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Sholem Yankev Abramovitch (Mendele Moykher Sforimﬁ/undennent a dra-
matic Titerary and ideological transformation during thé fi[§§,xéﬁ-}éq<s
of his Yiddish.career. He came to regard Yiddish less as a tool for pro-
paganda and more ﬁs an artistic mediquin its own right. Concomi tantly,
'he renounced bourgeois:idealism and committed himself to the Jewish poor
in their struggle against economic exploitation and political reaction.

This thesis traces the course of Abramovitch's transformation through

his first three Yiddish works: Dos kleyne mentshele (1864), Dos vintsh-
fingerl (1865), and Di_takse (1869). Part One is a sociological ‘investi-
gation of.the diverse influences in the author's biography.’ Parts Two
and Three provide‘detailed téxtua] analysis, focusing on a dialectical
interplay between artistic voice aqd implicit social theory within the

1iterary process itself.
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La Voix artistique et la théorie socigle implicite *
dans les premidres oeuvres littéraires en yiddish de

&

Mendele Moykher Sforim .

-—————par Aaron Lansky
Etudes Julves *
- McGill University
Sholem Yankev Abramovitech (Mendele Moykher Sforim) ‘se transforma
dramatiquement dans les domaines de Nla littérature et 1'{d&ologie
pendant les dix premiéres‘ années de sa catriérel ée “&crivain
yiddish. 1l en vint 3 voir dans le "yiddish moins un outil &/c’a
propagande qu'une véritable voie artistique. En méme temps 1l
reconga & 1'idelisme bourgeols, et s'engagea dams la lutte deé
juifs pauvres contre l'exploitation abuse écogomique et la réactiQn .»

politique. Cette th2se suit la transformation d'Abramovitch 2

travers ses trois premi&res oeuvres en yiddish: Dos kleyne mentshele

(1864), Dos vintshfingerl (1865), et Di takse (1869). Le Premidre

Partie est une 8tude sociologique des diverses influences sur la vie
de l'auteur. Les Deuxidme et Troisi®me Parties, par un analyse
textuel en détail, examinent le jeu dialectal entre la voix -
|

artistique et la thé&rie sociale impticite dans le proqédé

littéraire méme. ) ’

»
!
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The Poem
The Song

is only water

drawn from the well

of the people

and it should be given back.
to them in a cup of beauty
so that they may drink

and in drinking

understand themselves

-- Frederico Garcia Lorca
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With the thirst of generations Mendele immersed

himself in every dimple of dewish-1ife, bringing
" forth from there those treasures of. vivid

portraiture which the anonymous "little Jew"

had already garnered within his language.

-~Nokhum Oyslender, Gruntshtrikhn. fun
yidishn realizm, p. 44
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EXEY

PREFACE

S~
o

Modern Yiddish 1iterature was born in the second half of Fhe‘nine-

teenth cEntury. Its first great writer, Sholem Yapkev Abramovitch\

premise that hafd work, clean living a onal thinking would be enough

to effect material amelioration among the Jewish masses. As he continued to
write in Yiddish, Abramovitch underw;nt'a dramatic transformation, both ar-.
tistically and ideologically. Within the past ten years, he came to regard
Yiddish legs as a.fool of propaganda and more/as a rich artistic medium in'vu
itS‘own right. At the samé time, he came to renounce idealist social solu-
tions and to enlist himself as a champion of the poor intheir strugng
_against economic exploitation and political reaction.

fhis paper traces the course of Abramovitch's transformation, through

his ear]y biography and his first three Yiddish works. It is my contention

that change was inherent in Abramovitch's 1iterary process, through a dialec-.

tical 1nte}action of artistic voice and implicit social,theory. My thesis
s presented in three parts. Part One, "The Writer and His Norlds," examinei
the diverse formative influences of Abramovitch's youth: Rabbinism, Hasidism

, | )
and the Haskala. I explore the social basis ef each, and attempt to locate.
|

bl

Yiddish 1iterature within a broader historical Lontext. Part‘Two,."The

Bourgeois PrOpaganaist," offers‘detai1edvtextuai'ana1yéis 5f Abramovitch's

first two Yiddish works: Dos kleyne mentshele (1864) and Dos vintshfinger}

(1865). I consider elements of narrative structure, langudge and style
vi
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§
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in relation to plot and implicit social theory. Part Three, "The People's

Artist,” id a study of Di takse, a five acf play published iﬁ ]869.J ﬂere'

I focus on the semi-aqtobio%{aphical protagonist, Shloyme Veker ("Solomom

T . Awakener"),-and try to d%scern Abramovitch's own literary and ideological ;

°

progress in the "awakening" of his hero.

*k *k ek

- o~

There is no pduéity of critical studies on Mendele. Since his debut,

literally thousands of biographica]'and critical pieces have appeared, both

in the popular and scholarly press. Early Yiddish pritics were generally

content to praise Abramovitch's literary sophistication vis a vis his con-

i
!
!
L

temporaries, and offered 1ittle to uncover his process of transformation. -

In 1928 Dr. Max Weinreich published the chapter "Mendeles onheyb" as part

of his Bilder fun der yidisher literaturgeshikhte.] Here he provided struc-

tural and linguistic an®¥lysis of variant editions of Mendele's work. A simi-
far line of criticism was pursued by Soviet literary historians working out
.of the newly formed Yiddish academies in Minsk and Kiev, notably M. Erik,

2 Of particilar note !

A. Gurshteyn, Y. Nusinov, N. Oyslender and M. Viner,

was Qyslender's Gruntshtrikhn fun-yidishn rea]izm.3 which offered & dialec-

tical investigation of Abramovitch's own biography, the model of which is

!iﬁcorporated in thé'present study. The Soviet.critics did much to i1lumi-
nate aspects of language and sfructure,‘but in the end were too intent on

proving Abramovitch's folk origins and-credentials to do Justice to the

truly synthetic nature of his work.

1

: 'Wilna:. B. Kletskin, 1928, A
.. - - 4~fZSee Dalia Kaufman, "Mendeli Mokher §forim b'Brit Hamoatsot, 1917 - -
’ ]948" (unpublished dissertation, The Hebrew University in Jersalem, 1975);

. o -3V{1na: B. Kletskin, 1928. .

~
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_maturation. He unravels Abramovitch from Mendele, his folksy "persona,”

. fails to analyze the concomitant transformation of implicit social theory.

' exhaustive gepth of his research, and aim instead at a more Lynthetic prod-
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The definitive study of Abramovitch appeared in 1973 un&er the title
A Traveler Disguised: A Study ‘in the Rise of Modern Yiddish Fiction in

the Nineteenth Century,4 written by Professor Dan Miron of the Hebrew

University in Jerusalem. Through meticulous documenta;fbn, Miron estab-
lishes Abramovitch within the aesthetic context of the Haskala, where \“‘\\
Yiddish was denigrated as a jargon, a "half bestial tongue" unsuited for

Ycivilized¥ discourse. Miron shows how thi§ attitude engendered an "aes-

thetic of ugliness,” which in turn shaped Abramovitch's own literary

and offers a penetrating analysis of the function of this narrative device..

Notwithstanding its enormously seminal contribution, I beljeve that
Professor Miran's study remains limited in one crucial regard. He analyzes

the development of artistic form and voice in,Abramovitch's fiction, but

He accepts aesthetic criteria at face value, quoncerﬁed with an underlying

social context.

In the present study I argue that aestﬁet1c5 are conditioned by E]ass

and culture, and that the transformation of the one cannot be fully under- x !
stood without reference to the other. I am indebted to Professor Miran's
workﬂ?s a point of reference, but endeavor to widen its scope through
broader socio-economic considerations. 1 cannot begin to duplicate the
uct based in part on a fresh evaluation of his data. '
Thjs paper draws on a wide range of disciplines, from social and

intellectual history to political theory and literary criticism. I have

dNew York: Schocken Books, 1973. \\

—_— L)
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‘made reference to secondary sources where appropriate, but for the most part )
' havé relied on my own cri;ica] reading of the texts. The edition of Dos -

kleyne mentshele examined here was discussed previously in Weinreich's

"Mendeles onheby." Dos vintshfingerl.was examined yith reference to later

editions by Weinreich, and in greater depth by Y. Nusinov, "Di ershter

5

oysgabe fun 'Vintshfingerl.'"” To my knowledge no specific study has pre-

viously been made of [i takse.

= 3
. “

This thesis has entailed a number of logistical problems. In the

case of-ﬁos kleyne mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl, [ have relied on photo-

stats of the original editions, which employed archaic orthography and were

5

not always fegib]e. In the case of Di takse, I worked with a more recent

-

edition published by the Hebrew Publishing Company of New York (1920),

which regr®ttably, was not always reliable. As with any study of this sort,

transaction has posed a considerable challenge I have attempted to balancé

my translations between literal rendition and stylistic coherence; in some

instances I have resorted to English idiom to approximate the subjective

"flavor" of the Yiddish. Because language is of such crucial imporganse to
my overall thesis, I have provided the Yiddish original of all textual cita~ i
tions. In such cases I have genera1iy standardized outmoded or haphazardm
orthography w%th the m&dern spelling prescribed by the YIVO, as given in
“Uriel Neidjzir's Modern English-Yiddish Yiddish;Eng]ish D1'ct1'-onar'y.'6 Trans- ,

literation 0P Hebrew words conforms to common usage, such as "Haskala" (not

w
C

SIn Shriftn, v. 1 (Kiev: Farlag Kultur-lige, 1928), pp. 199-218.
6

, NY: McGraw Hi11 Book Company and YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
968.

1
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haskole), "HasiJism“ (not khasidizm), and so forth. English spelling fol- i
2 .

lows the American form.
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This paper has been in various .stages of research and production for the

past two .years, and reflects my own intellectual transformation during that
) e : . .
period. I am indebted to a great many gpecial peoples without whose assis-

o

tance and support the work would never have baen possible. '

T was first introduced to Mendele in a systematic manner by Pro

nar-and subsequent discussions.

During my two years at McGill I also studigd closely with Professor

Eugene Orenstein. He read earlier drafts of tHis paper and provided valuable

corrections and suggestions, I have learned a great deal from him, both

through the breadth of his erudition and’the intensity of his dedication.

I must acknowledge my debt t oéher teachers, past and pr‘esent. Per—

fessor Jules Piccus of the UpAVeristy of Massachusetts at Amherst was my

first tea%her of Yiddigi“and has offered his continued support.. Professor

Dov Noy oﬁ_ the Hgbr University in Jerusalem has shown me great%kindne'ss
( “and provided materjals and advice. Dr. Mordkhe Schaechter of Columbia Uni-
versity imparte&n he a lasting love of Yiddish as a living language. I

owe thanks above &l to Professor Leonard Glick of Hampshire College. He

A i PO T e
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discussed this work with me in various stages of production, delighting‘me

N ']
. with clear criticism ahd fresh perspectives. Leonard remadns my teacher,
colleague and friend, a cogftant source of encouragement and inspiration.
¢

- . Research for this paper was conducted primagfly at the Jewish Public

Library (Yidishe Folk;bibliotek) in’ Montreal . My special -thanks to

. \ ) :
Mrs. Serlin for her warm smile'and able assistance. I am also grateful to® g

{
~the Library of the YIVQ Institute_ for Jewish.Research in New York, which

‘provided me with photostats of rare materials unavailable elsewhere.

LS

‘ v .
Mrs. Sylvia Gross, secretary of the Jewish Studies Program at McGill
L 1]

.

University, provided indispensable assistance and encouragement. 2

7
i

! am apprec1at1ve of generoqi f1nanc1a1 support from the Beatr1ce and j

~ 3

Benjamin Bernste1n Memor1a1 Trust of New Bedford, Massachusetts, the Jewﬁ%h _

p————

Community Foundation of Montredl, and the McGill University Graduate Faculty

v

Summer, Research Fellowship. /
{

- »
! : I studied with a small group of fellow students in Montreal, all of

whom offered valuable input: particularly Mendel Ciubotaru, Esther frank

and Yettie Ka]isc.w Deepest thanks ta my dear colleague and ?riend Borukh

Pove—

Hill, now of the National Library in Ottawa, who’shared his know1edgé and
' lifted my spirits on the Eo]dest days of the Montreal winter. k
Sherr{ Broder of the Women's History Prodram at the State Univers{ty
"of New York at Binghamton has remained a loyal friend, suffering intermin-
able discussions and phone calls on the'fine points of social theory con-
tained in this piper. ~ |

My thanks to Shiomo Jaacobi, Mona Roskies and my students at Bialik

High School in Cote St. Luc, Quebec, for a year of welcome distraction and T

support while this work was in progress.
M ,
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I want to acknowledge many other wondgrfu1 friends who have given
‘-\ * N

their love, support and confidence in this and other.étfugg]es: especially

FS

Valerie;goldrick, Hana Harris, Dr. Char]es‘apd Rachel Harris, Davfd Kudan,
Roger Mu$mert: Paul Novak, Laurie Radovsky, Sheindl Rothman, Nechama Sataty
and Edith and Steven Siegelf My housemates,yMr. Scott Bolotin and Jewel,
Laura and Tik Nelson, kept the woodstove burning as I rode out the last
frenzied monthi/ﬁf writingkhnd typing. Lauré Nelson shared her humor and
vision, through gopd times and.bad.

"Finally, this paper is dedicated to my brothers, Phi]iﬁ and Yale, and
to our parents, Sidney and Edith Lansky of Mattapoisett, Massaéhusetts, who

had the strength to raise us as Jews.

Amherst, Massachusetts
February 29, 198Q .-
12 Adar, 5740
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N INTRODUCTION:
THE "ZEYDE"AND HIS FORBEARS .

Mendele .is not only ‘the oldest among the living [Yiddish] writers, he
is also, and far more significantly, the first. In building a litera-
ture, it was he who 1aid the cornerstone. He is the first who began
writing art for art's sake [1'shmo]; . . . he is also the first who
realized and proclaimed to his generations of maskilim: ‘You speak.of
reform, of Enlightenment, but the people need bread.'

-- Y. L. Perets, "On Mendele's 75th Birthday [1910],"
cited by Nakhman Mayzl, "Mendele der ershter," Dos
Mendel e-bukh, p. 284.

Mendele Moykher Sforim, "Mendele the Bookpeddier," is thé zeyde, the
grandfather bf Yiddish literature. Though neither well known nor readily
accessible to the present day‘reader,1 he is recognized alongside Sholem
Aleykhem and Y. L. Perets as one of the three classical masters wﬁé, in
the second half of the nineteenth century, brought modern Yiddisﬁ litera-
ture to bifth. Mendele was, in the words of Perets, "the first";2 it was

he who first realized the artistic power of the denigrated Yiddish medium,

lWh'iJe Sholem Aleykhem, Perets and others enjoy widespread populari-
ty among present day readers of Jewish 1iterature, Mendele remains virtual-
1y unknown. This is due in large measure to the intensely Jewish social
and linguistic context of his writings, which often defies translation. As
Dovid Frishman observes, "If one tries to translate Mendele into another
language, the reader will first of all not know what world he's in. Every-
thing will strike him as new and foreign, not only the content but also
the presentation, the entire form and manner of narration" (In Kritik,
p. 13; cited by Nakhman Mayzl, Dos Mendele-bukh (NY: Ikuf, 1953), p. 284).
Very few translations of Mendele exist 1n Engiish, and virtually all are
unsatisfactory. Tor a complete 1isting see Dina AbramdWicz, Yiddish
Literature in Enqlish Translation (2nd ed.; NY: YIVO, 1968).” Only one
English translation, 1he lravels and Adventures of Benjamin III (NY:
Schocken Books, 1968), is still in print as a separate volume. -Apart from
the Yiddish original, Mendele seems to survive best in Hebrew, in transla-
tions prepared by the author himself. See Haim Ormian, "The Attitudé of
Israeli High School Students Toward Mendele Moykher Sforim," YIVQ Annual of.

‘Jewish Social Science, vol. V (1950), pp. 292-312. , i
' t

2

Yiddish writers and critics almost dhiVersal1f concur in Perets's
. o
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and who prepared the linguistic, stylistic and theoretical ground on which
subsequent Yiddish literary endeavor would take root and flower.

It was Sholem Aleykhem who first dubbed Mendele with the honorific
"zeyde.“3 There is much truth and fitting tribute in Fhé title, and yet
at'fhe same time it is deliberately misleading, reflective of the se]ﬁ:
conscious design of Sholem Aleykhem, and Mendele himself, to establish a
mythology and geneaology for the emerging “"new" Yiddish Titerature. Con-
trary to popular impression, the folksy Reb Meﬁde]e was neither a real-life
bookpeddier nor a zeyde. Mendele in fact was but the pseudonym, or more
appropriately the "literary persona,” of Sholem Yankev Abramovitch, a
Russified Jewish intellectual who had already gained considerable renown
as a spokesperson of Hebrew Enlightenment befdre his literary debut in
Yiddish in 1864.4 Moreover, if Mendele was a grandfather--a title he %
assessment. See the remarks by Z. Rejzen, N. Shtif, Bal-Makhsoves, M. Y.
Berditshevsky, Kh. N. Bialik, A. Vayter,;H. D. Nomberg, M. Viner, M. Erik,

Sh. Niger, Y. Tsinberg et al. in Mayzl, "Mendele der ershter," ["Mendele
the First"], Dos Mendele-bukh, pp. 283-289. .

3Sho]em A]eykhem coined the title in his 1888 novel Stempenyu, which
he dedicated “In honor of my beloved grandfather, Reb Mendele Moykher '

Sforim." -

4It is difficult to know how many contemporary readers subscribed to
the Mendele myth, unaware of Abramovitch as the real author. Title pages
of most early editionis read only "Mendele Moykher Sforim," with the name
Abramovitch relegaté&kto the Russian language publishing data. Early his-
torians of Yiddish literature, writing from the distance of France or the
United States, accepted Mendele at face value and were apparent]y unaware
of the author's real identity. See for example Meyer Pinés, Historie de
Ja Litterature Judeo-Allemande (Paris, 1910) and Leo We1ner, The Histor
of Yiddish Literature in the Nineteenth .Century (NY, 1899). WNonetheTess,
East European Yiddish critics were certainly cognizant of the real authbr
and careful to distinguish between Abramovitch and "his main character,
Mendele." See the remarkably 1n51ghtful 1910 article by Sh. Niger,
“Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh (Fun a referat tsu zayn 75-yerign yubileum),"
in Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim (NY: Hebrew Publishing Co., 1920),
v. 10, pp. 87-134. In his authoritative Leksikon fun der yidisher.

t
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received at the ripe old age of fifty-two--then this was more relative to
his literary- progeny than his forbears; Mendele can be viewed against a

Tong line of great and great-great grandfathers, literary contgmporanies
‘ 5

T

and predecessors who dated back at Teast to the sixteenth century.

[

Mendele was "the first" in that he opened a new chapter in the his-
tory of Yiddish literature. Prior to the nineteenth century, literary
work in Yiddish was very limited. Yiddish was the spoken language of
Ashkenazic Jews in Europe.6 Referred to as "mame loshn," "mother tonque,“

it fit into a deeply dualistic culture which reserved most literary and

1

literatur, prese un filologie, v. 1 (Vilma: B. Kletskin, '1926), Zalman
Rejzen places his lengthy entry under the heading "Abramovitch," and

not Mendele. (Sholem Aleykhem, on the other hand, appears under his adop-
tive name and not as "Rabinovitch.") Mendele himself made the distinction
clear in his 1899 autobiography Sholyme Reb Khayms, in which Mendele and g
Abramovitch actually meet. Nonetheless, the distinction was blurred some-
what by certain later critics intent on a myth-making of their own. So-
viet literary scholars, among them M. Viner, M. Erik, A. Gurshteyn, VY.
Nusinov, and N. Oyslender tended to ignore the "bourgeois" intellectual
Abramovitch behind the Mendele mask, in order to legitimize early Yiddish
1iterature as a genuiqﬁhexpression of the Jewish folk. The exact nature
of the Mendele persona~has been definitively analyzed by Dan Miron in his®
recent study A Traveler Disquised (NY: Schocken Books, 1973). Miron
shows that the Mendele persona fills a specific literary function, which is

the key to understanding Abramovitch's art. The development and function .

of the Mendele persona will be discussed in greater detail as$ it pertains
to the present study. .

5Here1n I will present only the broadest sketch of-the history of
Yiddish literature, in order to establish a framework adainst which to ap-
prec1ate Mendele's seminal contribution. For a conc1se but more comprehen-
sive survey see Yudl Mark, "Yiddish Literature," in L Finkelstein, ed.,
The Jews: Their History, Culture and Religion (NY: Harper and Brothers
Publishers, 1949}, pp. 859-895. The sketch presented here draws on a num-
ber of standard sources: Maks Erik, Di geshikhte fun der yidisher

~literatur fun di eltste tsaytn biz der haskole tkufe {(Warsaw: F"g Kultur-

Tige, 1928); Zaiman Rejzen, run Mendelzon biz Mendele (Warsaw: Kultur-lige,
1923); Yisroel Tsinberg, Di geshikhte fun der l1iteratur bay yidn (10 vs.;
NY: Moyshe Shmuel Shklarsky, 1943); Meyer V1ner, Tsu der geshikhte fun der
yidisher Titeratur in 19-tn yorhundert (2 vs.; NY: Ikuf, 1945); Max
Weingeich, Bilder fun der yidisher 1iteraturgesh1khte (Vilpa: B. Klekstein,
1928).

6"Ashkenazic“ refers to ch Jewish population of the Rhineland, which
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scholarly function for ancient Aramaic ahd especially :;brew, the 'jgéﬂﬂ
koydesh" or "holy tongue."? Among the few¢1itera}y works which did ap-
pear in Yiddish the most popular were archSic tales of'éhiva]ry dating back
to the Italian Renaissance (Bove bukh, 1509), and moralizing transiations
or explications of traditional Jewish lore intended, primarily, or at least
ostensibly, for women (Shmuel bukh, 16th cen%ury; Tsene urene, ca. 1599;

Mayse bukh, 1602). Notwithstanding certain intriguing exceptio;gs"these

- words were written in an ossified "Western Yiddish," largely out of step

with the spoken language, particularly as it evolved in Eastern Europe. _

H

Traditional Jewisﬁ society was never exactly static, but for many
centuries it did adhere to a strict continuity of Rabbinic law and custom,
bolstered by far reaching communal autonomy afforded to Jews as a corporate
middle class in an otherwise feudal economy. As long as this condition -
prevailed, Jews would continue to use Yiddish as their spokeﬁ‘vernacular,

and would continue to relegate serious literature anq scholarship to

later migrated eastward into Poland. Yiddish was born in the Rhineland
some,one thousand years ago. It is a "fusion" language, binding Romance,
Germanic, Salvic and Semitic lexical elements into an essentially Germanic
grammatical structure with a decidedly Jewish cognition. A brief survey
of the history of Yiddish can be found in Uriel Weinrech, "Yiddish Lan-
guage," Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 16, pp. 789-798. The definitive cultural
history of the Yiddish Tanguage is Max Weinreich's magnum opus, Di
geshikhte fun der yidisher shprakh (4 vs.; NY: YIVD, 1973).

7The dualistic relationship of Hebrew and Yiddish, what Max Weinreich
terms "internal bilingualism," was characteristic of Jewish settlements
throughout the Diaspora. Yiddish is only one of at least seventeen "Jewish
vernaculars," which include Ladino, Judeo-Arabic, Judeo-Provencal, Judeo-
Greek and others. A dualistic structure between "sacred" and "profane"’
underlies much of Jewish thought and practice. Hebrew/Yiddish fits into a
cultural system which includes Shabes/week, Milk/meat, Israel/diaspora.
For an attempt at an anthropological analysis of this system see Mark
Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog, Life is With People: The Culture of the
Shtetl (NY: Schocken Books, 1962].

-
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Hebrew. It was not until the later eighteenth century, in thé rapidly de-
veloping countries of Western Europe, that this status quo wds finall&

shaken. The German Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn intggggped En-

lightenment ideology to the JEWISh world, fac1]gtat1ng—-or else fasl}ztatgd‘

by--the Jewish push for civil and political emanc1pat1on. An ascendant
Jewish bourgeoisie sough% admission to expanq?ng.markets, and readf]y
traded the social "peculiarities" mandated b} Jewish law for a more pro-
mising civil equality guaranteed by the Taw of the State.8 Social inte-
gration reduced Jewishness to a Konfession, a\steri1e theology of "ethical
monotheism" devoid of more apparent social, cultural or linguistic dis-
tinctiveness. The Western Yiddish vernacular was‘abandbned in faQor of
German, French, Dutch or another\prevailing language of the Tand. while

Hebrgw“was at Jleast nominally retained in the sanitized religious realm of

prayer and scholarly research (Wissenschaft des Judentums), Yiddish was

actively, indeed vehemently, combated. Moses Mendelssohn maintained that
Yiddish "contributed not a little to the 'impropriéty' of the common Jew,"
and that it was "a language of stammerers, corrupt and deformed, repulsive
to those who-are able to speak in a correct and elegant manner [ledaber
tsakhot]."9 The Enlightenment movement in Western Europe produced on]x

two minor Yiddish writers: Isaac Euchel and Aaron Wolfson. Both wrote

7 8Th1$ formula was explicitly expressed on the floor of the French

Assembly shortly after the Revolution of 1789, during debate on the ques-
tion of Jewish Emancipation. The nobleman Clermont- Tonnerre proc]a d,
"To the Jews as a nation--nothing; to the Jews as individuals--all." See,
inter alia, Arthur Herzberg, French Enlightenment and the Jews (NY:
Schocken Books, 1968): Howard Morely Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish
History (NY: Delta, 1958); Salo Baron, "Ghetto and Emancipation,” Menorah
Journai, June 1928; Michael Meyer, The Origins of the Modern Jew (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 1967).

¢rom the Introduction to Mendelssohn's Biur ‘(Berlin, 1783); cited
by Miron, A Traveler Disguised, p. 43. -
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didactic comedies in which the "bad guys," denizens of obscurantism and
tradition, speak Yiddish, while the "good guys," pr?ponents 5f Enlighten-
ment,—épeak High German. These plays were artistically suicidal, deﬁigrat-
ing and urging the extinction of their own Tinguistic medium.

wThe Enlightenment movement in egstern Europe was of' a manifestedly
different character than that of the West, and yet it beg;n with very
similar attitudes toward Yiddish. The maskilim, or proponents of En]fgﬁk—
énment in Eastern Europe, drew their original sustenance from Mendelssohn ~
and his circle in Berlin, but were soon forced to adapt their message‘and
means to the very different social reality of Eastern Europe. There was

no large scale capitalization in the East in the late eighteenth or early

\

nineteenth centuries;]0 there was no indigenous Enlightenment mov%@ent,

no immediate possibility of trading social and cultural individuality for
civil emancipation. Moreover, native ethnic multiplicity worked against
cultural and linguistic assimilation. As a result, the Haskala in the
East took a more decidedly Jewish character. While some maskilim emulated

the Western model, writing in German (and later Russian), most tried to

']OA. Yuditsky, in his Yidishe burzhuazye un yidisher proletaryat in
ershter helft 19-tn yorhundert (Kiev: Melukhe farlag "Proletar,' 1932),
adduces evidences that Jews were involved in industrial production in Rus-
sia since the first decade of the nineteenth century. It is important to
remember just how limited this involvement was, however. Russia was still
overwhelmingly feudal in the early nineteenth century. Early industriali-
zation was actually initiated by the landed gentry, who sought to convert
local agricultural surplus for exchange. There was as yet no-significant
industrial bourgeoisie, Jewish or otherwise. The Jewish bourgeoisie which
stood behind the Haskala in Russia and Galicia comprised mostly large scale
merchants, who engaged in trade with foreign markets. They imported manu-
factured goods from West to East, and simultaneously imported Enlightenment
ideology. They were an authentically "modern" bourgeoisie, isolated within
an essentially feudal native®economy. See Nicholas V. Riasanovsky, A His-
tory of Russia, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), parti-
cularly Chapter XXVII. The relationship between the Haskala and an
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introduce rationalist elements into the native Jewish sphere. They turned

g ' to Hebrew, a "pure" language untainted by centuries of exile and disper-
: sion. Hebrew was classical, aristocratic by birth and usage, with a bib- /
lical lexicon and strictly defined gramma}. From it the maskilim fash-
ioned an obtuse Titerary style called ne]itse,fa stilted transplantation
of verbatim bibligal phraeseology stretched and shuffied to convey con- /"

temporary ideas. The new literature was pretentions and self-serving,

e

functionally inaccessible to the overwhelming majority of less-tutored,
Yiddish-speaking, Edst Europeam Jews.
The maskilim in Eastern Europe maintained a deprecating attitude

toward Yiddish. Like their colleagues in the West, they considered Yid- 5

e e RS

« dish a "jargon," a chaotic, ungrammatical babble which encapsulated every-

thing that was backward and indecorous about the Jewish masses. The use

‘of Hebrew was| itself a means by which the intellectual maskilim asserted

g thei ance from the common peopie.

Yet for all their carefully cultivated distance, the East European

maskilim were forced into a peculiarly ambivalent relationship toward Q%r

o e g

their "less fortunate™ brethren. Unlike Western Europe, where acceptance

of Enlightenment ideas and manners meant entrance into the broader society, -
Eastern Europe—was'still predominantly agrarian and feudal, leaving little
room foh social integration. With whom would the intellectual assimilate--
the illiterate, Ukranian-speaking peasant next door? ‘Meqnwhile the Tsar-

ist government was predicating civil emancipation on the enlightenment and

ascendant Jewish bourgecisie is of considerable relevance to the present
thesis, and will be examined at greater depth in Part One, Chapter 3.




p———

PR ——

= T e e

‘Schocken Books, 1971).

o i e Sy o
e i [ b T S T ET TN SO T s L e o b PP st M s

o

11

"productivization" of the Jews as a whole. The 1ot of the maskilim was

thrown in with that of all Jews; they had no choice but to write and ad-

vocate the message of Reason among their own people.

E

The maskilim took to this didactic function with neophyte zeal, often

£

broaching open co%ﬁ*jcity with the reactionary, autocratic regimes of

_ Russia and Austria./'Their didactic efforts in Hebrew, however, soon en-

gendered-a fundamental anomaly: How could the Jewish masses be converted

to the teachings of Enlightenment, when those teachings were conveyed in a

"highfalutin melitse Hebrew which the masses could not understand in the

first place? Very reluctantly, a few maskilim, already accomplished Hebrew

F—

writers, condescended to the use of the "jargon" for the utilitarian pur-

pose of reaching the masses in the only language they could unders‘cand.]2

This tactical maneuver introduced a new phase of Yiddish literary acti-
vity. Mendel Lefin (1749-1826), a pnéminent maskil 1iving in the Galician

trade center of Tarnopol, believed that Yiddish could be used to wean the

masses from the corruption of their folk culture. He proposed a Yiddish

translation of the Bible after the model of Mendelssohn's German Biur, and

]]Both the Russian and Austrian regimes tried to force "Enlighten-
ment" on the Jewish masses. This was, of course, a sham; enlightenment
was in fact synonymous with amalgamation into ‘the Christian mainstream.

See Simon Dubnow, History of the Jews in Russia and Poland, v. 2 (Phila-
delphia: The Jewish Publication Society of Am;r1ca,‘1918§, pp. 13-87. On
Galicia see Raphael Mahler, A History of Modern Jewry, 1780-1815 (New York:

]ZVirtually\all of the Yiddish writers of this period, with the
notable exception of Mordkhe Spektor, also published in Hebrew. Miron,
op. cit., p. 9, presents a model whereby Yiddish writers comprise a small

. circle set within a larger circle of Hebrew writers. The two circles re- -

mained concentric well into the nineteenth century, gradually diverging
during the twentieth century until only fringe writers were left sharing
an overlapping circumference in both 1iteratures.

-
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demonstrated considerable értistic achievement in hjs completed trans]ation ‘ -
of the ébok 6? Psa]ms:h Yet Lefin‘was something of an exception, and not-
withstanding his artistic results he never.openly challenged the ideolo-
gical position of the Mendelssohnian Haskala. Other writers were more

forthrightly didactic. The anonymous Di genarte velt, "The Duped World,"

which appeared in 1816 (probably written by one of Lefin's students), «eas

a biting satire attacking a Hasidic kherem (excommunication) recently is-
sued against maskilim in Lemberg. Yoysef Perl (1773-1839), a wealthy

" Tarnopol merchant, wrote trenchant parodies of Hasidic tales which for many

i
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were indistinguishable from the originals. Yisroel Aksenfeld (1787-1866),
an Odessa lawyer who had himself been a dedicatéd Hasid as-a youth, at-
ta:Eed the world of his childhood with both skill and venom. Other
prominent maskilim, including Isaac Baer Levinson (1788—1860;‘known as

the "Russian Mendelssohn") and Avrom Baer Gotlober (1810-1899) ¢ccasional-
1; employed Yiddish in their didactic efforts. Only oﬁé writer of this
period, Shloyme Eiinger (1801-1856), evidenced any genuine ;rtistic com-

mitment to Yiddish art for its own sake. His play Serkele portrayed a

domineering businesswomah-&nd her bookish, mild-mannered husband. Yet
Etinger's works could not pass the Tsarist censorgand so rgmained in manu-
script, virtually unknown, until after the author's death.

/ Ultimately censorsh%p proved‘a major obstacle to all Yiddish wrifing
#f this period. The draconic anti-Jewish legislation of Nicholas I--often

perpetrated with the naive endorsement of the maskilim themse]ves]3--

]3Isaac Baer Levinson suggested a censorship policy to|the Tsarist
regime as a means of stifling the flood of Hasidic literature. This re-
sulted in the edict of 1836 which closed al1 Jewish presses but three, ~
where resident censors were available. Yoysef Perl went one|step further;

N

e A A W A T e - —— e~ e ke



LT

e ORI TR o e o
N k)

exerted stringént censorship in all spngres and closed most of the indepen-

dent Jewish presses. Though the early maskilim had condescended to Yiddish
way of "reaching the masses," most of their Yiddish efforts were in
fact never published, circulating anly. among themselves in mapuscripi

editians.

1
i

This situation changed drastigglly—by‘the early 1860s, with the
general 1iberalization and relaxation of censof;hip which followed
Nicholas's death in 1%56 14 Y1dd1sh wr1ters suddenly“had direct access to
large numbers of people, and the 11terature assumed very large proport1ons
Clandestine manuscripts gave way to widely read serial nqvels and story

‘books, distributed throughout the countryside by wandering bookpeddlers.
Ayzik Meyer Dik (1814-1893), a maskil of moderate persuasion, wro%e endless
installments of gently morali;%ng tales which became‘"best se]]ers"‘in the
Jewish world. Publication sgatistics for 1857 show that the romantic
Hebrew novels of Abraham Mapu (the most popular contemporary Hebrew

iter) sold twelve hundred copies, while in fhe same year Dik'slbooks

15

sold more than one hundred thousand copies.

he advdcated to the Austrian regime that all "impermissible" books be .
ully aware that seized books would then be burned. Fortunately,
Mahler, Der

sphere, the new

iberalization all
Hebrew periodical j

ress, which

Tuded Ha'carmel (Vilna), Ha'melits

‘ (Odessa) and Razvet anguage, Odessa). See Ri sanosty, R Histor
- of Russia, Chapters XXVIII and XXXIII; Sh. L. Tsitron, eshikhte fun der
() , yidisher prese, v. 1 (Warsaw: F"g "Akhi fer " 1920 [?7])); Tsrae

History of Jewish Literature, tr. by Bernard Mart1n (Cincinnati:
ynion CoTTege Press, 1978), v. XII, esp. Chapters One and Two.

15..
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Such then was the literary context in which Sholem Yankev ;
Abramovitch (Mendele Moykher Sforim) debuted in 1864, and against which he :

is recognif%d as "the first," the zeyde. Abramovitch himself acknowledged

et AR SR 4 s el

neither contemporarie§ nor antecedents. "In my time the Yiddish language

i} L

was an empty vessel," he wrote in retrospect twenty years later.

There was not a gingle good, "beautiful thing in her, except for
mockery, foolishness and babbling, the work of foolish peop1g who
were unable to speak like hyman beings and who had no name.

The Hebrew stylists still concerned themselves with the holy language
and were not interested in the common people; they looked at Yiddish
with great condescension, with great derision. And if one out of ten
did write something in the language, they would hide it under seven
locks, they would hide it under their holy prayer shawl, in order that
their disgrace should not be uncovered and sully their good name.

7
-
DR

But the love of being useful triumphed in me over empty honor and I
decided, come what may, I will involve myself with YidHish, the de-
nigrated daughter, and will be of service to the common people.l7

Fetlot oA e i o

For all his dramatic pronouncements of seminal self-sacrifice,

Abramovitch entered the new literature with precisely the same prejudices K

w5

and intentions as did his unacknowledged colleagues. Abramovitch too was

an accomplished Hebrew writer, who recognized in Yiddish the only realistic

means of conveying the méssage of Enlightenment to the Jewish masses. As

-
2
A
3y
J
H
v

A 4
he wrote in an autobiographical piece for a Hebrew lexicon in 1889:.

"Tsu der deshikhte fun yidishn drukvezen," Historishe verk, v. 1 (NY:
1937), pp. 60-61.

16Mende]e Moykher Sforim, "Shtrikhn tsu mayn biografie,” (originally
published in Hebrew in Nakhum Sokolov's Sefer -zikharon, 1889), in Mayzl, °
ed., Dos mendele-bukh, pp. 17-32. The present citation is from page 27.
See aTso Y. Tsinberg, "RbFamovi tch--Mendel® (Tsum tsentn yortsayt),"
Kultur-historishe shtudies (NY: Morris S. Sklarsky, 1949), p. 346, where
Mendele 1s cited: "Yiddish literature was an empty, neglected garden when X
I made my debut: there were no flowers, no fruit, all was holiow and v R
wilted." "y

17

7 ¢

Mendele, op. cit., loc. cit.




3

e e W TIEWIAT o R st pen .

N

H

e i i .

- /

- ‘ 4% ' 12
Then I communed with my heart, saying, Here 1 am, observing the ways
of our people and striving to write novels for them on Jewish subjects
in the holy tongue, which most of them, as they speak only Yiddish, do
not understand. What hath the writer of all hi% Tabor and of the vexa-
tion of his heart, if he is of no use to his people? The question, For
Whom do I labor?, gave me no rest and greatly embarrassed me. . . .18
It is difficult to know how mu@h of Abramovitch's recollection re-
flects actﬁaT fact, and how much is part of the deliberate effort to con-
struct the genesis myth of"a new literature. His purported ignorance of
contemporaries may well be feigned, in order to emphésize the originality
of his own contributipn.» Tn aﬁy event, it is clear that Abramovitch began
his literary career in:Yiddish in a most inauspicious manner. He shared
the contemporary prejudice that Yiddish was ugly, 111egitimate:‘or at least
undesifab]e. At the same~time he shared the 1iberaﬁ premise of the con-
temporary Haskala that the dissemination of "good jdeas," the message of
En]ighten;ent, would be endpgh to "earn" cﬁvilﬁ;nd political emancipation
and assure material amelioration. Like others of his time, he proved him-
self ready to subordinate aesthetic sensibility to social theory, and to
employ Yiddish asaa‘%ecessary evil," a temporary means toward Fhe end of
Lniversa] enl ightenment. )
This particular amalgam of ends arid means was to work its mégic on
Abramovitch. Once he made the break and adreed to write in Yiddish, there
was no turning back. He méde his Yiddish debut in 1864; by 1873, with the

publication of Di kliatshe ("The Nag"), both his-de facto aesthetic

evaluation of Yiddish and his social theory itself hagd been radically

[

, 18Mendele,_op. cit., p. Zj. The present traﬁslation‘fs from Miron,
A Traveler Disquised, p. 13. This passage is often cited as Mendele's
"turning point™; see for examgple:Rejzen, Leksikon, v.

.

1
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transformed. The writer who started as a Yiddish propagandist for bour-
geois Enlightenment had become a social materialist, a champion of the
poor and a committed, self-conscious Yiddish artist. What happened?.

The present thesis argues that Mendele's transformation was already
latent in the paradoxical nature of his first steps. Once he began writing
in Yiddish with an avowedly "social" purpose, a dialectic of ends and
means had been set up which would lead him to the literary anh theoretical
coup of Di kliatshe. This paper therefore focuses on the literary process
itself, tracing the actual mechanisT of this dialectic through sequential
textual analysis. Part Two, "The Bourgecis Propagandist," is a study of

Dos Kleyne montshele (1864) and Dos vintshfinger]’(1865). Part Three, "The

People's Artist," examines the five act play Di takse (1869).
Before we approach these texts, however, an important preliminary
question presents itself: Why Mendele? Abramovitch began his Titerary

career at the same time and with the same intentions as a number of other

19

Haskala writers, perhaps most notably Yitskhok Yoyl Linetski. If a

transformational dialectic was indeed inherent in the juncture of Enlight-
enment ends and Yiddish means, then why, of all the contemporary maskilim
who also involved themselves in Yiddish writing, did Abramovitch alone see

this dialectic through to its synthetic fruition?

]9Linetski made his debut in 1865 with Dos poylish yingl ("The Polish
Lad"), a work which enjoyed great contemporary popularity. Linetski was a
writer of considerable skill; he later complained bitterly of the "genesis
myth" created by Sholem Aleykhem, from which he was conspicuously excluded.
On Mendele and his contemporaries in the 1860s (Linetski, Dinezon,
Bernshteyn et al.), see N. Oyslender, "Mendeles mitgeyer in di 60'er un
70'er yorn," in Mendele un zayn tsayt (Moscow: Melukhe-farlag 'Emes,'
1940), pp. 92-17T; A. Gurshteyn, "Der yunger Mendele in kontekst fun di
60-er yorn," Shriftn, v. 1 (Kiev: Kultur-lige, 1928}, pp. 180-198.
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I hasten to say that I am not trying to impose deterministic models
on the process of literary greativity. Abramovitch was undeniably a
genius; his own special psychic make-up and sensibility enabled him to per-
ceive connections and traverse literary and theoretical ground where lesser
writers could not follow. VYet for all that, he still came to the "latent
dialectic" of modern Yiddish 1iterature with a unique background, which in
and gf itself clearly distinguished him from his contemporaries. If his
starting point in Yiddish was the same as for other febrew writers (who
for the sake of a social end employed a Yiddish means), then he had ar-
rived at that starting point from_a veZy different route. Even before he
began the dialectical journey of Yiddish literature, he had already
traveled a "dialectical journey" of a more personal sort, through the
formative ‘influences of his own youth and adolescence.

Thére were three main currents which vied for dominance in Jewish
Tife in the nineteenth century: Rabbinism (as held by the misnagdim),
Hasidism and Haskala. "If Abramovitch began his Yiddish career within
the immediate context of the Haskala, 1tf~as only after he had been .ex-
posed to both Rabbinism hnd/Hasidism.‘ If synthesis was built into the

Yiddish 1itera}y process, as this paper argues, it was first and foremost

built,into Abramovitch's own biography. For that reason it is necessary to

»

/ begin with Abramovitch's youth and explore the world--or rather the

worlds-~-in which the zeyde came of age.
. -
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PART ONE: THE WRITER AND HIS WORLDS

1. Kapulye: Rabbinism and Nature

Sholem Yankev Abramovitch was born December 20, 1836, in Kapulye, a

1

shtetl in the province of Minsk, White Russia. Kapulye was a small town

set amid great natural beauty, where, as Abramovitch tells us, "virtually
everyone was a schoTar.“2 There may be a touch of romanticization in

Abramovitch's recollection of his hometown, but contrasted with the towns

]Abramovitch's family name. at birth was "Broyde"; as we will see,
the name "Abramovitch" was not adopted until some time later. Some con-
fusion pertains as to the exact data of Abramovitch's birth. According to
Rejzen, Leksikon, v. 1, p. 9, Abramovitch had confided to Bialik that the
real "date of his birth actually predated the generally accepted 1836 date
by seven or eight years. As always, it is difficult to distinguish between
myth and reality: Abramovitch may simply-have been trying to bolster his
- “grandfather" image by making himself seem older.
Biographical information incorporated in this study is drawn pri-
marily from the following sources: Rejzen, “Abramov1tch " Leksikon, v. 1,
pp. 8-37; Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher literatur (NY ‘AT veltleEher
yidisher kultur-kongres, 1956), v.-1; Nakhman Mayzl, Dos endele-bukh (an
important anthology of letters, autobiographical, biograp cal and critical
writings); Sh. Niger, Mendele Moykher Sforim: zayn lebn, zayne
gezelshaftlekhe un 1iterarishe oyftungen (Chicago: L. M. Shteyn, 1936); .
Memoirs by Perets; Berdishevsky, Sholem Aleykhem, Dinezon, Dubnov et.al. in
Shmuel Rozhansky, ed., Masoes Benyomen hashlishi: der zeyde un zayn epokhe
(Musterverk ed.; Buenosfﬂires Yoysef Lifshits Fund, 1973); selected cri-
tical and b1ograph1ca1 essays appear in Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher
J . Sforim, ed. by N. Mayzl (Warsaw: Farlag Mendele, 1928), vols. I, XX-XXII. o
Thousands of memoirs, articles and scholarly studies dea11ng with
Mendele have appeared over the past Hundred years, particularly in Poland,
the Soviet Union, the United States, Canada, Argentina and Israel. As yet,
no definitive Mende]e bibliography exists. = Preliminary attempts at a 2
comprehensive bibliography are Y. Anilevitsh, "Naye Mendele-literatur," in !i
Bikher velt, 1925, no. 5, pp. 29-33 and no. 7, pp. 38-41, which covers
works appearing in the first ten years after Mendele's death; also Yefim
Yeshurin, "Bibliografie: Mendele Moykher Sforim--Sholem Yankev
Abramovitch," in Rozhansky, ed., Masoes Benyomen hashlishi, pp. 215-252.
An excellent bibliography of the most significant critical and biographical
works is found in Dan Miron, A Traveler Disquised, pp. 312-327. An author-
) itative edition of Mendele's compiete works in Hebrew and Yiddish is cur-
( . rently under preparation at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.
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and cities of~Southe;; Russia and Poland where he was to éojourn most of his
life, there is also a solid grain of truth. Since the mid eighteenth cen-
tury southern Russia had been in a-state of general decline, suffering
economic displacement and caught up in the anti-intellectual fervor of
Hasidism. Kapulye, on the other hand, was located in the Northwest of the
Jewish Pale, where the old economy remained more or less stable and the
traditional communal structure intact. The revivalist populism ofy

Has idism met strong resistance in the Northwest, and the region entrenched
itself as the center of the misnagdim, "opponents" gf\Hasidism who were
deeply committed to an older sort of Rabbinic scholarship. Because of the
greater intgi?al stability of'thé region, the Northwest was able to 1q}e-
grate rational IhougHt and some elements of "worldly" knowledge without
jeopgrdizing the overall social status quo.

, Kapulye was a shteg] typical of the Northwest region, in that its
elaborate Jewish communal Etructure remained fundamentally intact, at
1éast through Abramovitch's childhood. As a corporate middle class in a
region which remained overwhelmingly agrarian and feudal, Jews were ac-
corded far'reaching autonomy in their cultural and communal affairs. Par-
ticularly after the expulsion from the villages of White Russia in 1808,
most Jews of the region 1jved conceﬁtrated in towns and cities, where they
fell under the tight-knit control of the kahal, the local Jewish communal
government. The Kahal administered a widé scope of public institutions,

ranging from schools and synagogues to a bathhouse, "hospital," poor house,

Kapulye. See Mendele ih Shtrikhn, bl 17f; Mayzl, op. cit., pp. 395-398;

Sore Makevsky, "Fun der amoliker Kapulye," Yivo bleter, XI (1937); Yoysef
Morgenshtern, "Mendeles Kapulye," Yidishe kuTtur, 1955, no. 10.

4
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free loan society and ritual s]qughterhouse for kosher meat. Abramovitch's
own father was a part of this communal apparatus: he worked in‘Kapuiye as
a tax collector, a position which brought him considerable prestige.

Though Kapulye represented a relatively stable society, it was hardly
without its cracks and fissures. The communal administration was based on
suffragé of the rich, which excluded the masses of artisans and déy
laborers. Since the 1770s there were sporadic popular uprisings against

corrupt communal administrations in the Northwest, notably in Vilna, Minsk

and Vitebsk.3 The struggle of poor against rich often manifested itself as

a conflict between Hasidim, who were mostly displaced ourgeois,

(nd, pe tyTa
and misnagdim, who were largely propertied and well to do.
Hasidism was not able to make a significant foothold in the Nort 'est} its
struggle with Lithuanian misnagdim in the later eighteentl/century was

marked by particular ferocity. The misnagdim resorted to bans of kherem -

(excommunicatioﬁ), denunciatién to the police, harrassment and outright
vio]ence.4 At the same‘tipe'g*ijgnifiggﬂ; Jewish proletariat was slowly
establishing itself 1nvtﬁ; c{fieg, concentrated in secondaryléroductiqn and
Jewish owned textile factories. For the time being this only reinforced
the existing communal hierarchy, but a new sort of class struggle was
clearly in the making. The nineteenth century was puncfuated by sporadic
3Bernard Weinryb, The Jews of Poland (Philadelphia: JPS, 1973),

pp. 284-294. As we will see, these often successful popular uprisings may
well have inspired Mendele's Di takse of 1869. /

4On the struggle of Hasidism in the Northwest see Weinryb, op. cit.,
and Wolf Zeev Rabinowitsch, Lithuanian Hasidism, foreword by Simon Dubnow
(NY: Schocken Bogks, 1971).  Hasidism established itself mainly in the
South (Podolia, Volhynia and Galicia) where, as we will see in the follow-
ing chapter, it unleashed cultural energy which would have a profound in-
fluence on Mendele.
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strike activity among Jewish workers, finally culminating in the birth of

the Jewish socialist movement in the Northwest cities of Vilna, Minsk and

5 It is doubtful whether the fierce struggle

Bialystok during the 1890s.
against Hasidism or the challenge of a nascent proletariat had a signifi-
cant irﬁpact on the Kapulye of Abramovitch's youth, Hasidism had been pret-
ty well defeated\by the 1830s (though scattered Hasidic enclaves did exist
in nearby towns),\and the strike movement in the workshops and féctories
had only tentative\l‘y begun. Nonetheless, undercurrents of discontent and
social upheaval, if not yet fully mqm‘fest, were already being felt.
Abramovitch learned this first hand as a young boy, when his father was
ousted from his position as tax collector after a run-in with ‘the corrupt
local administration. |

"My father, Reb Khaym," Abramovitch tells us in his semi-fictional
augobiography of 1899, "was, as they say, both for God and for pedp]e."6
He Tived in strict accordance with Rabbinic 1aw and immersed himself in
Talmudic scholarship, yet at the same time he explored modern sciences and
even engaged in stylized Hebrew verse. This particular amalgam of strict

4 -
tradition flavored by modern learning was indicatj/ve of a cultural and

)

An excellent study of class struggle in ninete century Russian
Jewish society is A. Menes, "Di y1d1she arbeter-bavedgung in Rusland fun
onheyb 70er bizn sof 90er yorn," in E. Tcherikover, ed., Historishe
shriftn, v. III (NY: YIVO, 1939), pp. 1-59. See aljo Yuditsky, Yidishe
Burzﬁuazye un yidisher proletaryat in ershter helft -tn yorhundert.

6In Shloyme Reb Khayms, p. 15, cited by Mayzl, Dos Mendele-bukh,
p. 386. See also Mendele, Shtrikhn, pp. 17-18; and Rejzen, Leksikon,
v.l, p. 3. On Abramov1tch's fam1|y see Max Wemremh "pesye Abramovitch
kharakt1z1rt fun ir ﬂ " Yivo bleter, XIV (1939), pp. 335- 338 Idem.,
"Mendeles eltern un kinder," Yivo bleter, XI (1937) Pp. 270-286. A
comprehensive study of Abramovitch's childhood is U. Finkel, Mendele

- Moykher Sforim: kindhayt un yugnt (Minsk, 1937).
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religious ethos which was prevalent in the Northwest since the time of
Rabbi E1ijah ben Solomon Zalmaﬁ in the later eighteenth century. Rabbi
Elijah, better known as the Vilna Gaon (the "Genius of Vilma"), was a
scholar of extra;?dinary erudition, whose iron-willed pronouncements were
to shape Jewish society, especially in the Northwest, well into the

twentieth century. He believed that Rabbinic law was inviolable, but

" insisted that it would actually benefit from exposure to outside learn-

ing. "All knowledge," he wrote in the p;eface to a Hebrew work on Euclid,

is necessary for our holy Torah and is included in it. . . . To the
degree a man is lacking in knowledge and secular sciences, he will lack
one hundred fold in the wisdom of the Torah.7

o
s

The Gaon himself was the author of a significant Hebrew treatise on geo-
metry which, it is said, he penned during his indisposed moments in the
bathrooh.’
The model of rationalist Rabbinism introduced by the Gaon managed to
defuse for a time the social impact of broader European Enlightenment.

Some currents of Mendelssohnian thought did filter into Lithuania and White

Russia during the later eighteenth century, channeled through the German .
trade centers in Prussia and Posen. But the bearq}s of this Enlightenment
were, for the most part, large scale merchants dealing in the surplus of a
feudal economy. They had no stake in upsetting the established social

order. Even those Jews who ognedglange scale textile factoriaes were of an
old-style bourgeoisie; they employed mostly Jews, and readily applied the
sanctions of traditional Jewish law to maintain order in the new workplace.

Enlightenment: therefore lacked any real économic push in the Northwest. P

Tpreface to Borukh of Shklay, Euclid (The Hague, 1780), cited by |

I. Klausner in Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 6, p. 655, \ b

prevee
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The revitalized Rabbinism of the Gaon was enough to safely absorb currents
of European thought, and to stave off any real upheaval of religious prac-

. ; . . 8
tice or social organization.

-4

Abramovitch grew up under the intellectual shadow of the Vilna Gaon.
From his earliest childhood he was given over to traditional learning,
which his father supﬁiemented with scieﬁtific knowl edge and the study of
Hebrew grammar.9 He enjoyed the privilege, rare among his contemporaries,

of having an excellent melamed (e]émentary school teacher).]0 The young
N /

Abramovitch proved himself a precocious student. By the age of nine, he
tells us, he had committed to memory a11ytwenty-four books of the Bible.
Bible study soon gave way to study of the Babylonian Talmud. At first he
was overwheimed by the enormity énd complexity of the work: "I was like a

Jew at the fair for the first time," he writes.]1 But under the private
LT

tutelage of his father (from the ége of.twelve) Abramovitch found his way
through the Talmud's winding dialectics and compelling logic. The ha]akha,#
legalistic discourse which makes up the bulk of the Talmud, engaged the

young mind and imparted a sharp analytic sense, rooted in dialectical

- 8On the Haskala in Lithuania see Jacob Shatzky, Kultur-geshikhte fun

der haskole in Lite (Buenas Aires: Tsentrale-farband fun Poylishe Yidn in
Argentine, 1950). - ‘

-9Until the time of the Gaon, Hebrew grammar, or dikduk, was consi-
dered a heretical subject which threatened the sanctity of traditional
tests. Its study is still proscribed by many traditional Jews, particular-
1y those whose ancestry stems from regions beyond the Gaon's influence.
Philology was an important academic pursuit of general European Enlighten-
ment. Abramovitch maintained a keen interest in the workings of langugge
throughout his 1ife.

10His teacher, Yosi Reubens; was later immortalized s the melamed
Lipe Reubens in Shloyme Reb Khayms.
Wehtrikin, p. 18. ‘
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reasoning. The agada, or.homiletic companent of the Talmud, nourished a
growiqg 11 terary sensibi]ity.]z Thus was Abramovitch well grounded in
traditional Jewish scholarship before ventufing forth to new worlds.
Abramovitch was only fourteen when his father died, leaving the
family in difficult financial straits. His mother remarried to a rural
mgller, a dorfsyid or "village Jew" who lived out in the countryside, be-
yond the immediate confines of the organized Jewish commhnity. Abramovitch,
meanwhile, - dedicated himself to Talmudic scholarship, moving through a suc-
cession of famous Lithupn&an yeshives, including that founded by the Gaon
himself in Vilna. After a few years of intensive study he had had enough:

"I was still young in years, but I was full to the brim with troubles [zat

mit tsaris]."13 He Teft his studies behind and joined his mother at the

-

mill.

Here at the mill, deep ip the country, Abramovitch was set free to

romp and explore amid the magnificent splendor of the natural world. "Na-

14

ture," he observed, "smiled upon me." In later years he wrote of the

profound influence of this exposure:

In that lonely, distant corner my muse revealed herself to me.\ She
enticed me with her magic, beckoning me to follow her into the \forest,
under a green tree where it was quiet and peaceful. She bound me for-
ever to the trees of the forest, she bound me to the birds of heaven
and the swarming creatures of the earth, teaching me their lan-

guage. . . .15 :

]zThe formulation of this dual influence is presented by Abramovitch
himself. Ibid., p. 20.

Mendele, shtrikin, p. 21.

Mpid., Toc. cit.
15Cited by Rejzen, Leksikon, v. 1, p. 10. 4\
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This "muse” informs all of his subsequent writings, from Toldot Hateve, a

/
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massive Hebrew compendium on Natural History, to countless lyrical descrip-
tions of natural beauty which find their way into even the most didactic

of his Yiddish stories. The critic N. Oyslender suggests that love of na-
ture was of untold significance in Fhe makeup of Abramovitch's artistic

character; not only did it enhance |his aesthetic sensibility, but it also

'

set in him a mde of direct, empirical observation of the physical world,

an objective appreciation,of all 1iving things which would one day mani-

.fast itself in his realist style.]s

‘ , * ok k ok ok K

Abramavitch was first and foremost a product of the old Jewish
world, versed in Rabbinic scholarship and qkposed to a sort of home-
grown ratiopalism which integrated easily wifh traditional observance. He
also grew up amid nature, and thus cuftivated a keen empiricism coupled
with a heightened ‘aesthetic sensibility. He was appreciative of good
literature during his youth, and even tried his hand at Hebrew melitse.
But the idy11%F world of the rural mill was soon clouded by growing tension
with his stepfather. After a short while Abramovitch quit the mill and

moved back to Kapulye, where he resumed a regimen of traditional yeshive

]GNokhum Oyslender, Gruntshtrikhn fun yidishn realizm (Vilna: B.
Kletskin, 1928). While OysTender gives much credit to the influence of na-.
ture, he maintains that Abramovitch first became enamoured of nature during
his travels with the beggars' band [infra] and not during his time at the
mill. He cites a conversation between Abramovitch and Ben Ami, in which
Abramovitch supposedly confided that the account he had offered in his
autobiography was untrue. The entire matter is difficult to evaluate.
Having placed such great importance on the formative influence of nature,
Oyslender might have wanted to "proletarianize" the influence by setting it
in the context of travels among the common people. Whatever the case, I
believe that Oyslender .remains correct in his emphasis on the importance of
nature in the developmen; of Abramovitch's realist style.

- l...‘w M e em————e e




Ty . " 24
) 1
. v //
study. But he was not cut out for the life of & Rabbinic scholar; endowed
with a growing empirical perspective and artistic vision, he saw too much

to sit still. Now seventeen, he was fired by a healthy jadolescent rebel-

1iousness and an irrepressible curiosity. One day a band of shnorers, wan-
dering beggars, pulled into town, led by a certain charismatic\ cripple '
| named Avrom der Hinkediker (Avrom the Lame). Abramovitclh was apparently

taken with the exotic flavor and earthy camaraderie of the troupe. He
. /

packed his bags and.climbed aboard, leavir;g Kapul ye and k\eading into the

great world beyond_.] 7 i v

.
4

v

170ys1 ender, op. cit., suggests that Abr‘amovjtéh joined the beggars
"in order to accompany his aunt, who was searching for rér husband in
Volhynia. I have found no mention of this motivation in other sources.
- Most\biographers seem in agreement that Abramovitch joined the beggars as

a youth in search of adventure. .It should be noted that Abramovitch's

travels coincided with a general pattern of demographic shift during the
1840s. \ Many Lithuanian Jews headed south in search.of greater economic
opportuhity. Young students, trained in the yeshives of Lithuania, were in
great deémand in Southern cities and towns. . Many Lithuanian Jews migrated

to the regions of "New Russia,”"i.e., the provinces of Yekaterinoslav,
Kherson, \Taurida and Bessarabia, which had béen annexed by Russia early in
the nineteenth century. Jewish disabilities and economic restrictions were |
not as severe in these areas as elsewhere in the Pale. For example, com-
pulsory military service, the bane of all Russian-Jewish youths, was not
enforced in Bessarabia until)1852. Between 1836 and 1867 the Jewish popu-~
lation of Bessarabia swelled from 43,062 to 94,045. "Bessarabia," _

Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 4, p. 704. See also Yankev Leshtsinsky, Dos
y1'3?lsﬁe folkoin tsifern (Berlin: Klal-farlag,.1922), pp. 31-38.
' . A

9




. 25 .‘
- C |

R

2. On the Beggars' Wagon} Hasidism and the Folk Culture

ot e

And God.wanted me to acquaint myself with the customs of my people and
to look upon their deeds. . Therefore he commanded me: 'Wander, little
bird, over all my world, be_ a misfortunate among the misfortunates, and
“ thu¥ will you be a Jew among Jews upon the earth.'

--Mendele, Shtrikhn, pp. 22-23

+
s et

Abramovitch's travels with the beggars' band brought him far from

his native Kapu]yé. He trave]ed the length and breadth ¢f the Jewish

Pale, ®ouncing along from Minsk to the Ukra1ne, from Poland to Bessarabia.
\\\\\u, The world he discovered was vastly rennved from the stability of his child-

hood. Traveling-through the South, he found a Jewish community in the

r

throes of ﬁnme#%bus social upheaval. Traveling as a beggar he slept on

study house benches and poor house floors, begging his *food from door to
door, in intimate proximity to the lowliest elements of Jewish society.

Abramovitch set out on his travels in 1853, a trying time for the
4 ‘0

"common Jews" with whom he made acquaintance. These weré the waning days

- of Tsar Nicholas:I{ when the Jews of Russia were su?fering under unprece-
18

-
N -
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dented legal persecut?bn and economic hardship. Demographic restrictions

and expulsions had left large seéments of the Jewish population poor ahd
destitute. Brutal conscription legislation set special quotas for Jews,

forcing boys of twelve years into special "cantonist" regiments; here they /

o

would be severed from their families, made to abandon all Jewish practices
(their peyes shorn and pork forced upon them), and then required to serve

twenty-five years in the Tsar's army. Both in Russia and in Austria

(’> 18cor a gdod historical overview of this period see Simon Dubnow,
- History of the dews in Russia and Poland,v. II:
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(Galicia), reactionary regimes seemed determined to eradicate Jewish cul- ,

" ture. Communal autonomy was officially abolished in Russia in 1844, and

' kahal structure now suffered de facto demoralization and disintegration

[N

, as communal elders were forced to round up children to fill conscription
quotas. Rich Jews were usually able to bribe their sons out of military j
- service, Teaving the heavy onus to fall on the poornind further exacerbat-

ing the injustice.

Persecution and social disintegration weighed heaviest upon the Jewish
populations of the South: southern Poland, Volhynia, Podolia, the_ Ukraine,

Bessarabia and Galicia. dJewish settlement was not as concentrated here as

z
£
i
1
:

in the—Northwest; many Jews lived scattered tﬁfﬁﬁgh the countryside, and

the already strained-communal institutions were not strong enough to with-

stand the new legislative assaults. The economy of the region had been in
* - _J N

general decline since the collapse of Pelish suzerainty and the Partitions
of Poland (1772-1796). With the decline of the Polish nobility, many Jews 3

were forced from their 1ivelihoods as lessees of Polish estates, tavern

v a,

keepers gnd distillers. The old feudal economy stirred enougﬁ to force
Jews from;their traditional occupations, but provided no new industrial
base which could absorb this displaced petty-bourgeoisie. Modest indus-
trialization in the South began with textile production, but was soon
dominated 59 the processing of beet sugar. Jews were excluded from working

in fhe new sugar factories which were located next to the beet bupply, in
19

rural areas prohibited to Jewish settlemé@;.

. ]gThough Jews were excluded,as workers, many of these factories were
(') owned by Jewish capital. Yuditsky, op. cit. Jewish rich and poor were not
in direct employer-employee relationship in this region until the end dof
the nineteenth century, a factor which delayed the spread, of a native
Jewish socialist movement for many years, :

0
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Social upheaval and displacement were not unprecedented for the Jews
of the South. More than a hundred thousand Jews were massacred in this
area in 1648, during a peasant uprising against the Polish nobi]it& Ted by
the Ukrainian hetman Bogdan Chmielnicki. Haidamek pogroms ravaged the
region in 1768, and Jews were further jostled by intermittent Turkish rule
of some regions. All gf this had resulted in social disintegration, which
in turn gave rise to an {ntense "spiritual" response. The Tate seventeenth
century saw pervasive messianic fervor centering around_the person of
Shabbatai Zvi. A century later this fervor became a cult of licentiousness
and debauchery under the leadership of Jacob Frank. Both movements ex-
pressed the despair of the common people with an unbearable political®con-
dition, and also reflected popular disaffection with unresponsive Rabbinic ’

20 i

and communal institutions.

IS

Popular dissati;faction with the Rabbinic mainstream culminated in
k/“

the second half of the eighteenth century with the rise of Hasidism. n-
troduced by the Baal Shem Tov, an itinerant preacher and faith healer,
Hasidism taught a doétriq; of experiential religion, predicated upon a
direct "I-thou" relationship between man and God. Emphasis was placed on

song, dance and celebration, in contradistinction to stringent legalistic

’

observance and arid scholarship.

Hasidism found a wide following among the displaced petty-bourgeois

21

Jews_of the South. Its mysticism was attractive to persons in deep

20Tﬁ§s view is presented in the definitive work by Gershom Scholem,
Sabbatai Sevi, The Mystical Messiah, trans. by R. J. Zwi Werblowsky
(Princeton: - Princeton University Press, 1973).

2]Raphael Mahler, Der kamf tsvishn haskole un khasides in Galitsie
(NY: YIVO, 1942), provides ampTe evidence that Hasidism was an essentially

o et A AP, e i
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material despa1r and its anti-intellectualism fanned popular discontent
with the dominant h1erarchy A spirit of brotherly camarader1e gave new
dignity to a downtrodden population. In later years the movement became
ossified, shifting its emphasis to strict religious practice and often
degenerating into sgctarian worship of "wonder-working" tsadikim. None-
theless, by the mid nineteenth century, when Abramovitch set' out on his
travels, it is estimated that more than half the Jews of the Southern Pa]e“
were Hasidic. .

It is difficult to gei a clear picture of the social impact of ‘

Ha_sidism.22 The Soviet historian Max Erik argues in his Etyudn tsy der
23

that Hasidism was a reactionary movement which

geshikhte fun der haskole
usurped populaf'discontent but failed to-engender any lasting social trans-
formation. It replaced the old communal hierarchy with a n$w hienarchy of
tsadikim; it preached experiential religion but maintajned the old stric-
ture of Rabbinic law; and above all it maintained the status quo of petty

bourgeois economy, complete with unquestioning fealty to the regime.

petty-bourgeois movementéat its inception. For example, a memorandum from
the Lemberg Police to thé Austrian government in 1838 notes that "aagng the
Hasidism there are very few businesspeople. The majority consists va-
grants, drunks, hypocrites and indolent fanatics." p. 14

o)

22Jevnsh historiography has been widely d1vergent in its treatment

. of Hasidism. Early historians, such as Graetz, regarded the movement as a
degenerate aberration hardly worthy of consideration. Martin Buber ignored
the social dimension, the lives of Hasidim, and focused instead on the
philosophical verities of Hasidic teachings. An early attempt at a compre-
hensive social and cultural history is Simon-Dubnov, Geshikhte fun
khasidizm (3 vs.; Vilna: YIVO and B. Kletskin, 1930). For a bibliography
of more recent works see "Hasidism," Encyc]opedla Judaica, v. 7, pp.

1426-1427. ! .
‘ 23Minsk: Melukhe-farlag fun Vaysrusland, 1934. .
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Objectively, Erik is correct in his Evaluation. Hasidism effected .

little in the Qay of direct social transformation. A somewhat broader

R BV e

—
view of its impact, however, is presented by Raphael Mahler in his seminal

Der kawmf tgvishn haskoie un khasides in Galitsie. Mahler argues that <
Hasidism was an expression of class struggle: thé ideology of the poor |
against the pressures of an ascendant bourgeoisie. He acknowl edges that
Hasidism did indeed essentially retrench thglold social forms. Like other
fundamen;a]ﬁst doctrines Hasidism regarded/ﬁl] wealth as a gift of God, and

therefore refrained from questioning the distribution of that wealth.24

o A R A wemne e g, -

Its mystical framework accepted injustice in the here and now as.a neces-
sary precondition for messianic redemption, asserting that "the hasid had
to make peace with the existing class divisions in Jewish sociéty."25

But despite its social conservatism the ﬁbvement unleashed a tremen-
dous flood of populist energy. Abstention from class struggle had as its.
corollary a de-emphas{s of the material. Rather than promising the poﬁr

material reward in heaven, Hasidism denigrated material wealth altogether

and insisteéd that the poor céuld find spiritual fulfillment here on earth. g
|

Social stratification based on wealth was minimized among the Hasidim, giv-

ing way to a strong sense of group solidarity. Areport by the Commisar of.

Brody observed in 1827, "The Hasidim are bound to one another heart and

26 Competitiveness was replaced by mutual support in a united front

- \
of the poor and disaffected. As Bernard Weinryb writes in The Jews of

soul . "

| ’

“Poland:

°

) 24On'Hasidism in relation to other (non-Jewish) fundamentalist move-
(. ments see Bernard Weinryb, The Jews of Poland, pp. 271-275.

~25Mah1er, op. cit., p. 26.

26

Cited by Mahler, db. cit., p. 29.
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Hasidism was the expression of people discontented with the kehilla
oligarchy and the prestigigus classes in Jewish society. . . . It was
nourished by the existence of masses of village Jews, lessees and
other such groups disregarded by the ruling elite. The opposition by
these disaffected groups found expression not only in sharp criticism
of the existing Byder, . . .-but also in an attempt to create a
counter-culture, )

This "counter-culture"” found only Timited political expression.
Mahler documents cases in the early years of collective tax resistance,

draft evasion and harboring of political refugees.28 The more the movement

grew, :owever, the more it attracted adherents from the wealthier classes
and the more it tempered itg political radicah’sm.29 In many regions
Hasidism itself became the new "kehilla oligarchy." The lasting legacy of
the Hasidic "counter culture" was not so much social and political as it
was cultural, Hasidism tapped expression among the common people which for
many generations had lain silent.

Perhaps the counter-culture found'its most .significant manifestation

-in a new status accorded to Yiddish. "Mame lg¢shn," which was previously

‘relegated to the role,of a "weekday" vernacular, was now qk]ebrated pre-

cisely because it did represent the aspirations of the common Jew. Yiddish

was regarded as a bulwark against assimilation. "The redemption will come

27p. 282. /

28Mah1er deals only with Hasidism in Galicia, but the experience
there was closely analogous to that in Russia. Tax resistance became an
increasingly effective device of Hasidic protest in the early years. A
boycott of kosher meat in Lemberg in 1830, for example, finally resulted in
a reduction of the meat tax. Mahler points out that at one time the only
areas in Galicia without tax revolts were those areas without Hasidim. -
Op. cit., pp. 31-32. This model of tax rebellion might well have inspired
Mendele in Dj takse.

29Mah'ler, ap. cit., observes that "wealth incréased proportionate *
with moral decline," p. 37.

'
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‘

through loyaity to Yiddish," taught Hasidic doctrine.30 The Hasidic leader
Tsvi Elimelekh of Dinov defended Yiddish in response to an Austrian decree
that all Jewish marriage contracts be written in German: *m&ﬁh
Therefore, my beloved brothers and friends, . . . speak only the lan-
~ guage which was carried down by our forefathers in exile, with its He-
brew admixture, ip order that this Jewish tongue shall remain recogniz-
able as a_separate [language], distinct from the languages of other
nations.31
HomiTetic tales, related in Yiddish, became the central device for disse-
minating Hasidic teachings. Rebbe Nakham of Bratslav, a great grandson of
the Baal Shem Tov, composed Yiddish stories in which mysticism and humanity
are skillfully balanced, and which are notable to this ddy for their
stylistic precision. )
Perhaps most of all, Hasidism imparted %o the poor,\everyday,Qews
the self-awareness and confidence with which to speak for themselves.

Women dealing in the marketplace, men sweating'together in the bath house,

' grey bearded grandfathers huddled by the study house stove--all found ex-

pression in homespun Yiddish stories, songs and proverbs. Nokhum Oyslender,

in hié seminal Grqntshtrikhn fun yidishn realjzm ("Fundamental Characteris-

tics of Yiddish kealism"), maintains that the folk culture which Abramovi tch
encountered in the course of his travels proved a key ingredient in his ]a;
ter Yiddish writings. The more Abramovitch moved from propaganda to art,
the more he was compelled to draw on the artistic wellspring of the folk.
And, as the present thesis contends, the more he drew on‘11nguistic and.
Titerary models fashioned by the common people, the more he imbibed thei}

homegrown social theory as well. - \

01pid., p. 20. M1bid., p. 21.
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\ What then was the nature of the folk art? According to Oyslender,
in the,ﬁ?heteenth century the common Jew found expression for the first
time. Pent up social disaffection, camaraderie of the poor, aﬁd other
grass-roots sentiments suppressed or left unvoiced by the Rabbinic main-
stream now burst forth in a flood of popular creativity. Unfortunately,
Oyslender does not adequé?@ﬂy document his sourcés; he does‘not prove that
given expressions date back to a given time (the~early nineteenth cen-

32

tury). Moreover, he fails to analyze the specific social circumstances

which called the new creativity to birth,'cOnspiéuous]y overlooking the
simultaneous (or causative) expression of popular sentiment engéndered by .
Hasidism.33 Nonetheless, Oyslender does offer a trenchant analysis of
nineteenth century Jewish folk art. He cites songs, proverbs and idioms
which Abramovitch would have 1ikely encountered in the course of his
32Oyslender eschews the standard folklore collections of his time
(such as Ignats Bernshteyn), believing that they romanticized the folk ex-
pression and so censored out its social radicalism. Instead, he draws his,
sources_"directly from the people." Folkloristics was an important scho-
larly discipline in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and '30s, for obvious

political reasons. See Susan A. Slotnick, The Contributions of the Soviet
Yiddish Folklorists, Working Papers in Yiddish and East European Jewish

‘e w:v.;;ﬁ.;.;r«*e..umw*“ -t

Studies, no. 20 (NY: YIVO, 1976), and Paul E. Soifer, Soviet Jewish Folk-
loristics and Ethnography: An Institutional History, 1918-1948, Working
Papers in Yiddish-and East European Jewish Studies, no. 30 (NY: YIVO,
1978).

33It is not surprising that Oyslender overlooks the context of
Hasidism. As a social movement Hasidism has been characterized as petty-
bourgeois and reactionary by Erik and other Soviet historians. (Supra,
p. 33, and note 22). This evaluation had been based on the movement's
class composition, in accordance with strictly Marxist criteria. Soviet
scholars, particularly during the Stalinist years, were unable or unwilling
to consider more "subjective" factors of consciousness or culture as inde-
pendent from class. Hasidism was summarily dismissed as reactionary, with
no recognition that it derived from the same population which had produced
the progressive” folk culture cited by Oyslender.
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travels, and which seem to exert a definite stylistic (and ideological) in-

e

fluence on his later 1ite#ature. ‘It is worthwhile to give at least cursory
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consideration to Oyslender's evidence, in order to then evaluate its forma-

: tive impact on Abramovitch and his art. . \ i
| Perhaps the salient characteristic of the folk art was that, 1ike %
Hadidism, it represented the needs and ;spirations of a displaced petty- v '%
/ bourgeoisie. It removed focus.from the "Sabbath" sphere of otherworldli- ;
| i ness and messianic promise, and insisted 1'n§tjead upon redemption in and of
| the everyday. To cite a popular expression, | .
1 - L0%m R TUIR 3R bbyn v é

' ' This world is also a world.
And Tikewise, -

LJPPIPPA BZ ) PITP TR ¥R bRgw PPt j1b
\ So far no one has returned from the "other world."

' ' _ These were downtrodden people concerned with the pressing problems

of their immediate environs. They worried every day about where the next

(O,

meal would come from. They were forced into pre-occupation withthe con-

ditions of "this world." With an ironic awareness they sought improvement

in everyday life: \ ) 1

RN .

X TR OPOYA ) ,D1P0 R OTOR DYYN PXINI T
LIPBIAPOV R OIPITR 210R B

The whole world is a dream, but a good dream is better than a bad
dream. ‘

Focus on the here and now discredited the traditional pa]]iative4of prayer

and supplication:

®

¥ 34A11 of the proverbs and expressions cited below are taken from

(”) Oyslender, Gruntshtrikhn, "Folk Consciousness and Folk Creation," pp.
17-44,
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If prayer was a remedy, you'd be able to buy it in the drugstore. .
'Reljgious piety was too often the hypocritical guise of social and econpmic
A?njustice: ‘ .

LOXL JID IPHTN ORN L, M0 1% PBIP) DONL
The closer to the synagogue, the farther from God.
The needs of the material world, feeding and clothing & hungry family, su-
perceded all other claims:
<309 DXT BPYI NI L, JOPAIND vﬁ:vn DR JRP pOR
A man can put everything out of his head,
Except for the need to be fed.

The foregoing examples, all.culled from Qysiender's study, give some
indication of the gréss roots disaffection which informed the popular
"counter culture." Such stirrings had, as yet, little social impact;. that
would come with the rise of the Jewish labor movement in the 1890s. Not
uniike other cultures, Jewish folk expressiaon constituted more a whispered

undercurrent of complaint than a direct assault on the status quo. None-

theless, these examples do indicate that the poor were conscious of class

\differentiation, and were developing a decidedly materialistic view of so-

/
ciety. The folk Jews were cultivating a grass roots social critique which

would one day find expression in Abramovitch's writing.
i

/

35Th1‘s expression is particularly telling of class-differentiation
within shtetl society. One's place in the synagogue was telling of one's
social status. The closer to the "Eastern-Wall," the higher the esteem.
It was, of course, the rich who could afford to purchase such coveted
seats. In an inverse sense, the expression above seems to recognize the
shady or exploitative business dealings ("The farther from God") which en-
able one to come."Closer tp the synagogue."

/ e
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But meanwh{le Abramovitch was influenced by the folk culture in a ’
more immediate manner. It was not so important what "social theory" un- i
derlay the outpouring of Yiddish proverbs; it was more importént that Yid-
dish expression existed at all. In a structural sense, the folk art mani-
fested a self-conscious commitment to its Yiddish medium. One of the most
ubiquitous forms of folk expression juxtaposed quotations in classical He-
brew with ironic translation/explication in everyday Yiddish, Consider, = _.
for example:
d J1B BYn™1 TODRT DEN :ovDYA Y30 1INTAR AR

. 71> 1N

THOU HAST CHOSEN US FROM AMONGST THE NATIONS: So why did you pick on
us Jews?36 }

JIRN YT 1X M@ paR SOOF1IRY 170K
SPEAKEST THOU UNTO GOD: But go scream at the wall,

Hebrew, the lofty language of scholars (and their supporting hierarchy of
rich meni, is deflated by Yiddish, the language of "undz yidn," us Jews,

the poor and dispossessed. When Abramovitch beéins writing in Yiddish for
the purpose of propagizda, he fs employing a medium which has already been

claimed by the common Jew. An art form already exists in Yiddish, alive
v

in the folk tales, songs and sayings which Abramovitch encountered on the
beggars' wagon. The more he shifts, through an irrepre§§ib1e artistic
sensibility, from YidJish propaganda to Yiddish'art, the more~he will draw
upon this precedent, this well of the people. He will imbibe the style

and idiom of the common Jew, and, eventually, his social theory as well. ﬁ

7

36In my translation I use upper case letters to indicate 'the Hebrew -
original. '

3
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In Tater years Abramovitch explicitly acknowledged the influence of
the Yiddish folk cu]ﬁure in his Titerary style. He wrate that the best
Jewish artists '

will come from the homes of the Jewish artisans, where ,songs are sung,

§§¥;?§§1ons spoken, and naive gnd heag;fg]t stories and 1eg;2gs are
But in the meantime Abramovitch himself was hardly a native of the "homes
of the Jewish artisans." He was born in a well-to-do }amily in the anti-
Hasidic Northwest, and served his literary apprenticeship (as we will soon

see), ‘under the bourgeois Haskala. Travels with the beggars in fact éom-

prised but a brief episode of his adolescence. One can only guess that the

poverty and Hasidic fervor of the South were, at the time, disquieting to a
youth raised in the relative stability of Kapulye. But therein lay the key
to Abramovitch's uniquely dialectical development, In the beauty of
Kapulye's natural setting he had nurtLtgd a strong empirical perception.

As a lover of nature he could regard k]] natural phenomena -dispassionately,
and so could survey the world of beggars with an open mind.38 Whether or
not he uqderstood the artistic merit and potentiality of this new world,

he was nonetheless possessed of a marvelous ethnographical. curiosity, which
enabled him to store away endless details of native 1ifestyle and language.

Dovid Eynhorn, who in later years served as Abramovitch's personal secre-

tary, reports that whenever Abraimovitch was stuck for.the proper Yiddish

word or phrase, he would project a "little Jew" on his desk and ask,’
' \

-

37Cited by Oysiender, op. cit., p. 17.

. 38, am indebted for this observation to Oysiender, Ibid., who con-
structs an elaborately dialectical modeT of Abramovitch's stylistic de-

velopment.
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Yidele, 1ittle Jew, what do yau have to say?39

This visualized "Yidele" was a holographic embodiment of the Yiddish idiom
and 1ifestyle which Abramovitch had come to know intimately during his
travels with the beggars, so many years befgre.
d k %k % % K

Though not yet a "lo§ér of Yiddish" or a committed champion of the
poor, Abramovitch at age seventeen was at the least a person with an in-
.satiable curiosity and a fine memory for lingqistic and ethnographic de-
tail. His tgavels would serve him well in later years. But meanwhile.his
adventures with the beggars'yﬁand were coming to an F"d' When the troupe

pulled into Lutzk, Avrom der Hinkediker tried to marry off his young charge

+ to a local woman for the profit of a .tidy dowr}. This was a bit much.for

e

[

Abramovitch. He quit the beggars' band for.good, making his way to
kamenets, the capital city of Podolia, where he encountered Abraham Baer
Go;]ober, a prominent leader of the Haskala. The Haskala would prove the
final ingredient in Abramoyitch's dialectical progress; it would provide
the immediate springboard for his 1iterary career. But he would never

shake free of the lessons he learned with the beggars. He had slept with

" the common Jew on cold dirt floors, he had learned the native idiom of

Yiddish in endless jokes, proverbs, songs and stories whiéh whiled away long
hours on the wagon. At least in some nominal sense, Abramovitch must have
already appreciated the impor&ance of what he had ]earneq. Upon arriving

in Kamenets and enterind)the more stai& world of the Haskala, he was re-

quired to adopt a formal surname. He decided upon the name "Abramovitch,"

bt

- : s
39Eynhorn, “Mendele bay der arbet," Ale verk fun Mendéle, v. XX, p.
59, cited by Miron, op. cit., p. 67. .
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Russian for "Son of Avrom.!" According to Zalman. Rejzen, this was a 1ast'%g

40

tribute to Avrom der Hinkediker, Son of Avrom, son of the poor, everyday

Yiddish-speaking Jew, Abramovitch carried a unique legacy indeed as he left
the wortd of Hasidism and the folk culture and, under the tﬂte] age of

Gotlober, éntered the very different world of the Haskala.

g s

40This ﬁ mentioned by a number of biographers, but seems to be
offered first by Rejzen, Leksikon, v..1, p. 9. Abramovitch paid further -
tribute to Avrom der Hinkediker In later years, with the publication of
his \masterful novel, Fishke der krumer ("Fishké the Lame"). -
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The Haskala and the Spirit of Capitalism

) The Haska]a was the exact antithesis of Hasidism, both in its social
{ basis and its political and cultural program.

--Raphael Mahler, "The Social-and Political
. Aspects of the Haskala in Galicia,"
p. 64.41

Abramoyitch fared well in Kamenets. Fresh off the beggars' wagon, -he

42

' !
was sakep in by the noted maskil Abraham Baer Gotlober. Gotlober recog-

nized great talent in the ragged youth. He engaged him in lengthy dis-
course on Hep;ew literature and Enlightenment thought ahd entruste& him to
his'dghghfers~for instruction o _Rugsian and German. Abramovitch remained
in Kamenets for sévera] years. He married (only to divorce and remarry
fﬁrge years later), passed the government teaching examinations and secured
a posi;ion'aSIGn instructor in the local Jewish Realschule. -

‘ Gotlober's circle in Kamenets stood in stark cqntr?st with the world
of Hasidism and the fol¥ culture. This contrast operatéd on two levels,

“both of which left their mark on Abramovitgh.’ On one level was an-:

/*J// 4]YIVO Annual of Jewish Social Science, v. 1 (1948), pp. 64-85. This
» article is'a translation of Chapter 2 of Mahler's Der kamf tsvishn haskole
" un*khasides in Galitsie. The analysis of the Haskala provided in the pre-
sent chaptér draws heavily from Mahler. It shguld be noted that Mahler
Timits his'study to Galicia. For our purposes it is still appropriate, how-
ever, since the Haskata ih Southern Russia f¥itered in directly through
~ Galicia. Most of the \prominent Russian masklim (including Gotlober) had
studied in Galicia. Mgreover, Russia and Galicia were in similar social
, and political circumstances in the early nineteenth century: both were
L feuda& areas undé} autocratic imperial monarchs. See Erik, Etyudn tsu dev¥
geshikhte fun der haskole, p. 127. ) .

4ZOﬁ Gotlober SEEJ%ZZik Fridkin;)Avrom Ber Gotlober un zayn epokhe,
loyt farsheydene kveln (Vilna: B. Kletskin, 1925). On Kamenets lkgmenets-
s+ Podolsk) see . Rosen, ed., ‘Kamenets-Podolsk u'sevivetah (Tel Aviv: Sur-.
vivors of Kamenet-Podolsk, 1965). v ‘
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"objective" clash of social and.economic class. Hasidism, as we have seen,

was a revivalist religious movement appealing-to "the impoverished, suffer-

ing, retarded lower middle class and proletarian masses"; the Haskala was a

Jewish version of broader Western Enlightenment, finding its support among
"the rising Jewish bourgeoisie and the intellectuals %ted with it."43
On another level, and perhaps more significantly, the folk culture and the

Haskala clashed on a more “"subjective" cultural and, aesthetic level. o

- Hasidism emphasized spontaneity, experientialism énd celebration through

song and dance; the Haskala professed worldly educatién, neat appeafﬁncg,
propriety and decorum. The folk culture found expression in Hasidic
stories, folk songs, proverbs and sayings, all in native Yiddish; the
Haskala vehemently attacked Yiddish, fashioning its literature in Hebrew,

German, and Russian.

The present thesis argues that Abramovitch's literary transformation

was the product of a dialectical interaction of implicit social theory and
artistic voice. Theory and voice were, in turn, the réspective products
of a clash between the Haskala and the folk culture, as experienced by
Abramovitch in his early years. We will therefore evaluate the Haskala as
both a socio-economic and literary-aeéthetic movement, in order to show its
"antithetical®™ relation to the folk culture. By comp]etiné this picture,
we will understand thg ingredients of the broader dialectic of theorj?and
voice, as it Fhen plays out in Abramovitch's literary process. )

The Haskala which Abramovitch encounterdd in Kamenets derived from

the Mendelssohnian Enlightenment in BerJin, by way of Galicia. The tradgy

43yanler, "The Social and Political Aspects of the Haskala in
Galicia," p. 83. ’
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cities of Tarnopol, Lemberg and particularly Brody, located in close prox-
imity to the Russian border, were the portals through which the new ideas .
of the West made their way into the Russian Pale. (Similarly, the trade
cities of Odessa on the Black Sea and Danzig on the Baltic were also im-
portant seats of the Haskala.) The fact that the centers of conﬁerce were
also centers of Enlightenmeq; is hardly coincidental. The Haskala found
its appe;; among the new merchant class, those who engaged in large scale
trade with f?reign markets. Enlightenment served the same function as it

had a hundred years earlier among the ascendant bourgeoisie of the West:

it broke down clerical domination, allowed freedom of movement, introduced

worldly learning and the study of languages, and, in propagating rationalism.

chal]qued the feudal hierarchy of the ancien regime and paved the way for
an expanding free m§rket economy. The relationship of commerce and En-
lightenment was amply clear to the mas$1im themselves. The nopéd scholar
Nakhman Krokhmal wrote in a letter of 1822 that the Haskala center of Brody
¥

was a city "where wisdom and wealth, Torah and understanding, commerce and
faith are um’ted."44 The cause and effect relationship was made even

clearer by Samson Bloch, in the introduction to a Hebrew volume published

in 1828:

Since God has taken pity on us and brought us.under the rule of our
lord, the Emperor [of Austrial . . . trade with foreign lands has begun
to flourish in our parts ". . . and since then the few brave ones have
attempted to cast off the disgrace of ignorance, and they teach their
children the vernacular [German] and other languages and disciplines
that men 1ive by.45

—*——-———-—

44Nathan Krokhmal to Isaac Erter, in the preface by M. Letteris to
Erter's Hazofeh L'bet Yisael (Vienna: 1864), p. 7, cited by Mahler, "The
Social and Political Aspects of the Hiskala in Galicia,” p. 65.

" Bgrepite Olam,‘v. II, Introduction, cited by Mahler, Ibid., p. 65.
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The program of the Haskala clearly reflected the needs- of its haute-

46

bourgeois constituency. Emphasis was placed on social integration with

Maskilim shaved their beards
and wore short coats, after the German fashion. Great emphasis was placed

on educafion, particularly the study of sciences and geography. A central

concern was the m;stery of foreign languages, a pre-condition for interna-
t;ona] trade. Ygditsky points out that the early East European Haskala
turned to German;.after the military expansfonism of Tsar Nicholas I cre-
ated an increased demand for textiles for uniforms, the Tanguage the

Haskala shifted to Russian, as the Jewish bourgeoisie concerned itself
47

'with local markets. | : -

We hav a]reﬁdy noted that Jewish Enlightenment found itself peculi-.

arly isolated in Eastern Europe. Borne by a bourgeoisie engaged in trade

with the West, it was essentially an "imported" ideology, finding no in-

The maskilim were, for the most part, lone voices of

digenous analogue.

Reason in an economy which remained overwhelmingly feudal. This isolation

forced the East .European maskilim into certain glaring contradictions. In

the West, the ascendant bourgeoisie, both Jewish and non-Jewish, had been

// it

able to openly attack such feudal "vestigegj/a54ﬂgﬁﬁéil privilege and
/// +

///

46Théﬂpfogram of-the Haskala reflected the needs of a new Jewish
capitalist class. It was supported, however, by a broader professional
intelligentsia, including bookkeepers, clerks, teachers, physicians, court
stenographers and writers. Mahler, Ibid., p. 67, writes: "On the whole,
the number of the poor among the Maskilic 1ntel11gents1a . . . was quite
Targe. . . But just as the humanist scholars and poets had represented
the 1nterests and strivings of their protectors, the princes and patricians,
so the Maskilim in their writings expressed thé interests and the outlook
of the rising class of wealthy Jewish merchants, who were the1r material
protectors and their social ideal." g N_

4Ty uditsky, op. cit.
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absolutist mqnarchy.48 Reiigioas'deism and political republicanism both
gained ground. Maskilim in the East, hoWever, were too few in number to
challenge such powerful institutions. Despite a superficial religious re-
form, the maskilim had to keep up a guise of traditional observahce{'since
Judaism was far less threatening to the status quo than aetheism.. Poli-

b

tically, the maskilim were rendered impotent, making peace witH/reactionary

regimes which they were unable to change.

——

Allegiance to the ruling powers was no small matter. The maskilim
subscribed to the~gotion of "enlightened absolutism." They knew where the

wind blew. Since republican revolution was seemingly unrealizable within
49

n
[
£
{
H
i

feudal economy, they steadfaétly abstained from revolutionary struggle.
Instead, they supported gradual legai reform and economic modernization.
Actually the status quo served them well. Enlightened absolutism assured
continuing political stability, yet still allowed for the expansion of
commerce and industry under the rubric of "progress.”

There was only one flaw in this cozy re]ationship./ The same "én-
1ightened" autocrats to whom the maskilim pledged such unbounded fealty

were also the initiators of brutal anti-Jewish 1egislétion. On one level

. 48In Western Europe wealthy Jews were often split over the issue of
alliegiance to the crown. See for example Zosa Szajkowski, "Internal Con-
flicts in French Jewry at the Time of the Revolution of 1848," YIVO Annual
for Jewish Social Science, v. II-III, pp. 100~117./

49Mah]er, op. cit., pp. 79-80, cites Galician maskilim who criticized
! the French Revolution of 1789 as unjustifiable. There was 1ittle chdnce‘
_ for revolutionary activity in Russia until the populist movement of the - ,
1860s. Galicia, however, was ‘located in the Austrian Empire, where revolu-
tions broke out in 1830 and again in 1848. The maskilim avidly refrained
from both struggles, even though the Revolution of 1848 was directly tied
(ﬁ) to the issue of Jewish emancipation. See Salo W. Baron, "The Impact of the
Revolution of 1848 on Jewish Emancipation," Jewish Social Studies, XI, (//
pp. 195-248. ,
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this was of 1ittle personal consequence. The maskilim were generally free
to pursue their financial enterprises, and were little affected by the spe-
cial legal disabilities. As Mahler observes:

The Maskilim represented that class of the Jewish populatidn which felt
practically no burden of national oppression, which benefited by the
general economic expansion, . . . and was even partially linked through
its interests with the government machinery (tax farmers, officials,
teachers, etc.).50

Still, the terrible disabilities which afflicted the less privileged Jewish

population, suchbas'cantonist conscription in Russia, could not~Pe over-
looked. Rather_than compromise their allegiance to the governmént (and so
jeopardize their own economic advantage), the maskilim accepted the’
notorious premise that legal disabilities against Jews were the fault of
fhe Jews themselves. If Jews would only listen to the message of En]ightj
enment--cléan themﬁe]ves up, learn German or Russian, abandon obscurant%st
practice--then surely thé Emperor 6r Tsar would reward the effort by re-
iaxing anti-Jewish legislation. Emancipation would come when the Jews
proved themselves worthy. |

The maskilim thus proceeded with great zeal to "enlighten" their-
brethren, in order to pave the.way for their own emancipatioh. Being
nunerically few against the masses of poor, mostly Hasidic Jeﬁs, they
readily turned to the government for support. At the height of cantonist
conscription, Isaac Baer Levinson dedicated a bodk to Nicholas I and was

rewarded with a gold medal. Josef Perl, the influential maskil from

Tarnopol, did him one better: he received gold medals not only.from the

)///’”?Ezzﬁ
50Mah]er, op. cit., p. 77. Mahler cites letters from contemporary

maskilim who, through connections or money, were able to keep their sons
out of military service. )
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Tsar of Russia, but also from the Emperor of Austria. Perl petitioned

the Austrian authoritiges to establish a censorship policy, and proposed

that forbidden books be seized and, it was understood, burned. He also
asked that all traditional Jewish schools be closed, but the government

. » ) )
backed away from such an extreme measure, ostensibly fearing for Perl's

own safety.
A foremost proponent of cooperation with the ruling powers was
Abramovitch's mentor, Gotlober. Gotlober was a Hebrew writer of consider-

able repute, who was distinguished by his social conservativism. E.

R A . s S,

Tcherikover, in his study of early Jewish revolutionaries in Russia, men-

3 tions Gotlober as epitomizing the hyper-patriotism of the basirgeois

PSR S

. Haskala. Gotlober, says Tcherikover, urged absolute allegiance tg the

regime and "struggle against the Jewish folk popu]at'ion."52
As Tcherikover ilTustrates, hostility towayd‘the folk was the neces-

* sary corollary of aL1egian§e to the government. These were the most reac-p

tionary of times. Jews were being made destitute by domicile restrictions

and economic displacement. Children were being ripped from their families

;
!
{
{
z
H

§
!
{

at the age of twelve, as the heavy onus of conscription-fell dispropor-
tionately on the poor. Nicholas was considered worse than Pharoah of old:

at least Pharoah had stolen only the first born. And then came along

S]On‘Levinson see Simon Dubnow, History of the Jews in Russia and.
Poland, v. II, pp. 125-132, who writes that Levinson's pelicy "would have
; been Tgnoble had it not been naive" (p. 130), On Perl see Mahler, Der
kamf. . . ., particularly Chapter 5, "Yoysef Perls kamf kegn khasides in
Tikht fun ofitsiele dokumentn" ("Josef Perl’'s Struggle Against Hasidism in
the Light of Official Documents"), pp. 164-202.

C” ' . 52E. Tcherikover, "Yidn-revolutsionern in Rusiand in di§%§-er un
/ 70-er yorn," Historishe shriftn, v. ITI (NY: YIVO, 1939), p. 6 ™
] ., 1.
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Levinson and Perl, who accepted gold medals from this new Pharoah and
plotted further restrictions and decrees against the people. If the
maskilim meant well, the poor Jews were too hungry and beaten to know it;
they understood intuitively that Enlightenment was the program of the
rich, of no apparent benefit to themselves.

Confronted with the treachery of governmental complicity, the common
people came to equate all "én]ightenment" with betrayal and political op-
pression, and so retreated ever more deeply /% nto their traditional forms.
It was thus that Hasidism picked up such enormous momentum, offering a re-
ligious revival which spoke directly to the poor-and outcast. Hasidism re-
garded the maskilim as arch enemies, issuing bans of kherem and engaging in
af:tive persecution.

The maskilim, for their part, enjoined battle against the Hasidim

‘With. great fervor. They readily enlisted the government as an ally in the

struggle. The maskilim attacked ruthlessly, resorting to every manner of
subtgrfuge and denunciation. Attack against the old wd'rlicriv:'t;ecame tﬂg
Haskala's central preoccupation. Why were the maskilim so vehement in
their attacks against the common Jews?

The most obvious answer is that the maskilim honestly believed that
they were right. They were a modern bourgecisie, rational and e‘conomicaﬂy
progressive; they wanted to share the truth of their way with the Jewigh
masses, who were still aobscurantist and economically unproductive. They

genuinely belijeved that if the masses could be persuaded to accept the

"good ideas" of Enlightenment, they too could enter a modern economy and so,

escape from their crushing poverty. Liberal ideology taught that the dis-

semination of ideas could produce material amelijoration. The maskilim

Yf\ RN,
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extended the principle of "enlightened absolutism" to the mariner' in which
they went about their didactic effort; they insisted that they and they

alone knew what was good for the common Jews:

The Maskilim . . . defended staunchly the absolutist motto: 'A1l1 for
the people, nothing by the people.' The people are, in the eyes of
the Maskilim, an ignorant mob that has to be trained and enlightened

“to come to sense.®
Still, such well-intentioned paternalism by itself can hardly account

for the vehemence or ruthlessness of the maskilim's attacks. Another fac-

tor is what we ha\\/e h]read_y noted: the mistaken belief that by enlighten-

.

ing the masses they would render all Jews, themselves included, deserving
of_emancipat'i_on. uIn this sense Hasidism poséd a serious obstacle, since
it disgraced Jews before thetbroader population and counteracted the en-
lightened image by which the ;naskih'm hoped to win emancipation. The
maskil .S. J. Rapoport wrote in a letter of 1815 that the Hasidim

have made us a disgrace among our neighbors, a scorn among the nations
about us.% .

Likewise, Perl wrote to Gotlober in 1828:
. bring us harm in every land, and because of them we

v

The Hasidim . .
have become a disqrace among the nations. . Y

The "disgrace" went even further than the issue of emancipation. The
maskilim were afraid that the populist spirit of HasidiSm would transgress
too far against the government, and therefore bring down further reaction

against the Jews. This would éndanger their own aspirations of upward /

L §
53yahler, "The Social and Political Aspects. . . ," p. 80. /

5415 "Ner Mitzvah," Nahalat Yehudah (1868), p. 14, cited by Mahler,
"The Social and Political Aspects . »"' p. 84, /

55In Fridkin, op. cit., p. 144, cited by Mahler, ibid., loc. cit.
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mobilit§ and social integration. In an open denunciation of Hasidism, sub-
mitied to the'Auﬁtrian authorities in 1838, Perl writes:
The objectivé observer, who glances in the most casual manner at
Galician Jewry, must eventually pose the important question: What is
the reason that the Jews here obey almost none of the laws of the State
which apply to them?56 '

I offer here only a cursory view of the c]asg basis of the Haskala,
and refer the reader to the authoritative sghdies bx Raphael Mahler and Max
Erik for further documentation.57 It is clear that the political and so-
cial program of the Haskala spbke for the need§ of an ascendant merchant
class, and thus came into ;harp conflict with the Jewish masses. The
maskilim believed in the good intentions of the government and the pgaer
of Enlightenment ideas to effect legislative reform and material ameliora-
tion. The Jewish masses, by contrast, were more realistic about social ﬁ
conditions and nnré'innately hostile toward the reactionary regimes under
which they suffered so diréct]y. Under the tutelage of Gotlober,
Abramovitch was well schooled in €ﬁg?Haskéﬁa's side of this conflict. He
accepted its social theory as progressive and Gniveriel truth, oblivious to
its underlying class interests. - He made his 1iterar¥‘debut thdroughly in-
formed by, andngs a propagandist for, bourgeois 1iberalism. It was only in

the course of his literary process itself, as we will observe, that the

56C1ted by Mahler, Der kamf . . ., p. 32. _Mahler includes full texts
of Perl's denunciations, in their or1g1nal Gennan, in the Append1x, ‘
“"Archive Documents," pp. 205-250.

571 e., Mahler, Der kamf tsvishn haskole un khasides in Galitsie;
Idem., "The Soc1a1 and Political Aspects of the Haskalah in Galicia,"
(Transldtion of Chapter II of Der kamf .J; and Erik, Etyudn tsu der
geshikhte fun der haskole.
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grass-roots social and political theory which he had learned on his travels

.

among the folk Jews would also come to the fore.

I have stated that the Haskala conflicted with the Jewish masses not

only on the "objective" level of social and political theory, but also on

{

the "subjective" Tevel of culture and aesthetics. It was perhaps this lat-
ter level of conflict which Abramovitch more readily synthesized, shaping
not his social theory but his more inmediate artistic eroc]ivities.

As the pioneers of capitalism in an essentially feudal society, the

and cognitive superstructure what Max WebeF has termed "the s spirit of ca-
pitalism." w38 ¢ This "spirit" meant the replacement of traditional religion
with a new "work ethic"; Tabor had to be presented, in and of itself, as
the purpose and validation of human existence, rather than as a simple
means toward material accumulation. As Weber writes, .
Labor . . . must be performed as if it were an absolute end in itself,
a calling. But such an attitude is by no means a product of nature.
It cannot be evoked by low wages or high ones alone, but can only be
the product of-a Tong and arduous process of education.59
Mureoyer, capitalism inculcated the virtues of self-discipline, sobriety,
neat appearance, and respect for authority, in order to render "unbridled"

human beings fit for the requisite higrarchy and discipline of industrial ,

production. In the West, the Protestant Church challenged the hierarchy ' ‘ |

of Catholicism, onty to Fep1ace it with a far more exacting social code,

- -

8weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans-
lated by Talcott Parsons (NY: Charies scribner's Sons, 1958). §

91bid., pp. 61-62.

k]
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"aregulation of the whole of conduct which, penetrating to all deportments
of private and pubtic 1ife, was infinitely burdensome and earnestly en-
forced."60 | ’

Social historians since Weber have examined in great detail the "sub-

61 The

jective" web whereby capitalism exerted jts control gver society.
"reégulation of the whole of conduct" came to shape all aspects of everyday
: life. Schools taught discipline and demanded that student; "wo}k" at
i »stu&ies in which they had no personal interest. Emphasis shifted from the
} co}]ective to the individual, and in time even furniture styles reflected
this gbange, as benches- were replaced by armchairs. Watches became an
omnipresent acoutrement, reinforcing the new idea that "time is money." In

4

“all deportments of public and private 1ife" the new economic order Teft

its mark, Step by step, the new bourgeoisie erected the cultural and .
aesthetic superstructure whidﬁ would perpetuate its new modes of produc-
tion. '

St
As an ascendant capijtalist class, the maskilim in Eastern Europe had

no less stake in this new superstructure than did their countérparts in

the West. Through the trade centers of Germany, they imported the 'spirit
of capitalism" as much as they did capitalism jtself. They eagerly em-

braced the new "work ethic," preaching "prodﬁctivization" of the Jewish \ !

»

6Oweber, op. cit., p. 36. , ,
/

6]Pioneer-ing work in th%s field was done by E.-P. Thompson. See, for
example, "Time, Work Discipline and Industrial Capitalism," Past and Pre-
sent, Spring 1964. Other importdnt studies are Erich Fromm, Escape from
Freedom (NY: Holt, Rhinehart and Winston, 1941); Eli Zaretzky, Cg Ttalism
, the Family and Personal Life (NY: Harper and Row, 1976). In the Emer1can
(f) . context see Herbert Gutman, Work, Culture and Society in_Industrializing
- America (NY: Knopf, 1976).

.
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masses. .They accepted the notion of conformity and “"propriety," and will-
ingly d%scarded their traditional dress, long coats and beards in deference
to Western fashion. They accepted Fhe need for discipline, and introduced
stiff seating, Gerflan sermons, nog;participationa] cantqrja] music and a
stringent sense of decorum into their religious services. They tried to.
wrest&e the concept of “eihics" from Talmudic,legalism and establish it as
a "code of conduct" in business dealings. Like the founders of Protes-
tantism in the West, they were unyielding in their insistence on religious
affiliation; it is said that Josef Perl expelled a teacher from his “éod:
ern" academy in Tarnopol on the charge of Sabbath vio]ation.sa
Viewed from the perspective of this gubjective superstructure, the
intensity of the clash between the folk culture of Hasidism and the high
culture of the Haskala becomes much more understandable. The Haskala re-

presented the rising bourgeoisie, Hasidism the displaced petty-bourgeoisie

4};4
of the old order. It hardly matters that the maskilim of the Southern Pale

* were rarely in direct economic relationship with the Jewish poor. Jewish,

O'

capitalists were not yet training a Jewish proletariat to serve in their
factories. Most of the maskilim were merchants, and those who did own fac-
tories were often prohibited (as in the case of Gkrainian sugar beet re-
finement) froa hiring Jewish workers.§3 Noqgtheless, they did feel an al-

most religious mission to indoctrinate their brethren to the new cultural

values. This was by'ﬁo means unusual. Weber points out tha} in colonial

62Mah]er, "The Social and Political Aspects of the Haskala in
Galicia," p. 71. On Perl and his school see Philip Fridman, "Yoysef Perl
vi a bildungs-tuer un zayn shul in Tarnopol," Yivo bleter, v. XXXI-XXXII
(1948), pp. 131-190.

63Yuditsk‘y, op. cit.; see pote 19, jhpra.
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Massachusetts "the spirit of capitalism was present before the capitalist
onr'dejr."64 The spirit of ca}n‘ta]ism was regarded as universal 'tr-uth{ the
product of Reason, and therefore warranted universal dissemination and
acceptance.

- The spirit of c‘apitalism came into direct conflict with the spir'i-'t of
the folk culture. At a time when the Haska]aowas trying to extend reli-
gious (ethical) authority to J‘)‘ever'y deportment" of "1ife, Hasidism was .
loosening the stricture of obse;va'nce. While the Haskala introduced a
"work ethic," Hasidism denigrated materiall accumulation and sought only
means er;ough to get on with the real business of prayer and ce]ebration;
Maskilim preached sobriety and asceticism, while haLsidim drank and turned

somersaul ts. The Haskala introduced formality to religiols services, while

Hasidism strove for direct, experiential "i-thou" communion with God. The

Haskala emphasized the-importance of neat, conformist personal appearance,

while hasidim adopted the outmoded dress of a centl{ry earlier in order to
set themselves apart from others. The Haskala sanctified individu@li'sm,
while Hasidism sanctified comnvunity anq} the kinship of all Jeys. Not only
was Hasidism a retrenchment of the old order, but, at least in a subjective
sense, it was moving in precisely the opposite direction thanwas the Haskala.

Contrast, for example, mealtime among maskilimand hasidim: The maskilim

sit*in separate chairs ina heavﬁy appointed parlor, the large clock

" ticks, ticks, food is served on covered plates, people eat with etiquette

and poise amid culturéd conversation. And then we see the hasidim--packed

onto long benches by the Rebbe's tish (ritually set table), they rock to

* )

’ 64webelr‘. op. cit., p. 55. °
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wordless songs, the rhythm swells, their eyes burn with devotion as they ' »
wait to drink winé from the Repbe's glass or share food from a common

o AN

The mask111m perceived ;hemse]ves as antithetical 1ndéed to the cul-

ture of the cormon Jews. -They feared that they would be tainted by the '
. P ;
stjgma of such indecorous behavior. Both in theiir eyes and,fhe eyes of

the %Ethorities; the objective class conflict and the subjective conf?ict‘
of culture were equally threatening. An official Austrian governmgr® re-

port of 1827 lumped the culture and economy of the Hasidic population,
writing: ., ' '
It is very easy to recognize this type of Jew. He goes around with an
'“open .neck and with rolled up Sleeves, he is, Tor the most part, very
dirty and tgttereda The common Jew be10ngs to this sort. . . . They,
are engaged in no cfaft, are usually tavern keepers, sw1nd1ers and
f soothsayers,55 . s

Certainly thekmaskiliﬁ were‘afraid thasAthe stigma of Hasidic, '"re-
gression" would foil their own hopes/fbr_enancipation. But the vehemence
of their attacks suggégts that their fear went further still. Modern so-
ciologists show that upwardly mobile poﬁh1;tiéns usua]lf harbor‘great con-

] @ - i
tempt for the lower classes whom they leave behind.66 They suggest a
5 L4 P

psycho-analytic expfanation for this attitude, which’says~in essence that
c“". €y
the upper class is-insecure in its mastery of new social norms, and so at-

tacks all the deficiencies which it fears in itself by projecting them on °

~

Gsieifrt to the Commisar of Brody, cited by Mahier, Der kamf . . . ,
p. 14. .

[ .
66See T. W. Adorno, The Authoritarian Persgnality '(NY: Harper,

1950). >

.
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ferocity with which the maskilim attagked the common Jews. Jewishness was:

14

after all, an enormously pervasiVe ethos. For all their new found wealth
and respectability, tﬂe maskilim could hardly discard all the behavioral
andlcognitive baggage of centuries of exile ;n one easy sweep. For all
their trimmed beards and Western clothes, the image of a Hasidic father or
grandfather was never far behind. Perhaps it was fear of a lingering pre-
sence within thémse]ves which caused the maskilim to term the common Jews
"a many-mouthed and eyeless beast'."67 ‘ ' ‘
Because of this underlying fear, the maskilim strove to put as mucﬁ,/
distance as possible between themselves and the folk cukture. It was thi;
factor, perhaps more than all other§, which. shaped the literary sphere of
the Haskala and determined the."11terary aesthetic" in which Abramovitch
was trdined by'Gotlober. We have already mentioned thg commitment of the
maskilim to Hebrew, and their antipathy toward Yiddish. While Hasidism
lTegitimized the vernacular, the Haskala~attacked it with unrelenting vepom.
It is true that some maskilim, including Perl, Levinson and Gotlober, some-

-

times condescended to write in Yiddish 1p order to communicate with back-
., [

1 - e v
W rés persons who knew no other Tanguage. But for the most part the

67The term is attributed to Frederick the Great, and was quoted

tim by both Rappoport and Krokhmal. Cited by”Mahler, "The Social and

Polit{®al Aspects . . . ," p. 80, note 57. ~

The conflict between bourgeois and petty-bourgeois or proletarjan
Jews took on many forms in intervening years. The dynamic was partitularly
pronounced in inter-Rar Germany, where many Yiddish speaking Polish Jews
found refuge. Everything which German Jewry had sought to suppress in it-
self was suddenly personified by these East European brethren. As Peter
Gay writes in "The Berlin-Jewish Spirit," "Thousand of Berlin Jews, we]l
educated, impeccably, German in their.accent,and\congfctions, thought them-
selves superior to these invaders from the East, and conducted an intermit-
tent war with their fellow Jews." In Freud, Jews and Other Germans (NY:

» Oxford-University Press, 1978), '

\ . .
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maskilim avoided the "stigﬁa" of Yiddish at all costs. They accepted the ]

premise that "the medium is the message," and believed it was impossible to

convey "good" and "beautiful" ideas by means of a "deformed" and "ugly"

language.
The literary aesthetic of the Haskala has been examined in consider-:

able detail, notably by Z. Rejzen in his Fun Mendelson biz Mendele ("From
)68

and Simon Dubnov in Fun'zhargon' tsu yidish

("From 'Jargon’ to Yiddish").%

It has never been treated so exhaustively,

however, nor with such sophisticated tools of modern 1iterary scholarship,

’

as by Dan Miron in A Traveler D1sgu1sed Miron analyzes, p1ece by piece,

;he writings of contemporary maskilim, to show that virtually al} were
possessed of an aesthetic aversion to Yiddish. His evidence is indeed
compelling. We have already quoted Moses Mendelssohn, who wrote that Yid-,
dish was "a language of stamﬁerers, corrupt and deformed, repulsivé to g;a i

those who are able to speak in a correct and elegant manner," and that i

“contributed not a little to the, "impropriety' of the common Jew. w70

Others of Mendelssohn's circle vehemently reJected a proposal that Enl1ght-

* '

ennent schools be established in Yiddish, argu1ng that

‘since Yiddish lacked rules and grammar and was under no formal disci-:
pline, no one educated in it 'could have a true concept of anything
whatsoever. . . All rational understand1ng, true piety, and genuine
morality rest on clear and precise concepts' and those could not be at- <«

) ta1ned7¥1thout a 'methodical study’ of a d1sc1p11ned and regulated lan-
guage. % )

4
%8 arsaw: 'Kultur-1ige, 1923. Vitna: - B. Kietskip, 1929.
) Miron, A Traveler Disguised, p. 43, citing Or l§netiva (Berlin, u
1783).

’

Mitbruder," in the Auserordentliche Beilage to Hamae'asaf ( ). »

1

-

, *
71Ib1d p. 37, citing David Friedlander, "Sendschre1%§? en meine

J D
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‘doubt about the attitude bf the maskilim toward Yiddish. But he seems too

&iterms. They genuinely believed that Yiddish was ugly. But where did this

56

!s' !

The Russian maskil I. B. Levinson wrote a lengthy defense of Hebrew and
Russian, in which he complained that Yiddish is
compl etely corrupt, for it is mixed with cripped words adapted from
Hebrew, Russian, French, Polish, etc., and even its original German 72
words are 'scattered and peeled' and 'there is no soundness in ﬁpem.'
The German Jewish historiaq Heinrich Graytz refused to allow trans]atibq\

of his monumental History of the Jews into. Yiddish, characterizing the
J3 ’

language as a "halb tierische Sp;ache," a "half-bestial tongue.
haﬁg Miron summarizes the position of¥;he Mende]ssohnfahK(and in turn, the
East Europggn) Haskala best when he wriEes that for the maski?ﬁm, Yiddish

was not a language at all; it was only a 'mixture' of Hebrew and Ger-
man, and as such it Tackefl the unity and harmony without which the use
of a language could not be cqnducted according to aesthetic norms. As
‘a mixture,' it could not strive for any linguistic s;ibility and wat
doomed to remain chimerical, 2?rbqrous and repulsive. A

\

\Miron offers careful analysqs of his evidence and succeeds in his’

goal ofidefining the literary aesthetic of the Haskala. He leaves 1ittle

willing to accept the maskilim's statements at face value when he concludes:
The Jewish 'enlightened' intellectuals of eighteenth-century Germany
objected to Yiddish on many grounds: educational, cultural, social,
. . . ] even economic. Their antipathy, however, was primarily an
 aesthetic revulsion.75

AN
It is true enough that the:maskilim expressed their aversion in aesthetic

aesthetic derive from? b

21hid., p. 46, citing Te'uda bayisra'el, 4th ed. (Warsaw, 1901),

pp. 33-38. N
731bid., p. 36. Graetz accorded Yiddish only scant attention in his
History, and afways portrayed it in the most derogatory manner. '

i
74Miron,“op. cit., p. 43. 751bid., loc. cit.
* ’
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Miron acknowledges the legitimacy of the question, but insists that

it is outside the purview of his own study. "Such a phenomenon must have

-

had its roots deep in the social and cultural history of European Jews,"
he Qrites,

abd to extricate them from their ‘subterranean past is not an easy task.
Nor is it the proper goal of this study, since it calls for the ana-
lytical methods and scholarly equipment of sociolinguistics and the
history of ideas, while the aims and methods of this study are those of
literary history and criticism.’6

~

Miron traces the aesthetic prejudices of early Y}ddish authors back to thg .
Haskala, seeking explanation in "the conception of literature and in the 1\)
linguistic-aesthetic assumptions which these authors shared with all the
adherents of Jewish EnTightenment."77 He does not see fit, however, to of-
fer sociological anslysis of the Haskala itself, to consider whether its
"aesthefic," its contempt for Yiddish, was in any way determined by its
class basis. | ]

As a stu&} in 1it§rary history, Miron's work stands well enouéh by
itself. ‘He traces an ae§thet1c§concept as Qt manifests itself in the lan-

guage-and style of early modern Yiddish literature, and legitimately ig-

nores sociological concerns. The self-professed 1imitations of his study
—_— X -

76Miroh; op. cit., p. 35. Despite his assurances that the aesthetic
posﬁ{ion of the Haskala has "roots deep in the social,'and cultural history
of European Jews," Miron still persists in accepting aesthetic categories
at face value. He writes about Mendelssohp, for example: "It goes without _
saying that this [aesthetic] reaction was conditioned by social and cul-

-tural factors, but that does not change the fact thatkrendelssohn, for ex-

ample, . . . recoiled from the language with that spontaneity which re-
flects a genuine revolt of the aesthetic ‘sensibilities.” -(P. 43). I do
not understand how Mendelssohn's spontaneity somehow mitigates the congi-
tioning factors of society\?nd culture.

71bid., p. 35. , o .

\
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become apparent, however, when he applies his strictly aesthetic criteria

o

to aspects of literary pheme and content. He notes correctly that most of
early Yiddish fiction, at least through Sholem Aleykhem, concerned itself
more or less exclusively with "social" issues. He then concludes, how-
ever, that this was the product of a tenacious “aesthetic o; ugliness,"
whereby Yiddish writers were unable to shake free of the 1lingering literary
prejudices of the Haskala and so considered Yiddish unfit for anything but
mockery, satire and social portraiture.78

In this concl Miron_reveals his own modernist prejudices, i.e.,

that any literatlre which sets a social purpose for itself is necessarily

y
H
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bad, or at least not fully realized, art. "[Social function] caused Yid- ' 6
v dish literature to be written w1thout the possibility of realizing the
writer's fu]l 1mag1nat1ve powers; it shrunk them to fit a 1imited capa- q

; ' c1t_y."79

Whatever the merit of Miron's observation, the modernist relish
* with which be presents it causes him to lose sight of a crucial dynamic!

that the social function which these writers assign themselves does not %e-,%;

main static. In fact, the implicit social theory of early modern Yiddish
11terature undergoes a continual transformation, every bit as dramatic and
significant as the concqmztap:)development of a Titerary aesthetic.

It is my contention that the artistif form and implicit socja] theory

of early Yiddish 11terature£deve1oped hand in hand, the one working upon

the other and each of equal i@iortance. I accept the premise fﬁaf YiddiShgu

" literature derives most directly from the Hagkala. But I believe that it
. 1
- 78See Miron's Hﬁscussion of the "aesthetic of ugliness,"-op. cit.,

{ esp. pp. 67-75. : . :

: .
79 ches
Ibid., p. 72.
. //// ,
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is impossible to divorce the aesthetic of the Haskala froq its objective
class context. From this point of view, the antipathy of the maskilim to-
ward Yiddish cannot be téken at its face value Bf “aesthetic reyulsion.”
ygz does Yiddish appear ugly, what are the social roots of that(aesthet1c,
and why is Yiddish so fiercely combated?

Let us return to Miron's evidence, with these questions in mind.
Yiddish is most freq@ent]y characterized by the same stock adjectives:
"ugly," "deformed," "disorderly" and "undisciplined.” It has been ca]]éd
~"ha]f-bestia1," a language which “dontributed not a Tittle to the '1'mpro"f

\

priety' of the common Jew." WHat do such epithets mean in the gontext of
bourgeois societyf "Ugly" isgaeviant. "Deformed” means won't conform.
"Disorderly" means can't get to work on time. ."Undisciplined" means re-
sistant to the hierarchy of 1n&us£¥?a] productiéﬁl ‘"Half-animal" is a re-

fusal to be constrained by the neat man-made boundaries of class. "Con-

“tributes to impropriety" flouts the entire superstructure of bourgeois man-

ners and é%nventions. The maskilim may indeed have-felt "aesthetic revul-
sion"rtodard Yiddish. But wasn't that aesthetic itself new}y fashioned?
Were'thp_maSkilim simply expressing contempt for attributes which they had
inherited from their‘own ??hi]iesg and which they ha& barely managed to
supp;ess within themselves? . '

One complaint against Yiddish is repeated with more persistence than
all others. Yiddish is called a "bastard" languaqg, a jargon, "completely
corrupt [to quote Levinson], . . . mixed with cripped words adopted from
ngrew, Russian, French, Pglish, é%c.“ There is a patent absurdity in this
accusatign. It is of course true that Y1dd15h comprises d1%§rse Tinguistic

¥

stock. But so too did other European 1anguages, perhaps most notably ’
;N
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" English. Why then was Yiddish alone stigmatized as “cofrupt“? Perhaps

\

Yiddish was attacked not just because it borrowed words fgom varioui:
sources, but rather because of what it did with the words it had absorbed.

In his magnum opus, Di geshikhte fun der yidisher shprdkh ("The His-
l

tory of the Yiddish Language"), Max Weinreich offers a penetrating 1in-
guistic and cultural history of the Yiddish 1ahguage.80 He presents Yid- ’
dish as a,"fusion language," a merger of various lexical and grammatical
elements which Jews acquired im different countries of exile. Linguistic
absorption followed a unifying priqcip]e which Weinreich terms “derekh
H;'shas," literally "The Way of the Talmud," whereby Jews "judaized"
foreign linguistic stock into their own cultural and cognitive frame. ‘
Weinreich offers compelling linguistic,and culturat evidence, yh%ch is too
comp]ex’to present here. Of greate;t significance, however, is the conse-
quence of this Tinguistic development in the evolution of Jewish society.

~
Yiddish became & 1iving catalogue of Jewish experience, determining a

un1que world view rooted deep in the Jew1$h past "The derekh hashas plays

havoc with our notions of time," wr1tes the Tinguist Shiemo Noble in a re-
view of Weinreich. "As early as the Gemara we find . . . '"In the Torah

there is no earlier or later.'" By-absorbing elements fan diverse times
. ‘ A

and climes, Yiddish introduces a temporal relativity:
= .

A new tempora] direct1on is intreduced which goes not only 'forward'
but 'backward' . Present day conditions are thus projected backward
two thousand y rs and on the other hdnd, present day conditions and
behavioral norms are maintained by reference to the Talmud. Moses can
thus-meet Rabbi Akiba and both of them can meet Israel Bal-Shem Tov and
/understand one anotheeyvery well.

@

804 ys.s WY YIVO, 1973. The work is schilae to appear this year

(1980) in Engl1sh trans1gtion from the University of Chicago Press.
&
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Thié? then, is the theoretical basis for the derekh hashas. In its
practical aspect Weinreich sees the derekh hashas as an accumulation of
+hundreds of years of energy, a fire that burned so intensely that it
melted every element that it came in contact with, making into a Jewish-
value, a Jewish f{bstance.gl :

Yiddish was a quintessential eﬁpression of Jewish specificity, and no

!
gence within its midst. Linguistic domination is a pattern which runs

mainstream culture has ever been favorably disposed toward minority diver-

throughout history. Bourgeois cul%ure was parpjcu]arly intent on "level-
ing" it population. Capitalist production required a omogeneous work
force which accepted "work" as an end in itself, wi11fﬁ§ to suppress per-
sonal needs whi]e\engéged in wage production alienated from cénsumption:
The "Spirit of Capitalism" intruded into "every deportment of private and -
public life," from religion and architecture to education-and sexual mores.
Nonconformity on any level was 1ntolerab1e . . . And then came along Jews,
who not only Tooked, ﬁrayed and acted g;fgirently, but, by virtue of the
cognition embodied in their language, thought differently as well. If
Yiddish wa; a "bastard" language, it was®because 1;} essence fas diver-
sity, temporal and geographical relativity and historically conditioned
reduc

ambiv:;;nce. The maskilim could assim%]ate in all externals, thé& could

Jewishness to a system of sanitized theology, but as long as they

‘spoke Yiddish they could not escape the sinheritance of their collective

past. Not only were they perceived as "d1fferent" in the eyes,, of others, .

4
v

but their ]anguage told them that they were different, that they always
had been different, and that tiat difference was a virtue. Unlike Hebrew,
which was classical, unspoken and unthreatening, Yiddish was the living

alDr. Shlomo Noble, "A Morphology of Ashkenazic Cu]tgre," News of the
YIVO (Yedies fun yivo), no. 128 (Winter 1973/74).
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‘expression of a 1iving culture. It did not assimi!ate with the mainstraam,
v but "melted" the mainstream jnto itself. Its structure and lexicon so de-
termined the ways Jews vieﬁed the world that Shly by eradicating the lan-
! guage itself could the common Jew ever be made<touconform‘to the bourgeois

norm.

. Thus we see that the "aesthetic revulsion” of the maskilim toward

.

!jddish derived directly froi the socio-economic dictates of an ascendant

bourgeoisie. Yiddish was simply not compatible with the "Spirit of Cépi-

talism."” This fact is of crucial importance to the present thesis. We

-~

b e i 4 e = ©

know that Abramovitch accepted thé premise ghat Yiddish was "uglxg" but

agreed to write in the language anyway in order to propagate Enlightenment 3
< " : x

jdeas. If he then began, for whatever reason, to appreciate Yiddish

artistically and transform his aésthetic; then he would necessarily come
into conflict with the very "capitalist spirit" which he sought to dis-
seminate. Likewigz: if he began to change his social theory and move away
from the class interests of the bourgeoiJ{;, then he would -no longer have
. cause to feel "@estheticallg repulsed" by Yiddish and could begin to inten-
g } | tionally fashion Yiddish art. Literary aesthetic and social theory were
bound as subject and object; the transformation of the one necessarily af:

fected the other. This is‘g cafitral, dialectic which we will trace through

Abramovitch's early Yiddish works. -

« [ 4
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4, Berdichev: From Hebrew to Yiddish

x ) Sholem Yankev Abramovitch was a product of three worlds. He was born

; . in Kapulye, where he mastered.jraditional Jewish texts and 'was imbued with

a strong artistic and empirical $ensibility. He traveled as an adolescent

e
with the beggars' band, making acquaintance with the life style and\naiiye

" Yiddish expression of the common Jew. And he came of age in Kamenets,
N

- where he learned fofeign languages and Western thought and absorbed the
N )

. capitalist theory and boufgeois aesthetic of the Haskala. All three

¥

worlds would find synthésiskin the course of his Yiddish writing. But

first he had to begin writing in Yiddish. For a young, up-4gd-coming

, maskil in Kamenets, that was no small matter. 3
\
Not surprisingly, ‘Abramovitch's first literary efforts were in-He-
) .
brew. In 1857 he wrote a "Letter on Education," in which he advocated

- , 1iberal pedagogic reform.82

Gotlober discovered the letter and published
it, without its author's knowledge, in the prestigious He?rew pen}odicifM
Hamagid. InI1858 Abramovitch moved to Berdichey, where he joined a ﬁarger
circle of maskilim and immersed h#fiself in the study of Hebre: literature.
In 1860 he issued a volume of Hebrew literary criticism under £he title

— * Mishpet Shalgm ("The Judgme?% of Sholem" or "The Peaceful Jud;ment"). " The

v work firmly establi;hed the reputation of its young author, and showed,thaf

“he was already parting company with the ]1térary--though not yet the

sociological--program oflthe clasgical Haskala.

. . 82The "Letter" appeared under the title "Mikhtav al d'var hakhinukh"

_ in Hamagid, v. 1, no. 31. It is reprinted in Yiddish translation in
(__‘\ Mayz1, Dos Mgndele-bukh, pp. 43-47.

" Py
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‘Mishpet Sholem was a critical attack on the melitse style which

characterized much of contemporary Hebrew letters. According to ¥ ~-§
. Abramovitch,, the obtuse melitse was a self-serving indulgence of stale
writers, devo™® of real social value. It floundered in biblical iangdage
and distant settings, and d{d‘;othing to teach the common Jew about En- '
11;htenment and the need for economic productivization. Now the time had
@ come, said Abramovitch, for maskilim to abanQon their literary fantasy and

address themselves to the world of the living. They must "come down to

earth, take a look at the 1ifeuand society of the commgg,ﬁan,_gnd then
portray.all thi; for the people themselves."83
Abramovitch moved from literary critique to practice two years la-

" ter, with the publicatioff of his first work of fiction, a 'short Hebrew
novel entitled Limdu hetev, "Learn to Do Well!"84 The work told a story of
generational conflict,’ prescribing the social values of the Haskala. The
exhortation of its title attests tolits unabashgd]y didactic character.

Still, the complaints against melitse which Abramovitch had raised in

‘Mishpet Sholem were in many ways no less applicable to his own novel. Even

though he wrote in a more supple Hebrew laced with a modern idiom (usually
translated directly from the spoken Yiddish), his language remained as in-
accessible as melitse to the untutored ?%ader who knew only Yiddish.

Abramovitch was caught in the same cohtradiction as were other maskilim.

83Mehde]e, “Shtrikhn tsu mayn biografie," Dos Mendele-bukh, p. 25.
- - 3 l};/‘
84The fovel was reprinted in a critical edition edited by Dan Miron.
Limdu hetev (NY: YIVO, 1969). See Miton's excellent introduction, "Der
onheyb fun aktueln hebreishn roman--historishe un kritishe bamerkungen tsu
Sh. Y. Abramovitches 'Limdu hetev.'" Limdu hetev is an important work in
the history of modern Hebrew 1iterature.
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He wanted "to write for the common man, te strive to refine his taste, his

w85 The common man

desire to speak in a finer, more aesthetic language.
could only be reached in Yiddish. Bqﬁ Yiddish itself was ugly (as
Abramovitch had learned in Kamenets). How then could one use an ugly me-
dium’'to convey a lofty message, how could one employ a coarse language to
exhort the ‘people to speak in a more refined m;nner? -

_ Abramovitch found a way out of this pa&%dox through a Berdichev
acquéintance, Yehojhue Mordkhe Lifshits. In later years Lifshits would‘be
called the "fathgr of, Yiddishism," noted as the author of piongering stu;
dies in Yiddish lexicography.86 For now he was a young maskil living in
Berdichev, and he and Abramovitch devgloped a close rabpo?p. Lifshits d{d
nqﬁ yet defend the "intrinsic worth" of Yiddigh. To do so, as we have sug-
gested, would have begp to challenge Ehe fundamental "spirit" of the
Haskala. Instead, Lifshits developed a mildly revisionist position. He
acknowledged that Yiddish was customarily usedr;;\énnvey "ug;y" ideas. But
that association with "ugliness," heﬂmainta: edgwas of no consequence,
since language was a neutral category which was unrelated to the ideas it
expressed. As he wrote in 1863: : . .

The truth is that one cannot refer to a language as corrupt at all,

for language is only a sign which stands for thought. [ ... ] The
Jews must be humanized, ahd the means for that can be fgynd not in
[~

¥

S Mendele, "shtriknn," p. 25.
86 ifshits prepared the first modern Yiddish dictionaries, beginning
in the late 1860s. See Rejzen, Leksikon, v. 2, pp. 180-189; Emanuel Gold-

smith, Architects of Yiddishism at the Beginning of the Twentieth Centur
(Rutherford, Madison and Teaneck: Fairieégﬁ Dickinson University Press,

1976), pp. 46-48; Miron, A Traveler Disquised, pp. 50-51. .The first to em-
phasize the significance of Lifshits's activities was Y. Tsinberg, "Der

T

Kol Mevaser un zayn tsayt," Yidishe velt, 1913. .
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language but in concepts. A million corrupt words cannot do as much
harm as the least corrupt concept, andsa million corregt words are not
-~ as useful as the least concept provided it is clear and distinct.87

It followed that ane could convey Enlightenment ideas in-Yiddish with im-
punity, since the ideas expressed were in no way determined by the medium
used.

In:.re.smspect it appears ‘'that Lifshits was wrong. Modern socio-
h‘nguisti'cs':“demnstrates the intimate link between language and cogni;,

88

tion, ~ and the proof of that seems borne out in Abramovitch's own artis-

tic development. But neither Lifshits noruAbramovitch could have known
that at the time. Notwithstanding his errorq Lifshits provided a viable
rationale for a Haskala literature in YViddish.

1’ Early in 1862 Abramovitch joined with Lifshits and another friend,

Leyb Binshtok, to propose tpe establishment of a regular Yiddish press.

~

QMiron, A Traveler D1sgu1sed PP. 50-51, c1t/ing Lifshits, "Di fir
klasne;J} vaser, v. |, no, 21- 23, and "Di daytsh-yidishe brik, " Kol
mevas

\ .

2
= t

88Th'is connection functions not only through lexicon but also through
grammatical structure and syntax. Pioneering work in this field avas done
by Edward Sapir, who wrote: “Human beings do not live in the objective
wo alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily under-
stood, but are very much.at the mercy of the garticular Tanguage which has
become the medium of expression of their societ It is quite an illusion

. to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without the use of lan-
guage and that Ianguagg‘%s merely an incidental means of solving specific
prob]ems of comwunicatiorfor reflection. The fact of the matter is that
the 'real world' is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the lan-
guage habits of the group. We see and hear and otherwise experiehce
very largely as we do because the language-habits of olr community predis-
pose certain choices of interpretation."
Essays in Memory of Edward Sapir, edited by Leslie Spier (Menashe, WTScon-
sin: sapir. Miigriai Pu Eﬂicatgon Fund, 1941), pp. 75-93: See also Benjamin
Lee Nhorf, "The Relation of Habitual Thought and Behavior to Language,"
Lanquage, Thought and Reality: Selected Writings of amin Lee Whorf,
edited by John Carroll (NY: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.,

s PP. ~-159.
4 M R v - *

A d

Lanquage, Culture and Pers%galitx,

t
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They approached Alexander Tsederboym, editor of the respected Hebrew paper

Hamelits, for support.‘ Tsederboym was a maskil of the ol@@ichoo], with a

89

tstrpng antipathyﬂtoward”Yiddish.' But his "aesthetic revulsion” was tem-

pered by fwo importaqt considerations. On the one hands he beljeved that-

Yiddish was s0 ugly that once readers were exposed to even a semblenee“of
Enlightedment thought they too would find the,ugliness intolerable and ‘

v
v would rup out to learn other languages. .On the other hand; Tsederboym was

a

a’practical ffan. He understood that few people reaP Hebrew and that many,/

many read Yiddish. More readers more sales. And so_he agreed At

4 f1rst he tried to estab11sh a separate Yidd1sh newspaper, but could not get

LY

the prOJect past the Russian censor So he decided to publish a regjépn /

/Vidd1sh [ 1ement tq Hame11ts under the title Koy mevaser, "The Voike of

w30 '1862.

the Messénger. The first issue appeared on October 11, Shgrt]y

thereafter Abramovitch made h]s 11terary debut in Y1dd1$h with the ser1a1

‘publication of Dos kleyne mentshele, "The Little Man." Modern Y1dd1sh

&

‘1iterature was ready toaynfqﬂd. ' ~

* % k Kk k& k&
£ ¥ . .
. Abramovitch ‘'was "the first " He was the product of diverse histori-

»

c?Ichnrents and was in-a unique pos1tann to effect 1ast1ng synthes1s The

. crgkic N. Oyslender has discui\ed Abramov1tch¥s b1ography in d1a1ect1ca1~

terms, and concluded thatJ"even before. Re began writing in Yiddish,
o
’ _‘.A.__._.__—_-_.... . \ ]

On Tsedérboym see Rejzen, Leksikon, v. 3 pp{ 325-350; Miron, op.
-+ cit., 1ndex, Zinberg, A History of Jewish Litegature, v. XII, 1ndea
Tsed&rboym, 1nciden§e11y, was the grandfather of Julius Martov,

»
w
-

90Tsinberg,fﬂ;{{jkm mevaser un. zayn tsayt"; Sh. L. Tsitron, Di

geshikhte fun der yidi'sher prese, 1863-1889 (Narsa Farlag ‘Akh1sefer, )
n.d.). R . o
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Abramov1tch had become Mende]e "g] while I accég; Oyslender's model, I be-

. ( lieve his conclusion is overstated. Abramovitch was still very much the

maskil at the time of his Y}gdish debut in 1864. His social theory was

. - consistent dith emerg{%g capita11sm;‘and he agreed to use Yiddish only as a
vehicle of propaganda, under the mistaken belief that language” was unre-
lated to cognition. His 11fe had indeed exposed him to divergent socio-
Avrom der Hinkediker and Avrom Baerfbotlober were
tgag;ers with very‘differe;t lessons. The "thesis" of the folk culture )m.'
met its antithesis {ﬁ Kamenets--and Kapulye provided the mefhod of Talﬁudic
But though the dia ectic was
5

firmiy established, synthesis wasxﬁot yet at hand in 1864 Ab

‘discourse with which to ba]ancé Ihem both.
vitch's

| biography had ;:3V1ded all the 1ngred1ents for a modern Y1ddish 11terature,
- 'but only in the literary process itsglf would they blend and take form. *

Only by textual analysis, therefore,.may we properly understand the inter-

- A

action.of Abramovité%'é socjal theory aqd artistic voice, the synthesis of

. which modern Yiddish literature was born. | - .
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PART TWO: THE BOURGEOIS PROPAGANDIST

I. Dos Kleyne Mentshele (1864)

Abramovitch made his !iddish literary debut in 1864, with the publi-

cation of the first installment of Dos kleyne mentshele, oder eyn lebens-

'6. It was republished as a book, with certain editorial modifications, in

bashraybung fun Yitskhok Avram Takef ("The Little Man, Or A Life Story of
Isaac Abraham Takef").] Comprising a ‘total of only twenty-four pages, the
work was a preliminary effort in every sense. It possessed little of the

liﬁeggry spark1é4which would distinguish Abramovitch's later opus. For

N. / 't
., our ‘purposes, however, it remains of enormolis significance. On the onef&‘
k4

hand; it provides a Sevealing picture of‘Abrannvitch's social theéry an&
artistic voice at the ti@ﬁ'of his deput, providing a base 1ine from whjch

to meastre shbsequent developments. On th; other hgﬁd it represents the
diverse elements of Abramovitch®s own biograﬁhy and introdeces, tentative- )
ly but discernibly, the creatiie dialectic between theory and voice which I |
have postulated, in the precediﬁg;section. This is most clearly manifest in
the story's narrative structure, particularly in dpening and ciosigg

”frames" introduced by the bookpquler Mendele. In the following chapters,

J
I will analyze the text in considerable detail, examining in turn its nar-

rative structure, implicit social theory, and style and language. In this

]The'work~appeared in Kol mevaser: 1864, nos. 45-51; 1865, nos. 1-4,

Vilna in 1866. In later years Dos kleyme mentshele was reworked into a
full fledged novel, with variants appearing in and 1907. There is

_little similarity, however, between the 1864/65 edition analyzed here and .

its later permutations. An English translation of the 1907 edition ap-
peared under the title The Parasite, tr. by G. Stillman (NY: 1956).-

-
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wé& I wilkﬁbegin to define the internal dynamic whicﬁ§wou]d, over the next

ten years, lead from such self-avowed propaganda to great Yiddishihrt.

%‘% f ° 0 &

1. Narrative Structure : ’

Dos kleyne neetshe]e is an openly didactic work, presented as the
"Ethitcal Will" of one Igflk Avrom Takef (Isaac Abraham Bigshot). Takef re-
counts the story of his 1ife: the m1sadventures of an impressionable
orphan, socialization into a corrupt society, a ruthleds, 11fe-1dh§ quest
for ricﬁ;s, and a final death bed denunciation of economic(exp1oitatjon and
acceptance of Enlightenment. The dramatic cgﬁx of the work is Takef's

changing perceptions of the ambiguous concept of the "Little Man." In the

retrospect of his Will he is able to affirm his intrinsic hhman goodness,

show where and how he had been led astray and offer his own sad story as'a

-

lasting example to others. ¢ .

. \
'

Whatever its literary merit, Dos kleyne ment%hele was c]ear1y in-

.

tended as propaganda. It éttempts to reach tﬂe common people in their own
language and through models culled from their own experience, in order fo
convrné& them of the great truth of En11ghtenment The Ethical Will be-
comes a clever literary device, as narrative form is made to follow socwal
function. , N >
As a time-honoredijiterary'form, the Ethical Will is, by its very
nature, didactic. Moreover, it finds btpad precedent. in bewish tradition.
From the bibiicalﬂBook of Proverbs through the Talmud and Rabbinic writ- .
ings, w1lls a;; emp1oyed to convey ethical instruction through practical

examp]e. The Vi]na Gaon'left a widely acclaimed EthicalWill to his sons,

with which Abramovitch was most probably familiar. Many of the basic

——
N Lh . .
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R teachihgs\of Hasidism were passed d wn through the pseudopigraphic Will

/
; Zavva 'at ha-Rivash (1793), written’ )y Dov Baer of Mezhirech and attributed

to the Baal Shem Tov. The Eth1ca1 N111 was one of the few literary forms
which was eveqdjfﬁéina11y narrative or autobiographica], within a Rabbinic

tradition dominated by legalism, textual exegesis or open moralizing.' As

// Joseph Dan writes in the Encyclopedia Judaica, Ethical Wills offered a
/ . marked stylistic counterpoint to the ethical literature of a more conven-

- tional sort: °

Whereas ethical literature ysua]#y gives a lengthy theoretical basis L
‘ for behavioral requirements, ethical wills ordinarily only point out

the right way, disregarding the ideological foundations. Thus they

are a more practical, behavioral type of literature.2

This distinction between "ideological™ and "behavioral" Titerature

fits Abramovitch's own shift from Hebrew essayistig.to Yiddish belles-

. \
lettres. Both forms were equally didact?c but the Will, the belles-

! lettres, prom1ses to be more comprehens1b]e to untutored readers, since it
reduces ideological gg@ﬁauncements to readw]y recognwzab]e real-life terms.

We reca]] that Hasidism had a]ready struckpupon the torz‘%% e best means
ﬁiﬁg Agen
of convey1ng its teaching$ to a broad-based readership, Now Abramovitch

does the same, choosing a narrative form which -enjoys 1ohg standing prece-
dent and structural acceptance among the pe&Ble he seeks to reach. It is,
¢
after all, imperative that his story find structural familiarity and
/

credibility among traditional Jews before 'his less conveq}iona] didactic ®
. 7~ 1
content can be considered at @l11. a
. T
11L‘ - o ! ' ’ ‘ 4 af .
zDan, "Ethical Wills," Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 16, p. 530. See also
Israel Abrahams, Hebrew Ethical Wills (2 vs.g Philadelphia: Jewish Publi-
gation Society of America, 1976 11929]).

a
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Abramovitch accepted Lifshits's pr-emiie/that language was a neutral
category and agree:1 to write in Yiddish only to communicate with readers
f,mo“) knew no other language. Bu;: already, in his firss_Yiddish work, he had
made an impor:;ant realization: adoption of a Yiddish &ium demands more
than sirﬁp1e ‘;tj;'anslation from the Hei:rbew. As a pogu]ar 1!ingu1'sti“c axpres-
s‘iop, Yiddis}l seemed as a matter of course to conjure up a popular literary
expression. Writing in'Yiddish entailed not only lexical translation, but
also translation of literary form and style--the shift from the essay to
the Ethical Will and the story.’ g

Abramovitch had the i""a\tiﬁh%jStic intuition ;:o recggnize how far
“Yeaching this "structural tranﬁ’ltién" wolld be. Just as the Yigdish Tan-
guageue“ngendered/a "story" structure, so must the story structure engender
a new narrative voice. As long as he was )’writing didactic essays (or
novels, for that ma§ter) in Hebrew, Abramovftc’h could speak as hintse]f-;a
maskil, a man of the wor1d®™ But now that he had entered the folk world of
Yiddi&h, such a voice became wholly incongruous. Could a youﬁg. Ru'ssian-
speaking Hebrew stylist, dresged in short toat and trimmed beard, con-
vincingly,reel off Yiddis;h idiom and s#in rambling tales of everyday life,
Tike some bearded grandfather at the study house stove? For aﬁ his Jropa-
Igandisti‘e"intent, Abramovitch was possessed f’f too much stylistic integrity
“fo allow for such glaring incongruity. Thus was a new narrator tailored
for the new Yiddish medium: Mendele Moykher Sforim. J

Yiddish critics have long been confused in their understanding of the
Mendele naryator. Many early criAticsﬁ accepted Mendele at face value (his

3As far as I. can determine, ABramovitch did not write didactic essays
in Yidq‘jsh.

L
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name appears as the author on the cover pages of editions after 1865), and
simply ignored Abramovitch a]togtﬁzther.4 Others regarded Mendele as a
pseudonym, o\:]i‘)ﬁous to his special narrative function. Still others, s
notably Soviet scholars of the 1920s and '30s, dehberat?Ty obfuscated the
distinction between Mende]e and Abramovitch, in orderdto enhance the pumty
of Mendele's folk image and thus redeem his work as "proletarian" art. The
issqe was not definitively resolyed until 1‘973, in Dan Miron's A Traveler
Disguiséd. .Draw‘i ng on the work of Wayne Booth,5 Miron argues that Mendele
ﬂ)mctions as a Hterar}““personé," a mask behind which the maskil
Abramovitch disguises himself b‘efore his Yiddish readerahip. In this way
the voice of the narrator is made consistent with its medium and context.
Mendele presents himself to us in the opening frame of Dos k]eme'
mentshe].e. He is a wandering bookpeddler who travels about the Pale with a
tired horse and broken wagon, peddling his wares. At the start of the
story he has just arrived in Glupsk, the fictional "Fools Town," where l\1e
hopes to do a bit of business before Hanukah. As Miron points out,
Abramovitch did weH to choose a bookpedd]er for his narrator. Mhe book-
peddlf[enJo_yed a unique  status in thaditional Jiﬂ]Sh society. He was as-
suredly part of the Jewish world, 11v~1ng by Talmudic law, bound l?y lan-
guage, appearance and life style to the common beople. Men@e]e is dressed

in a long ragged kapote (caftan), replete with grey beard and peyes (ritual’

side curls). He prays three times a day, washes before eating, recites the

e

s 4

See Introducf\ien, note 4, supra. -

»

5Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: Univers1ty of
Chicago Press, 1961). Booth's p1oneer1ng study of Henry James and others
raised the issue of narrative voice into a central concern of modern
literary cr1t1c1sm.

.
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innumerable daily blessings, observes Shabes and the dietary laws, and

spices his speech with a nativé Yiddish idiom and.cadence. . Yet at the
T ks

same time he was a step beyond his{felloWs, for he enjoyed tﬁ% rare, appor-

tunity of travel. He was exposed to various regional dialects and customs,

knew all the latest news and was generally in touch with the march of

events. In short, he was a traveler who had seen the world. He stdbé,

¥

squarely between the world of scholars (represented by the scholarly books
s
he sells) and the world of everyday Jews (represented by the religious an}”K/

ticles and Yiddish prayerbooks he peddles to housewives, and the news he

1

exchanges with hangers:gn in the marketplace and by the synagogue stove).
The bookpeddler provided the perfe&t mask, a character who was expectef}to

be both“wor61y and traditional; open minded and‘observant; scho]ar]ngn

one of the people. > // ;

o

In his self introduction, Mepdele does all he can to agsure his nar-

rative credibility and win the allegiance and identification of his";éﬁd-
, S h2

(ﬁs. The story begins (with my enuﬁgration): i
TR L,POUORAX JID IPIPICERPA R TR jva pvUR [1]
12 8939 [2] .0'9BD 13TR 19T PYyTIPD DOA :
Jyn  {3],9pAR ¥ L] AR RT ,DIAPNIPOIIR BPRD TR .
J2°1D pIRA JO% DI gD IR [4a] .orogpir TYo 1PP
TI AR OPT PIAR L,DIDD TCRRRSEY “YphR bp
L1010 ,Nn XY PP SINI1Ov=%1D) ,0)0p=n"Yn ,o N b -
Y80 R JIR LTPYTINETRYRR L IPONTIIO L, JPONR s mipixn © '
g [4b] ;1WAgMIP JIX PYD TUIR ' T2 jPn oap
1D L JYDIPPIDCIM R TIwAn V1P, IPT BIYE L PINRIE )
83 [5] .]7yp1) yopody 1D DD O JID ¥D KM ’
o JONIR, I% JR ORY. PY) ,DPYIRX RYD ;

~

[1] Myself I'am a native of Tsviatshits, my‘hame is Mendele the Book-
peddlar. [2] Practically all year 1 am on the road, heading this way
and that. [3] I am known everywhere. [4a] I travel throughout all of
Poland with all sorts of holy books printéd at the Hasidic press in '
K Zhitomir, ipaddition tq which I carry prayer shawls, fringed under-
garments, extra special ritual fringes, ram%;horns for the High \

R ' "
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Holidays, phylactery straps, good luck charms, mezuzes, wolves' teeth,
and sometimes you can even get tin and copperware from me. [4b] And
oh yes--it's true, sihce the Kol mevaser has come out, sometimes I'l1
carry a few copies of that too. [5] But that's all besideu,the point.6
This opening paragraph speaks volumes.. Not »on]ey does a‘diahectic
&
exist within Abramovitch's own biography and between Abramovitch and his
4 ,
Titerary persona Mendele, but Mendele himself is shown to embody”a crea=
» tively paracfoxical composition. The introduction provides a structura]//

. ’ Jjuxtaposition, in which each sentence is pitted against the one previous to

suggest a full #picture of Mendele's range and possibilities. A sentence by

sentence analysis of the'cited text, following my enumeration; will prove
N N . \ N .

very' revealing: . , . )
1] Mendel& Zearts out by telling us his name and place of b‘ir‘tl"li; he him-
L -
.. self is a native of the fictional shtetl Tsviatshets ("Hypo%:ﬁsy- "
ol . % A

ville").

Hence he is a neighbor to all his readers, fully party to
N
their mores and foibles.

o

[g] n the nex;: sentence he tells us that he spends all his time on the
road, thus a;’firmi}g’ his "worlld}iness," his fami1iar1’£y with places and

~ ideas beyond the immediate ken o% the common Jew.

(3] But l-est we think that‘Méndele is somehow tainted by worldly heresy, he
assures us in the next sent‘enﬂ%“”that he is "known everywh’ere." His
universal "acceptance implies that despite his\ worldliness he ishstiH
firmly within the conffines of the trédi tional Jewish communijty.

- 61 am working fmem a photostat of the original Kol mevaser text. Be-

. . cause the original follows no systematic pagination, rﬁ_ﬂg_ﬁred the

given page numbers comffetely and simply renumbered the entire story in se-
quential order, page by page. wThe present citation is from p. 1.

O , ' | .

4 ,

s

!




P . e m i = e et (VALY e e — [

t4a] Mendele's assurarce that he is universaily accepted then leads to a

Tarmes iy e

catalogue of hjs wares. Here Mendele tells us two things: 'Firszi
that he deals in all the’tr?pping§ of the old Jewish world. His men- %
tion of "wolves'-teeth" and othe;*superstitious accoutrements tells
4 ‘ the:reader that he, Mendele, fs himself not infallible. Indeed, pre-
cisely because‘sonething 1ike wolves' teet?}was not a part of the
’ * textual Jewish tradition but a supgrstitign no doubt borrowed from the
e 1oca¥ peasantry, the reader could f;hgh at the custom and at Mendele.

By ﬁgviting’self mockery, Mendele tells the reader that "we're all
"

o e et v e s
-

friends, all in this together, taking a_$ew common, good-ngtured ques
at some of our*more obvious foibles." On the other hand, such a de;

¥
tailed catalogue suggests that Mendele 4s abave a[] a businessman, who

: 8o can't resist pushing his wares. This puts him into the same system of
PoY ' ' “ '
values and concerns as his petty-bourgeois readers, and so raises him

above suspicion. Though he assures us that this "is beside the
. k]
. point,” he has succeeded in coavincing us that he is no professional

k4 - )
' . ’@. o . . .
preacher or writer, that his first concern is really his business. .He
- @

is genuinely one of the people after all, on the most basié level--

\
NI ¥ -~

» . making a living. .
X . B

[4b] Having established himself as a businessman concerned above all with

"business, it éomeslas no gFEat shock that he should carry, along with

all hisAotheriwares, a copy of Kol mevaser. Beside the obvious in-

side plug (how couhp AbramovitcR/Fesist?), we see that Mendele is no
' heret{cal maskil but rather a plain pragmatist; he knows where the
:' ( ) ) wind blows and i§ willing to male concessions to inevitable changes.

. _ ﬂp can carry a Haskala paper, or)\as develops, Haskala ideas, and yet
- f

-4 —
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P in no way jeopardize his own credibility as one of the common
" ) ~
' people. -

[5] Mendele's final disclaimer, "But that's all beside the point," is
~ é]ear]y belied by all that comes before. It actually focusei atten-

tion on what he has just said, while at the same time scoring himself

-

points for humility. As Miron writes, " .

-

'~ The 'this is beside the pointk dismissals are his means of drawing

i attention to an ironic point that has just been made. Whenever we
i are asked to codsider something he has told us as immaterial, we are
i in fact alerted to look for- its hidden meanings.’ -
{
| Structually, phrough his own disavowal, Mendele focuses attention an )
i . .
‘ himself. .- N\ :
A Mendele's jntrodn%ction does much to set the tenor of the story. the
Bl
story itself is not -about M_endele, but it does raise questions about some
i of his most\basic values. Mendele presents himself (and affirms his iden-
£ )
D tificatﬁion with the reader) -above all as a b\uginessman. Whén he arrived in
;_ « Glupsk he is summoned to the rabbi. He is greatly disappointed to learn
g that the rabbi is not “interested in his merchandise, but has, called ot him
as a witness to the reading of %(ef*s Will. Mendele would much rat;her<get
t ¢b ‘
on with his business. 'As well he must. !
. ™ ‘ /
TR pogn gYINY 1 S [999T290 Ba"aw ] 1 bavy
E} ) JIR SJIY2IRD 9% P3P S IPAPYOOR L, PIMD R
JRIRSEND BT APIPLBR LJPIcDPA Hur W
Believe me [writes Mendele], the whole world is a marketplace; every-
body wants to make money off of someone else. Everybody is chasing af-
B ter bargains.8 ‘ p
| sy 7 ’ A “ ® ‘
Miron, A“Traveler Disguised, p. 160. ° B T
Cy oo \ 805 Kleyne mentshele, .3, T 5
‘L ! h M"“’ . " \
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Even as a propagandist, Abramovitch has too much stylistic control to allow
Mendele to pass judgment on this passing observation. Méndele is the ma;k
whicb‘dis_.guiSj(s the real propagandist Abramovitch; he cannot afford ;): blow
his own cover. Thus Mendele can only take note of things as.they are and

' \e}xsk, "Is this és they must be?" He provides a focus, a question; the story

\..ijtself will provide the answers.

* fk Kk k K*

Thus it is, in the 1n;roductory frame of Dos kleyne mentshe]e,qthat

/ Mendele makes his ﬁrst appearabce. He is born of a basic paradox‘, the
need for the maskil-Abramovitch to Speak convincingly in the voice of the
people. So far Mendele is but a mask, firmly under Abramovitch's control. -

But the need for narrative co'ngt;uity has brought him to birth, and similar

grtistic.’considerations will have the power to transform him further.

Mendele represents a narrative concession in-a work of propag;anda. He is

" the focal point of the tension between social theory and artistic voice,

which becomes more fully manifest as the story goes gn.
- , - 3
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2. The Course of Socialization ,
N 4p” .

e

L4
The story itself comprises the first person testament of Itsik Avrom

Takef. Takef is not a vge]] developed character. He is much mre a foil
- for various social curtents than a full fledged human being in his own
right, motivated bgg’ personal psychological dictates. TthWclear at
Y _ the opening of the Will, when Takef presents himsel f"as an orphan. /The or-
phan need not be complicated by the psychological demands or infl u:nce of
his own parents. He is raised by the community at large, aﬁd assumes %ne’
mold of the community. As the Yiddish prqwerb coins it,
‘ A L0I9]’ Jure Bign 1P K )

¥
What a child hears is the course he steers.9

and through which, in the medium of this Will, the society will catch a
glimpse of itself. Of course the impl 1c1t coroﬂary of a]l this is that
1ndiv1dua]s be they good or bad, are the product not of some inalterab’le
"human nature," but rather of their immediate social i,;ation. Change that .
. | socialization, change that society, and the individual too will be redeemed.
In terms of the present story, the fate of Takef will be the fate of al'l
With this initial prem'ise. the story traces the course of Takef's so-
cialization, exposing the corruption or obscurantf sm of each of the soci-

———

ety's cherished institutions. The first and most obvious }target of criti-

.
"cism is the traditional Jewish school. The yound Itsik Avrom is sent away
® to kheyder, where he sits déy after day in a dar"k musty ‘t'oom, shared not

only by a teacher and a dozen or so poor students, but also by thé

91 am indebted for'this observation to Profesggr Wisse. ,

[ . "
‘it .

Takef is the softclay which will b shaped by the society in its own image’

-
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i teacher's family. As the sme{] of cooked onions mingles with ihe criesbof
" T a Qiapergﬂ baby, Itsik Avrom is expected to direct all his'attention to
f ' . t%e intricacies of ancient Jéwish texts. ’pf course all is taught by rote,
sé ‘the students understand nothing, ana the slightest mistake or infraction is

dea]f'with by beating. -Such teaching i§ lgggfiniént on imparting knowledge
‘:than on breaking }he spirit of its students. The young Itsik Avroh high-
lights the ;bsurdity of the system when he mistranslates a biblical passage
in‘front of a visiting stranger and is expelled for his failure.
‘ In this cri;ﬁque; Abramovitch makes it clear th%F Itsik Avrom's faile
ure is in fact the failure of the school, and that the school itself is one
of the central agents of a foul socialization. Such criticism was common
to Haskala literature of the time; it was evident in Dik and Linetsky, and,
in a certain sense, can be seen as a common pre-occupation of Enlightenment

ideology since thé days of Rousseau.]0

Indeed, Abramovitch himself had ex-
pressed the same critique seven years earlier in his Hebrew essay, "A Let-
ter on Education." At that time he analyzed the failures of the tradition-

al khedorim, and advised the well meaning teacher on what he should and

should not do:

]OAn excellent bibliography on traditional Jewish education is Diane
Roskies, Heder: Primary Education among East European Jews, A Selected and
Annotated Bibliography of Published Sources, Working Papers 'in Yiddish and
East turopean Jewish Studies, no. 25 (NY: YIVO, 1977). A &characteristic
Titerary critique of the kheyder is Linetsky, Dos poylishe yingl (1867).
Educational reform and compuisory schooling are considered necessary pre- . L
requisites for modern production, and are universal concerns of industrial a /
societies. See Michael B. Katz, Class, Bureaucracy and Schools (NY: -
Praeger Publishers,~1971), and Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gentis, Schoolin
in Capitalist America: Education and the Contradictions of Economic Life
- ) (NY: Basic Books, 1976).
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Don't get angry, don't scream, don't hit. It is not through anger or
bad temper,.not through beating or shaking that you will rid a child's
heart of its wildness and make another person out of him.11 =

-

In that{essay Abramovitch had insisted that children are bagically good,
ﬁnd are merely waiting for the right teacher to cultivate that goodness.

Thus Itsik Avrom is now presented as a literary personifightion of the ef-

Al

fects of Qgg_teaching. Abramovitch's critique of the traditional schools

3

is 1ittle changed from what it was in 1857; the on]y,di?férence now is that
it is presented not in Hebrew but in Yiddish, and not as an'qbstract essay

<

but as a "real life" story. .The literary form hés changed, but the basic‘
%heory has--so far--remained constant.]2

Following his exﬁh]sion frpé kheyder, the young Takef fipds a posi-
tion as a tailor's appfentice. Here too the old Jewish world comes in for
attack. The appréntice system is seen as thoroughly exploitative, hardly
concerned with "teaching a ‘trade." Itsik Avrom's master forces him to do.

all manner of demeaning chores unrelated to sewing. The youth makes out

_no better in other trades. One master orders him to carry out buckets of

slop, chiding, - ~

AT IR PITT OJOR TR LARIO L1 VIVER L AR
‘ SJARTBPL DYROISYNRE D R TV "=
Carry it, Little I&s?k, g:arryg it. 91 léar'l:‘ied th p?er;[ty of slops myself

when I was your age.13 ‘ j;?
uMikhtay al hakhinukh," Dos Mendele-bukk,-p. 46. )
A]ZAbrannvitch would maintain a 1ife-long jnli:zét in educational re-

form. He prepared a study of traditional khedorim in Volhynia in 1870;
the study was misplaced in government files and presumed lost. Mendele,
"Shtrikhn," Dos Mendele-bukh, p. 32. Abramovitch spent most of his later
years as principal of a Jewish school in Odessa.

¢

]BDos kleyne mentshele, p. 6. - ~
4
v/ /
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The system is shown to perpetuate itself, eaéh generation explpitipg the
next. In the meantime production rgmains primitive, paternalistic aﬁﬂ un-
mechanized, far from the modern modes sought by an ascendant bourgeoisie.
In this economic critiqde Abramovifch remains consistent with the classical
Haskala. Not only does he attack backward economic institutions, but his
prescription for change reflects the political conservativism of the East

European maskilim. He does not question the legal disabilities or social

) patterns which force 'Jews into distasteful economic roles. Instead of ad-

vocating Jewish emancipation or modernization of the broader economy,
Abramovitch b1amés thé entire backward ecqnbmy of the Jews on the relative-
ly innocuous fault of;poor vocational training. In the end the repentent
Takef leaves money for the establishment of a modern Jewish trade school,

as though better vocational training for Jews is the sole key to economic

modernization.

Given such‘a corrupt system, Itsik Avrom can hardly gé expected to
fare better as an apprentice than he did as a kheyder student., After a
comical mishap he is "fired" by the tailor, and wanders off again in sea;ch
of his place in society. This time he finds a position as a choirboy with
a traveling cantor. Here Abramovitch vents his, anger at a pet complaint--
these itinerant synagogue performers, whose cheap emotional excess made a
mockery af the "dignity" of religious worship. Abramovitch seems to share
the\?triving for "propriety" characteristic of the Haskala, perhaps emu-~
lating the decorum of Protestantism and Gerwan Reform Judaism. He went so
far as to found a modern cantorial school in Berdichev, in order to train

persons whd/would introduce a proper atmosphere to the East European

synagogue. All this was, however, a rather specific and time bound issue. "’

N \
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It my be that Abramovihtch's cantorial "aesthetic" changed along with his .

literary aesthetic. In any ever;t, this entire episode of Itsik Avrom's

youth was dBleted from subsequent editions of the same st:or'y.]4
Y
>
\
/
|
i >
/
. .
Fl
{
/
‘ /
/
— - l, :
N E 14For a comparative analysis of variant editions of Dos kleyne .
() mentshele see Max Weinreich, "Mendeles onheyb," Bilder. fun der _y"iﬁ"lsher‘
Titeraturgeshikhte.
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l kheyder teacher, the tailor and the canfbr, he will not take advantage of a
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3. A Tactical Divergence

If Takef's irrectitude is the‘product of a corrupt society, then
Abramovitch's overall prescription for social amelioration is implicit’ from

the start} it is the story itself. As‘much as Dos kleyne mentshele diag-

noses the social roots of Itsik Avrom's personé] malady, it must also offer
self-Tegitimization to its implicit remedy: the neéd for didactic Enlight-
enment 1iterature in Yiddish. Thus the "doctor," -Abramovitch, is as much a
pré%ence in this story as is the "patient," Itsik Avrom. Q]ear]y the dra-

matic structure .of Dos kleyne mentshele revolves-around Itsik Avrom. It

is he who undergoes personal changes--born an orphan, socialized to corrupt
institutions, and finally accepting the "cure" of Enlightenment on ﬁis
death bed. But though Itsik Avrom is the protagonist, the story also pre-
sents a sub-structure revo]ving around its author, the doctor who comes up
with the right prescription and so in a sense is the story“S>re$] hero.
After his unfortunate stint with the traveling cantor, Itsik Avrom

)

is left dejected and alone in a strange town. There he is taken in by a

local maskil named Gutman. Gutman, a literary representative of . -
Abramovitch, i: the "doctor par excellence. His very name, "Good Man,"

leaves 1ittle doubt as to his character, or the author’s p%edispositidn to-

ward him. Gutman is p}esented as an altruist, coﬁcerned only with the wel-

fare of Itsik Avrom and society at large. Though dressed in a short coat

and trimmed beard, he alone is kind to the abused child. Unlike the

defenseless youth. For the firgt time in his life Itsik Avrom is treated

with genuine kindness and greeted as an-equal:

L4

Y, I' /




-t

s

O]

. TR I PoIyn RN 131 Bp*a 19
You are every bit as much of a human be1ng as 1.15

Everyth1ng_aoout Guman's persona] 1ife contrasts with the squalor and
obscurantism of the traditional Jewish world. » When Itsik Avrom first
comes to Guman's housé, loca;ed in the "forbidden" non-Jdewish section of

town, he stares in wide-eyed amazement at a neat little cottage on a tree

Tined street: ' ,
“TJTP joprga BY3 JpIgr Yoyl OPI JOR TR DVlbN
JSP JPYIRYA B3 JRINT TRT odww picr LT ,

JIPUPL B IRT BYNN TP YT [UIR CJin 1gn“a
Jpoeba 1P [eee ]

Apparently no Jews live on this street, ?gcause if they did there‘would
be no trees and no Teaves on the ground.

Gutman, we are assured, is very, very poor. His house is tiny, crowded

) . \ .
with a wife and small children. There is barely enough food to go around.
‘But despite the press of poverty the house is neat and clean. Potted,

flowers are perched‘iﬁfihe windowsill ,- Gutman and his family are impeccably

’

groomed.

Abramovitch's description of Gutman reveals the essential tents of

hi§ own ideology.\ First, despite Gutman's “Germanic" apééarance, he is
shown to be prafoundiy moral. His 1ife style and attire stand in sharp con-
trast with the orthodox manner of the teacher, the %af]or and the cantor,
and yet he alone is éood to Itsik Avrom. Secondly, Enlightenment imparts
to Gutman a far more attractive agsthetic sensibility. He lives on a tree’
lined street where most Jews fear to tread, and brightens a poor dwelling
with colorful flowers. Abramovitch himself came to Enlightenment through

empirical observation of nature, and thus Enlightenment can lead back to

15005 kleyne mentshele, p. 11. ]61b1d.,‘p. 8.
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nature as an ae§thetic category. Lastly, though Gutman is poor he is not
crushed by his poverty. He lives with dignity, clean anq[decogous. This
is a crucial point. It is not poverty but ignorance and"obscurantism ]
which underlie material suffering. Gutman's "good ideds" are enough to
impart, cleanliness and proper deportment, irrgsbectiv@ of financ1a1‘stand-
ing. M téria] ame]iorg?ion is predicated on the idgé‘bfaEn1ightenment; :
poverty can be made 1ivable by hygiene and propriety. The igggl_ot a bet-
ter life becomes the social panacea for the i11 of poverty. The;e is no
demand to eliminate poverty in and of itself, nﬁyprogram to challenge the
social and political institutions wh{ch allow poverty to exist in the first -
p]ace: k

Thus does Gutman embody the aesthetic’and social-thesretical premises

/
of the classjcal Haskala. He is the maskil par excellence, the Haskala's

spokesperson within the context of the story. He is, as his name tells us,
the "good man"; Abramovitch seems in full accord with both his aesthetic
and his theory. Yet for all that, Abramovitch is not Gutman. Unlike

Gutman, Abramovitch is not the "maskil ﬁhr excellence," for he has already

broken from the Haskala's norms in one crucial regard: he has written a
Yiddish story. While he accords Gutman every literary courtesy (down to

/
the last detail of his name), ‘he takes issue with the classical maskil on

the single question oflggggigg, and uses the story to present his case.

Gutman is a "Daytsher," a maskil of German origin andstyle. His Yid-
dish is heavily laced with Germanisms, the effect of which is at best
comical and at worst incomprehensible. But Germanic speech is the least of
his communicative problems. Gutman is a Heprew essayist, churning out

volume after volume of Haskala literature. His home is aoverflowing with

’
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Vo
unsold books, stacked in the corrers, piled under the bed. The'problem is

_ not what he writes, but the language in which he writes it. As he com-

plains to a friend (in his Germanized Yiddish):

1N 0IROT  [sic] JYXIRY WP PN DXT 13 TIND
LPrgY pernapET Pavyn LTIy jUbdye

It is a shame that in_the entire city there are so few people who are
able to read Hebrew.!

Itsik Avrom is hired’to go door to door peddling Gutman's volumes (in ex-
change for which work he receives an honest wage of room, board and educa-
tion).- Day after day Itsik Avrom trudges through the city, only to be met
with slammed doors, mockery and derision.

We understand fhat somewhere in Gutman's books lie the good ideas
which can cure a decrepft society. Written into the books is the prescrip-
tion for material amelioration: clean up the house,adress neatly, exhibit
human kindness. But the prescription is penned in cipher, locked away in
Hebr.ew meiitse, unintelligible to the Yiddish speaking Jewish masses who
need it mst. The prescription itself 15 correct; only the packaging is
wrong.

Abramovitch's tactical divergence is thus far only an incidental‘cri-
ticism, relative to the "sub plot" of the "doctor" rather than the central

story of Itsik Avrom the "patient." VYet it presages far reaching conse-

quences. Abramovitch shows the ineffectuality of Hebrew and legitimizes

v

his own medium of Yiddish. On the one hand this self-legitimization will

give polemical momen}um to Abramovitch--himself an accompl ished Hebrew

~

stylist--to continue with his Yiddish writing. . On theother hand, the

]7Dos kleyne mentshele, p. 9. I have given the Yiddish orthography
as it appears in the original in ¢sder to emphasize its German character.
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question of tactics bears directly on the larger issue of aesthetics.
Abramovitch has begn approving of Gutmdh's aesthetic sense: lhis flower-
po}s, trees, neat house, trimmed b%ard and short coat. But Gutman's pref-
e;ence for German and Hebrew over Yiddish'is equally an aspect of that
aesthetic sense. Melitse Hebrew is the pot of flowers, Yiddish the mun-

dane, treeless streets of everyday discourse. By challenging Gutman's

- tactics, Abramovitch also challenges an important aspect of the accepted

aesthetic sense of the Haskala. Social function has been allowed to pre-
dominate over literary form. We have demonstrated how the aesthetic of the
Haskala derives ffom its socio-economic base. Consider thenghow intimately

connected Gutman's aesthetic sense {s Vith his social theory. The pre-

scription for the amelioration of poverty and material deprivation is

. = I .
fundamentally an aesthetic one: dor't eliminate the crowded cottage but

spruce it up, put flowers on the windowsill; don't address the issue of

hunger in children but dress them neatly and teach them Enlightenment.

Thus Abramovitch's tactical divergence from Gutman, tentative and insig-

. nificant as it may appear at first glance, ultimately threatens to chal-

lenge basic aesthetic values of the Haskala and the social structure on

which they rest. \

\
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4. A Big "Little Man" ’

1

Thg starkest evidence of Gdiman's tactical failure comes vis a vis

I

Itsik Avrom. Day after day the boy trads through-town with Gutman's Hebrew

books. But though he carries the trappinys of thé>Haskala, their spbstanﬁe
remains c]osed‘to him. He Hoesn't understand Hebrew; he can*t read the
prescriptfon which alone can cure him of éhe ills of his socialization.
Itsik Avrom leads a good life with Gutman. He is treated with re-
spect, and beginsaﬁ slow process of mpdernoeducat%on. But the iliness of
his youth remaiﬁs unireated at its root; dormant but never eradicated, it
resurfaces over the pﬁenonenon of the "Little Man." As a child in his
mother's kitchen, Itsik Avrom first encountered the folk concept of a
"little man," the human soul which dwells within. He had ; childish
fascination with this idea, which heinever clearly understood. Now, years

later, he one day overhears a conversation between Gutman and an enlight-

ened friend, in which the two~“are speaking of "kleyne metshelekh," "little

men. " UnaBle to fu1¥y understand Gutman's German speech (again, an indict-

ment of the methods of the Hebrew/German Haskala), I[tsik hears only that

k f\tt]e Men are persons wnp‘become rich and powerful overnight. He fails to

understand %hat Gutman is actually condemning the Little Men, and he leaves
with the somewhat confused iméFEgsion that being a Little Man is a very
good thing. Still shaped by his earlier conditioning in a society which
prized money and powér, anxious to make his own stake in the world and ‘
still unable to comprehend the real meaning of Gutman's words. Itsik Avrém
decides that he will devote the rest of his 1ife to the single aspiration

9

of becoming a Little Man.

AT At P b N
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; Itsik Avrom's new obsession is a peculiar one, and at this point the
i ab

|

narrative stream becomes a bit choppy. But as the story soon develops, .

t .
Itsik Avrom sets out from Gutman's house to find apprenticeship as a Little

e A —— o

Man. After further misadventures he settles in with a certain Reb Iser
Varger ("Mr. Iser Strangler“}:\a Little Man of legendary success.

Itsik Avrom's apprenticeship reads 1ike‘a primer in the stiled work-
ings of the pre-capitalist Jewish economy: Its%k Avrom learns £hat aLit-

tle Man is really a parasite, a "blood suckér," one who 1ives off the money

&

. and reputation of a gevir, a genuine rich man. Varger has attached him-

self to one of the pillars of the conmdnity,/holding the wealthy man "af
arende," a lessee arrangemeﬁt whereby'Varger acts as an intermediary in

,_miﬁg gevir's business dea]ings.; Varger, of course, well compensates himself
for his ;;rvices. The "brokeragecgge," exacted through chicanery and ex-
tortion, proves handsome, and he grows fat and prospers on the rich man's
“blood. "

! \ .
) Varger teaches Itsik Avrom all he knows. Money has no relation to

4

production. The only way to accumulate wealth is-to take it from another.

Itsik Avrom Tearns his lessons well:

BPSI%1 DYYN IPT HVIR 17T HOPN DR B LT 319
IPICTIND YO ITP OV 17T DOYN OPRIAIR 1D JIR JIRD

L7031 PXINL ST ATACRY L1911 ,0%p) jv L., ]
I L% PIP JIR 2PN ST 1Y BDER BYPL 1T vONR
1“5p R ]™r DD™F DYP2 jANT OTX P "3 IgaAw
,1paspin mo™n phppnlIdns (TYD R JIk L, PoywRIYD
g LOEP PT J R oDdwn , JUDRAX

Believe me, you will accomplish nothing in this world if you rely on
truth, and you'll earn nothing by working. . .

( J . .. The whole trick, brother, depends on'money; if you have money,
you will have both this world and the world to come. But nowadays, to

NP S
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have rﬁoney means to be a Little Man, and to be a Little Man means to.
suck up, to practice hypocrisy, and whatever else you can think of.18

In the p;:Enomenon of the “"Little Man" Abramovitch brings us to the

crux of the present social critique. The Little Man is presented as a

metaphor for the old, petty bourgeois Jewish economy. What we are witness- _

ing is not an attack on wealth per se. To the contrary,‘ we are to]vd, in
refutation of the foregoing comp1aint,~ that "
IPITE RO IR DN BYYL BRT [ee.] 12X P
P ]
The gevir [. . .] has money and isustill a fine person. 1
The gevir, we are supposed o infer, has come by his.money honesntly, prov-
ing his nobility through generous philanthropy—It-seems reasonable.to
conclude that this "legitimate" rich man represents some sort Of modern
haute-bourgeois, one wh(; has made a "fair" proﬁ't‘ in the open market. T'his
corresponds with the sort of new Jewish bourgeoisie--the large scale mer-
chants and factory owners--who were themselves the moving force behind the
Haskala, This point is well verified in the original Kol meva‘ser edition,:
where Abramovitch's text runs side by side with advertis_ements from banks, .
stores, coffee 1mporters, linen factories and more. )

What then is being objected to? Not the modern capitalism of the
large scale rperchanjt or manufacturer, but rather the old style, petty
bourgeois huckstering of the common Jew. The Little Man makes his living
from middle class parasitism, beyond the sphere c;f productive trade or .

manufacture. Of course the gevir did not become rich solely through the

work of his own hands. The use of capital to make money is fined wha:c is

wrong is remaining within a closed system, where money flows through

805 kleyne mentshele, p. 16. - 'Ibid., Toc. cit.
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intemediaf‘jes and nothing is produqed. To quote an aph’orism of the

20 yhat is being at-

" Haskala, "Honest trade, but no swindle or robbery.
tackéd here is nbt wealth but greed, not capitalist exploitation but pre-

this is an’

attack df modern capita]is\tx econom‘y on Ahe vestiges of the ald feudal
Avrum'sjocia]ization, the story had

d Jewish world which 'violated the "spirit

t

taken issue with aspects of the/ol
/ .

the "title™ complaint, the story attacks the

Avr‘om, the grphan raised by Jewish society, succeeds w?H in
s apprenticeship as a Little Man. His early socialization contributes to
" his. rapid mastery of the new ethic. Soon he becomes a Little Man himself, 4
not living off the gevir direct’(‘y, but rather becoming an intermediary to
Varger. Here the (foHy of a self-enclosed econony, ofg.wealth. removed from
production, Dreaches its ultimate absurdi ty: lev\en the Little Man hsas a L1‘t—~
-tle Man, Th'rough skﬂlfuhl nianipﬁ]ation and a cold heart, Itsik Avroﬁt {now
known as Takef, "Big ghot“\)\’fattens and prospers until he becomes very rich ,
and powerf\ﬁ in his own right. He becories a very big Little Man.

As a Little Man Takef does many bad things,lhurt'ing a great many -4
people. It stands to reason tﬁat in the closed economy of the pre-
capitalist Jewish world, in which there is \no production, wealth b'ecomes-

finite. For one person Fi:o get rich, another must become poor. Yet for 'aH

his accumulated wealth, Takef himself cannot find hapbiness. According to

S

HZOTJékunat Harabbanim, p. 31, cited by Mahler, "The Social and Poli-
tical Aspects.of the Haskala in Galicia,™ YIVO Annual, v. 1, p. 82.

o
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ad L the capitalist éthic, gne finds fJ]fi]lment in work, not in-the money .
- f earned. ‘Takef learns his lesson the hard way. He Toses his wifegé;d chil-
‘ﬁ o . dren, who cannot tolerate his sing) e-minded grged. He is hat;d by the com-
DR munity, he is without fr1ends without the respect of others or himself q
It. is only at the end of htp 1ife that Takef understands the fina]

\
s ‘ futility of his quest, recogniz1ng how 1ittle a Little Man weally is.
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- ments. In what amounts tb a marvelous catalogue of old time Jewish folk

* @
5. Reason and Repentance
)/ O

-—

Takef learns his-lesson a bit late for it to do him much good. Lying
on h1s deathbed, he reviews the story of his wretched 1ife and decides that
9»’
all was in vain. He has chased ruthlessly after money, only to hurt
: » , . :
others and gain nothing for himself. Sadly, he thinks bac¢k to Gutman, who
x
had tried to instill in him the proper values of En11ghtennent
8T Ipaye 1/: LU2™7 POR J1D IPDYR PR PIIIN
.JoRIYD PaY Sy
We're’better off than all the rich, for we are, at least, respectable .
peaple.2]

But Gutman spoke with strange words and wrote in a language which the young
Takef could not understand. It took the sorry experience of his own wasted
¢:ﬁl"‘H’e before Takef could be convinced that Gutman was right.
Now Takef decides to be of service to other lost souls Tike himself.
If Gutman's melitse js not readily acce§sible, then he‘]P'use his own story
to make th{ point clear. He writes his long Ethical Will, hoping thaf

others will learn from his mistakes. At the end of his 1ife story Takef .

alllows himself a more explicit summary and moral.

He, Takef, was not evil. His fault was in bping born an orphan and

accepting uncritically the values of the society in which he was raised.
Still, he had no one to b}ame but himself. He was a Little Man because he

r

accepted the world as it was given and failed to make his own moral judg-

lore, Takef tells us that his real crime was his failure to distinguish for

himself between right and wrong:

2l pos kleyne mentshele, p. 22.
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To me a sin meant looking where I wasn't supposed to while praying, not

* swinging a chicken over my head to atone for my sins, not throwing

rocks into the river at the New Year to rid myself of wrongdoing; not
believing in faith healers; not believing that Elijah the Prophet goes
around from house to house on Passover to drink up the glasses of wine;
not believing-that corpses gather at midnight to pray in the large

" synagogue; not believing that there are many persons who pass among us;

trading, engaging in business, traveling, buying and 'selling, who in
reality are dead men from the 'other world,' sentenced to eternal exile
because one fringe on their ritual garments was not quite right; not
believing that the holy soul of a man transmigrates into a black
mosquito or a pig, a calf or a chicken, a stallion or a canary; not be-

- lieving that corpses used to come to the rabbi for judgment, led there

1ike recruits by the Angel of Death; not believing that a shtreimel [a
fur hat fashionable among Hasidim since the ﬁate eighteenth century],
is holy, and that even in ancient Egypt Jews used to wear such hats,

for which reason they were redeemed.

i3
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In short, all these kinds of things were sins for me. But sucking up,
being a hypocrite, being a Little Man--these were not reckoned among
my 1ist of sins.22 ‘ :

Hé;e then is the base 1ine of Abramovitch's socja] critique. What
was Takef's greatest sin? Being a parasite in a non-productive economic
system. And what led him to this sin? His acceptance of long standing
ritual and superstition in lieu of persoﬁa] moral responsibi]ity: eHad
Takef approached his world rationally, he would have seen the folTy of a
closed economy where wealth is circulated but not produced. Had he viewed
his actions empirically and weighed their consequences, he would not have
be;ome a Little Man, wasting his 1ife and hurting others. Morality de-
rives from Reason, and Reason would never allow for an irratibna] economy,
where Little Men live off of Little Men. Religious obscurantismf supersti-
tion and irrationalism thus Tay at the root of Takef's éﬁonomic sins.

Yet for all the espousal of Reason, Abramovitch himself fails to po-
sit a logical causation between religious obscurantism and economic corrup-
tion. Takef is both superstitious and corrupt, but what comes first? Ac-
cording to the story, a superstitious culture fosters irrationality, and
irrationality is the root cause of Takef's parasitic economic role. One

need only make Takef rational in order to make him economically productive.

But how is this causation established? Isn't it just as plausible to

22Dos kleyne mentshele, p. 17. The lasting ethnographic value of
Abramovitch's critique is obvious. Ethnography would prove a central motif
in his later opus. .

In my translation above I have simplified some concepts which would
require too much explanation. For more information on these somewhat un-
usual Jewish observances see Simkhe Pietrushka, Yidishe folks-entsiklopedie
(2 vs.; NY and Montreal: Farlag "Gled," 1949), and Joshua Trachtenberg, -
Jewish Magic and Superstition (NY: Atheneum, 1975).
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reverse the gquéhce, to say that a marginal economic role engenders a
seemingly obscurantist, sel f-enclosed culture?; After all, the Christian
governments of .Europe had systematically persecuted Jews for hundreds of
years. Jeys were excluded from all the mainstream insﬁjiutions. As Weber
writes:’

L

Nat%ona] or religious minorities which are in a position of subordina-
tion to a group of rulers are likely, through their voluntary or in-
voluntary excluston from positions of political influence, to be driven
with peculiar force into economic activity.23
In the rigid hierarchy of feudal society, yhere Jews were generally pro- .
hibited from land tenure and guild membership, there was little left to do
but engage in "parasitic" petty middle class dealings. Isn't it then pos-
sible that Jews woulg have respondgg to their imposed economic i;o1ation by
buttressing their own cultural identity? All the “superstitious" gins
which Takef enumerates above, though ostensibly irrational, do have an
anthropological reason all their own: seemingly meaningless practices are
the adaptive means whereby an oppressed people maintains its communal co-
hesiveness and integrity. ’

But notwithstanding its dubious logic, there is a definite conveni-
ence ‘in believing that economic corruption results from an irrational cul-
ture. It is easy for the Haskala to preach rationalism as a way to elimi-
nate the masses of Jewish "Little Men." But it is quite another matter,

given the reactionary nature of the Tsarist regime, to demand an end to

" economic restrictions and legal disabilities. Abramovitch prescribes the

dissemination of Reason rather than an open attack on the broader political

& ,
23The Protestant Ethic and the Sgirit of Capitalism, p. 39. Weber

as a prime example of this univer- .

sal phenomenon.
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and economic order. But even at this early poinéwhe seems tacitly aQarg of
the inadequacy,of his solution. rTakef accepts En]ightenment andwReaéon

only on his deathbed. How conv?nient. It saves him the trouble of imple-
menting his ﬁem ideal in praxis.. Because given a feudal economy backed by

an elaborate system of anti-Jewish disabilities, there just aren't many [

other ways to make it (apart from the relatively few large scale mefchants

and factory owners who stood behind the Haskala). If Takef is not a Little »

Man, then exactly what else can he do? Now that he's accepted Reason énd |

repented, he has no choice left but t& die. o R
It comes then as no surprise that Takef should apply the fruit of

Reason not in his own life story but in the provisions of his Will. Be-

lieving the ultimate cause of his economic pervergion to lie in his crooked

gocjaTization; Takef now determines that others should be spared the "irra- €.

onal" institutions of his own youth. He, divides his cansiderable wealth
between three causes: moderﬁization of the local talmud toyre (t}aditional

sthool for poor children), establishment of a shkole, & secular school for

vocational training, and creation of a fund to pay the old-style cantors

for their troubles so they'll never have to perform again. Never is it -
suggested that Takef's money be redistributed to the persons from whom it

was extorted. The economic crime has no economik‘rectification, but will

rather be reversed through the 1iberal device of education. whep all is

said and done, the spread of "good ideas" will prove the panacea for the

economic i11. Given the broader context of feudal economy and political =
autocracy, the placebo of Reason is the only remedy which the Jewish doctor

is allowed to prescribe.
° )
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6. One More Chance for Gutman

Abramovitch's social theory was consistent Qith the classical
Haskala, party to all its inherent contradictions. It attacked the old
petty bourgeois Jewish economy, but offered no new system té take its
place. It spoké for a modern bourgeoisie, but made no provisions for the
proletarianization of the masses. It criticized corruption and exploita-
tion in the Jewish sphere, but studiohs]f avoided criticism of the broader
feudal economy or autocratic regime. These contradictions in themselves
might have transformed Abramovitch's soEial theory, just as the Haskala in
genéra] was eventually transformed, particularly after the government-
instigated pogroms -of 1881-1882. But Abramovitch did not have to wait so

long. Not only was his social theory fraught with internal contradictidns,

but it came to contrast more and more sharply with his concomitant artistic

devefopment The dynamic pivoted on the tactical divergence with Gutman,
and found atiseast part1a1 resolution at the story's end, in a closing
frame narrated once again by Mendele ‘the Bookpeddier. ‘

As a condition of his Will,.Takef asked that his estate be "jointly

executed by Gutman and the local Rabbi. These two would assume responsi-

4 -

bility for carrying out his philanthropic program: modernizing the talmud

toyre, setting up vocational training and e1im1n5ting traveiing cantors.
This was a somewhat unusual Féquest. Gutman was a mgskil, te;rib1y suspect
in the eyes of the}connnn people. Abramovitch therefore does all he can to
win acceptance for Gutman, to prove that he.is no enemy or heretic but
genuinely concerned with the good of the community. As Takef tells the

Rabbi:

A i O Saa § smt e AP N A I MR At it m f T b
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,0039D IPRTA R POIX X OTNIR L 1apoytn L rem pmobil
P, VT BXIBPAIX JIR HOT R ¥ #™1 1P vORD
BRI, Y27 L, TTR BPR IR JIPOPRIARD JAIPTH PR ORI
9y QIINN , jag® 3ty Apstvr upnm U oy ,2%% DR
LIDY ATIR IR TR AP JIR jesIgn POR 1Y own

Gutman is, on my word, also a tsadik, a good person, even though he
goes about without a hat and trims his beard. He has your previous
character. I prevail upon you, Rabbi, to love him, for he will surely
love you. He loves all human beings, and is a Lover of His People.24

B s Sl

The Rabbi 1istens to Takef's Will with an open mind. He is convinced
of Gutman's sincerity and agrees to work together with him. The Rabbi's

blessing goes far toward enhancing the credibility of the maskil/jn the

eyes of the people. Yet that hardly resolves the issue, for Abramovitch 1
himself is not without ambivalence toward Gutman. He does all he can to ;
enhance Gutman's credibility, yet he is not convinced that Gutman is i
suited f;r the task to which Takef has assigned him. Gutman will be given

full reign to bring modernization to the community. But we will remember %

that he had 41so had full reign with young Itsik Avrom, and because of his
German speech and Hebrew melitse he was unable to reach even this impres-

sionable youth under his own roof. Will he now be able to speak to and

redeem an entire community?

4 We don't kﬁow whether Gutman can do the job or not. The town des- B
perately needs his message, but may or may not understaqd his voice.) Mean-

while many years have passed since Takef last encountered Gutman. No one

is sure of his exact whereabouts, and the Rabbi sends out messengers to

s RS N SRR A s =

find him. In this way the entire issue is left precariously Eyresolved. ,
'S
Until now Gutman has been tactically ineffectual. He knows what to say,

but not how to say it. Now he's been given another chance. He's been

24Dos kleyne mentshele, p. 24.
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invited to step to the fore of the community, under the aegis of 'the Rabbi

himself. The Rabbi is willing to overlook his;hnorthodox appearance and

ey

1isten honestly to his message. More is at stdke here than Just Gutman and

Glupsk. We recall that the story is being publishé& in Kol mevaser, a sup-
plement to the respected Hamelits. While Abramovitch purports to be writ-
ing for the common people, he is also being read by his fellow maskilim.
It is to thesé colleagues that he poses his challenge. Tﬂé’Rabbi‘has sent
But messengers in search of Gutman. The community needs the maski]J/’It is
now up to Gutman, and to all maskilim who read the story, to decide whether
they will make the necessary tactical concession with which to answer the
call. ‘ ' ‘
While this resolution waits (making a sequel inevitable), Abramovitch
offers an implicit suggestion of his own. Gutman is not the only personage
involved in the question of tactics. The same issue crystalizes in the
role of the present narrator, Reb Mende[e. The ¢losing frame not only en-
charges other maskilim to find a way fo reach the people, but it also legi-
timizes Abramovitch's own solution: writing in Yiddish. .
Other maskilim had, of course, engaged in Yiddish propaganda. But
none seemed so intent on building and defending the narrative structure
necessary for an ongoing literature. At the enq of the story, Mendele has
been visibly shaken by Takef's woeful tale. We recall that in the opening
frame Mendele was the quintessential petty-capitalist;uhe felt greatly put
upon to suspend his busingss dealings long enough to listen to the reading
of the Will. Now we see what an impression the Will has made on him. The
real transformation, the real character development within the story has

been that of Mendele himself. And, we can safely assunez the reader—who
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was made to identify with Mendele has been similarly affected. Unlike
Gutman} Mende]g remains "one of the people.” He wears the clothes of the
cohpon Jew, recites his prayers and speaks his language. His voice identi-
fies him as an insider. At the end of thé story, when the Rabbi asks him
for his frank assessment of.Gutman, Mendele repiies humbly:
LT8R PHXIBPAIX R BYD BT IRDBOIL [...] 20
LY TR OIRD WOIPHIY IR R
Rebbe, Gutman may go with a trimmed beard, but he is still a decent
person. .

Mendele's assessment carries much weight. What's good enough for
Mendele is good enough for the Rabbio(and, By extension, the reader). Sa-
tisfied with Mendele's assurances, the Rabbi concludes that as Tohg as
Gutman is a decent person he wif] not be bothered by his trimmed beard:

TAINA R N OTIRAE R OJ¥ TR wvnyn. i?iﬁ'klgg

GZW?bsg say, 'Better a Jew without a beard than a be@r? without a
The Rabbi is persuaded not by fancy mé]itse but by Takef's story and
Mendele's plain Yiddish. He justifies his acceptanpé of Gutman's unortho-
dox appearance not by elaborate reasoning or Talmud%c dialectics, but by a
simple folk saying culled directly from the people ("As they say . . ).
The message of Enlightenment is embraced most readily when conveyed in the
people's own idiom and voice.

And who is the final master of ihat folk voice? None other than the
narrator Mendele. At the close of his Will, Takef asks that his story be
published and distributed throughout the Pale, so that all Jews may learn

from his mistakes. He asks that Mendele be assigned/the task:

i

25 26

Dos kleyne menfshele, p. 24.

Ibid., loc. cit.

I,
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BYT JPPYIIPO B Jaga. jvr YMIo I BYn nevi ga
SPIAR LT0DTT N139R 1P 0O0™N 3P }A4¥n L,0%p0 d1n 0
JI9P B IR 1IN LJYOIB PINY R DTN P 2D QYT

TPo0IPIN DR IR BOYY AN )T WD jxprDN
b o IRBYPIN IR TPIPI NI YK Y, ) exna

Please be good enough to pass this Tetter [Wil11] on to Reb Mendele the
Bookpeddler, because he is already familiar with the business of print-.
ing, and besides that he travels around throughout all of Greater Po-
land [Eastern Europe], so hq'll be able to market it. You should com-
pensg;e him adequately for his trpubles, because he is, nebekh, a poor
man.

More than by Gutman's melitse, the message of Enlightenment has been
conveyed by Takef's story, and Takef's story will now be conveyed by
Mendele. Where Gutman and Abramovitch are restricted by their high lan-
guage and foreign appearance, Mendele is free to travel. Mendele has been
affected by Takef's story and is at least partly won over to its moral.

" He has'no qualms about distributing it throughout the Pale. But he doesn't
7
fajl to mention that he'll be adequately compensated for his labors. He
is, after all, a bookpeddler, not a maskil. "He 15; nebekh, a poor man."

He can find no better way to identify with his readers.

&
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7. Notes on Language and Style

Mendele has bFen assigned the task of narration. He is a persona who q
can speak for Abramovitch on his "mission" toithe common people. But he
embodies a- fundamental contradiction, for he strives to con&éy the socia{
xheory of bourgsgis maskilim in the language of the common Jew. Abramovitch

purports to be ﬁﬂ@fging propaganda, and yet he seems inordinately concerned

with the stylistic integrity of Mendele's voice.”

it may’be argued, of course, that Abramovitch concerns himself with

the authenticity of his folk language in order to mimic his subjects. Gut-
man, for example, speaks in a highly exaggerated German Yiddish, which be-
comes comical against Itsik Avrom's bewilderment. It follows that many of
the traditional characters should speak a Yiddish laced with religious
idiom and Slavic loan words, in imitation of the local Volhynian dialect.

It is fascinating, however, to look at an edition of Dos kleyne
mentshele issued in book form only one year later (1865).28 There
Abramovitch has executed a number of sgeming]y trivial editorial modifica-
tions, the most notable of whicg is a reduction in the Slavic component of
his characters' speech: This fact has been variously interpreted. Some .
critics, such as Y. Nusinov, maintain that Abramovitch was moving."c1o;gr
to the people," since, as they believed, Slavicisms were a lexical holdover
from the Russian“Haskala {in the same way that Germanisms pervaJe Gutman's
speech).29 The critic A. Gurshteyn, however, has demonstrated quite the

28For a comparative analysis of this and other variant editions see
Max Weinreich, "Mendeles onheyb," Bilder fun der yidisher literatur-
feshikhte.

29y Nusinov, "Fun bukh tsu bukh (tsu der geshikhte fun di Mendele
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opposite. He shows that a Slavic admixture was actually characteristic of

30 Wny then the deletions?

the Tocal folk speech of the time.

Tﬁb answer seems to lie with Abramovitch's own evolving literary
aesthetic. He was moving away from simple mimicry and beginning to fashion
a genuine literary voice. By eliminating regional peculiarities the lan-
guage became more "pure" and universal. Yiddish Qas raised froﬁ a spoken
“vernacular to a distinct, stylized 11terar& medium.

A growing concern with language and style can be seen in other a;eas
as well. Abramovitch makes an effort to standardizé Yiddish orthography.
He tries to e11m1nate gratuitous Germagfjbe]]ings and cultivate indigenous
Yiddish forms. ~For example, he employs the conjunction }!N,("un"~'and)
while other texts and editorial notes/in phe same issues of Kol mevaser

use the German:form “931%,["und"). B \ /

R
Abramovitch was-too much the innate artist to function as a narrow

propagandist, unconcernea with the stylistic’/integrity of his medium.
Granted, stylistic improvements also made for better propaganda. But the
more Abramovitch perfected his medium, the more supple and versatile it be-
came, then the less ugly, objectively, éﬁ:wou]d appear. Abramovitch had
assigned his narrative vo?ce to the folksy Mendele, and had begun to trans-
form spoken Yid&ish into a stylized literary language. Would bourgeois-

social theory be somehow modulated in the mouth of the people?

variantn)," Tsaigshrift (Minsk: White Russian Academy, 1928), v. II-III,
p. 433.

30A Gurshteyn, "Der yunger Mendele in kontekst fun di 60-er yorn,"
Shriftn, v. 1 (Kiev: Farlag Kultur-lige, 1928), pp. 181-182.

X
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IT. Dos Vintshfingerl (1865) .

~

The tactical irresolution raised in Dos kleyne mentshele figured in

Abratovitch's own literary, careep. It is true that he had given greater
attention to narrative and stylistic concerns than did most Yiddish writers
of the Haskala, pyt that did not yet make him a professing Yiddish artist.

His primary literary endeaQBT of these years was in Hebrew, where he dis-

tinguished himself as an inripvative sty]ist. Yiddish writing was only an

ancillary activity, a concession for prqpaganda and no more. .

o
> Y

Meanwh11e Abramovitch was com1ng under the influence of Russian

[e—p

'osit1v1sm and becoming increasingly drawn to the idea of Science. "He be-

jeved that;progress was inexorable, that new technolog1ca] inventions

Anounced a?ﬁnst deily in the American, Br1tlsh and West European press)

wouNd fundamentally transform hypa experienc~.

There was no need to pressz

for political cha

ge, since Science was an ?rres1stab1e force

which would sweep outmoded social and palitical instititions along in its

Jewish worlqkwgnd beginning in 1862 undertook a Hebrew transTagjon of the
massivedgussian compendium on Natural Histor;“by Professor H. A. Lenz. Ac-

tive trgrtlation continued over a period of years, appearing under the

titfe To

dot_hateva, "Natural History_g . Successive volumes included

“MammaTS"eLLBGZ) "B1rds“ (1867), and “Rept11es and Amph1b1ans " (1872).
Abramovitch be11eved that the progress of Science depended on the

universal dissemination of know]edge. It was only a matter of time, there-

fore, befofe he began to consider translating Toidot hateva into Yiddish.

Sucﬁ a proposal was entirely unprecedented. The Haskala had traditionally

. &
0
. - !
o
)
, .
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maintained that Yiddish was incapable of conveying "good" or modern ideas. .
The Jewish masses, on the other hand, were fundamentally inimical to
secular 1earning,&particu1ar1y that which threatened the Biblical view of
creatign and the sanctity qof life. Abramovitch needed considerable finan-
cial resources to underwrite his project, and in 1865 penned a Yiddish pro-
posal to convince bath mask}lim and common Jews alike of its necessity.

The proposal took the form of a shortanovg1, appearing as a separate volume

under the ambitious title, Dos vintshfingerl, vos mit dem ken itlikher

i

, /-
mentsh dergreykhn alts vosﬁ;gyﬁ harts vintsht un bagert, un ken durkh dem

nitslikh zayn zikh un der velt, "The Magic Ring, With Which Each Person Can

. Attain A1l That His Heart Desires and Longs For, and Through Which He Can

Be Useful to Himself and the World." ‘

Lik% Dos kleyne mentshele, Dos vintshfinger] was avowedly didactic.

Purportedly the autobiographical account of one Hirsch Rothman of Russia, /
'3

the story is presented in the format of traditional musar, or moralistic
literature. Its publication is credited to Mendele Moykher Sforim ("The

author of Dos kleyne mentshele"), who offers the book "1'toyves haklal,"

"for the good of all." The story tells 9f a wayward youth named ﬂgrsheié:

born and raised in Kabtsansk ("Paupewville"), who ﬁevbtes his 1ife to the

pursuit of a vintshfingerl, a "magic ring." The searchrproves elusive un-

til he cohes intg‘contacf with "The Litvak," a Germanized maskil. Under

the Litvak's tutelage he begins a regimen of modern study, packs off ‘to

L

3]ﬂarsaw, 1865. Some controversy surrounds theactual date of publi-
catidn of this work. No date is given in the book itself. Gurshteyn, op.
cit., p. 181, note 3, offers a summary of debate until 1928 and concludes
from internal evidence that the book appeared in 1866. More recent scho-
lars, however, are in agreement on the 1865 date given here.

’
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university in Germany, and finally discovers Science, the "real"
vintshfingerf through which everything can be attained.

The story 1ine and social theory of Dos vintshfinger] are so similar

to Dos kleyne mentshele that I will not dwell on them at great length here.
. . .

In later years Dos vintshfingerl would be completely reworked and become

one of Mendele's enduring masterpieces. Ihis first version, however, was

artistically primitive. It is noteworthy more for what 1ies latent than
o
for what is actually accomplished. '

The work has been thé subject of two important critical studies.
Max Weinreich analyzed the story in "Mendeles ohheyb" (1928),32 offebing a
general survey of its structure and artistic significance. The Soviet

),33

critic Y. Ndsinév.approached the story in the Kiev Shriftn (1928 going

beyond Weinreich to provide a trenchant ana]ysig of its socio-historical

context, relative to later versions.‘ Both these studies discuss the
story's structure at some length, and I will not duplicate their efforts
here. Instead, I will 100( at those aspects of the story which relate di-

rectly to the interplay of social theory and artistic voice, relative to

/

the analysis of Dos kleyne mentshele in the preceding chapter.

. According to Nusinov, Dos vintshfingerl has threé central characters:

the Litvak, the collective shtetl Kabtsansk, and Hershele, the protagonist
who represents a synthesis of thé two. Nusinov's model has mych merit and
will provide a basis for our own analysis. Nusinov, however, overlooks an

important fourth character: the narrator Mendele, who onc® atain makes his

-

321n Bilder fun der yidisher 1iteraturgeshikhte.

33Nusinov, "Di ershter oys abe fun 'Vintshfingerl,'" Shriftn, v. 1
(Kiev: Farlag Kultur-Tige, 1928), pp. 199-218.

[ 4 oo . i
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appearance in opening and closing "frames." We will therefore begin our

"discussion with Mendele, and proceed from there to social theory and ar-

tistic voice, as they are manifested in the Litvak and Kabtsansk, respec-

l tively.
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8. "A Story About a Story": Gutman and Mendele

Dos: kleyne mentshele raised the questionof tactics--how can the |
3

maskil best reach the people?--and interwove it throughout the story, re-

volving around the character Gutman. In Dos vintshfingerl the same ques-

tion is dealt with in a more neatly compartmentalized fashion. The story
opens with a frame introduction narrated by Mendele entitled "A mayse iber
a mayse," “"A Story About A Story." Here Abramovitch sets up the issue of

?

tactics and offers summary resolution, providing self-legitimization to his':
—

Yiddish medium. Only then does he proceed to “Di mayse aleyn," "The Story
Itsel f," where Hershele's story is told.

Mendele greets us in "A Story About A Story" in a far more confident
manner than we have seen him before. He is more talkative, more friendly,

more sure of his ready identification with his readers. He proceeds to

tell a long story about how he came to publish Dos vintshfingerl. He was

‘traveling wjt’h his horse and wagon along the open road one-fine sunny day °
when he suddenly "bumped into" Reb Senderl, another bookpeddler. A cc;m'ic
scené ensures as the t;IO bearded bookpeddlers try fto disentangle them-
selves and their horses. The scene is doubly f;xnny, since "Senderl" is a
friendly dig at Alexander ("Sender") Tsederboym, the editor of Kol

\ ‘
mevaser.34 Dos vintshfingerl is still intended as propaganda, but even 1in

“its first few paragraphs we see that other elements are surfacing as well.

Narrow didacticism expands to include a lyric description of summer fields,

34Abramov1tch had originally submitted his mgnuscript of Dos kleyene
mentshele under the name "Senderl Moykher Sforim." Tsederboym either re-

garded this as a personal insult or else was afraid that he would be mista-
. ken“as the author. In either case he used his editorial perogative ‘to

change the name from "Senderl" to "Mendele," and thus it remains.
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12
philosophical musings on man and nature, a sﬁéﬁstick description of

s

Mendele's collision, and an inside joke aboat Tsederboym which can be ap-

preciated anly by other maskilim. Abramovitch is using Yiddish for the {

—
[

understand no other language. ) g
Mendele continues the story. After his hapless collision with /

Senderl he just couldn't re;isi‘engaging in a 1ittle business. The two - ;

bookpeddlers brush themselves off and get down to some serious trading.

Among other deals Mendele exchanges "several [Hebrew] Haskala texts" for a /

battered German copy of Dos vintsthfingerl. Reb Senderl is delighted, as

St St e ks e

Mendele muses:

CLTEYL, TR OIRD OIDD A%I0T POUR L7198 Pav pItO R

Quite % deal [a sheyne, reyne kapore], all these Haskala texts for one
story.

Already the relative worth of Dos vintshfingerl vis a vis the melitse of
the Haskala is established. We're on Mendele's side, and we're confident

that he got the better half of the bargain.

" Once again Mendele disavows ﬁis own responsibility for the dissemina-
tion of Haskala ideas and reaffirms_his identification with the common Jew.

I Al
He tellsjus that he picked up Dos vintshfingerl strictly as a commercial

* venture, hoping it would yield him a tidy profit. But first he needed to

have it translated from German to Yiddish. Being a simple Jew, "one the
\

peopie, " Mendele could not unpertake the translation himself. Therefore he

looked up "my old friend, Herr Gutman" for assistance’ ,

L

A

35, & ,
Dos vintshfingerl, p. 5.
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The mention of Gutman comes as no'surbrise. Continuity with the pre-

\

vious study had been established on the title page, where Mendele was

billed as "The Author of Dos kleyne mentshele." The question of Gutman's

tactics, which had been raised but 1eft unresolved in the earlier story, is

now dealt with directly. We recalf that at the end of Dos kleyne mentshele

the Rabbi had sent messengers in search of Gutman, beseeching him to return

to Glupsk and join in the execution of Takef's Will. It was to be Gutman's

task, Mendele now reminds us, to put Takef's money to good use, to "im-

prove the Talmud toyre, make people out of orphans, and teach good trades

36

to poor chi]dqen." Messengers succeeded in contacting Gutman, and he

willingly moved to Glupsk with his whole family. After a short stay, how-

w
ever, he was lucky to get out alive: ’ ,

,PDBIHYL R JIPNPL INIV XXID OY) 19DR bR JNnB1A
< JERY0IR PUIPAPY 9V DYIL BYI DIRT JID TR IR

Gutman didn't even finish out a year in Glupsk, and fled more dead
than alive.37

Despite all his selfless efforts on behalf of the people of Glupsk, Gutman
found himself relentlessly persecuted. The traditional Jews could not see
Qeyond his trimmed beard, Western clothes and Germanized Yidd{sh, and stood
in the way of all his reforms. Mendele expresses an insider's anger

against his fellow Jews as he explains:

T DARID JNODIA OXM IRD JOpRPL B TR DYIOR
YT JoR YwB DY voxupisxr bww Jyn ¥R OJIR L0ONT
SJASIR ST PR JIRNPL PHDISE Y TR LAIIA 090
TIRY% R OJOR OI8O DISYIR %Y Ipn  ,@bT™BD ,¥PBT0O
powYa T joxnag Y¥r jyn  LpbTbD ,THTDO AN
eee 'HIRDPAIE JART TICOTIARTNIIR PIPTIIIR DMN
CSOT1 RO PPRD Bib PPN

3 37

6Dos vintshfingerl, p. 7. Ibid., loc. cit.
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Gutman did not please the righteous citizens [Hasidim] of Glupsk. Why?
Because he dressed in the German fashion. They saw black when he
washed the floor in the Talmud toyre. Unheard of! Unheard of! To do

such a thing in a Talmud toyre! Unheard of! Unheard of! How can
someone wash away the mud tﬁat was left by our fathers' fathers? . e

Only a goy [non-Jew] would do such a thing!38

. Mendele tells us that he has neither time nor space to recount all the jin-

dignities and persecutions which the noble Gutman suffered. In thg end, -
the maskil had no choice but to flee the city.

Mendele clearly sides with Gutman, placing the blame for his failure
squarelx on the ignorance of the masses. But even so, the final verdict in
the question of tactics has been passed. Despite his goéd intentions, the
maskil is unable to reach the people that he needs to reach. His language
and his appearance cut him off from the community; his 1isteners block
their ears before he can begin to speak. As long as he persists in ap-

proaching the pe§p1e from the outside, the maskil will be persecuted and

scorned, dismissed without so much as a hearing.

Mendele is plenty angered by the behavior of his fellaw Jews toward

Gutman:

Japy TR AR J3 IW L)TT §aty yItn ,7%e 0an9l
DR BYTIRAPATIPASR 2T TR L0OPN R JPYPIADVIN
19I"0 LuP3Ivp %3 ¥BYI FOX MR YT . jODIPR 9P YR
AIRT YPNL OARA DITRN .O°PAIED JIR DUIRIRD "3 R
1™ FPUBINE LIPIPATEOD X WY k[T 83 197 jge
SJDYIR TR U2 DET B AIRI... Tonw Dy jamy

Believe me, my dear Jews, in the course of my 1ife I've seen all the
world, I've dealt with all sorts of people. The only guardians of -"The
Truth" are fools and madmen. Because really, you've gotta be either a
fool or a madman nowadays in order to speak "The Truth." But that's

beside the point.39

38 1pid., p. 8.

Dos vintshfingerl, p. 7.
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Mendele's disclaimer, "But that's beside the point," only serves to under-
score the severity of.his attack. Yet for all his anger at the people, it
is clear that his attack is aimed in two directions. Not only does he cri-
ticize the xenophobic ignorance of the Jewish masses, but he also exposes
Gutman's tactical inefficacy. By virtue of their hostility 1‘:oward Gutman,

’ ~ the common Jews prove how badly they need to be enlightened; and by virtue
of his outsider's appearance and language, Gutman proves that he is simply
not the person for the task.

Who then can tell the people what they need to hear? The answer is

already in front of us. Mendele has just criticized the old order without '

Q 0
mincing a single harsh word. '"But that's beside the point," he hastens to

add, and so salvages his own credibility. Meanwhile he has delivered a
diatribe more direct than anything“Gutman could dream of, and pulied it off
with complete impunity. Why? Because, unlike Gutman, Mendele wears the
right clothes and speaks the right language. His voice came from the in-
side. Abramovitch may be expressing his own social theory, but at least he

knows enough to disguise himself before speaking to the people.

Thus the tactical question raised in Dos kleyne mentshele is resolved

once and for all. It is not enough to write Hebrew melitse, or even to
simply translate from Hebrew into Yiddish. One can reach the people only
on and through their own terms. Gutman has been forced to flee Glupsk, and
Mendele will take his place. The Yiddish work establishes its own legiti-

macy, and now "The Stqry [tself" can begin.

/
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9. "The Story Itself": The Litvak and the Magic of Science

1

The plot structure of Dos vintshfingerl is strikingly similar to that

of Dos kleyne mentshele. An impressionable youth, Hershele, grows up in a

corrupt §ociety, chases blindly after a false goal, is taken in by a kind
maskil, and finally accepts the truth of Enlightenment. Because the two

stories lare so much alike, Dos vintshfingerl will be presented here only in

its broadest contours, skipping the eldborate (and often confusing) twists
and turni of plot. Emphasis will be on points of theoretical and artistic
innovation rather than on the story line per se.

The narrator, Hirsch Rothman of Russia, now a prominent German
maskil, recounts the story of his youth. He grew up as "Hershele," an
z;eryday Jewish boy in thé Polish shtetl of Kabtsansk. The name of his
birthplace, "Pauperville," was apprépriate, since poverty was the salient
formative influence of his childhood. Day after day he used to hang
around the shtetl elders, listening to their fantastic tales of supersti-

tion and mjrac]es of days gone by. Pushed on by his own gr{nding poverty,

Hershele bécomes obsessed with a local legend about a "vintshfingerl." The

vintshfingerl was a magic ring, through which all one's wishes would be
granted. Desperate to get rich quick, he devoted all his energies to the

pursuit of this elusive ring. Just as Dos kleyne menthsele focused on

, 1
Itsik Avrom's changing perception of the "Little Man," Dos vintshfingerl

bases its dramatic continuity on Hershele's changing perception of the
Magic Ring.
Hershele's obsession with the Vintshfingerl is of course no more than

a reflection of the broader society. Hershele has no understanding of

»
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productive labor as the source of wealth, and so assumes that a Magic Ring

.can create riches out of thin air. In this he is reinforced by the econo-

mic detachment of the entire community. Day after day the old men sit
around the bathhouse, where they intersperse their hoary folktales with
serious discussions about the problems of the world. Fierce arguments
;age over European politics--the shtetl wisemen defend their favorite world
powers, with no understanding of the issues involved. More poignantly, the
bathhouse crowd is constantly discussing matters of international finance.
DRT ARD J°R S¥D JPX JOu¥Ipac® jyo bayhp bRy
eeeDT%1] JD X 11D DOYYX "

Ten times a day they used to count up the money of all_the different
financial giants . 40

-

Once again Abramovitch pinpoints economics as the most serious aber-

" ration of the traditional Jewish world. The shtetl economy is completely

removed from modern production. " Kabstansk views money as nothing more
than abstract subject of bathhouse banter, with no relation to work or
capital. When Hershele believes that a Magic Ring will make him rich, he
is only echoing the socializatjon of his youth. -

N Hershele reaches his‘teens and enrolls in yeshive, the Jewish academy
of higher learning. Here ﬁe suffers poverty and d;ﬁrivation, sleeping on
ﬁard wooden benches in the synagogue, often hungry. Day ﬁfter day he com-
mits himself to study, mastering the iﬁi?icaoies of Talmudic law. But here
too the traditional education?s shown to be inadequate, for its stringent
scholasticism fails to-instil any social consciousness of genuiﬁé morality.
In the course of his studies Hershele comes across an esoteric referente to

a Kabbalistic formula whereby one can become invisible. He figures that if

~

40005 vintshfingerl, p. 18. -
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he were invisible, he.would be able to steal at will from the "rich men"
and so become rich himself. Traditional reldigion not only fails to teach
him "morality," but itse]f becomes the tool by which he seeks to exploit

others. Yeshive study only reinforces the shtetl's perverse values.

Like Itsik Avrom, Hershele has been misled but is not bag at heart.
He too is ripe for redemption through the power of "good ideas." Redemp-

tion comes in the person of "The {.itvak," a rational, eanhtenéd Jew from

Lithuania (not unlike Abramovitch himsg1f) who willingly shows Hershele the
’fo11y of his designs, With great patience, the Litvak asks Hershele what
he hopes to accomplish by becoming invisible. Hershele replies:
{k SYER MR YU IR L BIPBOIPPL TSR AR, UB™HD
1IVTROR PN TSR L 9N TR DRM OPOR RO 1PIPP JDIR
TR OYPN DTN PITH ;BDIYA PR (D DEN jpay)

ROSHOCUIN JAPY N0 PR JIR L IRYO0 L, JPIPAOND
LOY3I DIP JNP jND B ,pae

How can it be otherwise?, I answered. [By becoming invisible],I'11 be
able to do whatever I want. I'11 be able to take whatever my Feart de-
sires. I'll murder and beat my enemies, and I'11 1ive like a porits, a
feudal landowner, doing no work whatsoever.41
The simile "like a porits" is particularly significant. The great
crime of the old Jewish world is economic, that of detachment from modern
production. The Jewish economy is a feudal vestigé, as-exploitative as the
. \__‘
feudal landowner who 1ives off his serfs. Both the Jew and the landowner
ultimately live off the labor of the peasants, who are the only real pro-
ducers of wealth in feudal economy. Like Itsik hvrom's "Little Man,"
Hershele's wish to be "invisible" is also metaphorical for the broader Jew-

ish economy. Jews deal in fictional commidities ¢money and exchange

4

Dos vintshfingerl, p. 31.
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values), and are hidden from the realities of production and capital. The F

metaphor is not much different from Marx's disparaging characterization of
the Jewish economy, in which he said that "Jews live in the pores of Polish \\\\\_____¢/

society," out of sight of thé actual productive process. N

Hershele, we understand, is basically good; his crooked economic
- . ]

sense is but the inevitable product of his upbringing, a personal expres-
sion of his Bétty bourgeois community. The Litvak tries to reverse the
course of Hershele's unfartunate socialization through the power of ra-

tional argument: ,

PRUGYY TP bYF L, 3P9 POPTIPT LI T pORIORA BI™A
JTO™2D L BORT 1T Y30 WHAINP R OIRD DYWL, bARTYL
‘ODYYTD BIYTPL DONT 1Y ,0NCIPN BORDPL DOWT 19
TYR DN JDIRNDPD PRYNP R JPLIRIAPL BOVD 1Y

R OVITROJOTIANPT (RPN §YREIpT 1T Ynr by

LA%IY R L2231 % J™Y 17 Bpher ARy buw pnip
IRIRD 993 8 JIR L,TBRIA R LY 1STTY R

'But just think, dear Hershele,' said the Litvak, 'what a crooked logic

you have. How can this be?” You've fasted, you've recited psalms [at
midnight], you've dunked in cold ritual baths. So what is this? Do |
you really expect God to help you, Hershele, to perform such a trick,

to become a thief, a murderer, a vagrant, a rascal and a hedonist?42

Abramovitch repeats the argument advanced in Dos kleyne mentshele.

Traditional religious observance, and even ascetic excess, do not necessar-
ily impart morality. The only real key to ethical behavior is rationalism.

Only through empirical observation of the consequences of cne's actions can

/

a person really distinguish between right and wrong. As the Litvak phrases

TPT OJID JINNPL oOEN DN LAPY PRYEIPR L, Ipavow N

e TIX31D yahper JpIPp jOwr j@pIPn jpuw poyn

42

Dos vintshfingérl, p. 31.
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.Consider for example, dear Hershele, what would the wor]d come to if
everyone knew such tricks [as becom1ng invisible]?43

Hershele te]]s us that at the time he did not fully comprehend what the

Litvak was trying to tell him. But a few pages later, the Litvak makes his

message amply clear:
gOR IR LEAPD POYIPN L, 1TBPIRD TR TODRIRTI-HITND
BYNN IPICP LDPXINCPITL JPIPRYL jovNN jopIyD
LEIPPRYL B3 odxn jgn L joyraN bOY¥NPr bl
JYD P IARD DINDYL BYI bYXN (YR ,8%rPL B
SJJIRT PAPIIR IRI 1D L BIRNPL Jro ,pINRNITYH -
,IPBOIE 7P LIPINIP jUP jyryNYa B bhyn oy
- SBIIIT IPPYR ITP LOIPVIRBO JTP LOPNRD (7P
, JNOIXINR DR L JOP 1X DRN BRAPL B3 bYW jyn
BRINDEYL DICS DY¥N JPp . }IND ¥ DWn X
¥ . WJ99PP J1D L,apa3vd jib

It's time you understood, dear Hershele, that [if people could have un-
1imited wishes] they would become loafers, no one would want to work.

No one would plow, no one plant, no one would set up factories for the .

production of Tinen, textiles and other goods. There would be no
tailors, no cobblers, no blacksmiths, no carpenters, no bakers, and so
“forth. There would be nothing for people to eat, nothing to wear, no
means of travel. People would simply die from hunger and cold.4
Thus does Abramovitch advance an exp]icit~“work ethic" as his chalx
lenge to the non-productive traditional Jewish economy. He suggests a
modern division of labor: one will grow crops, another fix shoes, and
o
still another bake bread. The role of each is of crucial importance, since
together they propel the social whole. Production serves the good of all,

is rationally self-sustaining and therefore moral.

-

#3pes vintshfingerl, p. 31. - Y1pid., p. 34.
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Abramovitch reaches the bottom line of his social theory, and 1eaves
two important factors to consider. First, his "work ethict derives froma :

rational concern with the society at large, and not necessarily wi'th the

gyt e e <oy e e

" individual. This is a switch from Dos kleyne mentshele, where petty .

bourgeois parasitism was proven irrational because it failed Takef within
his own, priﬁ\‘/ate life. It is also a departure from the work ethic of clas-

sical Western Protestantism, which signals labor as an end in itself, djs-

charged at ‘the pain of individual damation in the hereafter. ‘According to
‘ :‘4 +
-the Litvak's reasoning, productive work is necessary not for personal sal-

vation or betterment, but for the welfare of the society as a whale. It is -
understood, of course, that the individual stands to gairi from a whole so-
ciety; but that gain is not nearly so great as what Hershele would net per-

nally were he the only invisible person in the world, free to réb and

plunder at will. The Litvak is quite correct in pointing out that ) ‘
Hershele's wish would be bad for the society; but the fact is that it'd be
pretty good (by a materialist criterion) for Hershele himself.

1

This\is a key point. For the‘time being Abramovitch espouses a work

ethic whiciw\\?s consistent with ascendant capitalism. But his ethic derives
not from the capitalist'§ concern with creating a disciplined and subsoervi-
ent labor force: but rather than utilitarian concern with the society at
' Targe. In the context Uof feu:m o;' semi-feudal economy, capitalism was in- _
deed a fof/c\e of social progress. But if and when capita]iém should di\}er»ge

from the interests of sociei:_y at large and begin to serv% the  exclusive in-

1 . )
‘terests of a'select class, then Abramovitch's rationale would become a de-
( ) térntjning factor. He was an empir'icis’t, not a capitalist. His concern was

witr{ social Igood,“n.ot' individual profit. His "work ethic" would be

¢
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K .
consistent with capitalism only as long as capitalism was consistent with
the overall good of society. -

K ¥
A second latently transformational dynamic*was also presént in the

social theory-of Dos vintshfingerl. "As in Dos kleyne mentshele. Abramo-

vitgh believed that rational argument (in this case tuned to the broader
socigl good) Qou]d be enough to guarantee économic productivization. Pre-
sumably, both Takef and Hershele need only be shown the inheéent irra-
tional%sm and folly of their économic aspirations in order to be converted
into productive members of society. We have séngihat Takef, however, was
trapped without opportunity in an economy squqezéd by anti-Jewish restric-
tions; rather thanfindg produé%ive job he died. Now Hershéle was trapped

AY
by the same contradiction. _ The Jewish'pgurgeoisie insisted on the pro-

ductivization of the Jewish masses. But the sorry fact was that a Jewish
bpurgeoisie effectively predated a Jewish proletaridt in Russia by several

. s
decades. Where was Hershele tb go, what could he do?

2 . . )
Abramovitch does not yet explicitly acknowledge this dilemma. He js
“still in accord with the hyper—patriotisﬁ of Gotlober and others, and is
unw%lling to challenge the Qovernmentlgnacted disabilities which so severe-
1y Timit Jewish economic opportunity. But for all his 1gya]ty,‘he is too

much the empiricist to ignore the social reality. Presumably he could pack"

Hersh%Je off to some textile factory in Warsaw or a carpenter's bench in

Kabtsansk. But that could be too inconsistent with the kind of opportuni-
ties rea]istica]iy open to the vast majority of his readers. There just
weren't enough proletarian positions to go around for that to be a Qa]id
option for Hershe]e.\qMoreover, for\a]l his dedication to productivization,

Abramovitch yas still "an inte]lectualg'he p?obably.coulan't aven conceive

o) ) oo .
1Y




o e o st .

PRI

“
P L - Aotk S e o PRI EPTEIITAY N P S i

~ : 123 ﬂ

iﬁ
QO A . _,
of a cparacter of hig creation sitting on a factory bench. He maintained
his artistic integrity by bowing to the social reality. Hershe]e_givés
himself over to the Litvak, who agrees-to aid Qim in his quest and guaran- %
tees that the key to thé Vintshfingerl is study. Night after night
Hershele studies in the Litvak's home, unt%l"he masters German and other !

Western knowledge. And then he tacit1§ acknowledges the spcial and poli-

tical 1imits to modernization in Russia: he packs his bags and moves to

.

Germany. - -
At this point the social contradittions of the ﬂaskala take their

toll on the siory's narrative pace. Unable to be too exp]icit»abouti?is

t [ - .-

- motivations, Hershele moves to Germany, enrolls in German university and”

finds his Vintshfingerl, all in a few short paragraphs. Predicfab]y, the

r

Vintshfingerl turns out to be knowledge, which alone can assure a viable
" social order:

DR JPIIDYL MID DIX PR ART DPRSDIPNSIIR R
go gDty ,yupie ONT bEY)  YIpilBUBI N

1P 0YPn T abwn B'R TI1T ORN L PIp13PEBICN
TPALYD ITA W oSTIR L JAND DIgpRa o@td DY P
DK BP°I  ;HIPYPIPT 2IRY JNIP Dy byd prnat?
“@YEN DR TV DEN L HIPAISD PUIRIDPIAD N
BO™T DET L JRPIPATIONRI §OX JAPARTIR DrILG]

e

" ' 991150 JIX PDS171 DBRI JI¥NPL Swa bown oy " .
FUSIND DIPOIPS T T HIX TIBRI PT R OJROE 7
. s N1 BRL
s .

In university I found the Vintshfingerl. Not this empty, chimeriéa]
Vintshfingerl, through which the world could not endure, as my clever
Litvak has'already explained at length. Not the make-believe Vintsh-
fingerl, through which people would becomeé debauched, lazy, uncultured

and hedonistic, [. . .] through which all natural laws would come to an
- . end, which means that God's great and wise Rlan of Natjire wouid be dis-
(;) ~ rupted because of peopie's foolish wishes .4 .

Dos vintshfingerl, p. 37.,

e a————
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in ek velt]," and even hot air balloons and air travel. By mastering Sci-
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Hershele goes on at some length describing.all the troubles which would be- :
fal-the world through supernatural solutions. Supernaturalism, he tells

us, runs contrary to Nature, and Nature alone can assure a good existence k|

for-all:

Yt BRT  LDIPTIIN: DRW BYBY TR HIFAICD 7D
1392797 vnayn TP (pPp ANdA DO ! M D O N

DT POR ST A0 ST ,BUBICH P DXB 13 CTXON
7°Y @YD 0K BD-DEN L, 9IPIIRPHIN PIPIITDR)
DPIPDIPIRA PITT PON JPLIPRIL 1X PIRDY PLIPD TP
Lyabn 177 '8 9

But my ring is altogether different. It is Reason!45 With Reason man-
kind can accomplish all that it wishes for. Reason~-that is the natu-
ral Vintshfingerl, through which mankind has the gower to realize all
its wishes, in accordance with the Law of Nature.46

Through Reason one can learn to master the limitless wealth which na-
ture provides. Not through sbpernatura] magic but t%rough Science can one
become rich and powerful. Hershele envisions a day of great scientific ad-
vance. He foretells "speedy travel without horses,“Q;;qephdnes whereby one

"will speak from far away to a friend at the corner of the world [a_fraynt

ence, by hanigu]ating nature to his own advantage, a person may achieve all

he can wish for:

JIXD PBIYO TPI-FYP JIRYT FILYIR JO KR TRI IR
JIR JPIPY ox L 9IPAISEELISH JIPTEIDYT B
1R B0 Ty 1y Jph¥iI abyn g o %It

45The word is given in the Yiddish as "khokhme," which means literal-
1y "wisdom" (or "witticism"). I render it here as "Reason" because I feel
that best approximates Abramovitch's sense. Reason would indicate a modern
incarnation of “wisdom," as opposed to the Talmudic scholarship which might
have been the embodiment of wisdom in earlier times.

46

Dos vintshfingerl, pp. 38-39.
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A person will be able to attain [these and] many more such things with
this priceless Vintshfingerl. Oh, learn, put your energy into being
useful to the world with your Reason. Then even prl9ce§ses will serve
you, even kings will carry you about in-their arms!

R i

Abramovitch echoes the ideology of pre—revo]utionary‘Russjan Posi-
tivjsm. Science, and not direct political intervention, will assure social
trdnsfornation. Science holds out the promise of 'unlimited wealth for all,
and so assures the d9wnfa11 of the d1d order. The image of princesses be-
coming servants and kings becoming pnrters heralds the collapse of the

ancien regime and feudal economy. Science provides the crowning rationale

and means for abo]iéhing the old order. Abramov?tch's social theory has-
become more utilitarian. Not only will ratjonalism cure the economic 11
by éxposin§ its intrinsic immorality (the argument advanced in Dos kleyne
mentshele), but we now see that it will go a step further: it will create
ever increasing wealth. In a ‘society already completely tied up with the
idea of "mak1ng a 11v1ng,“ what better argument could there be for moderni-
zation than limitless increase in the standard of 1iving for all?

of course, no matter how ratjonal Abramovitch can be, he still be-

A=

—-

Tieves in a “V1ntshf1pger] " a magic ring which will solve all the prob]ems

~i\

of society. Science is the wizard's wand wh1ch will create machines to end |

*the drudgery of work (and keep Hershele off the factory bench), and which

! s
\ Yibid., p. 2. )
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will create enough wealth“to satisfy everyone's wishes. This faith was ;
wholly consistent with the prevailing Positivist ideology. Science itself

- would precipitate social change, establishing its own rational political

and economic order. The change was inevitable, and one was therefore ab-

solved from challenging the status quo direct{y.

It was only a matter of time, however, before most Russian Positi-
vists came to disavow this view, recognizing that technology was not an ab-

2

solute force but only a tool which could be owned an& manipulated by capi-
tal. PositiJism gave rise to Populism, and eventuallysto Social Democracy
and Revolutionary Socialism. Abramovitch had declared his commitment to
society at large, and he too would become po]iticized ance the magic of
Science fai]ed‘to effect social transformation.

* k k Kk Kk %

At the end of Dos vintshfingerl, Abramovitch, through the'mouth of

the Litvak, showed himself still committed to the social theory of the
Haskala. But that social theory itself was already showing inté;nal signs
of collapse. It was caught between the "good of society" and capitalist
class interest, and betweén a liberal economic program and a Judeophobic,

) autocratic regime. Other maskilim would be caught up in these same contra-
dictions, pushed by the rush of historical«events, and eventually would |
abandon the Haskala proéram, opting instead for Proletarian Zionism, Bund-
ism, Diaspora Nationalism and other later ideclogies. But Abramovitch di-
verged from the Haskala sooner than most. That was due in part to his so-
ciological perspicacity, bo}n of an uncompromising empiricism. But it was ,

also thewproduct of his concomitant deve]opﬁent as a Yiddish artist. If
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seeds of change were present in the socfal theory of Dos vintshfingerl,
fhey were present all the more so in the story's artistic voice.
/ - ) °
»
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10. The Voice of Kabtsansk

-4

As Nusinov points out, Hershele is influenced by‘two characters: the
Litvak and the collective shtetl Kabtsansk. As we have seen, Hershele's
social theory is imparted by the Litvak. But Kabtsansk.also leaves its
mark, not so much on his theéry as on his literary voice,

Needless to say, kgbtsansk comes in for its share of attack. It is*a
small shtetl, epifbmizingfihe isolation and backwardness of the traditional
Jewish world. Its inhabjtants are uneducated, unproductive and indecorous.
Abramovitch brings all the-indignation of the Haskala to bea} in his cri-
tique. Yet, somewhat incongruously, he consistently berates Kabtsansk in
its own terms. Although the narrator is supposedly an én]ightened scholar
living in Gérmany (Hirsch Rothman, the'grown up Hershele), he persists in
telling his ;tory in the langﬁage of the people (no mean trick for a work

- purportedly written in German and translated by another maskil). The
critig’ A. Gurshteyn, in a study of artistic development in Abramovitch's

early opus, notes an increased use of such traditional interjections as

onaynhore ("May no evil eye befall him"), alev hasholem ("May he rest in

peace"), and nebekh ("He's to be pitied").48 Is this the Tanguage of a
modern maskil? Such idiomatic speeéh may well be designed to heighten the
story's authenticity in order to make for better propaganda, but it also
bespeaks a growing sensitivity to stylistic detail.

Agcording to Miron, Abramovitch's careful rendition of the folk voice

\

is a form of mimicry.49 It reflects a lingering "aesthetic of ugliness"

e

>
B e ] —

4BGurshteyn, “Der yuﬁger Mendele in kontekst fun di 60-er un 70-er
yorn," p. 183.

49

[
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Miron's discussion of the lingering presence of mimicry as a motif

i




v
tiansin USSR

s

B hanatit i e S T - - o Y o oy

129

whereby Yiddish was regarded as unfit for any literary function beyond
"comic mimesis." By blanketly condemning mimicry as a‘1imiting factor,
however, I bef?;ve that Miron overlooks its potentially transformative na-
ture. The closer the writer draws to the language of the people--whether
throdgh mimicry or not--the more his social theory may be influenced by his
new found voice. For example, 23?1y in "The Stary Itself" one chéracter
tries to persuade_another to enter the mikve, the ritual bath notorious
throughout Haska?ﬁ literature for its unhygenic conditions. The Jew is
afraid of the water, but his coﬁort assures him:
PIRBT TR PORN ANPD IWPIIILR LAVPPY BOIVP
seePOPN R BID JI™IV YT JPP PP LBIIPL
Come on. Nothing to worry about. Our mikve water is very dense-~you
can cut it with a knife!5 -

Clearly Abramovitch is criticizing the filth of this traditional in-
stitution. But to do so he borrows from the folk voice, citing a stock
joke which must have enjoyed wide currency among the shtetl Jews. ﬁe is
indignant about the unsanitary bath, but he seems rather amused by the joke
he uses to criticize it. Until now the bourgeois aesthetic of the Haskala
would have attacked the bath and the language equally. But Abramovitch
parts from this norm. He wants to clean up the people's bath, but not
necessarily their language. In so doing, the "ugly" bath becomes less sig-

nificant than the entertaining Tanguage.

in Yiddish literature (and theatre) can be found in Chapter Three, "The
Mimic Writen and His 'Littie Jew,'" A Traveler Disquised, pp. 67-94.

*Opgs) }intshfingerl, 0. 15.
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The story is full of such rich and often humorous Janguage. Not only

does Abramovitch seem to revel, aesthetically, in the people's language,
but he also enjoys the myriad details of their physical world. He pro-
vides lengthy ethnographic catalogues, as for example when the Jews o%
Kabtsansk board a wagon to travel to a neighboring town for the High Holi-

days. Hershele narrates:

ST LAPYDI PRPIP D JITID JYR DI PIPIPA TN
SAYTUIRTNA OIPT JOR OJPIRN PAIRD R AVIN OO YORD
JOR PR PDIRD R OJIR DIDIY BD A™0OP R bdOpoopa
DXPTPL JIR AIP JPTPUPA TOROJARR IPT ,puxdus
JaRn BIRT L HBYBY HBIPD R BYHAY LjYPINIPINRD b
JIRDPA JUT jYIPY DRN LIy LaATR LY LITD jyiippa ¢
JIPNPL JPIPY BINT JYPR WD L JDOIT WD | hyuw !
W 1T PV L1 gaTT ]I TUIPOR byPrgADMIN
NPIN=PIPIVSL B L IPLIPD PIPILR L jEDIYD pIpIT?
Jy3pr own PYR T DD TR L ]I bR CAR bBRYY L ]T™
JEHIPD PIPITT ST . pYN@YI JART JBD JR jOPIyL
JEIPT PIPTT IPYRCIB T L, paAca RSN RXVIPPA JARd
«DYNYE R N pyIagiotIR jprynpa

-

I think back with pleasure on my first trip. My mother placed a cage
full of chickens high up on a bench, and stowed a basket of eggs in
the wagon's boot. The wagon was narrow and crowded with people--almost
a quarter of the shtetl. There were girls and married women setting
out to look for jobs as servants. . . . In addition there were seated
all sorts of Jews: refined Jews, kosher Jews, satin-clad people, gold-
clad people, Jews with gilded veins--but of course all Jews. I, along
with all the other people who were sitting on the wagon, was sweating.
and I mean sweating! The rich Jews decked out in satin were sweati?g
1ike beavers, their faces were beaded with perspiration and looked 1ike
carrot stew,d!

The full bodied ephnographic images and the aesthetic of the language
itself come together a page later, when a fight breaks out on the same
crowded wagon:

510os vintshfingerl, p. 22.
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19993 B0 WYY .APp1hND R JAtIAPAIR VY ONT R
Jags ST0 R LYP) YT ™3 BBRIPAIR [P Ty (3R
BYT JPD L}9p2 oo Yvb R L japreY po JoYRAPA

LIPPDITEP PYPOAIT L IPPDIT IPPDI BT BIPAPI IN)
STIPBIDEYPL R LPORONID R LDYIRYY R L,NIFPA R
NWIPY LDB PITA L, VIR BTIP IPT L Tpesynpyl R

TPIPIIR IPT LG0T DRI OIIT IPITR LBRD TR LM

*TTHIPN PIT BD LBYRA PORD (D L PPYYDINS %

v WPIPST VT L u%9P JIR QTP JIR PR BD PINRD

20190 b avap=bpa gt L 3Pmp

Then a dispute broke out. Leyzer and Berl had already grabbed each
other by the noses. Some sided with Leyzer, some with Berl. 'Then
nasty epithets were heard: 'Stinky finky!' ‘Finky stinky!' 'A scream.
An uproar. A commotion. Then a push-for-all. A kvetsh-for-all.
Someone yells, 'Oy, my feet!' Someone else, 'Oy, my head!' This one's
looking for his hat, this one for his yarmelke. My mother holds onto
the basket of eggs with both hands, curs1n§, while the chickans cluck.
The wagoneer screams and flails his whip.5

Surely this description is not high art. But neither is it narrow
propaganda. Abramovitch may be dutifully mouthing the social theory of .
the Haskala by criticizing the disorder of the wagon, but his critique is
belied by ghe verve and tempo of his -description. A1Qn9 with Hershele,
Abramovitch seems to "think back with pleasure on my first trip." The
language captures the slapstick excitement. Short, staccato, present-tense
sentencés capture the rhythm of mounting chaos. The language builds up too
much momentum to slow down for etiquette. The writer suddenly ;eems far
removed from the propagation of propriety. Languagg ané descriﬁtion go
hand in hand to create an image so paéked with vitality and soul that the

staid norm of the boufgeoisie pales by comparison. Very tentatively, a new

aesthetic--rooted in the folk language and the folk culture--is beginning

'
-9

)
to emerge. Zx

o

521hid., p. 24.°

QRPN

A s

¥
3
+




v o e <

132

- 11. Portents of Change

)

Thus ends the first period of Abramovitch's Yiddish litérary career.

~ He made his debut in 1864 with Dos kleyne mentshele, followed one year la- g

ter by Dos vintshfingerl. Both works were intended as propaganda, utili-
" tarian vehicles with which to convey the message of Enlightenment to
readers who knew no other language. But seeds of literary transformation

were already gestating.

For one, by the very act of writing in Yiddish Abramovitch had made a
tactical divergence from the classical Haskala. In the introductery frame

of Dos vintshfingerl he has sent Gutmqp packing and assigned narrative re-

sponsibility to Mendele. Mendele's permanent role in the literature is se- -

cured; as he bids us farewell in the closing frame:

KOTRI TV OJURY 1% LN L,BAITYA D BTY B3t
: 1IBR LY BTaTyoll gy oD

N For n6w, be well Jews. We'll be seeing each other again, in good
health. Amen!93 °

Secondly, Abramovitch's sociat theory is strained by internal contra-

dictions. He:preaches that "good ideas" will save, that rationalism will

bring economic rectification. But he cannot overlook the semi-feudal na-

“%ture of the broader Russian economy and the represgive regime which render

his ideal unrealizable. He is not yet willing to challenge the government , t

directly, but he does express his taciit acknowledgement by having Gutman A

die and Hershele move to Germany. How many more protagonists can be dis-
\ posed of so neatly‘without éxp]icifl& confronting the broader socio-

political context? Moreover, by Dos vintshfingerl Abramovitch has based

§3Dos vintshfingerl, p. 42.

g
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his rational argument for economic productivization not on the advancement
of individda] needs, but 6n the betterhent of society at large. It stands
?o Reason that morality means that which is good for everyone. He believes
that Science will create enough wealth for all and presumably end economic
exploitation. But if and when he discovers that the concentration of capi-
tal prevents the universaf application of Science, then he will logically
side with the people, not the caﬁita]ists.

Lastly, Abramavitch has made enormous artistic strides. He had made
his debut accepting the bourgeois notion that Yiddish is "uély," but per-
suaded by Lifshits that this was of no consequence since language and cog-
nition were;unrelated. By 1865 it is already becoming obvious that Lif-
shits was wroﬁ;. Abramovitch fries to describe and berate the people in
their own terms. But he knows the people intimately (as a result of his
travels), and the precision with which he captures their life style and
language makes his work more notable for its ethnography and artistic
voice than for its social critique. .Earlier maskilim had‘maintained that
Yiddish "contributes not ; little to the 'impropriety' of the common Jew."
[f that statement is true then the more Abramovitch commits himself to a
Yiddish Tinguistic and ethnographic aesthetic, the more he will depart from
the(bourgeois norm. We see, for example, how his joke about the ritual
bath softens the bite of his sociological attack. ,

‘ * Kk k Kk %k * %

Here then were the portents of change discernable in Abramovitch's
earliest Yiddish works. Perhaps the most tangible evidence of Abramovitch's
new direction can be inferred from the charag;er Hershele. Hershele em-

bodied a synthesis between the social theory of the Litvak and the artistic
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voice é;‘Kabtsansk. According to Nusinov, Hershele presaged a "new type"
of mask*l,/ﬁome-grown and organically East European, of the sort that would
later break free of German influence and figure in the Hovevi Zion and
other native nationalist and populist moveméhi:s.s4
Nusinov's point should not be overdone. Hershele, after all, is sup-
posedly writing in German. Eveﬁ if he proudly identifies himself as
"Hirsch Rothman of Russia," he still choose§ to reside in Germany. The
political climate in Eastern‘Europe Qas_hard]y Rospitable to Jewish popu-

. . 5 . .
list or nationalist sentiment. Hershele's predicament was shared by

Abramovitch. Abramovitch too was a synthetic character, shaped not only
by Gotlober and other maskilim (hence the Litvak), but also by Ayrom der
Hinkediker (Kabtsan§k). By creating the characker of Hershele, Abramovitch
expressed an awareness of his own synthetiéApossibi1ities. He" had already
proved Gutman's failure; now he was suggesting a home érown replacement,
legitimizing Yiddish literature and carving a niche for himself.

The best indication of Abramovitch's new 11tgrary direction-can be

seen in the fate of Dos vintshfingerl. The work was originally written as

a prospectus for Toldot hateve. The translation was never begun. But Dos

vintshfingerl was reworked into a full novel in 1888, and eventually became

one of the enduring masterpieces of Yiddish 1iterature.55 The transfo%ma-
tion from propaganda to art was a complex process spanning many years.

But the portents of change were clearly manifest. A dialectic had been set
up between the ;ocial theory of fheqbourgeoisie and the voice of the
people; in the accelerated historical drama of the later 1860s, a ﬁore com-

plete synthesis would not be long in coming.

55

usinov, op. cit., p. 217. Ibid., Toc. cit.

4

v
*

i o o e




e
“peen et

+

PART THRER; THE PEOPLE'S ARTIST

o

v

¢

-




R gt

g \
R . v 5 ,
D 136
a9 ’ ‘ 7 B
PART' THREE: THE PEOPLE'S ARTIST
s ‘ , Di Takse (1869)

The synthigsis of social theory and artistic voice latent in Abramo-
vitch's first two Yiddish works needed time and the stimulus of imminent

historical ‘eventg to come to fruition. Dos vintshfingerl was completed in

1865; Abramovitch abstained from Yiddish writing for the next four years,

immersing himself in ongo1ng 11terary and polemic work in Hebrew, where he
z-

continued to grow in both reputat1$n and achievement. It was not until

1869 that he appeared again in Y1dd1sh with the publication of a five act

play entit]ed Di ta@se, oder di barde—sitot baley-toyves, "The [Meat] Tax,

or the Band of Communal Do-Gooders."]

Di takse is not a great work of literature. Its focus is narrow,
its didact1£15m heavy handed and its dramatic structure unbalanced. None-
theless, it represents an important transformat1on of social ;heory vis a
vis earlier works. Moreoy9r5thefplay can be vieweg as a 1aboratoryipié§e
i:/yhich Abramovitch self—consc%ously explpres His own role as a Yiddish
W

iter.

ki

T

- Di tekse is curiously overlooked in the volumes of Yiddish Titerary:

cr'it:icism._ﬁ No published book pr nonograph addresses the work specifically.
. R »
This may be attributed™to a number of factors. First, Di.takse is a play;

both it and-Abramovitch's only other play, Der priziv (1884) are largely

: Q
h ] -

. ‘ 1The original<version appeared in Zh%tbmir in 1869. It was trans-

lated into Russian in 1884 by Y. M. Petrikoysky, although the translation
did not meet with Abramovitch's approval.- As far as I can determine the
play has not been granslated into Epglish. The edition cited in the pre-
sent’ study is from Alershriftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim, v. 1 (NY:
Hebrew Publishing Company, 1920), pp. 1-99. .
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ignored by critics interested in the genre of prose fiction.2 Secondly, Di

takse was never reworked into a later edition. Though the first versions

of Dos k]eyne mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl were of equal]y dubious

Titerary merit, they were cons1dered noteworthy insofar as they afforded
variant comparison with later permutations. Lastly, and perhaps most sig-
nificantly, Di_takse did not fit into the generally accepted scheme of

Abramovitch's literary development. Critics tend to divide Abramovitch's

. ;ius into two d1st1nct phases: that of the "young Mendele" or "maskil

ndele,"” ending with the publication.f Dos vintshfingerl-in1865, suc-

ceeded by the more mature "post-Haskala Mende]e,",beg1nn1ng with the pub-

Tication of Di kliatshe in 1873.3 This dichotomy does have a certain

L
-validity. As we have seen, through 1865 Abramovitch professes the social
\ it

theory of the bourgeois Haskala and, at least ostensibly, regards Yiddish
as no more than a vehicle of propaganda. By contrast, Di klijatshe is a
mature 1iterary wérk‘with a highly refined style and a soqié] theory
which explicitly refutes the.simple social palliatives of classical En-
lightenmentf Perhaps Di_takse is generally overlooked because it stands so
‘squarely in the middie of the two 1literary phases. Yet for tﬁéjpurpose of

the present_study, which examines the proéess of transformation between the

2See for example A. Gurshteyn, "Der yunger Mendele in kontekst fun i
60~er yorn," Shriftn, p. 181, note 4, who writes: "We are intentionally
excluding Di takse from glr analysis [of Mendele's early works] because of
the specific nature of ifs 'dramatic’ form, in order to remain within the

boundaries of one genre/ o

3Max Weinreich, for example, in his important study, Mendeles
onheyb," affords Di_takse only two paragraphs of discussion. Khone
Shmeruk, writing n the Encyclopedia.Judaica ("Yiddish L1terd§ure"), v. 16,
p. 810, observes: "The allegorical work Di kliatshe . . . marks a turning
point in the writings of Mendele."

[
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early and later Mendele, it is ﬁrecise]& this medial 1imbo which renders Di

12

a

takse so enormously significant.
v Upon closer textual examination, it becomes clear that the schism be-

tween "early" and "later" Mendele is not so black and white as many. critics ]

would have it appear. We have seen ‘that literary aspects of Dos -kleyne

H
i

o
mentshele and Dos vintshfinger] though -ostensibly utilitarian, in fact oc-

cupy a great deal of the author's attention and undergo constant ref1nment
S1m11arly, the "materialist" soc1a1 theory which is hailed as such a semi-
nal stride in Di kliatshe hardly burst forth overnight. Even in H1s
earliest works Abramovitch tacitly acknowledged the 1imi§s of Enlightenment
ideology when he allowed Takef to.die and packed Hershele off to Germany.

A more significant traﬁsformation occurred in 1867, when he published a He-

brew essay in Hamelits in which he called for political equal rights for
4 -

#

all Jewg‘in'Russia.
To the present dayigeader, the call for politicél equality may not \
seem particularly daring or original; it echoed similar demands voiced in
Western Europe seventy-five years earlier, and fell far short of the radi-
cal tenor of Jewish groﬁps in Russia in the later 1890s, which insisted nét
only on political but social, economic and national equal rights. But even
‘so, Abramovitch's article iJ Hamelits did constitute an explicit break from
the classical Hagkala. It contradicted the long accepted dogma that Jews
were resg\:s1b]e for their own suffer1ng and could expect equal rights only
after they had proved themsleves "worthy" through 1nterna] reform along
EnTightenment lines. Jewish society was now perceived in a broader

4"Mishpet ayney anﬁ,"\Ham611ts, 1867, nos. 30 and 31. See Weinreich,
"Mendeles onheyb," p. 346. )
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political context; the economic backwardness of the Jews was not entirely

their own fault. Amelioration of the Jewish condition therefore necessi-

ta%ed far more than the simple prescription of "Reason," which Abramovitch
had so eagerly endorsed only two years earlier. /

But if Abramovitch had indeed undergone such a pronounced conversion
from %he social theory of the classical Haskala in- 1867, then why was it
not gnt1] the publication of Di kliatshe in 1873 (according to the critics'
general scheme of things) before that new theoretical stance found full
Titerary expression? The question is a compelling one, and points to the
inextricable relationship between social theory and artistic form. If a
new theory was ready in 1867, that hardly meant that it had yet found the
literary vofce/wgth which to express itself. Abramovitch had never denied
that Yiddish 4a; somehow intrinsically undesirable. He had condescended to
its use only to teach "good ideas" to the common people. If now, in his\
Hebrew essay of 1867, he decides that the cause of Jewish backwardness goes
beyond self-imposed irrationalism and obscurantism and instead resides in
legal disabilities imposed by the government, then why should he continue
to propagandize to the people themselves, why should he continue to write
in Yiddish? It is as though/;he,carpef/Bf se]f;legitimization has been
pulled oqEﬂfrgm/undef/fﬁg/nascent Yiddish 1iterature. If Abqamovitch is
really no more than the utilitarian propagandist he professes to be, then
it seems more logical that he now target his propaganda where it is needed
most: beréting fellow maskilim (in Hebrew) to challenge governmental poli-
cies, and addressing the government itself (in Russian). !
But here Abramovitch's literary pretexts are exposed. For the fact

'
is, as we've already suggested in our analysis of Dos kleyne metshele and
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Dos vintshfingerl, Abramovitch is a great deal more than a simple propagan- -

- dist: he has already awakened, however inadvertent]& at first, to the

2

e gt T

artistic possibilities inherent in Yiddish. Now, when the utilitarian
function of Yiddish as a vehicle of propaganda has been rendered inadequate

by an expanding social theory, what other justification can there be to

AN LI A s Ty et S G

k)
continue writing in Yiddish? (This of course precludes the possibility
; that Abramovitch would simply continue in the old mode: even though the
- focus of struggle was now shifting_to fellow maskilim and the government,

the common people were no less in need of rationalist instruction. It is

s

true that a didactic tone, a critique of the old Jewish order, can be

: found in all of Abramovitch's subsequent works, even in the nostalgic and §
; ethnographic stories of hfs old age. But surely he was too much the ?
5”—“ " seminal thinker, too much in the vanguard of social and inte]]ectualul %
: change, to allow his créativity to stagnate in simple didacticism. The Tg

essay of 1867 show&%;:at only three years after his Yiddish literary debut

he is already questioning former assumptions and looking for new answers,

never content to rest on past laurels.)

3
§
|
!

It is then precisely at this juncture, where a new-found social
theory seems to negate the justification of a supposedly utilitarian 11- §
terary medium, that a new synthesis must be worked out, in order for Yid-
dish literature to move on. The critics are indeed correct in seeing DBi
kliatshe as the culmination of this dialectic, the next "plateau" of Yid-
dish 1iterature and the first full work of the "mature" Mendele. What is

often overlooked, however, is the working of the dialectical process it-

self. Di kliatshe may be the final product; but Di takse is the: "middle"

AN IR ke Y
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“work in which the dialectic plays itself out and the exact process of i

transformation becomes manifest.

FYNPL-Too

Abramovitch himself seems to have been aware of the transformational

significance of Di takse in a way that most critics fail to notice. In the
frame introduction to Di kliatshe, Mendele tells us that he had promised
the Jews of Glupsk (the fictional site of Di takse) that he would write a

sequel to Di takse. He sent a manuscript of Di kliatshe to the Glupsk wise

)
B
,
|
:
[
:
|
i
]
|

men for their approval, and they sent back this reply: v

maTOn L pUBRCYp pporyy Y1, [sic] wra puoxsypw
A SN TR9L ,L,DRAYD THORI LIIPIPA IR TSR ,BI0
, VIO PYNT TAPAPADSIAR JIR LIRW JosdRayl odnn
poR b 0,178 932 yopromn Yo jp™IX OP%
.LoypRyoL e

THE PRESENT KLIATSHE, This here Kliatshe, MAY BE REGARDED BY YOU, you
can rest assured, AS THOUGH YOU HAVE FULFILLED, just as if you'd kept
your word and published THE SECOND SEGMENT, the second part, OF DI
TAKSE WITH ALL THE MINUTIAE PERTAINING THERETO, with all its odds and
ends. .

This is not the place for an in-depth review of Di kliatshe, but an

obvious question does present itself: How canm Di kliatshe be construed as

a sequel to Di takse? After all, the story lines and narrative structure

seem completely removed from one another. Di takse, as we will see, is a
play which tells of a bitter struggle between rich and poor in Glupsk. Di
kliatshe, on the other hand, is a semi-confessional allegory in which a
would-be maskil learns to accept the common Jews on their‘6QH“EErms. What
is the.commonality, what the continuity?

A

SDi kiiatshe, in Ale shriftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim, v. 1, p. 7.
In my translation above UPPER CASE letters are used to denote Hebrew in
the original, which is juxtaposed with the Yiddish represented by lower ) :
case letters. f

P i




e W e e L R Lo 4

142

}

It is here, I believe, that Abramovitch tips his hand. Abramovitch
was unusually self conscious of his own literary process. (He once com-

plained to Sholem Aleykhem that for the latter writing stories was like a

. hen laying eggs, whereas for hihse]f, the "grandfather," therprocess was

more akin to "an old man with hemorrho#ds.") . He was an explorer, deli-
berately pioneering new literary ground, and he took great care to mark his

4
own progress. Like the author of a great travelogue, he portrayed not only

his destination but also his route and means of conveyence. If Di kliatshe

indeed represented the culmination of a dialectical journey, then Abramo-
vitch had not arrived there overnight. He had first diverged from the
straight course of the Haskala in 1864, when he agreed to'write in Yiddish.
He had then raised doubts about the 1imits of Enlightenment in Dos kleyne

mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl, and explicitly challenged the social

théory of the Haskala in his Hebrew essay of 1867. If Di kliatshe was the
final synthesis of an é]chemy of theorj and voice, then Di takse was the
marriage ba?h in which the thesis and antithesis were brewed. If Di
kliatshe recounts the conversion of a certain would-be maskil, then Abramo-
vitch begtns the tale by directing the readér to his gyg_canversion, dis-,
cernible under the surface of Di takse.

In the following chapters, I will try to show that the real dramatic
structure of Di takse provides both the staging ground and chronicle of
Abramovitch's personal literary maturation. The element of contin@%?y to
which Abramovitch alludes in Di k]iatshg is no less than his autobiography.
If this bremise is correct, theh we will have a unique opportunity to |
establish, through internal, textual evidence, the exact dynamic of transi-

tion from the "young Mendele" to thE'“post—Haska1a Mendele," from the

3}.
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primitive propagandist to the mature Yiddish artist. It is my conféntion
that this transformation derived from an interaction of social theory and
artistic voice. In the unexplored territory of Di takse,_we will 1ook‘j9r
the self-revealed literary cartography which can definitivelylprove or dis-

prove this thesis.

* t




s TP T TR I

144

1. An Interim: 1865-1869

"The S)"nthES'iS which was to brew in Di takse was first seasoned and

fired by the rush of literary and historical developments in Russia during

the intervening years. What was happening in Russian politics, in Russian ;
letters, in the Jewish sphere and Abramovitch's own 1ife? Al1l are crucial
ingredients which warrant brief consideration before we proceed to the text .

v

itself.

Though it was four years before Abramovitch published again in Yid-

dish after the appearance of Dos vintshfingerl in 1865, he hardly remained

idle. He had poked gentle fun at Gutman in Dos kleyne mentshele and ques-

tioned the efficacy of Hebrew melitse as a means of speaking to the common
people. Yc'etlthere‘was no question that Hebrew remained his own vehicle of )
persona] expression, the literary language in which he continued to ad-
dréss his fellow maskilim. He brought enormaus energy to the task of

rrbdernizing Hebrew, loosening it from the ossification of Biblical and Rab-

binic usage and providing a directness of expression to replace the boroque
%

melitse. The literary style pioneered by Abramovitch became a touchstone

Tt gt

for subsequent Hebrew authors, and earned for him the title of "Father of
Modern Hebrew Literature." Abramovitch engaged in Hebrew literary criti-
cism, deft]_y attacking the stilted style of the modern Haskala writers.

His Misphet Sholem of 1860 was followed by a new edition of critical es-

says, Ayn mishpet ("The Critiéal Eye") in 1868. Abramovitch's concern with
Hebrew style bespeaks his innate sensitivity to matters of language and
style in general, which he would one day openly apply to Yiddish writing as

well. Meanwhile he continued with hisaown didactic Hebrew belles-lettres,

* 1
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‘issuing a reworked version of Limdu hatev in 1868, under the new title Avot

T

v'habanim "Fathers and Sons."

M

It is not surprising that the title of Abramovitch's novel should

have rung so similar to the great work by Turgenev which had appeared just :

six years earlier. The 1860s were a time of enormous creative ferment in v
’ Russian letters, and Abramovitch was certainly conversant with these broad-

er developments. The young intellectuals of Russia had taken full advan-

tage of the new freedom of expression which came with the accession of

T

Alexander II, and enormous pent-up frustration was unleashed. Pisarev, at

the age of twenty-one in 1561, issued a passionate call for the "destruc-

tion of the old order." Nihilism, the iﬁdiscriminate rejection of every

value associated with Russia's Orthodox, feudal past, emerged as the ;
dominant intellectual current early in the decade, finding eloquent expres-

sion in the fierce generational conflict embodied by Turgenev's Bazarov.

(By the mid 1860s, Russia's po]iti;zi and._intellectual upheaval had ;

[

picked up new momentum. Russia was a land of enormous contradictions.

AR Tt

Alexander had initiated the "Great Reforms," freeing the peasants, estab-

lishing institutions of local self government and more. Yet he was hardly

§

¥
§7
3
N
%
3
g
!
5

prepared to carry his reforms to their logical conclusion: the abolition

of autocracy, passage of a democratic constitution and agrarian reform. CT

He opened up Russia just ‘emough for it to polarize itself. The newly %
liberated peasants were displaced, and the intellectuals, who looked to the
-;ndel of Western democracy, were disillusioned. Capitalization continued,
but was hindered by a shortage of liquid capital in this overwhelmingly

(_ﬂ) agrarian country, and by autocratic political forms inconsistent with free

market economy. As the decade wore on, the limits of Alexandér's much
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touted‘reforms became increasingly clear. The intellectuals felt abandoned
and betrayed, and turned to an ide;]ized viéw of the peasantry as the real
source of Russia's stability and strength. Nihilism quickly gave way to
Populism, and the quiet nobility of the peasaht commune {(mir) gained new
prominence in Russian letters. A significiht revolutionary movement, led
by Herzen, Bakunin and others, began to emergé and entrench itself abroad.
The ferment which would ultimately culminate in 1905 and 1917 had begun..
Alexander II was gquick to respond to the new populist and revolu-

tionary fervor. Tché;nishevsky, the much respedted author of the populist

novel What Is To Be Done?, was sentenced to sixteen years of penal exile in

Siberia. The disaffection of the intellectuals continued to grow. 1In
1866, an obscure nobleman tried, unsuccessfully, to assassinate the Tsarl
That act, historians generally agree, proved the final straw and brought
the "Period of the Great Reforms" to a ;creeching halt. A new reaction had
begun. Though some Reforms did continue into the 1870s, Russian society
was now sharply and irreparably delineated between the forces of political
reaction and those of democracy, populism and revo]ution.6
A1l these developments did not go unnoticed in the Jewish sphere.

Abramovitch, 1ike many maskilim, was:conversant witﬁ Russian letters and

profoundly influenced. His Fathers and Sons no doubt directly reflects

that literary influence; yet at the same time it gives native expression

to a growing generational conflict within the ngish-community itself, for

Jews were being tossed about by the same political currentg that rocked all

of Russia. Many Jews had greeted Nicﬁolas's death in 1855 with great
6Nicholas V. Riasanovsky, A History of Russia, 2nd ed. (NY, London,

Toronto: Oxford University Press,“19697; esp. chapters xxix, xxxii and

xxxiii.
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enthusiasm. They believed that Alexander would bring about a "Golden Age"

oin Russian Jewish history. The Jewish press opened up with the relaxation 1
of censorship, and hurried to lap its gratitude at the throne of the new

Tsar. The premiere edition<of the Russian language Jewish periodical

Razvet (appropriately, "Dawn"), editorialized: "Thank God that we live in
such times." In 1862 the Jewiéh community of Vilna sent a special Tetter g

to Alexander, proclaiming that

the Jast eight years [sic] have been for us, the Jews of Russia, abso-
lutely the happiest in our history:7

But all the gratitude and optimism turned out to be a bit premature.
The Jews never did score much of a bargain with the "Great Reforms."

L4

True, cantonist conscription was eliminated and the draft equalized. But
beyond that itwas only the rich who benefited, as with the issuance of
"right of domicile" beyond the Pale to Jewish "merchants of the first

guild." The poor continued to suffer under the old disabilities of re-

stricted trade, domicile and political expression, and at the same time -
faced the consequences of two new developments. The liberation of-the
serfs in 1861 had put an end to the middleman position of many Jews (tax
farmers, lessees, tavern keepers),’and Jews were further displaced econo-
mically by the unchecked influx of homeless peasants into the ciﬁjes.
Moreover, the Jews had suffered a personal defeat with the collapse of the
Polish Revolution of 1863. Jews in ethnic Poland, fed up yith the oppres-
sion of Russian occupation, were quick to respond to‘the generous promises

made by Polish intellectuals and noblemen and enlisted on the side of the

¥

Y
7In Tcherikover, op. cit., p. 75.
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Revo'lution.8 When the Revqlution failed, Jewish middlemen were left
] economically destitate following the col]apse of the Polish nobility, and
at the same t1me the Jeﬁnsh community had cast upon itself the aspersion

of treason in the eyes of the Russian regime. w1th the advent of official . ]

reaction in 1866, Jews'Were readily targeted for new repression and dis-
abilities !
= of
As a consequence of these political developments, a wedge was driven

! between proponents of thg Haskala and the masses oproor Jews. [ have al-d
% ready argued that Enlightenment ideology is, historically, the property of
| an ascendant bourgeoisie, and that the Jewish Haskala in particular made
its way into Bussia through the expansion of trade in Galicia and Lithu- °
ania. Despite open collaboration with the Russian author%ties (even dur-
ing the brutal reign of Nicholas I), most maskilim maintained, and no‘doubt
honestly believed, that their ultimate goal was toi%nlighten the masses
“for their own good. " AS»long>a§ thfngs went well and political liberal-
ism was on the upswing, the interests of the Jewish bourgeoisie}and those

of the people ran more or less parallel; the maskilim faced no contradic-

tion. Now, however, with the advent of a new reaction, the priorities of

the bourgeoisie and those of the péop]e began to part company, and for the
first time the maskilim were forced to choose which side they would serve. "
The ascendant Jewish bourgeoisie in Russia was of a distinct éharac-
ter. Concentrated increasingly in large scale, capital intensive industry
8Dubnov, History of the Jews, v. 5 (South Brunswick, NY and London:
Thomas Yoseloff, 1973), pp. 328-330. In Warsaw the Rabbi Berush Meisels
led the local Jew15h population in support of the uprising. Only in Vilna

and other areas without a strong presence of ethnic Poles did the Jews op-
pose the Revolution and side with the Russians.
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such as railroad construction and textile 'production" for niﬂitary produc~
t1'on,9 the new Jewish plutocrats had a very real stake in\the maintenance
of the overall status quo apd the contin'ued good favor of the ngm’st r;e;
gimg.. The Revo]uﬁon of 1863 proved a watersheé of sorts, for the bour-
geoisie continued to side loyally with the Tsar, in contradistinction to
the masses of Polish Jews who sided with the Revolution's progressive pro-
mise.]o Though there was as yet 1ittle direct economic re;"atio'nship be-
tween Jewish rich and poor;, it was clear that the rich prospered from
their support of the regime, while the poor only got poorer under a dis-
placed economy and increasing political reaction. It became more and more
difficult for the intellectual maskilim to igmore this rift; in 1863 most
aligned thenfselves with uthe patriotic'stance of the bourgeoisie.
Abramovitch came u.p against t?n's growing polarization of Jewish so-

ciety at first hand in the years immediately following his enthusiastic ode

to Enlightenment in Dos vintshfingerl. He had been supporting himself

?hr;ough contracts with Mefitse Haskala, "Ths Society for the Propagation of

Enli ghtebnmént Among Jews," a small group comprised of very rich Jewish mer-
chants ‘in St. Petersburg. Abramovitch had been commissioned to prepare a

T

Hebrew translation of a classic work on Russian history. When:the first

Yuditsky, op. cit.; Menes, op. cit. .

mH'istor'ians raise spme question as to the exact nature of the Polish
Revolution. Because Polish noblemen weéfe prominent in the movement's lea- -

‘dership, many consider it a reactionary manifestation. Within the context

of its own time, however, - the Revolution was generally regarded as a pro-
gressive force, since it challenged the imperialism of the Russian Empire,
which was considered far more oppressive than the remnants of Polish feu-
dalism. The Revolution received the contemporary endorsement of.Marx,
Engels, Garibaldi and others. Engels believed that it would weaken the
Russian Empire and therefore prove a necessary precondition for revolution
in Russia proper. See Tcherikover, op. cit., p..75.
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‘ - volume was finally combleted, however, the tran§Tator was informed that het f
o le had "taken too many liberties" and his contract was terminéted It is dif- b
C , ' }igult to know how Abramov1tc2Nregarded this afrront he doesn't mention it [ /“‘\\
i, in any of his known memo;rs But‘yhatever his response, it was.definitely ﬁ
) a portent of things to come. ,The same tensions soon emerged in another . 7

e

: context: Abramovitch was flatly refused when he applied for finapcial as-

sistanck to launch a new, regular Yiddish newspaper, Ben ami,§"§on of My

\ »
' . People.” o
“ ‘

) Abramov1tchvmust have been tunderstandably naive when he first ap- )

-

proached the Jewish plutocrats of St. Petersburgrfor suppor55 They were,
after.all, the most prominent and infﬁbentia] proponents of the Haskala in
all offRdssié, and it seemgd only fitt;ng that the&ﬁnnu}d support Abramo-.
vitch“in his well intended,‘énd capably exécuted attempt to reach the

B 6ommon people in their ownﬂlanguage But Abramovitch had failed to take
.notice of the social roots of En11ghtenment ideology. The Mefitse Haskala

had itself been founded in 1863. Its or1g1na1 members were all large scale

*  merchants, who had been granted the right of domicile in St. Petersburg
~ , -

. (the capital city, located outside the Pale) in 1859, after petitioning the |

, government for special privileges "commensurate with their wealth and pos1-
tion." When people Tike the baronial G1nsburg family (who had 1n1t1ated

the original pet1t1on for special privileges) and certain apostate Jews

*

(who had converted to expedite their business deafings) joimed *ggetcer to’
"propagate En]ighienment," personal considerations of the!ﬁost crass sort
: were never ﬁgr\Peneath‘the surface.of philanthropic rhetoric. These mer-
(:) ' chants needen the freedom of dOmiénle, movement and po]itiEal expression v

@

appropriate to fhe scale of their economic entérprise. Yet as Jews, they

2
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were hindered by many of the disabiTitjes and prejudices which afflicted
all Jews. Since the government maintained that "special" Jewish legisla-
tion was necessa}y because of the backwardness and obscurantism of the
Jewish masses, the plutocrats could see no other way of altering that le-
gislation beyond committing themselves to the "education" of the masses.
The,"prdpagation of Enlightnment" was no more than a necessary precondi- -
tion for their own economic success. As L. Rosenthal, one of the founders
of Mefitse Haskala, expressed it forthrightly:

From high ranking persons whom we meet, we heard time and again their

rebuking Jews for being segregated, fanatical and alien tp everything

Russian. We were assured that with the abolition of these peculiari-

ties, the situation of our brothers in Russia would improve, and that
v all of us would enjoy equal rights on-a par with the other citizens.

That fact impelled us to establish an association of educated persons,.

‘with a view to erad1cat1ng the above mentioned shortcomings by means
of teaching Russian and useful _knowledge to Jews. 1

Abramovitch himself had/1itt1e stake in such blatant cfass interests.

He was committed to the spread of Enlightenmeﬁt because he honestly sub-
scribed to the liberal premise that "good ideas" would affect social
ameiioﬁation. He had no qua]ms'about using Yiddish as a pragmatic vehicle

.in the sefv1ce of Enlightenmeiit cause' The plutocrats of St Petersburg,

however, were a good deal more persp1cac1ous and a good deal more calculat-

.ing in thesggmatters. When Abramovitch appeared in St. ,Petersburg with a
proposal ;Ar a Y1dd1sh newspdper, the plutocrats prom;tly redeBH any as-
s1stance. No doubt they understood how threatening Yiddish could be to
the bo]itica] status quo which tﬁey sought to preserve. At a time when
Tchernishevsky was la;guishing in Siberiaq exile and\the gopulist;cham-

pions of Russian ligerature were under attack, it would hérd]y have been

mtmaretoesrmeteaetrere————

Weited by Dubnov, A History of the Jews, v. 5, p. 344.
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“zation slowly dawned, Abramovitch hardly found surcease from his ongoing”
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appropriate for the Jewish haute-bourgeoisie to support a "populigt" 1it-

erary endeavor within its own camp. As the new reaction took root, the
ﬂeade}s of the Mefitse Haskala grew more and more cautio;s. They re-
stricted their efforts to mild political lobbying and the commissioning
of Hebrew translations of non-controversial Russian scientific works.

They saw to their own business, and did everything in their power to keep

AT A e e ey b W Pt s, i G

the Jewish masses in check. The "propagation of Enlightenment" meant that

their “poor brothers” should not find literary (or any other) expressibn,

i

4
g

should not embarrass them or jeopardize their precarious financial securi-
§ \
4

ty. ,

_ By the late 1860s it had therefore been made clear to Abramovitch
/
that he was not dealing with a simple conflict of well-meaning Reason vs.

i11-willed Obscurantism. Throughout al1l of Russia and Galicia the Haskala

was showing itself to be rank with timidity and bourgeois self-interest.

Abramovitch didn't need to read Marx to perceive the class basis which un- &

derlay much of the ideology of Enlightenment. But even as this new reali-

struggle with thg old Jewish world. The contradictions of Russian economy

T s, . . N s i
%m%“%wEWW&%a%%ﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁﬁ%mw%ﬁw@gﬁﬁ%&

and politics had produced a whirlpool of opposing histﬁrica] forces, and
Abramovitch was sucked into the fray. Yet it was precisely out of such
contradictions énd diversity that he yould apply his intuitive dialectical
genius and open a new phase of Yiddishtliterature.-

Abramovitch settled in the Tate 1860s in Berdichev, a large city in
the Ukraine we]i known as4a bastion of‘Hasidism and traditlion against a
toehold’ of thehHaskala. g::éhrding tg an 1861 census, the city haé a Jew-
ish ﬁopulation of 46,683, fully 80 percent of the total, makingxft the

5
2}
7
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secoﬁd 1argest dewish center in Russia.]2 Since the liberation of the i

serfs and the decline of the Polish nobility in 1863, the feudal economy )

of the city has been in great disorder. Poverty and indigence were ram-

pant among a population consisting largely of unemployed middliemen and

\

semi-skilled artisans working in tiny shop; of primitive secondary pro- \ ¥

‘ duction. Against this backdrop of economic/decay, the wea}thy communal | g
leaders clung ever more desperately to ﬂ weak;ning structure of tradi- ,/,) %‘

\‘ | tional religious authority. Thus when Abramovitch entered the city witﬁ_/ %
§ his reputation as a mask{l already well Eﬁown, he was met with widespread 5
: .opposition andﬁpersecution. He was unable to find gainful empldyment as a é
/ teacher, and was forced to support himself and his family solely by his %
writing: a tenuous livelihood at best. | i g

The Tonger Abramovitch remaine?/in Berdichev, the more acutely aware

AR e

‘ he became of the poverty.of its citizens and the ineffectuality of tradi-

s

tional communal institutioﬁswin responding to their needs. As was the
case in many cities of the Pé]e at the time, the communal administration
of Berdichev was demoralized and cérrupt. The old Kahal (communal coun-
cil) which once oversaw a vibrant, "autonomous" Jewish government, had
been weakened by the official abolition of Jewish communal autonomy in

A
1844 and the subsegquent horror of cantonist conscription. The "old"

bgyrgeoisie, the rich of the city, were fighting an uphill battle for the
preservation of their wealth and station amid pervasive economic chaos,
and they did not hesitate to manipulate the machinery of comffunal adminis-

tration as a tool for their private.gain. Funds raised through oingatory

( / ' ]Z"Berdicheé," Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 4, pp. 589-591.
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communal taxes on kosher meat, candles, burial and other essentials were

chaneled into private coffers, precisely at a time when traditional com-

T s

munal services (such as free loans, poor houses, nominal medical care,.old

o oa 2 iR

age homes and orphanages) were needed more than ever by an increasingly

R

indigent population. The rich got richer, or at least struggled to hold
their owni‘whi]e the poor suffered from disease and malnutrition.
Berdichev sat in a sort of no man's land between feudal and capitalist

economy, with the rich squeezing the last drops from a rotten systemand

&
- gt v P
§ e TR s T
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the displaced poor suffering indignity upon indignity, with no new indus-

r/f

try or economic system yet prepared to absorb them.

Abramovitch could not remain silent in the face of the intense human

suffering which festered all around him. As he had shown in Dos 3
vintshfinger{, his Enlightenment ideology derived from concern with the ?

e

society at large, not with individual class interest. He was genuinely

committed to a better world-for his poor fellow Jews, and was ready to L

n

come to their aid in a time of such overwhelming need, regardless of the

& .
. consequences. A contemporary report tells of a public meeting ip Berdichev
& . i

in 1865 or 1866, at which Abramovitch was present. The report, pub]jshed : )

NIRRT TN S A 2 e o e e e

in Hamelits, calls the meeting a "scandal," because Abramovitch "failed to

guard his words."  He attacked the rich of the city for their corruption,
H

%
‘speaking with such ardor that he )

PN

incensed the city's Hasidic majority, . . . and even among the en-

Tightened minority all were not with him.13 5

Abramovitch had inadvertently entered upon a two sided sirugg1e. HeL

knew the common people at first hand, was committed to their welfare,

. —_— :
. ]3Yosef Yehuda Lerner in Hamelits, 1866, no. 39. Cited "My Weinreich,
"Mendeles onheyb," R{ 351.
N
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moved by their suffering and prepared to do all igﬁhis power to help. To-
.ward that end, he had previously contravened the literary aesthetic of the
Haskala.by writing in Yiddish. Now he was moving toward a more material-
ist understanding of the predicament, and would be willing to contravene
the Haskala's social theory as well. He was up against his fellow
maskilim as much as.against tﬁe hostile hasidim of Berdichev, and was
compe]lgd to speak to both. D{ takse was his res;onse. On the surface,
the play would be an expose of the corruption of the communal officials~pf
Bérdichev, who ruth]essiy exp]oi}ed the poor Jews.n But at a time of such

momentous historical upheaval and personal transition, Di takse could not

help but convey Abramovitch's own story as well.
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2. Mendele's Introduction: Settihg the Dialectical Stage

s

. ¥
Di_takse differed frqm its predecessor; in many respects: Tlanguage,
imagery, style, characterization and of course implicit social theory.
But its first and most obvious point of departure was that of literary

genre: Dos kleyne mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl are stories, Di takse

is a play. The use of dramatic form signaled two intriguing possibilities.

On the one hand, it tied in with indigenous popular artistic expression.

Though no formal Yiddish theatre yet existed in Russié, wandering minstrel ]

tréupes-such as the accomplished. Broder Zinge} ("Singers of Brody") had
begun to wend their way through thg Jewish towns of éh]icia and Russia,
performing rhyming tales of fami1ia? joys énd sorrows.]f Though Abramo-
vitch's p]ay more closely resemb]edrYidE?sh Haskala EntéceQents such as
Wolfson and Euchels, Israel Axenfeld and Shloﬁme Etinger, it nonetheless
drew. on popu1arlassoc1ations, and could be convincingly presented as the

work of poor Jews of G]stk (Berdichev). Moreover, dramatic form allowed °

, for greater flexibility of narrative structure. The Glupsk Jews were the

play's purpon;ed authors; they were uneducated and inarticu]até, and it
wpuld have beeﬁ inconsistent forP-them to assume the function of omniscient
narration. A spoken Yiddish vernacular was ébpropriate to the dialogue of
a play, not to narration or lxric description. In short, Di takse's .
dramatic form makes it literarily possible for the people to do the talk-
ing. .

&Vﬁ Y
A

]4On Yiddish theatre in Russia in the 1860s see A. Gurshteyr, "Der
yidisherteater 'in di 60-er yorn funem -XIX yorhundert," Mendele un Zzayn

tsayt, pp. 179-220.

t
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lThe message imparted by the form is cohfirmed‘iﬁ-the play's intro-
+ duction, a narrative frame presented by Reb Menéele. Mendeley the liter-
ary persona of Abramovitch, promptly sets up a narrative maze of his own.
ﬁe tells us that the play'was written by poor ngs of Glupsk, and came
into his hands quite inadvertently. ‘He was minding his own business one
day when a large package arrived. Always concerned with making a-living,

i

he assumed that the package contained “talesim, yarmelkes" or other ritual

merchandise. When he opened it, however, he was surpr1sed to find a p11e'
offdigpeve]ed papers, accomp§g1ed by d letter. “The letter, which Mendele
proceeds to share with us, is a desperate plea by a group of poor men of N
"Glupsk. ' They tell Mendele that they are hungry and sick, oppressed almost
to death by a corrupt communal administratiqn, a "band Qf 'do-goodgrs'

¥ [baley-toyves] who have thrown their favors upon the unfortunate city and
15

are leadjng people around by the nose." The people have tried every
possible recourse fit redress, from‘p]eadina“teipetitions, but all to no
avail:

wy L™ JPIYT " TnOYN K DIGN DRB IRD N
’ Se DI JRIgN

v

But do you think the world listens to us? They're r1ch, they're

gevirim [. . .] .
. They exploit us, suck our blood, and
, T LTy 1y{/)~x J9™R JPR IHS TTIIR JANRIING
¢ then bury us ten cubits in the ground.]6 -
The poqr are despondent and powerless, and have no place left to \
v ' ;urn. They 've wriiten a play t tell their storykihut are too afraid of
o™ ‘ >

15

Di takse, p. 3. 17

Ibid. 4 loc cit.
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personal retribution to publish it themselves. And so they turn to one
person whom they can trust--Mendele, the ijtinerant bookpeddler:

PPYRET 7 IPIYTER FOOp PR Nt w3 jvem oo
BYOT DRW 23 VTIXOR TR OIUR JIAIPICRIARD IR L. .00P0
JIR n Y0 PSR JPNP 19'DR O JPIPP A0 ,ADR ¥R KT

NXD R DID ﬁyby1Jyn‘w ,I™R jhpr o L.l] L0
AUYD YT By BPINT IR

We've still gotta find some way to get our story published. . . - We
assure you that-everything which is written here is true--that we'd
swear to in our prayer shawls and solemn white shrouds. [. . .] We be-
seech you, Reb Mendele, do a mitsve, a good deed,‘ang bring our. story
to print.17 _

Mendele is suddenly thrust into a very di fferent role than we‘pave
seen him in previously. Until now he was just a simp]e'bookpedd1e;; a Jew
trying to make a living 1ike all others. He was After a fast ruble, and
‘claimed no other commitment to the material he published. Now he is
clearly asked to take a stand. There is no mongy to be made from the pub-
1ica;ion of Di takse. It débict% a fierce S{Yugg1e, and Mendele knows he

*will make many enemies by getting involved. %gt by{the same token geople
are hungry, they are counfing on him for help, and é} cannot bear to re-

main silent. Assuming great peﬁgonal expense and §acrifice, Mendele
agrees to ig}% and publish the work:

OXIPARA TOD BYT Y OYN ,DB¥A DTY JIN PIRT PR

~199Py® FPIET 41 JPrITINEY [BURAYL 70 JIR

1P QY3 ,°nD "D pyNpoxRTya b V) ARA IR .aegn PInT
19PN Y™ % DEn ACINTYT BPIPYL D) AW JIN Yyl 1
J2g5‘R TR Ao T LJ™F 11172 PIWDE 10 ACIR &

OYT J1D BONIWMPIDSIR BT NDX RSBNA TR NN

LJPUPA TR DY DRN NI BIPA L,1TI™ WY 8Ign L ByD

ke
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I thank God and sing His praises, for he has granted me courage and
helped me to bring this wonderously moving story to print. I have
spared neither exertion nor money, and have not been dissuaded by the
fact that many will be very angry with me. The story is, I swear on
my life, true. I didn't make up a single word of it. So just listen,
my fellow Jews, just listen to what has happened.18 “

In Dos kleyne mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl Mendele went to great

lengths to assure the reader of his non-partisan relation to the material

el —

he published. Why does he now feel free to make his own identif{‘ation
clear? - No doubt Ab;amovitch felt personally besieged'in Berdiéhej]and
wrote the play in a surge of enormous passion. He may have been carried
away by the urgency of the moment and Tost artistic control over his per-
sond. Indeed, in subsequent works Mendele returns, at least for a time, ~

! o
to a position of greater detachment toward his subjects.]9

It is also
possible, however, that Abramovitch felt more confident about the authen- -
ticity of his persona. Mendele is arelady a familiar ]igerary figure, his
folksiness well attesiéal In earlier works he talked so much about "mak-

ing a buck" in order to eéphasize his identif¥cation with the value system

of his readers. Now he feels that his reputatien and acceptance are se-

; cure, and so can jump right ihto the story, séipping the more patronizing
overtures. Moreover, his literary languagedhas been greatly refined: ”
Mendele's speech serves in and of i;ge]f(to affirm his fo]ng[igins. For -
example, in Di takse's opening“éaragraph (immediately preceding the pass-

,age cited above), Mendele steps forth and announces his undisguised sup-

* port for the people in their struggle against the communal officials.

-

~

/ 18p; takse, p. 3. .

1910 his next fes works (Di kliatshe, 1873; Masoes Benyomin Hash-
1ishi, 1878), Mendele restricts himself to narrow frame introductions and
offers only ironic\allusion to his own opinion of his subjects. ® In later

4
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Even as he does so, his language and cultural references somehow mitiggt'éM

iV

the raddcal tenor of his position:

31p PYPIIPN DARY  .OIDD 3D PYYTIPD 0N ‘ \
" POTIN1 ) DRURI BT DEB KITZ IPT ¥R BRTIPL D090
L7018 9 % [eee] L1270 9D 9"t ,0°'B)
T IIR NMIDIPDAYIYIN TD N ,oy:ynol
DEA DEM L, JPNEI PRH JTE TR BACI9Y1  .pDBI S bub g
TIIIR DYA JIR DIOIX POX JID DOTNPADCIR I I
B LPYPLDYP R B D ,POPRD R 0D DASHP LYY
s ,8"% 0Y%1p B D ,0°'R21 BN ,DPOYYL ULYIND :
DD JIR OVIYING ,0%3@Y ,0YVT13 A LDbYliyageuxe |
pesD%1%00 YuB P
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THUS SPAKE MENDELE MOYKHER SFORIM. So says Mendele Moyker Sforim.
Praised be the Creator who has created huge seas, countless rivers,
] the Mountains of Darkness, the deserts, tundras, innumerable

N .. - .
wildernesses and thegreat Jewish City of Glupsk.. Praised by His 3
Beloved Name, Who chose us Jews from among all the nations, and be-
\

\ stowed his favor upon us with a Tax, with a collection box, with wor-
ries, with synagogues trustees, with community council members with
attorneys, with arbitrators, adm1n1strat8r% of justice, lobbyists

and with all sorts of hangers on.

The paragraph continues in the same vein, after which Mendele adds:

¢

LJOSIR TN }°2 g3y by b)Y o
But that's all beside the point. '

Except of course that it's precise#y the point. Mendele has thal-

lenged tﬁe most basic institutions of the traditional Jewish establishment.
Yet he has done so with such a friendly tone and rambling cadence, a first

hand familiarity w?%h God and an easy humor, that rather than alienating
Indeed, the struc-

h‘frﬁ77\§;aders he has reinfarced his comradery with them.

™\ ture bf his social critique seems diregxly inspired by the native folk
works (Fishke der krumer, 18?8; Shloyme Reb Khayms, 1899), however,
Mendele becomes a full fledged character in his own right, freely interact-
ing and openly siding with other characters in the story.

j}!
20p4 takse, p. 3. /
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¢ expressiog%which Abramovitch had encountered on the beggars' wagon. Com-
pare, for example, Mendele's line, "Praised by His Beloved Name, Who chose
us Jews from among #11 the nations, ‘and bestowed his favor upon us with a
Tax . . .," with thé previously cited Yiddish saying, "THOU HAS CHOSEN US

21 His disclaim-

FROM AMdEG THE NATIONS: So why did you pick on us Jews?"
eg#potwithstanding, Mendele's opening lines say exactly what he wants them
to. éy adopting the language patterns of the people he.reinforces his
identification and gains entry into %heir world; his 1ingui§;jé medium is
itself an important part of his message.

.§ti11 another, and perhaps most sidnificant factor is indicated by
MeﬁQe]e's explicit espousal ofqhis cause. As much as hjs ]anguage has
changed, so too have his politics. In earlier works the ihp1icit social
theory was Fhatof’c]assical«En]ightenment. Since the proponents of En-
lightenment were openly complicit with thé reactionary regime, they were

considered heretics and traitors in the eyes of the people. Mendele

‘therefore let his own proponents of Enlightenment (Gutman and the Litvak,

L and their respective protegees Takef and Hershele) s%eak for themselves.

/He offered his‘tacit apprgva], but was careful to keep his distance. If
;§:T§in Di takse, he can overtly identify with the cause of his charac-
ters, it is largely because that causé itself has changed. In his Hebrew

’ essay of 1867 Abramovitch had intimated a definite ideological break from
the classica]‘Ha§ka1a. His goal now is not the s%mple "propagation ¢f
Enlightenment," but rather defense of the péor in their st}ugg]e against

wealthy communal officials. The new struggle, though intrinsically more

2]SGpra, p. 41. ' I
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radical, is nonetheless more acceptable in the eyes of thefpéople. It is
_ not a heretical program imposed on the people from the outside "for their

own good," but rather addresses an immedigte issue which the people them-
selves regar& as important. It champions their own cause, attacks their/
own enemies. Mendele is able to bring his social theory out' into the open
because it now corresponds with that of the people, expressed in their own .
langﬁage and on their terms.

A much broader quéstion, however, is raised by Mendele's overt poli-

T

tical 1den£1f1cat1‘on. [f Mendele now sides directly with the people, then

to whom is he speaking, whom is he trying to convert? If he no longer .

feéls it necessary to prowl about as a "travefer disdwised," hiding his

- own sympathies while s1ipping a dose of alien Enlightenment to the common

" people (wrapped in their own language), then for whose benefit ~is the
Mendele mask now intendeZ? On one level, of course Mendele merely con-
tinues his didactic harangue to the unenlightened . If he isﬁnot ex-
posing the folly and hypoucr1 sy of their re]igioﬁ:?iurantism, then at

5

Teast he is exhorting them to action in the new struggle. But in a broad-

“er sense, Mendele's new found honesty implies that the whole thrust of the
didactic message has now shifted. )fter all,.in 1867 Abramovitch made it
cledr that he did not consider the people solely responsible for their

- +lot, but instéad took cognizance of a broader political .context. That be-

ing so, he now addresses not only the people, but also those who are in a

position to infTuence and improve their condition. He addresses not only
. the Jewish masses but also his fellow maskilim, who until now have re-
mained blind 40 the peo'ble's real struggle. Mendele is no longer, or at

least not only, the persona-designed to speak the maskil's words to the

o

e
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people; the mask has taken on a Janus-er cohfiguration, speaking not

only to the people but for them. If Mendele no longer need rei terate his

concern with "making a 1iving," 1f he no longer need shore up his identi-
fication“with the \Lfalues and life style of the people, it is as much due
to the fact that he agdresses a different audience as it is to the re-
finemgnt of jan‘&ﬂa‘ge or transition of theory per se.  Mendele is-asked by {
the Jews of Glupsk to publish their ‘wn words and carry their sfory to the
world beyond; it is therefore the "outside wor]&" which is designated as
the new audience, and for whom Mendele, that master of ‘dis’guise.,must now
refine r;is 1angua§e 'and reposition his mask. It 1; true, of course, that
Mendele's actual audience may not have changed all that much. He was
writi‘ng in a éupplement to Hamelits and read by maskilim all along. But
until now the maskilim were colleagues with whom Abramovitch shared his
professional ,,t}pf and” techniques;: now- they themselves are being spoken to.
Q , Thus we return to a central questionr: if Abramovitch now directs
the thrust of his writing to his fellow maskﬂ'in!, if he now speaks ideas

less to the people than for them,®then why should he continue to write in

]

Yiddish? As I have already suggested, this dilemma provides a large part -
‘ 6f the play's underlying dramatic tension. The first inkﬁng of resolu- |

tion may already be apparent tn Mendele's introduction. Mendele tells us

that the play has been written by the people themselves. He is obvious'ly’
rr;oved by their predicament. He assures us that the story "is, I swear on

my life, true," since he has seen as much with his own eyes in the course

of his travels. Yet Mende’le 1s a. person of wide learning, conversant with

C) ' Hebrew and friendly with many German-speaking maskilim (such as Gutman and

e

the translator of Dos vintshfinger ). If he really wanted to offer the
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N R play to a wider audience, tb br1ng the plight of the Glupsk po&a@fo the

atte@tion of the world, then why would he not prepare or commission:a
@ 1
. ? - : ) Hebrew or German ‘translation of the wérk? The answer, we may infer, re-

| %‘ o - sides in the strength of the original. The play is the wor&:of common ﬂ

' " people; it derives its pbwer precisely from the authentic imagery an’H~

idiom of their native spee¢h. As the Gﬁupsk Jews' characterize their voice i
5 » &
. in their cover letter to MendeJe;
i { X 870 173 WPTTIIR OJON IR Jon BOYr IR IR
! SO0 R JID LN9XIPT PIPORIAPY TO R J1D PR TV
i I 2 U™Y popIg JID 1P X, ¥R DRT- LI gIHpvimn
{, . g JID JIR LNIORYD=OpP2 VB L@ IPDPIAPINE BOY) J1D
' R ‘ J1D 9P X TR DY L-~] . JUBIYD PIpARYEIPT
. ' IR DT JP0 BRU LIPIICP JIR IPATR PUDNIRD
> , T "4 K DXPIRAINK JIR OPPIND TPRYI [PIND .
T * ,PIPIRRPIYT To R J1D D1p B PR DRI ,0PRNID
! oY 997 yn 3 uwyn ,IPTINP JUST™ FRLYIRBIRD , .
; . [0'0] 5" e
/ Please be aware that Ffom qur letter there cries out to you a voice °
, of many broken hearts, of many unfortunate Jews. This'is a voice of
1& ] - poor people in dire need, of artisans and of downtrodden men. [. . ]
L : . This is a voice of wretchedowomen and children, whose husbands,
o) nebekh, have been sent off and locked up in prison. This is a voice
2 ‘ of disheartened, homeless Jeyish”chi dren. Listen, Reb Mendele, 1is-
{ ‘ ten to this voice. [. \a. y ) v

b ‘.
s ' L © Yiddish and Yiddish alone expresses the voice of the poor. The lan-

‘guage tﬁe?efore assumes a differént functign, a different "aesthetic" than

G

it hhs‘previous1y It is no longer employed as a'‘necessary evil," a

‘/
- 4 1] o <
\

ut111tgr1an concession to readers woo understgnd no other tongue. To the

gL o contrary, Abramovitch wants to brfng the message of G]upsk to the world,
/ f '
, . and fle considers Yiddish the most effective med1i um for Ys) %e1ghty a task.
, . Only thrdugh Y1dd1sh (of 1I;er, a Yiddishized Hebrew) can one accurate!}ﬁi
| o4
’ ,portray the world of the cofmon Jews as they themselves live and see it.
: . f 4
. - / i
1 (i) o . 22D takse, pp. 4-5' / LT
. N 2l
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s ] of . / ot
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The merit of Abramovitch's new aesthetic will be born gﬁt in the play it-
self, as well as by all his subsequent Yiddish wri¥1ngs. For now_.he is '
deFermined to giygmthe 1angw§?e_aﬁfair trial. If,be\{s assigninb Yiddish
a new function, he wants to make sure that it will mustertall its latent
power, that it will'weathé;“the trgnsitiop from a Spokén Yefnacular#to an

effective literary language. It is this func?ion which he now turns over

to Mendele ,at the close'of the frame introdiction.
Memdele tells us that the manuscript he receivedwasin a terrible

state, with pages out of order, torn, tattered and Sbattere& with ink

SAyLIY L 1ES0PR I JpuUPL B3 TR TY 163 P
JPI™t DyIgXD 9D ,L,BIH BN LPYYLIRD ™R

IR DA™ L9903 JPINBEPI OV) BIFNAND jPrymYs
sesTPOBPYL POPYLY BOYYBPL WA LNT PHIY WS X

\ *

[I received] a big bupdle of papers, scribbled on all sides. [. . .]
The manuscrpt was not very neatly written. It was spattered in

places with ink, many of. the scenes were mixed up and out of order, in,
a few places some of the pages were missing altogether . . .23

He had no choice but to také‘the 13berty of editing and polishing, rggt]-

’ing the play into presentable form. ° { \ R
" Here, I believe, Abramovitch presents a precise metaphor fo# the
predicament of any author who seeks to mold a lite}ary language out of a

pre-literate or semi-literate vernacular. Until now Yiddish had embodied

B'Iinguis;ic "L" or "Low" function,24 perceived as an imprecise,
23 \ /
) Di_takse, pp. 3, 5. S ommy
! A 1 + -, "
%4“L" and "H" are standard linguistic terms. I first heard them ap-

aplied to Yiddish during a lecture by Joshua Fishman on the Tchernowitz

Language Conference. McGill University, March 7, 1979.
v - ' |

Erse
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grammatically and syntactically disordered spoken lpngﬁage, full of "ink

; spots” hiding essential words and concepts. Rather than dismissing the

@ L

A$ g b
language, or the manuscript, ds unredeemable, Abramovitcﬁ'sets Mendele to

-

the task of refashioning the “L" into a new "H," a "High" or literary
« - } = %
function. The task was by no means easy, as Mendele informs us:
. § 7 ¢
JIRTIPYADSTIN JASIR T 213§ TSP R DY YYOm .
RN TR LOOUDOPADIITY 1ICTIXON Axad TR YR
5 “ =3TR O PNIPBIY ] OR JHORTITK BIPPPI B3 VD ?
i _ 3O YR DYN 0PI JID IPRIPN e R PITD @D
\ sesMIP DI PIT™N HYMIX DIPHPL JPEIPA .

To make a long story short, my eyes had practically fallen out of my
head before I had gotten everyting whooped into shape. [ couldn't

~¢ resist sticking in my own two cents worth every now and again, based
on what I had seen and heard in the course of my travels.25

RPN S 4 SATBNRE A b

-
—~—

. : “‘Mendelg allows himself generous editorial license, dropping and add-
¥ . '
ing scenes, polishing the language and adding a table of personae

dramatis at the play's start. We can assume that these editorial tasks

‘ constitute the "two cents worth" (“"mayne a por verter") which Mendele can-

R IR R v e -wy
.

not resist interjecting, based on the experiences -of his travels, i.e.,

rd

>
e
THY o

1iteraryﬂgonventibns and devices which Abramovitch is “bringnng back home"
after his own "trgye]s" as a reader of foreign literaturesy Thus Di takse
stands se]f-c&hscioﬁS]y&as an experimenta] work, where Abramovitch will
ztry to fasﬁion a new Yiddish aesthetic, a literary "H" out of an inarticu-
late "L." It is the work's genius, as we shal]ﬂpresently observe, tpgt
J the Tinguistic experipent is intimately bound to the play's story 1i;e.and

. dramatic structure. Mendele meanwhile is unable to conceal his pride in

what he perceives to be an artistic success; he constantly intrudes him-

(ﬁ) ) self in the text through egs\andtory footnotes, ostensibly to set straight

2501 takse, p. 5. S "
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_audience of the play includes not only untutored dews who speak only Yid-

- But the more perceptive reader will ask, "Abramovitch sure has gone through

. task; it is time for the play to begin.

e ooy v - e .

E ® »
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» . . /
theyplay's crooked chronology and corroborate its facts, but more to the

point to remind us of his constant presence, taking credit for his commen-
surate skill in fashioning a viable "ﬁ" out of the torn and tattered "L"

wi%h'which he began. . .

3 e

* k Kk K kK
A

Thus at the end of Mendele's frame introduction we knpw of two im-

portant changes: The social struggle which necessitates the literary work \

is no longer that of simple Reason vs. Obscurantism, but is now a material
stguggle‘EexﬂegQ‘rich and poor. And seFondly, the primary designated | .
£
dish, but also fellow maskilim? That Abramovitch gives us this information
in the opening frame implies that the realsdramatic development of %he .
b]ay will lie elsewhere, perhaps synthesizing the two. Tﬁzamaskj1 who has

read thus far will marvel, "Whew, Abrafmovitch has gone/through bjg changes.

I worider how he got there?" and the play will be able to relate that story.

big changes. But how can he continue to write in Yiddish now that he h%f

%ransgended his original didactic function of speaking to the masses?

[}
That is the paradox which Abramovitch himself must face, and which will

constitute the final, underlying dramatic line of Di takse. The dialecti-
cal stage has been set between a materialist social theory which addres ses

the outside world and a Yiddish voice which seems inappropriate to the

r
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3. Rich and Pgef Y

.. '

Di takse s structured in five acts of four, five, n%ne, six and nine
scenes respectively. The act?gh‘spans si;teen years, from IBS%y(the ascen-
sion of Alexander 1I) toaJB}O (the present, more or Tess), and focuses on
the adminf%trafion of the gommunal Meat Tax in Glupsk. Amid great plati-
‘tuges of "public service,"lthe rich have conspired to estab]ish a monopoly
'zyer communalﬁgovernance. As the years go by the rich get,ﬁ%re and more
k%reedyu "The main thing," the self righteous Reb Itsik Volf Spédik tells
us as he pores over an open Talmud in the first séﬁne, “oneAmust have

26

money. One must have money, money, money.“ The rich "do-gooders" heart-

\

lessly raise the Tax time and time again, driving many poor Jews to desti-
tution and then embezzling the collected fun;s into Eﬁeir own coffers.
Any hints of pub1ic opposgtion are met with by extortion, bribery, reli-
:gious denunéiat{:ﬁ and, as the\p1ay progresses, oufrighi violence.

The salient feature of the play is the division of Glupsk into two
sharply defined and mutually ‘hostile camps: the rich.and the poor. "Who

. & : ‘
is the city?," one of the wealthy communal officials asks, "us or the pau-
27

3

pers, the artisans?" The lines are drawn by crude stereotypes: the richu
.are hypocritically pious, deviods and above all g}eeﬂxi while the poor o
(ostensibly the authors of the play) a}e lndigent ?ut good-hearted. The
rich cut e;ch other's throats; the poor share”a mutual supporé and camara-
derie which cou]d”givaf any peasant commyne of contemporary Russian Popu-

Tist literqture.

L]

. 2655 takse, p. 7. 2T 1hid. , p- 41 .
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By drawing such sharp lines betweep rich and poor Abramovitch an-
nounces an important departure from the social theory advanced in earlier

works. In Dos kleyne mentshele he attacked the Y1ittle men" who live off

the wealth of the gggfg, the "legitimate" rich man. "The gevir," we were

128

- assured, "has money and is still a fine person.' Now no such distinc-

/iions are made. A1l rich are lumped together, as we have seen in the in-
troﬂuctory letter:

veoDYNIL JPITYT M LTV JPITYT MY

They are rich, they are gevirim . .29

A1l poor are similarly lumped and labeled; they are cﬁaracterized as hard

[

working or unemployed artisans, "cobblers, tailors, carpenters” and the

Tike. . Ty

3

It wou1d be anachronistic to suggest that Abramovitch was.depicting .
a cliss struggle in the str1ct Marxist sense; Marxist categories were not
widely accepted in Russ1a q2;§1 their introduction by Plekhanov twenty-
five years later. . If anyfzing, Abramovitch reflects the inf1 of b
"Russian Populism, the idealization of the paor predominant -in contémporary
works by Tchernishevsky, J#rgenev, Tolstoy and others. If Rqssian writers
could sing the praise§ of‘the peasant commune, then A%yamovitch could
turn to his own poor; it was only incidental that the Jewish poor were ofj

ten urban workers who happened to fit the Marxist crlterion of~"prole-
% .

urum'mmmmﬁomao « . A

291 takse, p. 3; supra; p. 161. -

3°It was only after the failure of peasant fopulism in the 1870s
and 'B0s that Russian (and most Jewish) intellectuals began to turn the1r

. attention to the urban poor, thus opening the way for the acceptance of *
Marxist ideology in Russia. . Since Jews comprised a disproportionate per-
centage of this urban “proletariat,“ they quickly beclme a prime focus of
Social-Democratic agitation. Jews played a leading role in Jewfsh and -
non-Jewish Marxist parties through the 1917 Revolution and beyond. i

4
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years of the Jewishrsocialist movement, Ab. Menes cites many exampies
b

170

As for the po]ar;zation of rich\and poor which Abramovitch portrays,
this was wholly consistent with historical fact. We have already noted
the perv§§ive economic upheaval of the 1860s. Though Jewish rich and
poor genera]]y‘yére not engaged in a djryct employer-employee relation-
ship, they weretin daily contact in the synagogues and oﬁ*tﬁé“sfreets,

and their lifestyles came to contrast more and more sharply. Add to . .3

this the fact that the rich had pretty well monopolized the institutions .

of communal administration, were gqften corrupt and at the very least
|

were unwilling or unable to meet the needs of unprecedented numbers of

poor who were accustomed to turning to the community for suppo%qg ani‘ e

& L

the situation appears explosive iﬁdéid. In his historylof the early

« i

of open revolt by poor Jews against communal g?ficfals, and sees in this

a direct precursor of the full fledged class struggle’which was to erupt

31 #s

. .
three decades later. The rise of Hasidism among poor Jews then provided

& 2 Co
a focal p%fnt.for communal revo]t.f2 Mahler indicates that tax resistancE

was so widespread among Hasidié populations in Galicia that areas without ‘
§

B

g, : . .
some form of resistance could.-be assumed to be non-Hasidic areas. In

one well known case, the so]idﬁrity qf Hasidim in' Lpmberg in 1830

>
#

3]Menes, “Di yidishe arbeter-bavegung in Rusland fun onheyb 70er
bizn- sof 90er yorn," Historishe shriftn, III, esp. pp.‘1-8. After the
Holpcaust Menes began to romanticize a lost world; he reversed his position
of the present essay and ddpicted the shtetl as a place of great harmony
between rich and poor. See "The Jewish Socialist Movement in Russia
and Poland," The Jewish People Past and Présent, II (NY: CYCO, 1948},
pp. 355-368. .

-

32Nei nryb,v The Jews of Poland, pp. 284-294, mentiong sporadic popu-
*lar uprisings against corrupt communal officials since the 1770s. Supra,
p. 18. '
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actually prevailed over a special government-sponsored Rabbinic c’onmi s-
sion and resulted in a reduction in ta\xes.33

Both the ric‘h af?d poor in Di takse are more than compositg stereo-
types, wifﬁ only sué)erficia] c{jiferentiati on of ind'ividua'l) cha%{;ters.
The story line is clearly dominated by the rich. Act One goes back sii—
teen years and describes the self-serving "sacrifice" with which the
rich assumed control of the Tax. Act¥wo tells ip further detail of
the growing greed of the do-gooders, as they manage to channel more and
more public money into thei r'“:wn E)ockets at the expense of the poor.
Act Three is entitled "Acts of Rebellion," but inreality offers only
one scene to the rebels and spends the rest of the time recounting the
perfidy of the rich in suppressing opposition. It is not until Act Four
that the play's action is brought to the present and active dramatic
struggle begins. In the Fifth and final Act the conf‘liét of rich and
poor climaxes in direct confrontation. —

wﬂy is so much of the play's gttention given over to the rich?
This 1is sure/]’x not intended to 1mpa'rt depth, or understanding to the in%%-
Each rich man is a self-contained stereotype, whose

Reb Itsik Volf Spodik ¢

vidual charfcters.
disposition is fully predetermined by his name:
("Fur Hat," a traditional garment of piet_y worn by rabbis and scholars),
the self-righteous hyéocr'ite, Moyshe Bal Takhlis, the master of "pra::tica]
details"; Arn Knekhtbarg ("S]ave Mountain"), the perennial lackey of

the other'ss No attempt is made to ‘understand or curry sympathy for the
rich. The \text intends no more than to expose hypocrisy and iJ1 will:

since the purported authors are poor, then it is obviqqsly the rich who

33yantep, Der kamf tsvishn haskole un khasides in Galitsie,
”pp- 3]"'32- v . )
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are under attack. But a certain amount of the disproportionate portrayal

may also be attributable to the literary }anguage itself. Abramovifth
had honed Yiddish to a fine edge, but it was still most effectively em-
ployed for satire. “The sharpest, and funniest, language of the play

comes as blatant. hypocrisy and self-deception in the mouths of the rich.

e

As Miron points out, Abramovitch is bound to an "aesthetic of ugliness"s,
hg sti 11'perceives Yiddish as an "ugly" fanguage which, though enormously
Thus in a dia-

]
metrical conflict between hypocritical rich and suffering poor, the lan-

/=

. ‘
guage can't help but impart the brunt of attack, apd' hence the bulk of }
/

the dialogue, toethe rich. o Y

' But 1f an-'aesthetic of ugliness" still prevailed in Di takse, / )
it was itself an object of transforination.‘ Meyefr:@ner points out that \\
1atef%1 1869, immediately after\ the pub]iéation of Di takse, Abramovitch ,\\

issued the first editign of Fishke der krumee, in wh1}ch emphasis shified

from attack on the rich to s&mpathetfc portrayal. of the poor.34 As we

have suggested, the evolution of this aesthetic  itself constitutes the

real dramatic crux of Di takse. This is best evidenced bg( 'ihe poor wha, .

{n coﬁtrast to the rich, are afforded only a fraction of the p'lay's dja-

~

\1bgue They do not even appear until the Third Act, where they are pre-

sented as good, simple folks bound in silent camgrader‘! e by a common
L]
poverty and suffering, yet unab1e to muster the unity or voice with which-
I

to defend themselves. The poor actually speak im only eight of the

4

play’s thirty-three scenes,'énd in each case this is done with great

}
34Viner, Tsu der geshi khte fun der gfdisher literaﬁgr in 19-tn
yorhundert, v. : s PP. .
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hesitation and difficulty. For.example, a typical stage direction, given

parenthﬁéti cally before a poor man speaks, reads: ¢

(+%1p P 1Igt sy & B0 ,APIDT B D PIRKPY),
)35

!

(with great humility, with a trembhgg voice. \
If the dramat1c development of the rich traces their growing greed

and connivance, then the dramatic development of the poor depicts their

»

ohgoing but futile attempt to find an effective voice of self-expression.
At one point, the "piious" Spodik deprecates the poor as

LOYXIRA=0P JIR POOIC LIP1™I0 ,MIROD" 992 [.ea ] o

LN1SIPD Pl NP DY 19BN w:yp pNn N

(. ..] artlﬂ“ﬁ?\*‘ﬁtaﬂors cobblers and illiterates, who don't evq?p
know a single line of the Hebrew commentaries.3

The poor are uneducated. They have no functional knowledge of Hebrew‘(
Whatever expression they do find mudt therefore come in Yiddish.

But here Abramovitch steps beyond P:1s earlier tactical recommenda-
tions, for we see that the use of&Yiddishl, in and of qitself, is‘ not suffi-
c1'ent.:~ Even in their native language the poor reffiain inarticulate,
trem[ﬁing ands groping for w&oras. The rich ;ri ew the inarticulateness
of the poor‘as their own gr‘eates.t weapo;l;, asﬁ 1on;; as the people ar;
unable to speak, they are unable to oFg$ze and opi)ose the crooked admin-

' \ .
istration of the Tax. As Nosn S’gi fres, a parthu'Iar]y despicable communal
functionary, boasts to the gevir and his crony:

S0, Lyn ,yﬁ ,]1* N‘Hy""t! "r m }a~ oagn pn Y
JYDY3 Nt L 1Y0NP ST W TR) JyItt tr L )PP e,
L SIPYPYIP WA TY BORT JPEIT JYPIY RAN1aID YT
"y jprYmIX ,DINRR YT o Dsajlm XD ® %) niap

sJB™T POR K
/ [}

36

< 5p1 takse, *p. 62. Ibid., p. 67.
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L]

Who listens to Jews when f:hey cry out?
They're just like mosquitoes.

I know my Jews, ha ha ha..
They get together and start buzzing

. about, buzzing something terrible.

But all you've gotta do is flick

your hand and they scatter in all di nect‘ions 37

Here the conflict of mch "and poor reaches its bottom line: the poor
arg. oppressed because tpey Tack the self-expression with which to defend
themselves. Until they are able to speak--or find, S spbkesperson to

speak for them--the dramatic conflict set up-between rich and poor can '

Thus tﬁ\e p]ay turns back to the underlying question of voice. If

the people canndt speak themselves, and 1f hbera‘& on depends on ar\hcu-

lation, then someone must do the talking for, them. The stage fuﬂy set

as the spotlight shifts tc: one Shloyme Veker ("S;Im\on Awakener"), a
séni:autobiographicﬂ German maskil living in Glupsk who inadvertently
finds himself smack in the middle of the conflict between rich and poor.
~ Veker, the only qu bodiegi character in the play, 11§Tprjtagomst who
wanders in and out of the action sgrveymg the oppesi ng ranks of two-

’

dimensional rich and poor. As the "man in the middTe," the literary -
projection of Abramovitch, he alone will be able to intervene in»the‘

vocative stalemate, finding resolution for both Glupsk and himself.
‘ t )

3&
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4, Shléyme Veker: The Transfonnation)of Voice ‘.

Shloyme Veker is the protagonist of Di takse. In each of

Abramovitch's previous works a single protagonist has served as the dra-

~matic focus, the character in whom broad social and intellectual currents

can converge and, through dramatic tension, effect personal transforma-

tion. ’Itsik Avrom Takef of Dos kleyne meﬂ%§hé1e was buffeted between

the oppressive chi]drearingéhnd parasitic economy of the old wor]d and
the kindness of the maskil Gutman, finally f1nd1ng resolution on his
deathbed by, accept1ng the truth of ReQ§on and renouncing the exploTtative Y

economic role which made him rich. Likewise Hershele of Dos vintshfingerl 4

sets off in search of per;ongl fortune,>movin§ from the superstitious
magic of the olq\study houSé to fhe "real magic," the power of Science
and rational thought’ imparted to him by the Litvgk. Each story ends
JUSt at the point where the protagon1st comes to accept the message of

Enlightenment preached by the maskil: 1I1tsik Avrom dies, and Hershele

settles abroad. In both these stories the\mask11 was only
a single-faceted character who ﬁ?esentéZche "ideal" toward
protagonist would grow. The maskil underwent no’ growth or ransforma-

tion of his own. Tﬁbuah Abramovitch did make occasional a lusions to

the tactical inefficacy of his maskilim (particularly Gutman)\ that cri-
tique remainéaﬁﬁbre a part of the "Story About a Story" than the_"Story
Itse]f " He was writing propaganda for common qews, and was unwi]]ing,

except in a tangential manner , to use Yiddish to discuss his personal '
F] . %«c

- 'prggiiament as g maskil in Russfa. : S
I

In Di_takse, however;4he desi ated audience has chan ed.
Ip O e, hovsvr ere destn ;
Abr ovf%ch now addresses his fellow maskilim. It is therefore only




176

appropriate that he.picks up where he left off in Dos vintshfingerl, re-

counting the stc},;'y of the maskil himself. Unlike Itsik Avrom and
Hershele, Shloyme Veker begins the play already "converted" to ‘the dogma
of Enlightemment; his dramatic -course must therefore carry him through
a\y_g)ry different odyssey of personal growth, exposing him to widening
social and intellectual horizony and, ultimately, telling the :author's
own story. We recall that Abramovitch broke from the classical Haskala
/'ln two separate étagei; first by ¥hanging his voice from Hebrew to Yid-
dish, and then by changing his social theory from bourgeois Enﬁght}émlent
to populist materialism. Veker too must pass through each’successive ‘
stage of transfonnation, in order to con\r‘éy Abramovitch's story and open

the way to a broader synthesis.

¢ e

Veker's fi rst tranéfovmation, that of voice, cames in the First
Act. The time is the I}late 1850s, a few years after the start of the
play's action. Veker sits in a comfortable amchair ip%he well-
ap{po?nted home‘of' Reb ”Itsik Volf Spodik, .w;iiting for the latter to return
from one of the interminable religious functions /at whicl'\x *h/e officiates
(for due pecuniary compensation, of course). At this point Velﬁter{ is
the classical maskil: well meaning but naive, unaware of the gfeed and
corruption of Spodik and others in the communal administration. Most,
significatnly, he is still committed to the medium of didactic Hebrew:
as he waits, he leafs through a book of melitse poetry.

While \;eker reads, the doo; suddenly opens and in walks Géﬁalye
Pikholts ("Gedalia Woodpecker"), a fellow maskil who has Jqs_\tl arrived
in Glupsk from Veker's hometown of Tunyadevke ("Droneville”), where he

»

Ia v
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" had been working as a government r'abbi‘38 Veker and Pikholts are close”

friends. They greet each other with warm hugs and kisses. But t's

obvious that there is a grea deal of distance between them: Veker is

I -

soft 'sﬁoken and naive, Pikholts has the hardened tone of smeone»ﬂ{\/

e has "been there and back“ and knows better. Veker innocenﬂ/ i nqui res
about the state of affairs in Tunyadevke poking fun at the Tocal "Litt{

i d

Men." ‘Thus he demonstrates that his social theory is at exactly the
L same place as Abramovitch's was ten years earlier: he congemns the para- ,Z"

sites, but assdmes that the economic organism itself is fundamentally
[ . 3
sound. < 4

Pikholts for his_part has learned iffemﬂy. He is filled with
; X anger and frustration, and canng‘t r‘estra‘ himself from a passionate

# monologue in which he portrays the real state of affairs in Tunyadevek.
He says that not only are the Little Men, tﬁe "parasites,” at fault,

but that the gevir and the "legitimate" rich are also to blame. None

are engaged in productive enterprises. The rich get richer' throuéh their
. . g v ,: [
crooked administration of communal funds, while the common people go ° \

hungry. ‘ ‘ ‘
Veker 1 s wide-eyed with astonishment at Pikhol ts's/ 12ury. To at-

tack the rich en masse is to admit to a mater1a1) conflict which under--

ﬁ\ms, the maskil's wiie;n of a world divided along the sjmple lines of

Enlightenment and Obscurantism. * Veker s prepared to dismiss it all as .

an isolated phenomenon, until Pikholts lashes baek: o
e . ' 3

381n an attempt to assert greater contml over the Jewish commun- ‘
{ty, the Tsarist regime established its own "enlightened", rabbinical semi-
naries. Graduates, known as rabiners, were sent to vario\&s towns where
they would presunawy effect the ﬁemuation, apd eventuany the as~
simﬂation, of the Jewlsh population. *

> .
W ~ S
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So you think that in Glupsk you've got it any better? I think; on

. my 1ife, not! Just take a lTook--you'll see that in your city, as
4 well as in other Jewish cities, the poor, nebekh, 1i§ buried ten
P cubits in the ground.. Oh, sure, there are all sorts’ of good, pious
g / men, who with protestations of altruism and religiosity set aside

: all their business dealings and devote themselves only to communal
affairs, worrying only about the common good. One of them is an ad-
ministrator of the Tax, one is a pavierene [?], one is’a lessee, one
a trustee, one is a professional-advice giver, one a big shot, one is
the Rabbi's relative, one a member of the gevir's family, one toots
his own horn, one is of aristocratic descent, one is a favored grand-
child, one has a grandmother in Erez Yigroel, one dances at every
wedding, one is a town father, one is an heir apparent, and one is
just a high type Jew.39 ) ]

”n

~ I qﬁote Pikholts at such great length for two reasons. On the

one hand he sets the story line of the play, looking to the corruption

of the sundny"cannuna] officials who live off the community and sink ¢
the poor ever deeper into poverty. On the other hand, his tirade is ,} \
funny. The explicit message here is a critique of the traditional com- '

munal structure. The impliERt message is that Yiddish is the most ;ffec-

tive means of po?traying that structure. What other language can convey ‘E',

b

3ng takse, p. 16.
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such-a rainbow spectrum of communal big jshots? It stands to reason that i
the world of East European Jews is best understood throuéh their own

terms, and in this case Pikholts provides a marvelous catalogue of thosé
terms. we}remember, by contrast, the Gutman and the Litvak spoke a high-

L]

ly Germanized Yiddish, which often times was barely comprehensible. Now

both Pikholts and Veker are given a language of enormous authenticity
and;expressﬁveness. I have sugZested that the underlying dramatic theme
of Di tafse is its justification of Yiddish as a literary language with
which to carry the p[ea of poor Jeﬁs to the world beyond. Thus Pikholts's
moqologue sets thg story line in two ways: It points up the schism of
rich and poor througﬁ the corruption of the communal administration,
and at the same time it points to the vocativé possibilities inherent
in Yiddish. Veker's cha{lenge will be to recognize and synthesize both
dimensions of Pkholts's speech.

Pikholts hiﬁse]f, in the meantime, is unaware of the potential
power of his language. His eloquence merely fol1pws from his anger,

as he continues his attack against the corrupt rich. We have inferred

from Abramovﬁtch's 1867 essay in Hamelits that Jews alone are not re-
sponsibIé for their suffering. Pikholts, reaching a crgdtendo of out-
rage, now spells this out in vivid terms:

COWE LIVAPY L 1IN RN DY /IR POR BTC YD
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937 pava JARA CY LVPXIPT putA jAyn v L,privie
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People are always yelling and complaining about the Jewish masses,
nebekh: they're lazy, they're unhealthy, they're stubborn, they've
got no desire to educate themselves, and all sorts of other offenses.
g Gevalt! I'11 scream back. What are they quilty of? What are they
supposed to do, when they're stuck under such an oppressive adminis-
tration? . . . Jews, I swear to you, are not guilty, they have good
hearts, they have common sense and sensitivity, they understand what's
up, they're obedient and can swallow loads of crap. But of what
use is it if they have no Tuck, if they're just downright misfortu- :
nate, if for years on end they've all been cramped together in one i,
place like sheep, if they've been cut off from other worlds and have
no fresh air to breathe?

LT E A i

1

A person has to eat. He must nourish and sustain his life for as
long as he breathes, for as long as the blood courses within him,
. . People come up with all sorts of ways to keep the soul alive.
Nature is strong, she demands her due, she'll use any means to per-
petuate herself. That's why we have that whole collection of per-
sons [the communal officials] about whom we've just spoken.c. . .
In addition to them there are many hotsy-totsy Jews, whole packs
of professional matchmakers, teachers, God's self-appointed right-
hand-men, and all sorts of other persons of rank. They all want
( | to eat, and they all have a soul which they must keep alive, they
i all have natural human instincts, they all want to live!

B ~-~—-Wg{m¥w§&
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Against Nature [i.e., the Will to Live] protest is of no avail.
st her, advice and witticisms won't help; she is omnipotent! i
t's no good, Shloyme! It's a pity, I swear, upon our poor
Tittle Jews. It's high time that Ehey were allowed to breathe a {
1ittle, to snatch a breath of air.40

N g

Pikholts's speech breaks enormous grotwmd. He postulates a clearfy
defined materialist understanding\‘of the Jewish experience. If Jews

are backward or ‘economicaﬂy parasitic, it is because-they-must adapt :

and survive amid hostile conditions. Survival is the inalterable "law,

-

of Nature"; it is therefore the hostile conditions themselves which must
be attacked and transformed. Pikholts reiterates Abramovitch's essay
of 1867 , maintaining that as lon_cj as governmental disabilities persist’,

as long as Jews are restricted to the narrow, overcrowded social and

RS T e R T = g

. economic borders of the Pale, they cannot be blamed for their 1imi ted
intellectual horizons.
b The broader impTicafibﬁ of Pikholts's materialist analysis is that

simple idealist palliatives are no 1onger viable. Good ideas alone are

not enough to transform social realities; rather, those social realities

must be transformed beforz)Jews can begin to think about good ideas.

Pikholts is led by his materialism to a seemingly irresolvable}paradox.
His role as a maskil was to convey the "good idéas” of Enlightenment.
. Since he now realizes that the people are materially unprepared to listen

to his message; there is no longer any need for him to speak. Pikholts

has arrived at a dggd enii. True to his name, he can "peck away" at the
problem, but is incapable of a radical assault at the root.' And so,
, he confides to Veker with a heavy heart, he g\as resigned his rabbinical
( N ) post in Tunyadevke.

40p4 takse, pp. 17-18.
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Pi kholts‘; words weigh héavy on Vekér. Just as ‘Itsik Avrom and
Hershele underwent long bersona'( odysseys before they couldgunderstand
and accept the explicit messaée impa'rted by Gutman and the Litvak. so
too does Veker need time to assimilate all tha; Pikholts has just teld
him. At first he can't quite l?eHeve his ears. He, asks naively why
the peopl‘e don't rebel. Pikholts answers, in the tone of one instructing
a schoolboy in the ABCs of Jewish history: ‘

IR VIR IR JPITR Y L JARDEPIPT JPAYI j9Iv )
STER ORI JYP MIDIR gYR apmaIn N .x“v—arﬂgn-\
I R AN @ ojIR Tty e
Jews are downtrodden, they think that this is the way thaf things

must be. Who among all the peoples of the world can suffer and
remain silent like Jews?4!

For Pikholts there is no way out of the impasse: Jews are backward
because they‘re hungry; they're hungry because they're oppressed and
exp]oited;’ and they're oppressed and exploited because they remain si-
lent, they have no voice-with wﬁich to fight. "Pikholts sees no possiple
;"esolution; he resigns his rabbinical post and gives up.

Veker, on the other hand, is very confused, but still too naive
to quit. Pikholts has made the bottom line depgndent on language, on
the Jews' silence. If the Jews could only be made to speak they could
rebel, and the impasse would be broken. Veker (and tie reader) seems
‘to_ intuitively understand that which Pikhol\ts does not: that voice is
the key to the entirg social conundrum. A1l the while thth Pi khd]fs
has been speaking, Veker has sat with the m book still in his hands.
Now, at the end of Pikholts's lengthy monologue,- at the ’exact moment .

i
of stalemate, Veker looks down and sees the book. The contradiction
, .

41[)1 taksé,‘p. 19. My emphasis. -
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of material reality and Haskala methodology swirls inside of him, the
pressure builds. Suddenly Veker  jumps to his feet. With uncontrblTaPle
anguish he rips the book! 'What are you doing, Shloyme?" Pikholts asks
‘with’alann. Veker answers, "with a touching voice":
- PND R JRBYX JINRT JIPOLY YIPTTIIR DWN DRI 1D ION
‘DYRIPN M7 Ik .DY1IIT JIOTB T RN J0RT javin nywa
~r L]97%D PIPTT O JPAIRAPIDCIR DNV @H ST jaen joawgt o

,JI89P I L, )98 L, jpa3cr ph¥nygy ovy yo jakm 0 0 7 o
© 313X EEAYTL L 1PAItY 11292 RAAIR-EEEE IR G-I B

T oy WIIIIR LPORD TPTTIIR NYLa NI XYOD ONINY janIv

[POBIYL J2p] PLOR BRI ™0 YT AR LBYPI™? PORD
BO™ TP)  LYITB IPPSI™ IPIT J1DDPIIIVD. TUINR DPIPY
LIPA3%T 1% JIEmYA }JIS1391 by Jpamr 3 L (ugeok bo
<JORT PIPOEINY JPICT PSR JBET IO JYD ...} 9BP X
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I'm doing that which our ancestors did a long time ago, during the
debacle of exile by the rivers of Babylon. On the willows there

the choirsters hung their lyres; ghey had no more desire to sing

or play, they wanted only to lamept, to wail, and to give vent to
their sorrow. Enough of singing, Gedalye! Ehough of writing verses
of melitse, while our people, our poor people, suffers. By the River
GniTapiatke [near Glupsk] I too will rip the strings from the Jewish
lyre. (He rips [the pages of the book] impetuously.) Jews were

not born tosingand play. . . . One must have more serious matters
in mind. Remain here, Gedalye. Together we'll try to do something
here, to accomplish something for our poor Jews. Here, Gedalye,
here is the place to do something, this is the place to act.

Thus does the play reach its first mbment of climax. The maskil
Veker hasibeén transformed, he has rejected the melitse voice of the °
classsical Haskala. Fram here on he is comitted to action, to "more
serious matters," to effecting change and -helping the poor Jews of Glupsk

" in their material struggle. Pikholts listens to his friend's excitement

L 3

4pi takse, p. 20.
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i f with the air of one who knows better. He responds patiently that he ,
.= wants no part of Veker's plans. "You want to work among Jews?" Among

Jews, he explains, you can expect nothing but derisionfand'failure. You

will do no more than engender the hatred of the peop]é you are tfying\\N
to help. The drowning man always %r?es to dronn hiﬁfwould-be rescuer,

« the sick man always resents his'doctor. Pikholts rbiteraté§ a tragic

. dilemma: as“Tong ak.the rich remain in control, tne poor will be huhgry.

+ As long as the poor are hungry they will remain closed to the message

!
of Enlightenment. And as long as they are unedﬁ1ghtened they themselves

will persecute the maskil who'tries to help them:
;'lv BaPs ¥T 1y ,TNa 1~u T R IST “a bbb oY
JI™91 poxha 9T B'n Y n:un 152! ,11*135& AR

Ay

You're m1ss1ng a hair in your beard and the J1g is up, your name
! ' becomes mud. 4

Where does one go from here? Pi}ho]ts seems justified in leaving
the scene of struggle, in opting out of a battle in which he is doomed
to failure. He goes tne way of Itsik Avrom and Hershele, by leaving

the contradictions of Russian Jewish society behind him. But despite

Pikholts's admonitions Veker decides to remain. He is confronted with-

T e Rt

a fundamental paradox, which Ppkho1ts h1mse1f cannot reso]ve But be-
cause he doesn't yet fully understand a11 that P1kholts has tried to

tell him, he is not yet troub]ed by the 1atter's paradox » He is there-
fore w1111ng to apply Pikholts' s teach1ngs to the social reality .of Glupsk.
Just as Takef needed his own 1ife stony before he could fully understand
Gutman, Veker will nead to explore G1upsk before he can understapd the °

(i) social dynamic portrayed by Pikholts. And just as Hershele fused the

<

_4301 takse, p. 21.
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explicit teachings df the Litvak with the fiative voice of Kabtsansk, °

Veker might yet find synthesis between aspects of Pi kholts and aspects

of GTup§k¢ and so find a way out of Pikholts's impasse. ’ ‘ :
If Veker cannot yet understand Pikholts's angry social theory,

he has at least been transformed by his pronouncements regarding voice.

Veker stands up and rips the book 6f meljtse. As he dogs so he indicates

that he may already be a step beyond ‘his mentor. Pikholts had discarded

melitse and assumed that further communication with the people was impos-

* sible. Veker hasn't yet found a new medium, but he does hint enigmatic-

ally at the possibilities. His analogy of the~Béb§1om'an exile is.very
telling, It was in Babylon that the "melitse" of mor:e ancient Hebrew
~ poetry came to an end. Jews were outcast and suffering, and there was
“.no room for Tyrical verse." But even phough'the poets and choirsters
"ripped the strings from - their iyres," they hardly remained silent. They
did turn to “lamenting, w%ﬂing and expressions of sorrow,” -to "more
serious matters.” But in so doing they prod'uced some of the greatest
art that the Jewish world had known. "By the w:v;ters of Babylon we sat
down, and there we wept when we remembered Zion." So too does Veker
pass from one artistic stage to the next. He has rejected f':he melitse of
the classical Haskala and awakened to the social reality in which ,he
Tives. Out of the condition at ﬁand, "by- the»wateré of the'River ¥
Gnilapiatke,"” he too may fashion a new aesthetic',/a new voice to censole,

-

sustain and champion his pedple.




B s

<
e L T

B s ST ‘ e AT U TERAC 0311 5w o s i mm e GO "
5

> . 186

5. Sholoyme Veker: The Transformation of ,Social Theory '
\I .

I have suggested that the course of Veker's persona] transformation
runs almost exact]y paraliel with that of Ah{amovxtch himself. Abramo-
vitch abandoned the mgllggg.of the classical Haskala early in his career
and ‘began writing in Yiddish in 1864, but jt took him at least until 1867
befg;e he underwent the "theoretical" transformation which led him to a
materiaiisp understanding of Jewish experience. Thus is Veker made to

traverse a similar course. In his encounter with Pikholts Veker's "eyes

a0

are opened" and he dramatica]]y rejects the voice of Hebrew me]itse. He
is a good deal slower, however, in catching up with P1kh01ts in terms of
a reaection of cla?sical bourgeois social theory. - As we have seen, when
" the two friends fﬂrst met in Spodik's house, Veker inqu1red after the

kleyne mentshe]ekh, the "Little Men“ of Tunyadevke, thus attacking the

parasites while assuming the economic organism itself to be sound.

(Pikholts did much to dispel this assumption, saying that all Jewish rich

are corrupt, that even the gevir makes his wealth at the expense of the
poor. Veker, however, remains na%ve1y optimistic; he is too much the
enpiricist to accept Pikholts's analysis at face value; he needs to find
out the truth for himself. Thus when he prevails on Pikholts to remain
in Glupsk, he assures his friend that he can secure hinfa rabbinical post

through the offices of Reb Yudele Shtandhaft, the.loecal gevir. Pikholts

»

responds with contempt:
N
BYN INIMT IPT JYN 2T R T TR CHPR YrpoBoaps
T JOUN JmO1 YT )R ooy pouN Ivm L, jbyn o <
WY [eee] JJPIIDIX PN JPPIPE ISp JOAR JIND
JJBINM TX BPN PR TRIPT PaR T VR DY - -
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: ‘ I'T1 be a rabbi here only at such time as the masses want me, when I
oo am appo1nted and win the confidence of all the rich and poor equally.
' [. .-] But»that S st111 a long way off.44

It should be pointed out tﬁqt even Pikholts's militantly vo1ced
social theory is severely e1rcumscr1bed by a Tiberal frame. His ideal is
political‘democracy, a free election in which rich and poor can partici-
pate equa]]y. He as yet has no vision of social or economic dempcracy,

— of a societ}'in which class disctinctions between rich and poor are

. elimin@ied altogether. Yet Pikholts was nohgtheless radical in the con-

text of his\timei eveh the Narodya volya, the most extreme of the anti-

Tsarist terrorist groups of the 1870s, held out constitutional democracy

as its cnief demand. @

4

Veker, for his part, is hardly prepared to accept so seemingly

radical a social theory. He still views the Jewish struggle as’ u]tlmate-‘
1y one of Reason vs. Obscruantism, in whigh the exploitation of the poor
' by the rich is not the cause but rather a serious consequence. Much of

the play must therefore focus on the dea1ings of the rich in order to

convince Veker.differently, i.e., that the material struggle is itself at

core. Veker's transformation of socia] theory is a long process, which

»builds from the point of his "transformation of voice" and does not reach
-its own transformational climax until well into the final Act.

The pivotal factor in Veker's growing social awareness is the

cause-and-effect relation between obscurantism and economic exploitation.
Great effort is made to fau]t ;nelrich for their irrationalism and reli-
gious pretentions. The rich are the defenders of religious observance 4

-) e — A T—— -
(: - -= h 4101 takse’ p' 21‘
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an& fhe old status quo. "Jews mist remain what they are," says the Hag%d
Spodik. The rich constantly, profess a "self-]eés" concern with the reli- -
Agions v1rtue of the community. L‘w
Susp1cion of re1lg1ous hypocrisy was a]ready prevalent 1n the folk

consciousness. We have observed the sort of proverb which Abramov1tch

had 1ikely encountered during his travels with Ayrom der Hinkediker:

! LB JID ypT™n oan ,510 X IPHBIPI byn .
‘ ! The closer to the synagogue, the farther from God-"45 '
f' i This same realization slowly dawns on Veker. IThere is an inherent im-
{ ‘morality in the dgalings of the rifh, disgui;gd in the robes of re]ig%ous
piety. The entire communal adminisfration rests on a base of religious

\

sanct1ono§hd coerc1on Jews must pay a Meat Tax because they need kosher
meat, they pay a Cand]e Tax because they (feed cand]es for light and
ritual purposes. Abramovitch would not have gone so far as to advocate

.the abolition of basic religious practices such as kashrut (dietary laws)

“~

and Sabbath observancés. As far as is kpown he kept kéiher in his own
“home. What he does attack 1;dthe way in wh%éh these practices are ex~
p]oited\by the rich for their own profit. Asgood example comes in the
Third.Act, when a simple hand-worker leads a delegation of other pcor'
Jews before the communal council/}G beg mercy for himself and hié chil-
dren. He says that the Tax on candles is too‘prohibitive. What's more,
the person licensed with the candle cqnce§siop has been saving money by
mixing the tallow with pig fat, which causes the candles to spit and

sputter. Since ‘only the. poor rely on the candles in the fir§t place (the

45Supra, Part One, p. 34.
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rich have oil1 lamps), the poor must bear the full brunt of the bur&gn.
'The worker pulls out a cﬁnd]e to prove his point, whereupon épodik yells
_out, " rezfenik?&ﬁ (user of unkosher products), and chases him out the
door. The.rich then resolye the matter by raising the Tax even higher.
As Spodik concedes, ’
«IVIRD R JUIR TR BTPDOID
Pjety is also a commodity.46 . \
Thus do;s Veker slowly realize that the issue is not Reason vs.

' . ;. ' £ v
Obscurantism per se. Religious observance and superstition are not prob-

1 lems in and of themselves, but rather the tools which the rich employ -

to facilitate their exploitation of the poor, This represents a marked

shift from the classical Haskala, and therefore Abramovitch-takes—time —

L}

to sd%pért his case with many vivid examples. The focal point of this.
dynamic is the ggzi_; Class struggle was postponed in Dos k]ézne

- mentshele because not all rich people were corrupt: "The gevdr has money
aﬁd is still a fine person." Even in.the present story, when Pikholts
complained about‘the futility of working among Jews, Veker tried to con- - ,
vince him otherwise by assuring him of the good %ntent%ons of the local
Glupsk patriarch Shtandhaft. Pikholts had responded:

BDIPP 17 ,JIREDIP B3 T BOCR 1T L0150 , N
BDIPP 1T ,2%22 @I JAYA JTP LTMad (P BY)
LJONRDBI™ID ™D ¥BY) TR DWW "3 L JODNATINRLY OV}
I ORI LITY P LT NI bah P L,jpenya 1P
SO IMD TOT BA LARIOP T v L, LX)

w

I tell you, Shloyme, you're still a novice in these matters. You
{ don't really know any gevir, any local rich man. You don't really
know Shtandhaft. For gim there is no friendship, no conscience,
"he Toves only himself, he only looks out for his own needs. Aye,
, Shloyme, watch out, watch out for him.47

%D takse, p. 41. 71pid., p. 21.
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The test of fﬁe .n?ategi-alis't social theo'ry set forth by Pi kﬂholts will

therefore depend upon the behavior of Shtandhaft; if the issue is jndeed

one of class struggle,” then the gevir himsélf must be proven corrupt
Shtandhaft gets his chance ih the Fourth Act, which brings the’

action up to the present time (ca. 1870).  Here all th)exthreads of drama-

tic conflict begin to converge. A rumog circylte$’ that the government

is considering abolishing Jewish communal, taxes altogeth t the same

time, public opposition in Glupsk is slowly beginni to. mounwt. \Shtandhaft
sees in all this his big chance. He plans to take over the Tax for himself °
by installing his own front man. This would ssusage popular discontent
by showing a "change" in admimstratmn ang at the same time would

give Shtandhaft the chance to force out the/"lesser" rich men and reap

all the profits of exploitation for himsg1f. Veker, in the mear.\time,
knows nothing of this trechery. He is til1 na1ve--though growing rapidly
more consc1ous--and S0 seeks out Shtafidhaft as his last resort for help ,
in the impending crisis. He makeS a passwnaha plea for the starving |
children crushed under.' the yok€ of excessive ?axau on and then ‘umntting'ly
plays right into Shtandk: ‘s hand by asking to take personal responsibili- ‘

ty for the Tax “for the good of all." This is Veker's last chance, his )

utter corru t1on A poor man, a yoyred who has lost evm*yi',h1ng,48

’

sJewish reckoning, this is the most dismal form of pov-
erty. The seflse of betrayal felt by the yoyred, who was-once rich, echoes
Veker's own feeying of betrayal by his~imag¥nea “ally."

14
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SR , appears before Shtandha?%lahd begs for mercy. It is very difficult for
‘ . the man to speak. He assures Sht&ndh§ft that he is not accustomed to
® $

- \ » 0
begging, but anythinégis better than having to watch his own children
stdrve before his eyes. Shtandhaft remains unmoved, unwilling to bet
involved. He finally gets mad®and chases the poor man out the door, i

~g ~
screaming after him; "Go, go to Veker." He then sits down with his cronies

AV and plots the last details of his takeover. It is decided that all opposi-
tion will be ruthlessly crushed} As Shifres sarcastic§11y puts it: .

! COPAYIT LUYPYD L )™ PDYATR T DINBY POpbYY R Jyn
‘ LU0 L9007 R OJRPI NI DY JYL HIRT LIy v bR
) OF 2%IX (Y0P yIRX PO™N ™2 70t DY ogw  iyn- L, ¥n
e NIRD Y7 .13 L2800 R IRD JIR ORI LOIPIYE DI
. =PADCIN L, JONDTPIVIR BN BY FIR JRAONIN BR }Yyn
190 L,Yn LPR LHM1IR Pate DY Bn JATX
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When a little sheep begins to tug at its tether, baas and kicks its
heels, all you've gotta do is give it a quick spanking, ha, ha, ha!
Afger that it'11 become good and quiet. And if it cries out again,
then keep on spanking it, until i®'s sapped of &kl its strength and
collapses in a heap with its belly button to th%?sky, ha, ha, ha!

To which Shinder chimes in:

' jym nin L1 BYe tt) Jyp Iyn R Lt Q“DVWNE oy
3 . .a."ni 1D

v Of course. If you can't get by with good, then get by with evﬂ.49

]

& The gevir and his cron{es gloat over their new plan. They light up Havana
cigars, order imported herring, and prepare to reap the full bounty of
corruption for themselves. 0f all the’"do-gooders," it is the gevir,

“ the "legitimate" rich man, who is the very wor?z;zf all.

~ .
r. Tw\'Fhus does the play set the tone of ideological conversion and pro-

gress toward its next climax. It is on this note that the Fifth and final

> 3 N [
490i takse, p. 68. .
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Act begins. Uﬁé%l ﬁow, Veker has insisted that wealth itself is not at
issue, that the anly pfdblan is one of corruption and parasitism. Until
now there has been an implicit faith that wealth "justly" accumulated
could be moral, proving itself by paternalistic philanthropy. Now we

are imp]fcit]y told that wealth itself is corrupt. Even thé gevir, the
patriarth, comes to his wealth by i1licit ﬁeans. Wealth is géinedion]y
at the expense of others; in order for some to prosper, others must be
made poor. Even more poignant is thegfact the Veker h}msélf has been
betrayed. Until now, Veker defended the gevir, believing him to be a
philanthropist and a "ratibna]" man. Now the gevir shows his true colors,
laughing at the respect and trﬁst with which the maskil regards him.
Veker has been suckered into the role of the rich man's apologist. He
has been made to pick up the pieces| to Ass age the casualties. Now he
can no longer remain b1indj He knows that he's been duped. The old battle
1ines‘betyeen "rational” and "irrational" are no longer applicable. Ob-
scurantism is but a tool in the conflict between the traditional rich
and the traditional poor. The only struggle now is the class struggle
between those who have money and power and those who do not. Confronted
with an empirically observed social reality, Veker finally accepts the
lines of conflict suggested*by Pikholts. He recognizes the absolyte po-
Tarity of rich and poor on which the play is struétured.'

In the first scene of the final Act, Shtandhaft's’ takeover is al-
ready underway. He wants to assert his control over the religious insti-
‘tusions, and instructs the shoykhtim, the "ritual slaughterers," to call -
certain chickens unkosher. A poor man, Ayzik Zaike ("Isaac Stutterer")

submits his hen to the slaughterer and has it rejected. Things have gone

e,
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too far, and Ayzik is unwilling to accept this injustice lying down.

He' persists, demanding a ritual explanation. The shoykhet rudely dismisses

‘him, so he brings his case to the synagogue, where he demands an answer
from the dayan, the local judge. The dayan is an employee of the "do-
gooders”; he fumbles about, tries to worm his way around the Law, but

in the end can't come up with an answer to satisfy the crowd in the syna-

bl

gogue. He backs off, and promises an acceptﬁble explanation by that
afternoon. w
The dayan in turn submits the case to the do-gooders. They too

are stumped. They realize that they've been "caught and decide to let
Zaike's chicken'pass, though they instruct Spodik to boycott any eventﬁ
at which such a hen may be served. Meanwhile they have bigger problems
in the making. It seems that the governor will be visiting the city,
and they are afraid th;t someone will slip him a petition protesting
their crooked administratidn. Suspicion naturally falls on Ayzik, who
has been raising such a row, and on Veker, the naive fool who refuses
to be cor}upted. They contemplate violence and other means for dealing
with Ayzik. As for Veker, Shtaﬁdhaft is willing to pay a bribe of 20,000
rubles to be rid of him. But the othérs tell him to save his money;
if Veker decides to cross them, then they“11 simply dgnounce him as an
apikoyres, a religious heretic. His German appearance and accent effec-
tively discredit his protest. :

. They still must deal with Ayzik, who refuses to ﬂe scared‘or bodght
off. They go’put and manage to extort a promissory note signed by Ayzik,

issued against a Toan which was long since repaid. They plot to use

the bogus note to frame Ayzik and get him arrested as a debtor.

¢
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Veker meanwhile is still reeling from his disillusionment with
Shtandhaft. He decides to come to the defense of the po?r, enjoining
struggle himself against éhe crooked rich. All night iong he stays awake,
reviewing the coomunal accounts. By daybreak he has uncovered conclusive
evidence of gross embezzlement. Just then, in runs Toybe Leye, the wife
of Ayzik, who p1urts out the news that Ayzik has been framed and arrested.
This is the last straw for Veker, the u]tima;e proof of the perfidy and
ruthless greed of the rich. The class sééugg]é is inescapable. Here
then comes the second climax of the play, the point of Vekerss ideological
conversion. So devastating is this shift in ideological posture, this
abandonment of the bourgeois idealism of the Haskala, that Veker has

no conceptual framework within which to accept the new ideology. He

b N
underscores the magnitude of the transition by contemplating suicide:

DXSR TIIIR BRIP DY LR OARY  IPLP R DDMIP
TPOYR  TIRDIXIY TOYD R W3 ] YPRL L,DOVIN
TPINR LA1X PIAYPIR JPT LR NPITR DD YT
INTYL JE~I™ Japgue oy jip J*H 1%

Someone buy me a rope! I'm telling you, we're done for, it's just

too painful! Better to die than to see such troubles, than to suf-
fer under the heavy yoke of the Jewish exile.50

The play\reaches its second point of climax. Veker sinks to the

pit of despair, but it is not he who dies but the social theory of the

classical Haskala. The transformation is complete. Abﬁamovitch, more

and more the Prtist, sets the scene at dawn, when the grey is dispelied
and a new day bursts forth. Materialism has replaced bourgeois idealism,

class struggle has replaced the struggle of rational vs. irrational

ideas. A1l that remains is to implement the new social theory in praxis.

505 takse, p. 83.
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‘6. 5 Final Climax: From Theory to Praxis

Veker has finally accepted the social theory shared with him by
' Pikholts in the First Act. He has now passed through two climactic trans-

formations: he has rejected first the voice, and now the social theory -
‘ )

of the classical Haskala. He now faces an enormous challenge. How d?es
one defend pepple who are too ignorant to appreciate outside help? And
how does one implement a materialist social theory and defend the common
people in the face of an omnipresent reactionary regime? Pikholtswhad
no answers to these dilemmas, and so abandoned the Jewish sphere. Now
Veker finally faces the same impasse as Pikholts. But the moment is
too urgent, and his dedication ‘too great, %6r him to consider leaving.
Just as he passes his second climax, when he rejects suicide and embraces
a materialist theory, a new and final drama begin§ to unfold.

As the sun rises, the door bursts open.and a poor Jewish woman
runs in to beg help for her sick husband and starving children. Veker,
now fully aware o% the context of class struggle, is at first incensed:

\ !ﬂlllD"’yl *3T 11X ™) Im*I%A) YT X O™
51

Go to the rich! Go to the do-gooders
he screams. But the poor woman responds with equal passion. She says
8

that she'd rather die than go before the rich men:
"
BD JYPTIT OJIR DIRN JTP JITNOIR B jryd [Mr)
7™ BT TIRRA TIIIR JIS VR pYn bgn ingd
Tiagn tYIIN IR IR D' Dun —

They don't let you get a single word in,'they just scream with anger:
‘What do gu want from us? Get out of here! What do you expect
from us?’ " |

51 52

Di takse, p. 84. Ibid., loc. cit.
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The woman goes on with a wrenching appeal, telling of her cold, damp
house, her hungry children, her poor husband who is dying of tuberculosis

yet who tries to force a smile so his family will not know how much he

' ayl 3 pinta 2+9apa 293 T 1 o
?}gnynl ] y 'ln tnzzxpwun gya??wpwun ey -
towar 1°7%) jgo ooIp v

Poor thing, he lies there without strength, he is weakened by hunger
and troubles! Oy, what is to be done? How can I return home empty
handed?53
Veker is deeply shaken by the woman'§ words. There is no abandon-
ing the struggle now. He reaches into his pocket, but hasn't a penny.

He searches through the house and finally finds a small sum that his
&

. "wife Basye has hidden away for food for the family. He takes the money

and gives it to the poor woman. "Here," he says,

LJIT R JRD IPTR WD JOCIP IR BPN 17K DRI
TbcRY q'tn DT JIN LJIA R FOIR TSN bRy b
0592

Here's enough money to buy a chicken for your husband and to pay
the fee for ritual slaughtering.54

~

The woman takes ‘the money as her due. Leai&ng, she adds:

e+ oIPIY™D BIYBRT DI™T PR BOHYL ABAP

The s]audhtering fee is now twice as much as it was . . .55

There is great pathos, and great significance, in this scene.
Veker has rejected the vaojice of Hebrew melitse and recognized the open

class conflict between rich and poor. He wants to help the poor in their
struggle. The big question' now is "How?" The encounter with the poor

¥

- 53p4 takse, p. 84, %41bid., Toc. cit.
351phid. T p. 85. ’
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woman underscores the futility of indivfdual solutions. Philanthropy,

a palliative in which Veker once believed, is now shown to be bankrupt.

l / Veker was able to help the poor woman only at the expense of his own ' .
family. ‘Nan his wife and children have-nothing to eat, and what's more :
he has nothing Jeft to offer the next poor woman who comes a1ong.? He
is forced to'acknowledge the social scope of the problem of poverty;

" he is’ thus politicized, forced to seek a more far reaching and‘lasting 4
solution. : ) : ‘ %ﬂ

The search for that solution, the need to translate a new theory E
to praxis, will constri tute the remai n;ng dra%a of Di takse. The praxis

) N
will be found at the juncture of Veker's dual transformationsx theory

. £ -~

R

o ‘
: ) and voice. The poor woman herself issues the challenge of synthesis
i v wZLn‘jhe says that she can expect no help from the rich because "they
{ o
{ don't let you get a single word in." She corroborates Pikholits's analy-
4

. sis, that the poor are unable to defend themselves because they lack

£
+
£

€
a

the wherewithall with which to speak. This time Veker "wakens up" to

&

the hint. If he is t hé]p the poor™i their material struggle, then

e e < A
e ey A A iy S
.

he must step to tﬁe fore and chide them/ to protest. The time for action,

the time for praxis has come: iy i
BY3 IMIw 7Y (9P iyn ,uxyvgx aIpn SRa v 4y
Byr DRW PT JTY YT BN YRIND  jRdTavR WAoo /
YT It LRt B21YRIRD fBITHE IR Mmanp padPIR
INDN DPI JANT 1X RIID ORT DEN L,BII0 X SR den”
B3 JIVIR T LBIOLID DEN IPI JMY HRY b1 YRS
=PYRANIR. ST 41D JPXIPID ONT JIN D19LY % jagn ¥
JBITYBIND  LPPBRIPINA DVII JIR pOPItAR J1D ,¥2PY
NPTT LhDYNR0 P JDCIPIND DRN L, POR Judwomd
DD JRYPN 1Y TIROE PR JPIr oRn ghr ,jovum)
TgRRe LjAT™T 1D JYthE JIR JPR IPT BOD ,BON R
(- DEW ... 1]PNE JUDIICN DY DBYRY AYIR " DIN

/
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AT TR LPIRT R AT TR TIOONAND TVD TR Y
TYP T JJRORAIVR. YD B3 I JPp Tk, DDy
) NAR 0P JA¥T DOTIR N2 rID ISR 1A% BY)
// tjosn pBoOyN Y poroed Syt ,™ID pPINA
,/ No! . My gall is ready to burst, it's too late for self-restraint. '
// Damned him who sees such injustice and remains silent! Damned him
who's too busy or too scared to speak the truth! Damn him who blocks /
his ears and remains deaf to the wailing and moaning of the unfortu-
nates, of the exploited and of those in dire need. Damned and cursed - /

are all who sell their conscience, their moral responsibility, who
are in a position to help with a word or a pen and instead stand
detdched, afraid, God forbid, of getting hurt a little. Why should
, ‘I hide? I have a heart, I have feelings, I can't keep it all to
d myself anymore. I cannot be silent! I must go out and proclaim
the truth without restraint, no matter if the whole world knows!56

! Veker resolves to carry his struggle to the street. There he will

: forge his synthesis. So far Veker has undergone a transfomation of

; - voice and theory which has?brought him up to par with Abramovitch's own
pronouncements. In thé balance of the play, in the search for \praxis,

)' ‘ Veker anq Abramovitch w%]] break new ground together. This'foa“here#c
course for Bbth the author and hf§ protagonist, frought with much self-

~

sacrifice and the danger of attack from all sides. As Abramovitch had

PRI T I Lk e oy r L L

J' written to his friend Leyb Binshtok in 1866:

I have become so obsessed with being of service to my people that
1 have forgotten to worry about my own small children. And now,

when I am vividly aware of the great sin which I have perpetrated
against my own household, I am struck with the fear that despite

all my energies and all my work no one will come to my aid. g

Abramovitch underscores the autobioéraphica1 element of the present work

by interjecﬁing a poignant scene between Veker and his wife Basye, just .

before Véke% heads oqut to the street for his final confrontatiop. Basye

56p{ takse, p. 85.

) pr ' |
( 57C1'ted by Weinreich, "Mendeles onheyb," p. 350. Originally pub-
Tished in Sh. Ginzburg,éfﬁendele un zayne briv,"'Tsukuqft, no. 1 (1923).
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berates her husband for his self-neglect and self-sacrifice, for his
absessive concern with the welfare of the whole city while his own family
goes hungry. Veker answers in a humble tone, addressing his sleeping. -¢w
children in words that ring remarkably similar to Abrmmwvitch's letter
above: ~

1TPOIPTIINPD PP PITo 0bRHYT  ITPIPITD bdR OO

JOR PON IPRPI LDYYY ISR DN POINIT 3 N

13 TR [ees ] IPCIURED PNIP IR JCR,DPITR

IIM OIPT SW VI TR DI PR DRXW INRD pINIw L v

PJTYIY JIR JPnuYr B LPYND L,pBtMy L i1ve ,tD
LI°DF3 TP L7INT JTP JaNT 0% ST IR YN [eee ]
T JYN LDYSR W JRPY DIPPPL IPDPR D K IR pORM
L1A7N0 JIR JUSD DY) ST L,Mnoy jprnix (pIgp omy
[eee ] 1BI™A N 9PIDRPIEY JD X DAPYPL TR bOWN
QIPST Y Y L03P50  LIPYIPIISP PItR YN0 R BT

RN B L9031 DD L,yMT LD JORD X J3gd X
: 1IPBPRIRD

Sleep, little birds. Sleep, my beloved little children. It's my
fault that you all have to sleep crowded together, in one little
cot. [. . .] It's my fault that your childhoods are so far from the
month of May--beautiful, bright, happy, with flowers~agd roses. .
[. . .]If only I didn't have a heart and feelings then you'd be
able to live a lot better off than you do now. If I could only
overlook injustice, mind my own business and keep quiet, then your
lives would be a lot rosier than they are today. [. . .] Please for-
give me, my children. Oh, it's bad, very bad indeed to have a fa-
thgg with a heart, with human feelings, with such a character as

I.

For the fir§t time Abramovitch openly employs Yiddish to portray his

. personal predicament, to tell his own story. Perhaps therein lies a

clue to the synthesis which Veker will find as he heads into the street
and prepares finally to speak.
Veker takes his walking stick in hand (a reminder of his "out-

sider's" appgarahce) and walks out into the main street of Glupsk. There

_the poor Jews are all astir; bunched up in tight iitt]e groups, they :

%8)i takse, p. 87. ' ,

S ————————— ’
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whisper and gesticulate frantically. The news of Ay;ik's arrest has
spread rapidly, and all ane‘aghast at how far the criminality of the
do-gooders has gone. éut despite the feverish agitation of the crowd?
no one speaks out, no one acts: if Ayzik was arrested today, then
who will be next? Veker looks upon this scene of patheiic inaction
and is outraged. "What are you afraid of?" he asks, . -

AR BYN LIR L JPIRD T3 fpREw IRTID IR bud D¥N

JyD DN jub TN DD YKT J§o L, juvpIND jrey INY

H-PA L

What are you afraid of? How much Tonger will you et yourselves be
misled, allowing people to treat you as they please?59

" Veker plunges into the struggle with all his might. He speaks to the

peaple in their own tongue, tryiﬁg to arouségthem from their conditioned

/

fear and silence.

Veker recognizes the fierce struggle between rich and poor. He
understands that the poor must speak out in order to shake free of
the yoke of'oppression. And, so far, he believes that.the silence
of the poor is their own fault. He screams at the assembled crowd:

1o ppRE IR By (PN fp-wglv P TR o

\
Who then is guilty if not you yourse]ves?!!60

He rises to full stature and harangues the people with all the eloquence,
) , N
passion, reason and conviction he can muster:

TR BPR 2RIB IR BV [.e] 77393 R by

S prp athip 21 ,o%ipencta apT Jib nuvrp T avy
JIR PA™N L IPIPD L, DPCYSORD PoYPIY IpEIttIb

*T N JINBPL L JRIRLEPPADCIR JPITT ORN L IWPIIP
CIRD JIR OWAIES WMD L, PIPYND NPT J K bBEIP -, JacD

i takse, p. 90. 8044, p. 1.




@9:9$p'$Ln|x 1R REyIp S Bt R pagR Tavyp

P™%D 1D DOyb Py aoinpa O3 TPapl Jarn own

,0IP1213P2 BWNPYHT JaPY APTT PR BRI, [sic]

=PRYIP PIAPHR ST 2 Ljohpr LBPIT™IPYL L,ORTPL

,73%93 TR BT THIRDPL PP fx T DR LN o™p
73%10 IR B .

Are you blind? Are you deaf? Don't you hear the voices calling
to you from the cemetery, the voices of thousands of poor families,
men, women ind children, who have died out, fallen like flies,

the first to perish in the cholera epidemic because of hunger and
cold? Don't you hear the voices of the unfortunates, who, a pity
upon them, had’ never known the taste of meat [sic], who in the
course of their lifetimes quietly went hungry, withered, became
sick and suffered, untilstheir bitter torpor finished them off?
Are you blind, are you deaf?61 .

Veker's words sear through the docile crowd. Some of the people,
with great trepedation, begin to stir. Veker forges on. What we need,
he tells the people, are not more crooked charitable institutions

but rather "a means to reduce the number of poor in the first place.:

. - -

11D JYT jnBX BPT L 3PhIY nyT jotn 1¥ oYY jup
BEIRN }PD DEM BODIPT IR JDOM 1¥ bR P LA
192 Jota R ,B™X 1% B™% J1D ,jU0Iyn R IRE gOIIR
WD ,]%3 X WD L,N0I1A R XD PPRP DR JYD DIRD
LO BIYIPTININY JYn A% XY N

. . . It's high time to recognize the just, the true sense of charity.
It is high time to realize that paltry handouts of ,a little bread
from time to time only serve to reduce a person in%b a dog, a beggar,
a n'er-do-well, just humiliating and demeaning him.62
Veker's words seem radical indeed. He has given up hope in the
benevolence of the gevir. He rejects the simple pal]iative{of bourgeois

phi1anthtopy and exhorts thé people‘to active struggle. But the "popu-

“Tlist" uprising which he envisions has' its definite limits. Even as

he drges the people to throw off the yoke of the rich, he preaches

2 new allegiance to the Tsarist regime:

%1 takse, p. 91. 821p1d., p. 93.
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T L,POXINAOPIRD ¥R BT IR 2I1APY T Lot
»JI°1D JRCDOD DUXIRWX JIR FI Y09 BRIORR BRA
QUL T TN TTIIIR OTUIR LD V9% J3VYDR npblsw Yt
TPEIIIR JIPOPRIRD 1X HOD pPOR #IITY v ,pYa o
BITRPL JONT L]0P JOXY JpaAPI JICY H'm Sy L, IRbBMY
SJUBIPD N jaga BtIBx JONYT L™t

i

See here, the Government is good and merciful. She liberated twenty-
some-odd million peasants, she wishes happiness for everyone, even
for-us Jews. Shg. seeks every means to improve our Tot. She wants i
Jews, nebekh, to be able to eat, to be healthy, and to attain their

due as human beings.63

For Veker, the Government is the people's last ally against the

oppression of their communai officials.‘ He ends His speech with a

-
3

dramatic crescendo:

JPAIRY 0PI J1D AVIR #™Ov LI RYIR yUT avov
M LDIP B L0 B JUMIYN BT [..] 1ARYP
eve o JORAPI BRI AIVIVAPY PIAP™ T JIR ORI
YT BXDND ,DINIYR a13Px L, ]ERO% 1 213
FRYMIR BT™HE I AYIR BTBP JIR 117NN

Riseup Jews, rise up from your Tong sleep! [. . .] Be people
with common sense, with courage, as God and the dear Government
have commanded. [. . .] Enough of sleeping, enough of dreams!
Obey the Government and rise up Jews, rise up!

What are we to make of such an absurdly equivocal battle cry?

“Obey the Govermnment and rise up!" At first glance it appears that

Abramovitch is simply falling back on a last bastion of liberal faith.
Patriotism was a cehtra! tenet of the bourgeois Haskala as preached
by Gotlober and others. Having rejected fai%h in the benevolence of
the riéh; the support of thé’Governmenf is the last hope Abramovitch

can cling to. It is true, of course, that the regime of Alexander

Il was a jibera] one, ushering in the period of Great Reforms. As

Veker tells us, it seems le that the same Government which

%301 takse, p. 90. o %pid., p.ooa,

~
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- 1iberated twenty million peasants would help the Jews out as well.

. ' {

N a . And it is true that Alexander did loosen many of the draconic laws of 3
his father. But by the same token, 1869, when Di takse \;as wrivtte.n, was

ettt mettertrretemper—

A
not 1861, when the serfs were emancipated and the Great Reforms initiated.

The intervening decade witnessed mounting reaction. While some of the

Great Reform measures continued into the 1870s, Abramovitch could hardly
have remained blind to the overall darkem’ng{ of the political climate.

' From this perspective the equivocation of Veker's battle cry might ,

itself be inter'preoted as a tacit acknowledgement of, or concession to,

the new reaction. Abramovitch was preé'enti'ng a raéica] view of Jewish
society, and had enough enemies as it was‘,,f f‘{ot only was he attacking

the establishment of Berdichev, but he was also chiding h1"s ‘feﬂow mas-
kilim. The sheer act of writing in Yiddish was sufficiently suspggj: to

® . warrant cauti enj:‘l_ The only way he was going to (ﬁ/uegze his book through

v the Russjan censor was to cloak his radicalism%in a guise of effusive

patriotism.‘ Indeed, the P'Iay itself.was dedicated to a government offi-
cial in Odessa. Bui: the protestations of allegiance are almost too ef-
fusive. In the work of a stylist as precise as Abramovitch the equivoca-
tion of "Obey the Government and rise up!" r"in&a note ?f such hearty reas-
surance that it borders on the satirical. The Government, for its part,
was apparently blissfuﬁy unsuspect'ing of overstatements of a]hggance--

y
the book passe? the cehsor intact.

~\

; Abramovitch himself used the story Tine of the final scenes to

push the play on to a less overtly stated, but more ideologically ternable,

conclusion vis a vis the Government. When Veker makes his appearance
(
on the street he has passed through two importagt‘stages of transforma-

tion. He speaks to the people in their own voice, and he preaches a

~
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cause which addresses their own immediate social strﬂggie. One may think,
then, that the masses would rally around him in a triumphant procession
and reclaim Glupsk as their own--loyal to the Governmént or not. But

Abramovitch was not disposed toward such a simple and improbable “solu
/

tion; and so-he pushes the play on tgﬁjjgxfiﬁal climax and synthesis.
Despite expectations,. Veker does not meet with resounding support
As he speaks, two strong-arm croq{es of the do-gggjgrs appedr upon'the
scene. The poor Jews, who havi Q;Eh“ﬁgcerfﬁalfndecisive]y during »
Véker's speech, moved yet nof/;;ETFTT1ing or able to act, now fear only
for their own lives. They don!t want to be implicated in open opposition
to the comunal administration. And fo just .as Veker finishes his pas- -,
ionate'harangue, the ranksqof h1§ supporters thin Qut, The "strong man"
Men:-l der Geler ("Mendel the Yellow") steps to the fore, dghouncing
Veker §s an apikoyres, a heretic:

DY DAt nrwlp}pu 9T own wIPn !n}ry X7 7™ vIYR
o 191 qy
Listen) Jews, gg his impudence! Listen to the apikoyres, listen to
what_Me wants! . ) .

Veker's "en|fghtened" appearance is turned against him, ant~he is aban-

doned by‘tk; frightened crowd.
9| .
VekeLﬁ‘tands all alone in the mAddle of the street. A new, thor-
oughly hostif- crowd begins to gather 'vednd. Egged on by the do-gooders®

men, the new crowd_attacks Vekef for his unorthoqox appearance and ideas:
i .
PRIAD JIR PgRIA POVPENR AMIR JINY IR IR R OI¥Y t~€’oy
NI2TEY T JAIQY- DRV ,NIPIX=9PR PIYPIR ASIN JenIyD
eee IITTARD IDD 2°IPN IPAPI T OJPITT OJIR HYom
) OIIPYAR IPT AP e am ¢

—————

654 takse, p. 9.
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It's sheer impudence to talk this way about such good and pious men
[as the rich communal officials], about such princes of charity, who
concern-themselves only with the good of us all and always make sacri-
fices for the sake of the Jews! . . . Where is he, that apikoyres,
that heretic?!166 '

The crowakpresses mena;?;gly. Yeker is in physical danger. Just then,
as the end seems near, a dashipg Russian officer--a representative of
the "dear Governnent"--puﬁhes E1s way through the crowd. The masses who
are so ready'to attack Vekgr cower and bick off at the sight of a uniform.
The officer reaches a hand to Veker; he s none other than . Ged 1yg‘J y
Pikholts!  The crowd disperses in féi(, and Pikholts and Vekera}¥e\lgfﬁ/_,/
alone. . ) v

Standing there in the street, the two friends look each other over.
The play.has come full circle. In the First Act Pikholts already knew
that you cou?ﬁn't reach Jews through melitse. . And he already knew that ~
the ggxir_was'nof to be trusted,\that an irrevocable schism prevailed
between rich and, poor. {twhas taken Veker the first four acts of the
play to come to this same consciousness. '

Yet Pikholts had been led by such awareness to a point of total
despair. He believed that the Jews were beyond hope, and'that wﬁoéveﬁ
tried to reach out to them would himself be drawn under. He now reiter-

ates that point: )
BEYIIRL 1HDPN I NI L 08B N TRI YR ARy L, ]9 A
DY MM JROR TNy ANIN JRPOD J [L..] .JORD,
1% op ,mHYy
P 4 >

émong Jews, I say to you once more, among.Jewé you will accomplish
nothing. [. . .] Jews bri]rtn% _/ypon themselves their poverty, their

exiTe [dem doles, dem golesT.

66

501 takse, p. 95. 71b1d., p.-96:
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Veker, on the other hidnd, had tried to steer a different course.

He steadfastly insisted that he could. help the Jews, if only he could

devise the correct tactis. When Pikholts saw the inefficacy of melitse,
he concluded that there was no other way to speak to the people. Veker,
. on the other hand, was willing to keep looking. When Pikholts saw the
~N

- corruption of the gevir, he concluded that liberal solutions were bank-

rupt _and the Jews were beyond salvation. Veker, on the other hand, perse-

i

vered to a more radical socia]’theory, not content to wait for some distant

. ) -
day when rich and poor would have "equal rights," but pressing for broader

e

social amelioration, for the elimination of class distinction between
rich and poor, for an end to poverty altogether. He had spoken to the

people directly, rousing them to action. Now, however, Veker seems de-

{
§
:
i
;

feated. He has come up with the right "voice" and the right "theary,"

yet he is still ineffectual, he still meets with the derision of the masses.

o~ N
Pikholts has left the Jews behipd and at Teast found an answer for himself.,
He has aligned himself with the government and becoﬁe a doctor. As he
tells Veker:
» 1TDIYD PPINTP PITO IND LD IRD LYK pI1) 1*§
BRI (Y0 L TIRDIPURD PAPTDIIYD IRD JIR SIPAP)
1IN R 12 TR DBRd A9 °n
I am useful now to myself, to my sick patients, nebekh, and to my
A beloved Fatherland. And in turn I am loved and respected, even though :
Iam a Jew.68 - , |
. It Tooks like Pikholts was right all along. Yet even as “he“proves
his point, he belies his own success. For all the protestations of %a%th -
' . ) 4 ;
é in the Government, niazier Veker nor his reader could have failed to take-
('} cagnizance of one of the important political issues of the day: the new
68p; takse, p. 96. \
. s 3
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reactionary climate had imposed an unstated numerus clausus which effec-

tively cut off the universities to ﬁost Jewish students. Even if he wanted
to, neither Veker nor any other maskil stood much of a chance of entering
Rdssian university and becoming a doctor anymore. Furthermore, there

was something intrinsically despicable, though understandable, about
Pikholts's position. The entire play had underscored the terrib]e:exploi-
tation aqd suéfering of the poor Jews. By what moral standard could Veker
now follow P%kho1ts's example and abandon these poor people, when he had

seen their suffering at such close Kand and wh$n'they needed him more

" than ever? To leave now, to worry about his own future and abandon the

i

people in their hour of ?eed, would be no more defensible than the actions
of the rich plutocrats of the ‘Mefitse Haskala in St. Petersburg, who were
petitioning the Government for.equql rights for themselves alone, letting
the rest of the Jews be damned. As Tong as the Mefitse Haskala, ;r Pikholts,
could remain convincea that Jewish suffering was the fault of the Jews,
that "Jews brjng upon themselves their poverty, their exile," then they
could rationalize their abandonment of the people by calling the cause
hopeless. Yet in the context of the story, even as Pikholts is vindicated
by Veker's apparent defeat, he is condemned by the implicit value struc-
ture as a traitor who cuts out on his people when they need him most.
’According to the internal judgnént of‘the story, there are no rationali-

; zations, no personal solutions.

And so Pikholts's personal shiccess only bespeaks his social failure

and betrayal, and further enhance; the heroic posture of the protagonist
Veker. Veker stands in the street confused, facing a seemingly 1irrecon-

cilable quandry: he is more committed than ever to helping the people,
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y
: yet for the first time he seems to have exhausted all his means for doing

so. He is caught in the nexus between theory and voice: he recognizes
the class ‘oppression of the poor at the hands of the rich, yet is unable
to comunicate with the poor in order to help them. He had ‘berated the
people for their silence but could not move them to action. Is Pikholts
right, do Jews really bring their suffering upon themselves?
Standing forlornat this dramatic juncture, contrasted on stage .
with Pikholts-~the "woodpecker," the easy way out--Veker looks up in time
to see Ayzik Zaike being led by in chains. Guarded by Russian gendannes,‘
Ayzik is being dragged away to Tsarist prison. See how the stage beltes
Veker's patriotic overtures! Two sorts of representatiQes of the "dear
Government" now stand on the set: one, Pikholts, has left his people
behind to save his own skin; the othqrs, the soldiers, are.1eading an
innocent poor man to prison at the bidding of the rich. It is difficult
to know exaét]y how conscious Abramovitch was of the link betweén social
and political power, Between the rich and the government. Certainly one
look at the stage shows that his implicit political tﬁeory is as radical-
+ ized as his social theory.

, Veker, meanwhile, is Teft in the lurch on two fronts. Déspite his
Yiddish voice he is unable to rouse the masses. And.despite his avowed
patriotism he is unable to halt the complicity of the Government soldiers

in abetting the cr{minality of ;he rich. The final climax has come. Just

* at that moment Zaike raises his head and, above the hostile jeers of the’

- gathered crowd, manages to spit out in-his stuttering voidk:

- - TR IR POING IPT IR jag%‘s Tpopa=pa-pa
' [«.0] 8T JT0OUD
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B-b-better, on my 1ife, to go to jail than to remain here [. .'.]69
The crowd screams back with anger and insults, the do-gooders' men denounce
Zaike as a "Sheyegets!," a non-Jew. He is led away by the soldiers, and

the scene comes to a close. -
k % % Y% k Kk dk *

In the last instant of despair the dialectic of theory and voice
finally works 1tse1f out. Standing smack in the face of a seemingly ir-
resolvable paradox, Veker looks up*and sees the quiet, homegrown nobility
of the gentle Ayzik. Stuttering, illi'terate, Ayiik is unab]é to move
the crowd. They look at him with derision. Yet he is the sacrifite for
Veker's education, the catalyst for a final dia]ecticaa leﬁp.

Until now Veker has spoken to the people in their own language,
urging them on to protest and stfuggle. Frustrated by their unresponsive-
ness, he has ultimately blamed the'people themselves for their silence.
“"Who then is guilty if not you yourselves?" He had tacitly accepted the
position qf Pikholts, that Jews bring their suffering upon themselves.

But the‘acﬁﬁsation was unwarranted. We recall that in every scene where
the poor appeared they had had difficulty in expressing themselves. Only

now, when Ayzik is led by in chains, does the truth become clear. It

' is-not that the poor do not want to speak, nor even that they are afraid;

the final truth is that they are unabl® to speak! When Zaike walks by
stuttering, a champjon of popular rebellion, we know that his politics
are right. But because of his stuttering he is unable to express those
politics. Pikholt's appearance seemed to bring the play full circle from
the First Act to the last, now Zaike S stuttering brings the 1arger,‘g

6901 takse, p. 97. ‘ A; S

—
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§ "fr?if:" play full circle, from Mendele's introduction to the denoument.
Ay§i

by Mendele. The manuscript had represented the linguistic "L," the "low"

stuttering is directly analogous to the torn manuscript received. -

or spoken Yiddish whith, by itself, was not yet suitable for Titerary 4
function. Zaike's stuttering is likewise metaphorical for the voice of

the common people, the "L" of the Yiddish vernacular which cannot'yet

speak for itself. In the frame introduction Mendele had realized the
. 1imits of the people's self-expression and assumed for himself the edi-

torial responsibility of rendering the "L" into a literary "H." Now,

TS e e L

in the final scene of the play, Veker seems to make the same realization
and commi tment. | . . .
The common people are not at fault; they are simply unable to speak.

The task which Mendele assumed in the introduction--helping the people

T

. to tell their own story--is now also assumed by Veker fthe autobisgraphical

Abramovitch). It is simply not énough to use Yiddish to speak to the

people, even if to berate. them for their silence and urge them on to mate-

rial struggle. Instead, the outsider has a responsibility to speak for

the people, to help them td cultivate their tattered, disheveled, stut-
tering vernacular into.an effective literary medium. Only the intellec-
tual can help the people bring their message to tHe Qor]d, and so save

them from the vocative impasse of their oppression.

{
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7. A Farewell to Glupsk

Here then is Veker's resolution in the closing scene. In the final

ana &sis, the course of his transformation has related Abramovitch's own

[ g prr v Sy

story. At first, Veker wanted to bring Enlightenment ideas to the people.
That theoretiéal stance necessitated a change in "voice," causing him

to rip up the melitse book and address the people in their own language. §

Yet the moré time Veder spent preaching to the people, the more acutely
/

of the people, the more he was forced to abandon his bourgeé}s ideé&?sm,
his perception of a conflict between Reason and Obscurantisp, and to take
note of the base line of social struggle, the material cdﬁf]ict between
rich and poor. He with the poor and tried to aid them in their
cause. At first Ry believed that it was eﬁough to simply exhort the
people to speak t was not until the very end of the play, when the
stutterlgg Ayzik was led by in chains under the guns of the Government'-
soldiers, that Veker reached the final stage. of his synthesis: He mus

use Yiddish not only to speak to the péoplk, but also to speak for them. ?

ﬂe must assume responsibility for fashioning a ?1terary "H" from the " ]
people's "L." /

How exac%]y he will refashion this 1iterary language--on which all
else depends--is h1nted at in the play s final scene. Veker has béen
expelied from Glupsk for his radical agitation. He stands with his wife
and children at the gates of the city, all theirworldly goods--a broken
desk, an old bed--piled high on a rickety wagon. With tears in his eyes,

Veker bids Glupsk farewell:
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Farewell Glupsk, you great Jewish city, rgiown in all these parts!

Farewell you unfortunate city, in which there are many communal

agencies, many collection funds, many trustees, many persons of
distinguished ancestry, many do-gooders and many Jewish paupers! ~
L. . .% Farewell to that section of the city where the people

live, stuck in run down slums, in holes-in-the-wall, in cellars,

up to their necks in mud! Fatewell you forlorn section of the

city, where I used to visit so often to catch a glimpse of the

way people languish in conditions worse than Hell! 1 used to observe
the bitter lot of the poor man, how, nebekh, he sits, how he sleeps,
what he eats, how his wife-behaves in pregnancy, how his_children
wander about, how they're dressed and how they group up!70

In his farewell Veker assesses the meaning of his time in Glupsk.
Above all else his sojourn has provided an ethnographic education. He
has met the common people in their own element and Jn their own terms,

in much the same way that Abramovitch did aboard the beggars' wagon. He

.o -

has learned the everyday details of the people's lives: how they eat

and how they sleep, how they dress and how they bear children. Such know-

e o e Tl

ledge will serve him well in future travels.
From G]upsk Veker heads out into the world, where he will continue

to champion the poor against the oppression of the rich. He has learned

r

700i takse, pp. 97-98.
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. 4 ' )
his lessons well. Next time.he enjoins the struggle he will draw on his
accumulated ethnographic observations. Rather than speaking to the people
as a German maskil who {s too easily denounced as a Hg;etic, he will be
able to disguise himself and travel amoﬁg the penpleas<nm'of their &ﬂnr
Thds Abramovitch justifies his own use of the Mendele persona. Moreover,
Veker realizes that the suffering of the Jewish poor fésu]tsifrom outside

political and leconamic oppression. Next time he enjoins struggle he will

'speak not so mich to the people as for them. By drawing on the details

of their language and 1ife style, he will be able to tell their story
with all -the artistic authenticity and power it deserves.

Thus has the play told Abramovitch's own story and affivmed his
lasting commitment to gidd&sh writing. The more he champions the people's
cause, the greater will grow the eloéuence of his artistic voice.

The play ends with a rather heavy-handed finale. As Veker looks
back with tears in his eyes, the "wicked" city of Glupsk, l1ike Sodom of
old, is conéumed in flames. The ending remipds us of éhe supposed folk-

authors;}p of the play, as the people revert to the native literary form

“of thé biblical story. Bzﬁ/}he excess of the ending merely reiterates

the play's central premis&? the need for outside literary intervention
and artistic control. Nhi]g the city«burns. Veker joins his wife and chil-
dren and sets out down the road from Glupsk. Much work awaits in other
Jewish cities, where the poor suffer and are in desperate need of assis-
tance. In Glupsk Veker learned why and how to speak in the people's
voice; in other ciEﬁes he will pick up the people's story for them, and

carry their struggle to the world.

k &k k k * k%
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* Meanwhile Abramovitch has told his oﬁn story better than he himself

could have known. After the puBlication of Di_takse, he was permanently
exbelled from Berdichev. Now it ﬁas he who brought "poverty and exile"

- upon himself. He has bound himself with the people's §truggle, adopted
their voice and enlisted as their/spokesperson. His own story was now»

organically bound with the story of the people. He was now a Yiddish

artist. -
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CONCLUSIONS

Thig thesis has limited itself to the first five years of
Abramovitch's Yiddish career. It has examined his development from simple
propaganda to se]f conscious art, and concomitantly, from bourgeois ideal-
ism to populist materialism. I have presented Abramovitch's transforma-
tion in terms of a dialectical interplay of sociological and literary
factérs, beginning with the diversg influences of his youth, fueled by
intervening historical events and finding final synthesis in the literary

process itself, It is regretable that I must conclude my study wiph_gi

takse. The three works considered in this paper--Dos kleyne mentshele,

Dos vintshfingerl and Di takse--are all quite primjtive, significant more

as Titerary process than product. The seeds of transformation sown and
|

cultivated in these works would come to full literary fruition only in

-

the Tater opus of Abramovitch and his successors.
When all is said ahd done, the key to Abramovitch's achievement ~

rests in two unique personal features. On the one hand he was posseséed

~of an innate artistic sensibility. He was kken1y atuned to details of

native lifestyle and 1ahguage, and strove for stylistic pérfection in

his renditién of the Yiddish veﬁnacular. Onrthe other hand he was a pro-
foundly conscious human being. He refused to be trapped in ideological
dogma; he saw people for what’they were and recognized their inalienap]e
right to survive. He enlisted himself in thekbngoing'struggle o} the
downtrodden Jewish poor. He berated the people for the faults and, at
the same time, helped them to speak out against their oppressors. His

weapon was his pen. By bringing the people to voice he created great

I
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art; in so doing he intensified his commitment to their struggle. His |
art and politics were inseparable.

Di.takse had told Abramovitch's own story, explaining and affirming %

his determination to-continue writing in Yiddish. He moved to nearby

Zhitomir in 1869, following his expulsion from Berdichev. There he issued

the first edition of Fishkgfzz;mkrumer, "Fishke the Lame." Only a short

pamphlet of some forty-five pages, it told the story of a crippled beggar
who wandered through the netherworld of the Jewish Pale. As<ﬁayer Viner
points out, the work gave notice of a shifting artistic focus; Abramovitch
had turned from a condemnation of the inhumanity of the Jewish rich to
a sympathetic portrayal of the humanity of the Jewish poor.] His protag- -
onist was not manipulated into some misfitting corset of Eﬁ]ighteément;
Fisheke was allowed his own lanquage and 1ifestyle, pat;erned after Avrom
der Hinkediker rather than Avrom Baer Gotlober.

In 1871 fierce pogroms broke out in fthe Russian port city of Odessa.
The Jewish rich were able to buy themselves protection, leaving the wrath
of an angry populace to fall on the poor. For four days Government troops .

did nothing to interfere. A Commission was later convened to study the

“1ﬁcident,” and cynically concluded that the Jewish’victims were themselves
to blame. Abramovitch was now confirmed in hig worst misgivings; the ] ~
last vestiges of hope in the generosity of the rich or the beneficent
designs of the Government were shattered. His commitment to the Jewish
pdor was camplete. . |

In 1873 Abramovitch published Di kliatshe, "The Nag," his first

really mature work. Here he explicitly denounced the obtuse self-interest

-

\

]Viner, Tsu der geshikhte fun der yidisher 1iteratur in 19-tn
yorhundert, v. II, pp. 139-140. .
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of the Haskala and affirmed the people's absoluter*right to bread and sus-
tenance, ‘regardless of their level of "Enlightenment." As the'ba;tered
Kliatshe, an allegorical representatjon of the Jewish people, makes clear
to a would-be maskil: - _

LIV TP LD1IIDRY TP JYn 0TUCIIRAL Y%M TR
P IPOPONRE PP OIPRPY R PIPTIR POR nm jm IR
«}J39% 1% BOPI O¥T ,purne R "r N AMR JIR
PPAPIIR NOTTOL Japh Igar S IR [e.V ]
<70 WD TIPRYTRD R YVIR J2 TR YR OLRIL
“XINADIRZ JYD LMY YD (RO, Y0 18D™0PARD
2IRm PPy

. ™ ¥
I don't want- to hear about pity or "social useflness." [ am a
living creature like all others, and 1ike them I have a right to
live. [. . .] I want to live as much as others, for I am also
- a being in my own right. Do you understand me, my eloquent interces-
sor, my merciful lord?2 g

Abramovitch accepts the Kliatshe's challenge. For the rest of his life
"he would embrace the Jewish people on their own terms, not only sociolo~
gically and politically but also ethnographically, linguistically and

artistically. Two years later he issued his Zemires Yisroel, a collection

of traditioﬁal Hebrew prayers and songs translated into Yiddish in order
that "each and every Jew should be able to understand“their preciqus

worth, how beautiful they rea]}y are, the wonder of God."3 The dene-

grated’ vernacular of ghe people was now deemed appropriate for the expres-

sion of such beauty. L .

%

It is true that Yiddish maintained a distinct aesthetic function
or Abramovitch. It was never a neutral category, a language like all
others.\ It represented th? historical experience and cognition: of the

Di kliatshe, in Ale shwiftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim (NY: He-
brew Pu513§ﬁing Co., 19207, v. I, p. &0. N

3Zh1tom1r, 1875. The present citation is taken from the work's
full title. . , ‘o
) 8
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Jewish people in exile, and as such dictated a narrative style ;nd implicit
sociai theory all iti own. According to Miron this so-called "aesthetic
of ugliness" proved a liability, 11mitinq Abramovitch to social issues
J"and satirical moé?fs.: As early as 1888 Y. L. Perets'had already com- .
plained about the limited scope of Mendele and his "grandsbn" Sholem
Aleykhem, complaining that
\‘,J;M\ you write for the people, while I write for myself, for my own
/ artistic pleasure. I write in a modern languagé, consistent with
European ligerature.4 :

Abramovitch made no claims to 1iteraryk"modernfsm.". He wrote in

— times of enormous historical turmoil, and chose to merge his own identity

with the historical expefience of his peop]e: His writings are devoid
r of psycho]ogicé] drama, sexual tension, mysticism or impressionism. He
was i realist, for which he makes no apologies. But though he did limit

himself to a social' canvas, his social theory by no méans remained static. .

v / He understood that the Yiddish language had developed beyond the mainstream

« institutions of wealth and power, and he drew on its unique cognition

to challenge those institutions \\In 1878 he published the novel Kitser

" masoes Benyomen hashlishi, "The Abridged Travelogue of ggnjamin the Third,"

a loose pafody of Don Quixote. Its hero, Benyamen, {S a shtetl Jew who
ventures out into the world for the first time. After a long series of
il«' misadventures, he aqd his sidekick Senderl are waylaid and inducted into -
the Russian army. The pair come in for their faire share of criticism.
They are campletely inept at the "ways of the world"; they plot an unsuc-

- cessful e§cape and are f%na]]y hauled up before a military court-martial,
~ - ) -

t
f;: %At the time Perets'was a newcomer to Yiddish literature, and con-

7 fused Mendele with Sholem Aleykhem. The letter was published in Sholem
j  Aleykhem's Yidishe folks-bibJliotek. . -

oA
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Here the "ugliness" of Yiddish is somehow twisted around as Benyomen steps

to the fore:

%1% JORUPIDNIN [OATIR bEA C1pcININaNYa ponm,
=9RD JIR agD }Yyn jon Kk jopIyo BRI, -, DR _
JIR L ]yn 2pp DRI L,PIND JOVIR IPIW YW "r MDD
R OJY® BBIY DRYT L Papn Sixv) }Om ,Tpayy v R o
LO99N R IPDE YPRO DRT IR LR 2%k 1Inw
MD™T DM ,0P%3 , 310K ,} 10 "beaxd TR JIx A
o8 jp3mr a'n [..] !}apnQ 0@ JIR JAPD DISIIN
T . BZ*) T'0 JANR ADAYO=SDDOL JID IR L,APIIND 0IP,
: : LJDM BPYY }Y%M °p JIN BOYI joeuW D ,bboingl
b 1P JOR JART L, PLAYMNE 00T 192 ,)pITtY 7R
©JUtIPORY POYyIR bD JIR ,07PTIR IR DPBY
JPA Nv L japiey 0ps3 Tt 101 onS o jyayp
LRY L,0I™ BT BRP YN A 19vER IR
SR ER L, 7T BORT D TI™R 1D B1tID O¥M ;
C.1pM 1Y IBs PAPEIIIR IR JUOR BDINRTNA

i s B o

"Your honor!'Bﬁgj;%%; vociferated. 'Trapping people in broad day-
light and then delling them 1ike chickens in the market place--

that's permissible? But when these same people try to escape, '

you call it a crime? If that's the case, the world must be coming

to an end and I fail to understand what you call "permissible"or

"not permissible!" [. . .] Wewant to tell you that we don't

know a thing about waging war, that we never did know, and never

want to know. We are, praised be the Lord, married men; our thoughts
are devoted to other things; we haven't the least interest in anything
having to do with war. Now then, what do you want with us? Ygu
yourselves ought to be glad to get rid of us, I should think!'

L ey
~

The officers of the court-martial conclude that the two are crazy and

Tet them go free. But who is really crazy? The cognition of ihe Yiddish

world is indeed different. To quote Benyomen literally, "Such matters
[as war%are]'woﬁ't even go into our heads." Yiddish flouts the noms \
- of bourgeois propriety and fails to comprehend the agcepted "logic" of
po]it;cal power and warfare. But, objectively, does thét make it crazy,

does that make it ugly?

5Masoes Benyomen hashlishi, ed. by Shmuel Rozhansky (Musterverk

! edition; Buenos Aires: Yoysef Lifshits Fund, 1973), pp. 162-163. The
translation given above is taken from Moshe Spiegel, The Travels and Ad-
ventures of Benjamin the Third (NY: Schocken Books, 1968), p. 123.




T Mt sttt e s o

FREVRIRPPRE S & iiiiadt s L TR SN
. - g T SO ot N O DUMBIGIE AW 0t s e, o 2o A e e i o AT O s o

A -
; 221

Abramovitch's genius lay in his ability to synthesize. He was an
accomplished Hebrew writer, versed in Russian and European\languages,
who turned to Yiddish by conscious design. He began as a spokesperson
far bourgeois Enlightenment, using Yiddish to speak to the masses of poor
Jews who understood no other language. But the more he spoke Yiddish
the more he awakened to the real social struggle of the people, and as
he did so he came tg understand the potential of Yiddish as a weapan in
that struggle.: He took on first the rich and then the Government, using
the people's language to deflate the rhetéric of economic exploitation
or military-political immorality. By virtue of its historical perspective
Yiddish exposed the lies and absurdities of the mainstream culturé.
Abramovitch drew from the well of the people to defend thke people, and
the result was great Yiddish literaturet

Abramovitch himself did not go much further with his sociological -

innovation after the publication of Benyomen hashlishi in 1878. He was

profoundly demoralized by the brutal pogroms and reaction which followed
the assassination of elexander IT in 1881. Distréught over personal'prob-\
lems as well, he remained si]gnt for the next six years. His output after
this period is characterized by aljingering pe;simism,‘noteworthy'less
for social criticism .than for rich ethnographic detail. Abramovitc? was
intent on chronicling and eulogizing a world which he perceived was doomed
toddestruction. He spent much of his time reworking eaf11er writings
into expanded versions and frans]ating a large part of hfs Yiddish opus
into Hebrew. |

Peﬁhaps the final fruit of Abramovitch's literary process came not

in his own work but in that of his successors.. Sholem ALeykhem, who
’ i

[
1

o




N, 9

e

(J

" tion. As he wrote to a gathering of revolutionary Jewish workers:

222

debuted in Yiddi;h in 1883, hailed Mendele as "the zeyde," the grand-
father. Abramovitch's influence is manifest throughout his work. Like
Abramovitch, Sholem Aleykhem also concerned himself with social issues;
championing the commor people against enemies of class and politics,
through the power of their own language. By reinterpreting the outg}de
world into their own cognitive frame, his characters were able to win
out, morally if not physically, against immense power and insurmountable
odds. Sholem Aleykhem's influence extended in turn to a long line of
Jewish writers, both in Yiddish and other languages. ‘The Russ%an master
Isaac Babel and the American Saul Bellow both translated or edited Sholem
Aleykhem, .and incorporated many of his motifs into their own works. It
1s’in this way that Abramovitch's 1iter§ry accomplishment lives on.

From bis ihauspicious beginnings in 1864 Abramovitfh lived to see
the flourishing of a vibrant modern Yiddish literatyre. He was hailed
as the "grﬁndfather" well within his own lifetime, and the anniversary
of his birth became a major,]iterary event. . But for all that, he died
with a heavy heart. He outlived many of his "grandchildren," including
Perets and Sholem Aleykhem. He remained most ofihis 1ife in Odeisa, where
he worked as a school principal and lived to see the cataclysmic events
which ushered in the twentieth century. He-greeted the springtime of
Revolution in 1905, only to see it dashed in an orgy of Jewish blood.

He witnessed the pogrom in Kishinev in 1903% and then saw hundrgds of
thousands of defenseless Jews massacred in the Ukraine during the Eirst

World War. In 1917, just before his death, he embraced the March Revolu-

\
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I raise my glass from afar and offer my blessings. I drink as
though I were an inlaw to you all.

- But he had bound his own fortune to that of his people, and had
seen too much already to have much cause—for,hope. He had used Yiddish
to reinterpret and so challenge the instjtut;ons of mains;remn power;
but deep in his heart he knew thit thq ruthlessness and brutality of rul-

ing classes and mations were just too Big, bigger even than words.
,j * %k k& Kk * * % % ,

Leon Trotsky once wrote, "that literature is revolutionary which
is true to itself." Abramovitch fulfilled this adage. He refused to
become ossified, to shack]e himself to a s1ng1e ideological dogma. He
remained sensit1ve to the artistic d1ctates and potentialities of his
Yiddish medium, moving from the bourgeois Haskala to materialism to his
own brand of Jewfsh nationalism. ﬁe was a revolutionary. He took on,
in turn, irrationakism, feudal economy, the Jewish rich, bourglois mas-
kilim, the Tsarist Govermment and mainstream consciousness. Quite intui-

tively, through the dialectic of his own literary process, he moved from

Tiberal idealism to social materihlﬁsm to a final concern with the issues

- of consciousness and cognition which underlie the mainstream power.

I regret that I am not able to end this paper with an in-depth
analysis of those works which constitute the fruition of Abramovitch's
literary development. Today his writings are all but forgotten. His
cultural context is wonderously rtéh in the peculiarities of Eaét Euro-
pean Jewish 1ife,.and doesn't fare well in trans]at;on. Still, Abramo-

\

vitch was indeed "the first." He wés tﬁé first to turn to the people in

6"Der'zeyde tsu di idishe artistn," Der yidisher artist, no. 1
(Kiev, August 29, 1917); p. 4
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their own language, identify their struggle, master their voice and carry

their message to the world. He was the fir‘sf to present Jews as human
heings With an irrevocable right to survive, and to celebrate the style
with which they did so. He was -the Zeyde of modern Y%ddi sh literature,

and of a new_generation of Jews.
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There is presediﬁy no.authoritative edition of Mendele's complete
Yiddish works. Four extant collections are:

S s AL et 21

Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. Yubileum oysgabe. 17 vols.
Cracow, Warsaw, New York %gg_Vilna: Farlag Mendele, 1911-1913.

\Qi‘ \“f Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. Edited by N. Mayzl. 22 vols.
' Warsaw: Farlag Mendele, 1928. .

/ Ale shriftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. 2.vols. (incomplete). NY:
Hebrew Publishing Company, 1920. o

Gezamelte verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. Edited by A. Gurshteyn,
M. Viner and y. Nusinov. Annotated edition. Vols. III-VI (in-
complete). Moscow: Farlag 'Emes,' 1935-1940.

Specific texts cited in this study are: _

"A briv vegn dertsiung.” Dos Mendele-bukh. Edited by Nakhman Mayz1.
NY: Ikuf, 1959. pp. 43-4/. ,

Fishke der krumer. Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. Edited by
: N. Mayzl. V. XI. , ’

“Dos k}eyne mentshele." Kol mevaser, 1864, nos. 45-51; 1865, nos.
-4, 6.
\

Di kliatshe. Ale shriftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. V. I.

Limdu hetev. Edited by Dan Miron. NY: YIVO, 1969. -

Masoes Benyomen hashlishi. Musterverk edition. Edited by Shmuel
Rozhansky. Buenos Aires: Yoysef Lifshits Fund, 1973.

“Mishpet ayney ami." Hamelits, 1867, nos. 30-31.

Shloyme Reb Khayms. Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. Edited by
1 N. Mayzl. V. II.

"Shtrikhn tsu mayn biografie." Translated by N. ﬁayzl. Dos Mendele-
bukh. pp. 17-32.

Di takse. Ale shriftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim. V. 1.

TN
»( The Travels\ and Adventures of Benjamin the Third. Translated by Moshe
p1 . . Schocken Books, 1968. P
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Dos vintshfingerl. Warsaw: Reb Yoysef Lebenzon [sic], n.d. [1865].
/
"Der zeyde tsu di idishe artistn." Der yidisher artist, no. 1 (Kiev,

August 29, 1917).
For a more complete b1bhography of Mendele's works see:

K1auzner, Y. A.; Ben Menakhem, N.; and Sheyntukh, Y. Mendele Mokher-
reshimat ktavav ve'igrotav lehatkanat mahaduratam

Sfarim:
ha'akademit. Edited by Kh. Shmeruk and Sh. Verses; Jerusalem,
65. ! '
Miron, Dan. A Traveler Disquised: A Study in the Rise of Modern Yid-

d1sh Literature in the Nineteenth Century New York: Schocken
Books, 1973. Pp. 312-320.

Rejzen, Zalman. ‘"Abramovitch." Leksikon fun der yidisher literatur.
’ V. 1. Vilna: B. Kletskin, 1926. Pp. 33-37.
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The volume of Mendele criticism is enormous, and no complete biblio-
graphy yet exists. Included here are only those works cited in or

relevant to the present thesis.

“"Abramovitch." Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher 1iteratur. V. 1. NY:

Alveltlekher yidisher kuTtur kongres, 1956.
"Zkhroynes fun Mendeles

Abramovitch, N. and Dobrin-Abramovitch, A.
tekhter." Der zeyde tsvishn eygene un fremde. Warsaw:

lige, 1928.

Anilevitsh, Y. "Naye Mendele-literatur." Bikher velt, 1925, no. 5,
PpP. 29-33; no. 7, pp. 38-41.

Binshtok, A. "Derinerungen vegn Mendele." Mende]e un zayn tsayt
Moscow: Melukhe-farlag 'der emes,' 1940.

Borokhov, ’Ber. “Undzer zeyde--der Kolombus fun mame-loshn." Shprakh-
forshung un 1iteratur geshikhte. Tel Aviv, 1966.
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936.

Eynhorn, Dovid. "Mendele bay der arbet." A?e verk fun Mendele .
Moykher Sforim, Edited by N. Mayzl. V. XX.

Finkl, U. Mendele Moykher Sforim: kindhayt un yugnt. Minsk:

Kultur- °

1937.
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< 1975.
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For . -"Sholem Yankev Abramovitch." Ale verk fun Mendefe Moykher
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Nusinov, Y. "Di ershte oysgabe fun 'Vintshfingerl.'" Shriftn. V. 1.
7p. 199-218.
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Sklarsky, 1949. .
N . A History of Jewish Literature. V. XII. Translated and
edited by Bernard Martin. Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College
Press; NY: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1978.
7 ) ’

"Der Kol mevaser un zayn tsayt." Yidishe velt, 1913.
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