, he is joined by  Galahad and Bors For more on this theme see :The Fisher 
King and the Handless Maiden: Understanding the Wounded Feeling Function in Masculine and Feminine 
Psychology , Robert A. Johnson (Author)
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the very foreknowledge he possesses and the same over-intellectuality his son shows. 
His abdication is symptom of the fear he has in balancing the judicious use of power 
and courage required for malchus. By handing over this eternal struggle to his son 
prematurely he confirms his own inability to resolve the balance of power and 
knowledge, courage and risk in his own lifetime.

In our story the beggars  are the holy knights  who come to bring gifts that paradoxically 
heal the princess and will also possibly heal the king and the land.7  

Applying this  psycho-dynamic approach to our Tales we have Rabbeinu inviting us to 
read the stories  as dramas of the psyche in its  journey to wholeness. Our lives seem to 
be out of balance, meaning our conscious lives are not in consistence with “the tachlis” 
as the prince feels so torn. The king is haunted by his dream, the prince is torn between 
his love of wisdom and the tachlis. The Beggar/Tzaddik/inner healer comes to resolve 
the split within us the split between the King of Kings and the Schechina so that the 
wholeness of the psyche/soul/ Elokus can once again be restored.
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7 The intimate relationship existing between a monarch and his provinces probably  relates back to a pagan strand 
from much earlier times.  The waste land ultimately  springs from an old belief  in which the fertility  of  the land 
depended on the potency  and virility  of  the king; the king was in essence espoused to his lands. In his 
comprehensive study, The Golden Bough, J. G. Fraser identifies a similar ritual in various cultures the world round. 
"The king's life or spirit is so sympathetically  bound up with the prosperity  of  the whole country," he writes, "that if  he 
fell ill or grew senile the cattle would sicken or cease to multiply, the crops would rot in the fields, and men would 
perish of  widespread disease." Such is the case in the Grail legends as well.  The woes of  the land are the direct 
result  of  the sickness or the maiming of  the Fisher King. When his power wanes, the country  is laid waste and the soil 
is rendered sterile: the trees are without fruit, the crops fail to grow, even the women are unable to bear children.


