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Sholem Yankev Abramovi teh (Mendele Moykher Sforim~/underwent a 'dra

matie literary and ideological transformation during thé fi~S 

ef his Yiddish,career. He came to regard Yiddish less ~s a tool for pro

paganda and more as an artistic medium in its awn right. Concomitantly, 
~ c 

he renounced bourgeois'idealism and committed himself to the Jewish poor 

in their struggle against economic exploitation and political reaction. 

This thesi~ traces the course of Abramovitch's transformation through 

his first threè Yiddi~h works: Dos kleyne mentshele (1864), Dos vintsh

fingerl (1865), and Di takse (1869). Part One is a sociological /investi

ga ti on of the di,verse i nfl uences in the author' s bi ography. . Parts Two 
1 

and Three provide'detailed tèlStual analysis. focusing on a dialectic'â, 

interplay between artistic,voice a~d implicit social theory within the 

literary process itself. 
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La Voix artistique et la th~orie soc41e implicite 

dans les p~emi~res Oeuvres littéraires en yiddish de 

Mende1e Moykher Sforim 

par Aaron Lansky ) 
Etudes Juives 

McGill University 

Sholem Yankev Abramovitch (Mendele Moykher Sf~rim) se transforma 

dramatiq'uement dans les domaines de la litt~rature et l' ~d~ologie 

pendant les dix premUres années de sa carrare de "~crivain 

..JI 

yiddish. Il eQ, vint 1 voir dans le-~yiddish ,moins un outil de 

propagande qu'u~e v€ritable voie artistique. En mGme temps il 

reconça à l' ideli sme bourgeoi s, et s'engagea daIfS la lutte de s 

j ui f s pauvres contre l' exp10i tation abuse éco.?omique et la rbet ion 

politique. Cette thêse suit -la trarisformation d'Abramovitéh 1 

travers ses trois premi~res oeuvres ~n yiddish: Dos kleyne mentshe~e 

(1864), Dos vintshfinger~ (1865), et Di takse (1869). Le Première 

Partie est une Itude sociologique des diverses influences sur la vie 

de l'auteur. Les Deuxième et Troisième Parties, par un analyse 

textuel en d~tail, examinent le jeu dialectal ~ntre la voix 

artistique et la thlrie sociale imPtlCite dans le proe,EdE 

litt~raire ,m8me • 
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The Poem 
The Song 
The Picture 

. i s only water 
drawn from the well 
of the peopl e 
and it should be given back, 
to them in a cup of beauty 
so that they may drink 
and in dr-i nking 
understand themselves 

-- Frederico Garcia 'Lorca 

• 

9'9'l~O l·N nt'1' Jtg ~r,~, cp' O~D 
JV"'''' JU V"VlI.""l-Jn "51'" IX J'''CD$7113 
J1 Il nnJttc '" I:),~, ft 1) P""l99911 • J119~ 

o~cr, ""1"'" ')10"'l~lN Dtl' D\Cn ,0""11""51"""1 
.~"S10ln91l~ 1N'BI1 ) .. t J 'H C3ttil91 J '1r 

With the thirst of generations Mendel e inrnersed 
himse~f in every dimple of Jewi-sn--l ife, bringing 

, forth from there those treasures of, vivid 
portraiture which the anonymous "1 ittle Jaw ll 

haa already garnered within his language. 

--Nokhum Oyslender, Gruntshtrikhn.fun 
yidishn realizm, p. 44 
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PREFACE 
r-

Modern Yiddish 'iiterature was barn in the second half of the' nine-

teenth century. Its first great wri Sholem YaQkev Abramovitch 

(Mendele Moykher Sforim), was an acc plished Hebrew author who turned to 

Yiddish for reasons of propaganda t eeking ta disseminatê Englightenment 

ideas among untutored East European Jews. ~,i~ first Yidd,iSh. ~0rtr Dos' 

kleyne mentshele, appeared in 1864; 't was ~nly di~actic, upholding the 

premise that hard work, clean l i,ving a thinking would be enough 

to effect material amelioration among the Jewish masses. As he continued to 

write in Yiddish, Abramovitch underwent a dramatic transformation, bath ar-, 

tisticall, and ideologically. Within the past ten years, he ~ame to regard . 

1) 

Yiddish less as a·tool of propaganda and more as a r'ich artistic medium in , 

it~, own right .. At the ,orné time, he came ta renounee ideoli,t ,ocl01 SOlU~~ 
tions and.to enlist himself as a champion of the poor in'their strugg~ ~ 

.against eco~omic exploitation and political reaction. 

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

his ear~y biography and his first three Yiddish works. It is my contention 
• 1 

that change was inherent in Abra~ovitch's literary process, through a dialec-, 
, ~ 

tical interaction of artistic voice and implicit social, theory. My thesis 

is presented in three parts. Part One, "The Writer and His lHorlds," examines , 

the diverse fonnative influences of Abramovi,tchls ,youth: Rabbin'ism, Hasidism 
1 

and the Haskala. 1 explore the social basis af.- ea'ch, and attempt ta locate. 

Yiddish literature within a broader h~storical ~ontext. p~rt'~wo, ,IIThe ,1 

Bourgeois Propagandi'st," off ers 'detailed, textual 'analysis ~f Abramovitch's 

fir.st two Yiddish works: Dos kleyne mentshele (1864) and Dos v'intshfingerl 
, , 

(1865). 1 consider elements of narrative structure, languâge and style 

vi 
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in relation to plot and implicit social th.eory. Part Three. IIThe People's 

Artist." it'a study of Di takse. a five act play published i~ 18.69. Here "'. 
l foc~s on the semi-a~tobio~{aphical protàgonist. Shlayme Veker ("Solomam 

Awa,kener"),->and try to discern Abramovitch's, own litèrary and ideological 

progress in the "awakening" of his hero. 

** ** ** " 

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

1 iterally thousands of biographica~ and critical pieces have appeared, both 

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

conte~t to praise Abramovitch's literary sophistication vis a vis his con

temp,?raries. and offered little to uncover his process of transfonnati?n.' 

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

of his Bilder fun der yidisher literaturgeshikhte. 1 H~re he provi~d struc-
.-

tura1 and linguistic am!lysis of variant editions of Mendele's worl(.1 A simi

~r line of ériticism was pursued by Soviet 1iterary historians working· out . , 

·of the newly formed Yiddish academies in Minsk and Kiev, notably M. Erik. 

A. Gurshteyn. Y. Nus'inov. N. Oysl ender and M. Viner \ 2 Of particùl ar note 

was Oysl~nderls Gruntshtrikhn fun'yidishn re~liz~.3 which offered ~ dialec

~ical investigation Qf Abramovitch's own biography, the model of which is 
\. . 

",incorporated in the present study. The Soviet critics did much to ill'umi-

nate ~spects of language and structure. 'but in the end were' too intent 1n 

proving Abramovitch's folk origins and·credentials to do justice to the 

tru1y synthetic nature 'of /lis work. 

1 . 
,Vilna:. B. K1etskin. 1928. 

- --- -- -'-2See Dalia Kaufman. "Mendel; Mokher S'forim blBrit HamOatsot, 1917 • , 
194811 (unpub1ished dissertation, The Hebrew University in Jersél1evJ. 1975). 

~ 

":3V11n~: B. Kletskin, 1928. 
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The definitive study of Abr~movitch appeared in 1973 under the title 
. 

A ""aveler Disguised: A Study 'in the Rise of Moder.n Yiddish Fiction in 

the Nineteenth Century,4 written by Prof~ssor Dan Miron of ~he HebreW 

University in Jerusalem. Through meticulous documentation, Miron estab-

li shes Abramovitch within the aesthetic context of the Haskal a, where ~ 
Yiddish was denigrated as a jargon, a IIhal f bestial tongue" unsuited for 

~'civilized'" discourse. Miron shows how thi-s attitude éngendered an "aes-, 
thetic of ugliness," which in turn shaped Abramovitch's own literary 

maturation. H~ ~nravels Abramovitch from Mendele, his folksy "personà,1f 

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

Notwithstanding its enormously seminal contribution, 1 believe that 

Professor~n's study'remains limited in' one crucial regard. He analyzes 

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

.• fails to analyze the concomitant transfonnation of imp,licitsocial theory. 

He accepts ~esthetic criteria at face value, u~concerried with an underlying 

social context. ~ 

In the present study 1 argue that aesthetic.s are conditioned by class f 

and culture, and that the transformation of the one cannat be fully under-

stood without reference to the other. 1 am indebted to Professor Miron's 

work às a point of reference, but endeavor to widen its stope through 
" 

broader socio-economic considerations. 1 cannot begin to dup1icate. the 

~xhaustive ~h of his research, and aim instead at a more ~ynthetic prad

uct based in part on a fresh evaluation of his data. 

This paper draws on a wide range of disciplines, from social and 
ç 

1ntellectual history to political theory and literary cr1ticism. 1 have 

4New York: Schocken Books, 1973. \ 
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made reference ta secondary 'sources where appropriate, but for the Il10st part 

, hav~ relied'on my own critical reading of the texts. The edition of Dos' 
'i • 

kJ eyne mentshel e examined here was discussed previously in Weinreich 1 s 

"Mendeles onheby." Dos vintshf1ngerl. was examined ~ith reference to later 

editions by Weinreich; and in greater depth by Y. Nusinov, "Di ers.hter 

oysgabe fun 'Vintshfingerl. 111
5 To my knowledge no specifie study has pre

viously been made of Oi takse. 

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

case of'Dos k1eyne mentshe1e and Dos vintshfingerl, 1 have relied on photo

s,ta,ts of the original editions, which employed archaie orthography and were 
J' 

not always legible. In the case of Di takse, 1 worked with a more recent 
( . 

edition publ i shed by the Hebrew Publ ishing Company of New York (1920), 

which reg~ttably, ,was not always reliable. As with any study of this sort, 

transaction has posed a considerable challenge 1 have attempted to balancé 

my translations between literal rendition and stylistic coherence; in sorne 

instances 1 hjive resorted to Engl ish idiom ta approximate the sUbjectJve 

"flavor" of the Yiddish. Because language is of such crucial importance te 
1 • ; 

my overall thesis, l have provided the Yiddish original of all textual citaJ 

tiens. In such cases l have generally standargized outmoded or haphazard 

orthography with the modern spelling prescribed by the YlVO, as given, in 

Uriel wein~h'S Modern English-Yiddish YiddiSh~Eng1ish Dicti'onary.~ T.~ns-

1 iterationpf Hebrew words conferms ta cOl111lon usage, such as IJHaskala" (not 

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

6Ny : McGraw Hill Book Company and YIVO Institute for Jew;sh'Research, 
1968. 
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haskole), "Hasid;smu (not khasidizm), and so forth. English spelling fol
P-

lows the Americ1n forme 

** ** 
II 

, 
This paper has been in various .stages of research Jlnd production for the 

past two .years, and re~lects my OWrT intellec'tual transformation dttring that 

peri~d. I am indebted to a 9reat many fieci~ peOPle~without whos'e assis-
, , 

tance and support the work wauld never have baen possible. 

'1 was first intreduced ta Mandele in a systematic manner by 

Ruth-W-fsse, during a seminar on "The Classicists" given at Mc . 

in the fall of 1977. ,As my thesis. superviser, Professor W'sse has shown re-' 
. 

markable patience. She is a ~ann, sens,itive teacher w; a keen .critical 

"eye. She has been generous with her encouragenent -and adv'; ce, and has kept 
" 

me mindful o(the u1timately human dimension ef 'my s ject. Many of the-
~ 

ideas incorporated in this, paper were our semi-

nar'and subsequent discussions. 

During my two years at McGil1 clbsely with Professor 

Eugene Orenstein. He read ear1 ier drafts of is paper a.tnd provided valuable 

corrections and suggestions. I have a great deal from h~m, bath 

through the breadth of his erud;"t;on a the 1nténsity of his dedication. 

1 must acknowl edge my debt t ether teachers, past and pr1esent. plb
veristy of MassàchusettS at Amherst was my 

first teacher of Yiddi has offered his contin~ support. , Professor 
. \ 

Dov Noy of~ the Hebr 
" 

University in Jerusalem has shawn me great,kindness 

\ ~and provlded mater als and advice. Dr. Mordkhe Schaechter of Columbia Uni-
~ 

versity imparte6 

owe thanks above 

_._-----

~e a lasting love of YiddiSh, as a living language. 1 

Professor Leonard Cil ick of Hampshire College. ,He . . 
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discusseQ this work with me ~n various stages of production, delighti~g me 
"" . 

with clear criticism a~d fresh perspectives. Leonard rema~ns my teacher, 

colleague and friend, a constant sourceDf encouragement and inspiration. 
"'V Il 

, Research for this paper was conducted primarily at the Jewish Public 

library (Vidishe Folksbibliotek) in'Montrea~. My special-thanks ta 
ri 0 

Mrs. Serlin for her warm smile'anq able a~istance. ~ am also grateful t~ 
f 

~the library of the YIVO InstHute,4for Jewish.Research in New York, which 
..., 

'provided me with photostats of rare materials unavailable elsewnere. 

, Mrs
1

• Sylvia- Grdss. secretary of the J,e~iSh Stu~ies program at ~CG~l1 
fi' 

University, provided indispensabl e assistance ,and encouragenent. 

,I am appreciative of generous financial support from the Beatrice and 
... .r , _ \ ..... ' _ 

Benjamin Bernstein Memori?l Trust of New Bedford, Massachusetts, the Jew~ 

1 

f 

Communîty foundation of Montreal, and the McGill Univ~rsity Graduate Faculty 

Summer, Research Fellowship. . , 
l studied with a small group of fel10w students in Montreal, all of 

whom offered valuable input: particularly Mendel Ciubotaru. Esther Frank 
... 

and V~ttie Kalisc. Deepest thanks ta my dear colleague and friend Borukh 

Hill, now of,the National Library in Ottawa, who'shared his knowledge and 

lifted my spirits on the coldest Q~Ys of the Montreal wintér. 

Sherri Broder of the Womenls History program a:t the State University 

of New Yor~ at Binghamton has remained a loyal friend, suffering intermin

able discussions and phone cal1s on the' fine points of social theory con-

tained in this paper. . ~ "') , 
• 1 

My thanks ta Shlomo Jaacobi, Mona Roskies' an mystudents at Bialik 

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

support while this'work was i,n progress. 
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their love, support and confidence in this ànd other strugg1es: espec ia 1,ly 

Va1eri~-Goldrick, Hana Harris, Dr. Charles and Rachel Harris, David Kudan, 
\\ \1 

Roger Mummert, Paul Novak, Laurie Radovsky, Sheind1 Rothman, Nechama Sataty 
l' 

and Edith and Steven Siegel. My housemates. Mr. Sçott Bolotin and Jewe1, 

Laura and Tik Nelson. kept tue woodstov~ burning as 1 rode out the 1ast 
'" , 

frenzied month~of writing and typing. Laura Nelson shared her humor and 

vision, through goOd times and bad. 

'Finally, this paper is dedicated to my brothers, Philip and Yale, and 

to our parénts, Sidney and Edith Lansky of Mat~apoisètt, Massachusetts, who 
had the strength to raise us as Jews. 
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: _ INTRODUCTION: 
'THE "ZfYDE" tND HIS FORBEARS 

Mendele ,is not only 'the oldest among the living [Yiddish] writers, Ile 
1S al so, and far more significantly, the fir'St. In building a l itera
ture, it was he who laiq the cornerstone.~is the first who began 
writing art for'art's sake [1 'shmoJ; ... he is also the first who 
realized and proclaimed to his generations of maskilim: 'You speak,of 
reform, of Enlightenment, but the people n~ed bread. 1 

- - Y. L. Perets, "On Mendel el s 75th Bi rthday [1910]," 
cited by Nakhman Mayz1, "Mendele der ershter," Dos 
Mendele-bukh, p. 284. ---

Mendel e Moykher Sforim, "Mendel e the Bookpeddl er," i s the zeyde, the 

grandfather àf Yiddish literature. Though neither well ~nown nor readi1y 

accessible to the present day reader,l he is recognized alongside Sholem 

Aleykhem and Y. L. Perets as o~e of the three classical masters whô, in 

the second half of the nin~teenth century, brought modern Yiddish litera

ture to bi~th. Mendele wa.s, in the words of Perets, "the first,,;2 it was 

he who fir'st realized the artistic power of the denigrated Yiddish medium, 

lWhi.1e Sholem Aleykhem, Perets and others enjoy widespread populari
ty among present day readers of Jewish literat~re, Mendele remains virtual
ly unknown. This is due in large measure to the intensely Jewish social 
and linguistic context of his writings, which often defies translation. As 
Dovid Frisltnan observes, "If one tries to translate Mende1e into another 
language, the reader will first of al1 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 Mendel~-bukh (NY: Ikuf, 1959), p. 284). 

,\?, Very few translatjons of Mendele exist in 'Engllsh, and virtually all are 
unsatisfactory. ~or a complete listing see Dina Abra~;cz, Yiddish ' 
Literature in En~lish Translation (2nd ed.; NY: YIVO, 196B). Only onè 
English translat10n, The Travels 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 Attitude of 
Israel; High School Students Toward Mendel e Moykher Sforim, Il YIVO Annual ot, 
Jewish Social Science, vol. V (1950), pp. 292-312. IV 

1 • , 

2Yiddish wrfters and cri tics almost üniversallY coneur in Perets's 
_ ... 7 
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and who prepared the linguistic"stylistic and theoretical ground on which 

sU,bsequent Yi ddi sh l iterary endeavor woul d take root and fl ower. 

2 

It was Sholem Aleykhem who first dubbed Mende1e with the honorific / 

"zeyde.1I3 There is much truth and fitting tribute in ,th'e title,. and ~et 

at the same time it is deliberately m;sleading, reflective of the sel~

conscious design of Sho1em Aleykhem. and Mendele himself. to establish a 

mythology and gen~ao10gy for the emerging "new" Yiddish literature. Con

trary to popular impression, the folksy Reb Mendele w~s neither a real-life 

bookpeddler nor a zeyde. Mendele in fact was 'but the pseudonym, or' more 

appropriately the "literary persona," of Sholem Yankev AbralTOvitch, a 

Russified Jewi,sh intellectual who had already gained considerable renown 

as-a spokesperson of Hebrew Enlightenment bef6re his literary debut in 

Yiddis-h in 1864. 4 r~oreover, if Mendele was a grandfather--a title he 'Il 

assessment. See the remarks by Z. Rejzen, N. Shtif. Bal-Makhsoves, M; Y. 
Ber~itshevsky, Kh. N. ,Bialik. A. Vayter,IH. O. Noinberg, M. Viner, M. Erik, 
Sh. Niger, Y. Tsi,nberg et al. in Mayzl, "Mendele der ershter," ["Mendele 
the First'.'], I))s Mendele-bukh, pp. 283-289. 

3Sholem Aleykhem coined the title in his 1888 novel Stempenyu, which 
he dedicated "In honor of my beloved grandfather, Reb Mendele r~oykher ' 
Sforim. Il 

4It is difficult to know haw many contemporary readers ,subscribed ta 
M the Mendele myth, unaware of Abramovitch as the real author. Title pages 

of most early editions read only "Mendele Moykher Sforim," with the name 
Abramovitch relegate~- ta the Russian language publishing data. Early his
torians of Yiddish li\erature, writing from the distance of France or the 

) United States, accepted Mendele at face value and)Were apparently unaware 
of the author's real identity. See for example Meyer Pinès. Historie de 
1 a Litterature Judeo'-A 11 emande (Pari s, 1910) and Leo Wei ner, The Ri story 
of Yiddish Literature in the Nineteenth ,Century (NY, 1899). Nonetheless, 
East European Yiddish cri tics were certainly cognizant of the real autnbr 
and careful to distinguish between Abramovitch and "his main character, 
Mendel e." - See the remarkably i'nsightful 1910 articl e by Sh. Niger, / 
"Sho1em Yankev Abramovitsh (Fun a referat tsu zayn 7S-yerign yubi1eum)," 
in Ale verk fun Mendele Moykher Sforim (NV: Hebrew Pub1ishing Co., 1920), 
v. 10,. pp. 81-134". In his authoritative leksikon fun der yidisher. . 
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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 

long 1 i ne of great and great-great grandfa,thers, l iterary contJmporar,i es 

and predecessors who' dated ba~k at least to the sixteenth century.5 

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 ~o as "mame loshn,tI "lOOther tangue," ,:----
it fit into a deeply dualistic culture which reserved most literary and 

1iteratur, prese un filologie, v. 1 (Vilna: B. Kletskin, '1926), Zalman 
Rejzen places fiis lengthy entry under the heading "Abramovitch,1I and 

3 

not I~endele. (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 ~utobiography Sholyme Reb Khayms, in which Mendele and ,( 
Abramovitch actual1y meet. Nonetheless, the distinction was blurred some~ 
what by certain later crit;cs intent on a myth-making of their own. So
viet literary scholars. among theM M. Viner, 14. Erik, A. Gurshteyn, Y. 
Nusinov, and N. Oyslender tended to ignore the "bourgeois U intellectual 
Abramovitch behind the Mendele mask, in order to legitimize early Yiddish 
1iterature as a genuinp expression of the Jewish folk, The exact nature 
of the Mendele persona~as been definitive1y ana1yzed by Dan Miron in his~ 
recent study A Traveler Dis9uiseo (NY: Schocken Books, 1973). Miron 
shows that the Mendele persona fills a specifie literary furction, which is 
the key ta understanding Abramovitch's art. The development and function 
of the Mendele persona will be ~iscussed in greater detail as it pertains 
ta the present study. 

5Herein l will present only the broadest sketch of/the history of 
Yiddish literature, in order ta establish a framework against which ta ap
preciate Mendele's seminal contribution., For a concise but ITOre comprehen
sive sUY'vey see Yud1 Mark, uYiddish Literature,OI in ~/. Finkelstein, ed., 
The Jews: Their History, Culture and Religion (NY:,' Harper an\! Brothers 
PUb1ishers, 1949), pp. 859-895. The sketch presented here draws on a num
ber of standard sources: Maks Erik, Di geshikhti fun der yidisher 
Hteratur fun di eltste tsa tn biz der haskol e tkufe (Warsaw: F"g Kultur-

28; a man ReJzen, un Mende zon 1Z ,Men e e (Warsaw: Ku1tur~lige. 
1923); Yisroe1 Tsinberg, Di eshlkhte fun der l1teratur ba idn '(10 vs.; 
NY: Mayshe Shmue1 Shklarsky, 1943 ; Meyer Viner, Tsu der Tes l hte fun der 
yidisher literatur in 19-tn yorhundert (2 'vs.; I~Y: Ikuf. 945); Max 
Weinreich, Bilder fun der yidisher literaturgeshikhte (Vilna: B. Klekstein, 
1928) . 

6uAshkenazic" refers ta th' Je~ish population of the Rhine1and, which 
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scholarly function for ancient Aramaic and especially Hebrew, the "loshn 

koydesh" or "holy tongue. 117 Arrpng the few l iterary works whi ch did ap

pear in Yi'ddish the roost popular were archaic tales of ~hiValry dating back 

to the Italian Renaissance (Bove bukh, 1509), and rooralizing translations 

or explications of traditional Jewish lore intended,primarily, or at least 

ostensibly, for women (Shmuel bukh, l6th ceniury; Tsene urene, ca. 1590; 

Mayse bukh, 1602). Notwithstanding certain intriguin~ excePtio~~r the~e 
. words were written in an ossified "Western Yiddish," largely out of step 

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

Traditio'nal Jewish society was never exactly static, but for many 

centuries it did adher~ to a strict continuity of Rabbinic law and custom, 

bolstered by far reaching communal autonomy afforded té Jews as a corporate 

middle class in an otherwise feudal economy. As long as this condition' 

prevailed, Jews woulrl continue to use Yiddish as their spoken vernacular, 

and would continue to relegate serious literature and 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, 
Germanie, Salvic and Semitic l~xical elements into an essentially Germanic 
gr.alTlllatical structure \'/ith a decidedly Jewish cognition. A brief survey 
of the history of Yiddish ,can be found in Uriel I~einrech, "Yiddish Lan
guage," Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 16, pp. 789-798. The definitive cuTtural 
historyof the Yiddish language is Max We;nreich's magnum opus, Di . 
geshikhte fun der yidisher shprakh (4 vs.; NY: YIVO, 1973). 

, 

7The dual istic relationship of Hebrew and Yiddi sh, what Max ~e'inreich 
terms "internal bil ingual; sm, Il was characteri stic of Jewish settl ements 
throughout the Diaspora. Yiddish is anJy one of at least seventeen "Jewish 
vernaculars," which include Ladino, Judeo-Arabic, Judeo-Provencal, Judeo
Greek and others. A dual istic structure between "sacred" and "profane"' 
underlies muchof 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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Hétirew. It was not until the later eighteenth century, in the rapid1y de-

I 

1 -

ve1opi,ng countries of Western Europe, that thts status quo was finally 

shak~f"!. The Gennan Jewi sh philosopher Moses Mende1s~ohn ;ntr.ft~ced En: 

1 ightenment i deology to the Jewi sh worl d, faci,,]ti tating--or el se fa~d ' 
, - " 

by--the Jewish push for civil and political emancipation. An ascendant 

Jewish bourgeoisie sought admission ta expanding ~arkets, and readily 
,~~ -

, , 
tra.ded the social II pecu1 iarities Il mandated by Jewish 1 aw for a more pro-

mising civil equal ity guaranteed by the law of the State. 8 Social inte-

.. gration reduced Jewishness to a Konfession, a sterile theology of "ethica1 

monotheism" devoid of rrore apparent social, cultural or linguistic dis

tinctiveness. The Western Yiddish vernacuiar was abandoned in favor of 

German, French, Dutch or another 'prevailing language ~f the land. While 

Hebr~w was at ,least nominally retained in the sanitized religious rea"lm of 

prayer and scholarly research (Wissenschaft des Judentums). Yidçish was 

actively. indeed vehement1y, combated. Moses Mendelssohn maintained that 

Yiddish "contributed not a little to the 'impropriety' of the comnon Jew," 

and that it was lia language of stamnerers, corrupt and deformed, repu1sive 

to those who"are abl e ta speak in a correct and el egant manner Cl edaber 

tsakhot]. ,,9 The Enl ightenment movement in Western Europe produced on1~ 

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

( 8This fonnula was explicitly expressed on the floor of the French 
Assembly shortly after the Revolution of 1789, during debate on th~ ques
tion of Jewish Emancipation. The nobleman Clermont-Tonnerre proc1a~d, 
"Ta the Jews as a nation--nothing; to the Jews as individua1s--al1. 11 See, 
inter a1ia, Arthur Herzberg, French En1ightenment and the Jews (NY: 
Schocken Books, 1968): Howard r~orely Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish 
Histort (NY: Delta, 1958); Salo Baron, "Ghetto and Emâncipation," Menorah 
Journa , June 1928; Michael Meyer, The Origins of the Modern Jew (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1967). 

9From the Introduction to Mende1ssohn ' s Biur'(Berlin. 1783); cited 
by Miron, A Trave1 er O;sguised, p. 43-. ,--
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didactic comedies in which the IIbad guys," denizens If obscu~antism and , 

tradition, speak Yiddish, whil e the "good guys," pr1ponents of Enl ig~ten

ment, speak High German.' Th~se plays were artistically suicidal, deriigrat

ing and urging the extinction of their Qwn linguistic medium. 

"The Enl ightenment movement in as,tern Europe was of" a manifestedly 
.. 

different character than that of the West, ana yet it began with very 

similar attitudes toward Yiddish. The maskil i1n, or proponents of Enl tg~t
énment in Eastern Europe, drew their' original s~stenance from r-1endelssohn / 

and,his cir'cle in Berlin, but were soon forced to adapt their message and 

means ta 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;lO there was ~o indigenous Enlightenment mov~ent, 
no immediate possibility of trading social and cultural individuality for 

civil emancipation. Moreover, native ethnie multiplicity worked against 

cultural and linguistic assimilation. As a result, the Haskala in the 

East took a more decidedly Jewish character. WhiJe sorne maskil îm errulated 

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

,lOA. Yuditsky, in his Yidishe burzhuaz e un idisher ro1etar at in 
ershter he1 ft 19-tn yorhundert Ki ev: Me uk e far ag Pro etar, 1 932, 
adduces evidences that Jews were involved in industrial production in Rus
sia since the first decade of the nineteenth century. It is impor~ant ta 
remember just how limited this involvement was, however. Russia was still 
overwhelmingly feudal in the ear1y 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 J~ish 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 Eas~, and simu1taneously imported Enlightenment 
ideology. They were an authentically "modern" bourgeoisie, i'solated within 
an essentially feudal nativeveconomy. See Nicholas V. Riasanovsk~, 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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int'roduce rational ist el ements into the nati ve Jewi sh sphere. They turned 

to Hebrew, a ."pure" language untainted by centuries of exile and disper

sion. Hebrew was classieal, aristocratie by birth and usage~ with a bib-

lical lexicon and strictly defined gramnar. From it the maski1im fash

ioned an obtuse literary style called melitse, a stilted transp'~ntation 

of verbatim bibli~al phraeseology stretched and shuffled to convey con-

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

functionally inaccessible to the overwhelming majori~y of less-tutored, 

Yiddish-speaki ng, Eàst Europea". Jews. 

The maskilim in Eastern Europe maintained a deprecating attitude 

toward Y'iddish. Like the1r colleagues in the West, they considered Yid-

• dish a "jargon," a chaotic, ungramnatical 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 maskil im asserted 

Yet for all their carefully cultivated distance, the East European 

maski l im were forced i nta a pecul iarl y ambi val ent rela1;i011ship toward *" 
1 

their "l ess fortunaten- brethren. Unl ike Western Europe, where acceptance 

7 

of Enlightenment ideas and manners meant' intrance into the broader society, 

Eastern Europe was'still predominantly agrarian and feudal, leaving little 

room for social integration. With whom would the intellectual assimilate-

the illiterate, Ukranian-speaking peasant next door? Meanwhile the Tsar

ist government was predicating civil emancipation on the enlightenment and 

ascendant Jewish bourgeoisie is of considerable relevance ta the present 
thesis, and'will be examined at greater depth in Part One, ~hapter 3. 
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"productivization" of the Jews as a whble. l1 The lot of the maskil im 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.-

8 

The maskil im took to this didactic function with neophyte zeal, oftan 

broaching open cO~,iCity with the reactionary, ~\Jtocratic regimes 0/ 
Russia ~ Austria. 'Their didactic efforts in Hebrew, however, soon en-

1-....,:r 
" 

gendered,a"-fundamental anomaly: How could the Jewish masses be converted 
;f~./~ .. 

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

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

first place? Very reluctantly, a few maski1im, already accomplished Hebrew -writers, condescended to the use of'the IIjargon ll for the uti1itarian pur

pose of reaching the masses in the only language the~ could understand. 12 
, 

This tactical maneuver introduced a new phase of Yiddish literary acti-
, 

vit y .. Mendel Lefin (1749-1826), a prominent maskil living in the Ga1ician 

trade center of Tarnopol, be1ieved 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 madel of Mendelssohn1s German Biur, and 

llBoth the Russian and Austrian regimes tried to force IIEnlighten
ment ll on the Jewish masses. This was, of course, a sham; enligh'tenment 
was in fact synonymous with amalgamation into 'the 'Christian mainstream. 
See Simon Dubnow, Historl of the Jews in Russia and Poland, v. 2 (Phila
delphia: The Jewish Pub ication Sôciety of Am,rica, 1918J' pp. 13-87. On 
Galicia see Raphael Mahler, A History of Modern Jewry, 17 0-1815 (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1971). ' 

l2Virtua11y\all of the Viddish writers of this period, with the 
notable exception of Mordkhe Spektor, also published in Hebrew. Miron, 
op. cit .• p. 9. -presents a mode1 whereby y,iddish 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 unti1 only fringe writers were left sharing 
an over1apping circumference in both literatures. 
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demonstrated considerable artistic achievement in his comp1eted translation 
~ 0 

of the Book of Psa1ms. Yet Lefin was som~thing of an exception t and not-

withstanding his artistic results he never,apenly cha11enged the ideolo

gical position of the Mende1ssohnian Haskala. Other writers were more 

forthrightly didactic. The anonyroous Di genarte velt t "The Duped World," 

which appeared in 1816 (probably written by one of Lefin's student~)t~s 

a biting satire attacking a Hasidic kherem (~xcommunication) recently is

sued against maskilim in Lemberg. Yoysef Perl (1773-l839), a ~ealthy 

Tarnopo1 merchant, wrote trenchant parodies 'of H~idic tales which for many 

were indistinguishable fram th~ origina1s. Yisroe1 Aksenfeld (1787-1866), 
\ 

"" an Odessa 1awyer who had himself been a dedicatéd Hasid as "a youth, at-.. ~,. 

- Q 

"". 
tack-ed the world of his childhoad with both skill and venom. Other 

prominent maski1imt inc1uding Isaac Baer Levinson (1788-1860; known as 

the "Russian Mendelssohn") and Avrom Baer Got1ober (1810-1899) .9ccasiona1-. 
ly employed Yiddish in their didactic efforts. Only one writer of this 

pèriod, Sh10yme Etinger (1801-1856), evidenced any genuine ~rtistic com

mitment ta Yiddish art faf its own sake. His play Serke1e portrayed a 

domineering businesswoma~nd her bookish, mild-mannered husband. Yet 

Etinger's works cauld not pass the Tsarist censor~nd so remained in manu

script, virtual1y unknown, untif after the author's death. 

Ultimately censorship proved a major obstàcle to all Yiddish writing 

~f this period. The draconic anti~JewiSh legislation of Nicholas I--often 

perpetrated with the naive endorsement of the maski1im themselves13_-

l3Isaac Baer Levi nson suggested a censarshi p po'l icy to' the Tsari st 
regime as a means of stifling the flood of Hasidic literat~r. This re
su1ted in the edict of 1836 which closed~ll Jewish,pres~és ut three, 
where resident censors were available. Voisef Perl went'one step further; 
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in al1 sp~eres and c10sed most of the indepen

Though the ear1y maski1im had condescended to Yiddish 

the masses," most of their Yiddish efforts were in 

fact never published, circu1ating only,among themselves in ma,nuscript 

editians. 

This situation changed drastfc~~~the early 1860s, with the 
/ . 

generd 1 iberal ization and. rel axatiàh: of censorshi p which followed 

Nicholas 1 s death in 1~56.14 YiddiSh~,y!:~!e)'"s ,S~dénr;had direct acces,s to 

large nunbers of peopl e, and the 1 iterature assumed very large proporti.ons. 

Clandestine manuscripts gave way to widely read seri al n~vels and story 

books, d;str~buted throughout the countryside b~ wandering bookpeddlers. 
1 

Ayzik Meyer. Dik (1814-1893), a maski1 of moderate persuasion, wrote endless 
, 

installments of gently moralizing tales which became "best sellers" in the . \ 

Jewish wor1d. Publication statistics for 1857 show that the romantic 

Hebrew novels of Abraham Mapu (the most popular contemporary Hêbrew 

iter) sold twe1ve hundred copies, whi1e in the same year Dikls books 

sol more than one hundred thousand copies. 15 

p. 3; see also Sh. Ginzburg, 
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Such then was ,the l iterary context in which Sho1em Yankev 

AbramGvitch (Mende1e Moykher Sforim) debuted in 1864, and against which he 
• is recognized as "the first," the zeyde. Abramovitch himself acknow1edged 

neither contemporaries nor antecedents/. "In my time the Yiddish language 
J 

1s... 

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

There was not a ~ingle good, 'beautifu1 thing in her, except for 
mockery, foo1ishness and babb1ing, the work of foo1ish people who 
were unab1e to speak like human beings and who had no name. 16 

,1 •• 

The Hebrew styl,ists still concerned themselves with the ho1y language 
and were not interested in the comman peopLe; they looked at Yiddish 
with great condescension, with gr~ deriS4on. And if one out of ten 
did write something in the language, they would hide it under seven 
10ckS, they wou1d hide it under their ho1y prayer shaw1, in order that 
their disg~ace should not be uncoVered and sul~y their good name. 

But the love of being usefu1 triumphed in me over empty honor and 1 
decided, come what may, 1 will involve myself with Yidtiish, the d~-

, nigrated daughter, and will be of servioe to the corrmon peopl,e. 17 

For all his dramatic pronouncements of seminal self-sacrifice, 

Abramovitch entered the new literature with precise1y the same prejud~es 

and intentions as did his unacknowledged col1eagues. Abramovitch tao was .. 
an accomplishea Hebrew writer, who recognized in Yiddish the only realistic 

" means of conveying the ~ssage of En1ightenment to the Jewish masses. As 
.' 110 

he wrote in an autobiographical pi'ece/ for a Hebrew 1exicon in 1889:. 

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

~ , 

l6Mende le Moykher Sfor; m, IIShtri khn tsu mayn ~ bi ografi e. Il (ori gi na 11 y 
pub1ished in Hebrew in Nakhum Soko10v's Sefer -zikharon, 1889), in Mayzl, ' 
ed., Dos mendele-bukh, pp. 17-32. Tihe present citation is from page 27. 
See also Y. Tsinberg, IlA1:rfaioovitch--Mende1è (Tsum tsentn yortsayt), Il 
Kultur-histo'rishe shtudies (NY: Morris S. Sk1arsky, 1949), p. 346" where 

,. Mendele is cited: "Yiddish literature was an empty, neg1ected garden wh en 
1 made.m~ debut~ there were no flowers, AO frujt, all was hol1ow and 
wilted. Il ~ " 

17Mende1e, op. cH., loc. cit. 
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Then l corrmuned wi th my hea rt, sayi ng, Here 1 am, obs,erv i ng the ways 
of our people and striving to write novels for them on Jewish subJècts 1 
in the holy tongue, which most of them, as they speak,only Yiddish, do 
not understand. What hath the writer of all hi'~ l abor and of the vexa-
tion of his heart, ff he i s o{ no use to his peopl e? The question, For 
Whom do ,r labor?, gave me no l''est and great1y embarrassed me: ... 18 

It is difficu1t to know how much of Abramovitch's recollection re-

flects actual' fact, and how rrîuch is part of, the deliberate effort to con

struct the genesis myth of a new lit~rature. His purported ignorance of 

contemporaries may well be feigned, in order to emphasize the origina1it~ 

of his own contributipn. 'In any 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, i11egitimate~or at least 

undesi rabl e. At the same time he shared the l iberai' premise of the con

temporary Haskala that the disseminàtion of "good ideas," the message of 

Enlightenment, would be eoough to "earn" dvil and political emancipation 

and assure materia1 amelioration. Like others of his time, he proved him

self ready to subordinate aesthetic sensibility to social theory, and to 

• employ Yiddish as a "necessary evil, Il a tempot:ary means toward the end of 
\ 

universal ~n];ghtenment. 

This particular amalgam of ends and means was to work its magic on 

Abramovitch. Once he made the br~ak and a~reed to write in Yiddish, there 

was no turning back. ' He m~de hi,s Yiddish debut in 1864; by 1873, \'/ith the 

publicationUof Di kliatshe ("The Nag"), both his,de facto aes,thetic 

evaluation of Y.iddish and his social theory itself hap beèn radi,cally 
fJ> 

, 18Mendele,.op. cit." p. 27,. The present~ translation"i's from Miron, 
A Trave1er Disiuised, p. 13. Th~s passage is often cited as Mende1e ' s 
liturning point; see for exalVple\Rejzen, Leksikon, v. l, p. 14. 
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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?, 

13 

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 avowed1y "social Il purpose, a dial ectic of ends and 
, 

means had been set up which would lead him to the literary and theoretical 

coup of Di kl iatshe. This paper therefore focuses on the 1 iterary process 

itself, tracing the actual mechanism of this dialectic through sequential 

textual analysis. Part Two, "The Bourgeois Propagandist," is a study of 

Dos Kleyne montshe1e (1864) and Dos vintshfingerl' (1865). Part Three, "The 

People's Artist," examines th~ five act play Di takse (1869). 

Before we approach these texts, however, an important preliminary 

questi.on presents itself: Why 'Mendele? Abramovitch b,egan his 1 iterary 

car~er at the same time and with the same intentions as a number of other 

Haskala writers, perhaps most notably Yitskhok Yoyl Linetski. 19 If a 

transformational dialectic was indeed inherent in the juncture of Enlight

enment ends and Yiddish means, then why, of a1l the contemporary maskilim 

who also invo1ved themse1ves in Yiddish writing, did ~bramovitch a10ne see 

this dia1ectic through to its synthetic fruition? 

19Unetski made his debut in 1865 with Dos POfliSh yinë' ("The Po1ish 
Lad't), a work which enjoyed great contemporary popu arity. i netski was a 
writer of consid~rable skill; he later comp1ained bitterly of the "geoesis 
myth" created by Shol em Al eykhem, from which he was conspicuously exc1 uded. 
On Mendele and his contemporar.ies in the 18605 (Linetski, Dinezon, 
Bernshteyn et al.), see' N,. Oys' ender, "Mende 1 es mitgeyer in di 60' er un 
70'er yorn," in Mendele un zayn tsayt (Moscow: Melukhe-farlag 'Ernes,' 
1940), pp. 92-171; A. Gurshteyn, "0er yunger Mendel e ; n kontekst fun di 
60-er yorn," Shriftn, v. l (Kiev: Kultur-lige, 1928), pp. 180-198. 
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I hasten to say that 1 am not trying to impose deterministic mode1s 
w 

on the process of 1iterary creativity. Abramovitch was undeniab1y a 

genius; his own special psychic make-up and sensibility enab1ed him to per

ceive connections and traver~e literary and theoretical ground where lesser 

writers cou1d not follow. Yet for all that, he still came to the "latent 

dia1ectic" of modern Yiddish literature with a unique background, which in 

and of itself clear1y distinguished him from his cOfltemporaries. If his 

starting point in Yiddish was the same as for other'jJebrew writers (who 

for the sake of a social end employed a Yîddish means), then he had ar

rived at that starting point fro~ vety different route. Even before he 

began the dialectical journey of Yiddi h literature, he had already , 

travel ed a "dial ectical 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 

life in the nineteenth century; Rabbinism (as held by the misna9dim), 

Hasidism and Haskala. 'If Abramovitch began his Yiddish career within 
l 

the immediate context of the Haska1a, it was only after he had been .J:!x-

posed to both Rabbinism ~nd Hasidism. If synthesis was built into the 
/ 

1 

Yiddish liter.ary 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 
1 

worlds--in wh~ch the zeyde came of age. 

• 
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PART ONE: THE WRITER AND HIS WOR~DS 

1. Kapulye: Rabbini sm and Nature 

Sho1em Yankev Abramovitch was born December 20, 1836,~in Kapu1ye, a 

shtet1 in the provi~ce of Minsk, White Russia. 1 Kapu1ye was a sma11 town 

set amid great natural beauty, where, as Abramovi tch tell s us, "virtually 

everyone was a sc~olar.fl2 There may be a touch<of romanticization in 

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

1Abramovitch's famii y name.at birth was "Broyde"; as we will see, 

16 

the name "Abramovitch" was not adopted unti1 sorne time later. Sorne con· 
fusion pertains as ta the exact data of Atramovitch's birth. According ta 
Rejzen, Leks<H:on, v. 1, p. 9, Abramovitch had confided to Bia1ik that the 
rea1'date of his birth actually predated the general1y accepted 1836 date 
by seven or eight years. As always, it is difficu1.t to distinguish between 
myth and real i ty: AbralOOvi tch may -s-imp~y -have been trying to bol ster his 
flgrandfather" image by making himse1f seem older. . 

Biographica1 information incorporated in ~his study is drawn pri
marily from the following sources: Rejzen, "Abramovitch,~' Leksikon, v. l, 
pp. 8-37; Leksikon fun der na er idisher literatur (NY: Alveltlekher 
yidisher kultur-kongres, 56, v.' ; Nakhman Mayz , Dos ~ode1e-bukh (an 
important anthology of letters. autobiographical, biograp 'cal and critical 
writings); Sh. Niger, Mende1e Mo kher Sforim: za n 1ebn, za ne 
gezelsbaft1ekhe un 1iterans e oy tungen lcago: L. . teyn,1936); 
Memoirs by Perets( Berdishevsky, Sholem Aleykhem, Dinezon', Dubnov et, al. in 
Shmuel Rozhansky, ed., Masoes Ben omen hashlishi: der ze de un za n e okhe 
(Musterverk 'ed.; Buenos ires: Yoysef l1fshits Fund, 973 ; se1ected cr,
tical and biographica1 essays appear in Ale v~rk fun Mendele Moykher 
Sforim, ed. by N. Mayzl (Warsaw: Farlag Mendele, 1928), vols., I, XX-XXII. 

Thousands of memoirs. ,articles and scholarly studies deaiing with 
Mendele have app~ared over the past nundred years. particular1y in Poland, 
the Soviet Union, the United States, Canada, Argentina and Israel. As yet, 
no definitive Mendel e bibl iography exists. ' Prel iminary attempts at a 
comprehensive bib1iography are ~ Anilevitsh, flNaye Mendele-literatur,fI in 1 
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 
Abraroovitch," in Rozhansky, ed., Masoes Benyomen hashlishi; pp. 215-252. 
An excellent bibliography of the most significant critical an~ biographical 
works is found in Dan Miron. A Traveler Disguised, pp. 312-327. An author
itative edition of Mendele ' s comp1ete works in Hebrew and Yiddish is cur
qmtly under preparation at the .Hebrew University in Jerusalem., 

... 
2Cited by Mayzl, Dos Mende1e-bukh, p. 396: Much has been written on 
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al cities of- Southern Russia and Poland where he was to sojourn rrost of his 

llfe, there is also a salid grain of truth. Since the mid eighteenth cen

tury southern' Russia had been in a ·state of general decl ine, suffering 

economic displacement and caught up in the anti-intell ectual fervor of 

Hasidism. Kapulye, on the other hand, was locàted in the Nor~hwest of the 

Jewish Pale,'where the old economy remained more or less stable and the 

traditional communal structure intact. The revivalist populism of, 

Hasidism met strong resistance in the Northwest, and the region entrenched 

itself as the center of the misnagdim, "opponents" ~f, Hasidism who were 

deeply cammitted to an older sort of Rabbinic scholarship. Because of the 

greater inter~al stability of ·the region, the Nor.thwest was able to inte-
L~ • 

grate rational ,thought and sorne elements of "worldly" knowledge without 

jeop~rdizing the overaJl social status quo. 

1 Kapulye was a shtetl typical of the Northwest region, in that its . 
elabarate Jewish communal structure remained fundamentally intact, at 

1 east through Abramovitch 1 s chil dhood. As a corporate middl e class in a 

region which remained overwhelmingly agrarian and feudal, Jews were ac

corded far reaching autoDomy in their cultural and communal affairs. Par

ticularly after the expulsion from the villages of White Russia in 1808, 

most Jews of the reg~on lived concentrated in towns and cities, where they 

fell under the tight-knit control of the kaha~, the lçcal Jewish communal 

government .• The Kahal administered a wide scope of public institutions, 

ranging from school s and synagogues ta a bathhouse, "hospital, Il paor house, 

Kapulye. See Mendele in Shtrikhn, p: l7f; Mayzl, op. cit., pp. 395-398; 
Sore Maksvsky, "Fun der amoliker Kapulye," Yivo bleter, XI (1937); Yoysef 
Morgenshtern, "Mendeles Kapulye," Yidishe kultur, 1955, no. 10. 
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free loan society and ritua1 slaughterhouse for kosher meat. Abramovitch's 

own father was a part of this communal apparatus: he worked in- Kapulye as 

a tax collector, a position which brought him considerable prestige. 

Though Kapu1ye represented a re1atively stable society, it was hardly 

without its cracks and fissures. The communal administration was based on 

suffragê of the rich, which excluded the masses of artisans and day 

1aborers. Since the 1770s there were sporadic popu1ar uprisings against 

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

and Vitebsk. 3 The strugg1 e of peer agai nst rich often manif ; tself as 

and misnagdim, who were 1arge1y 

Hasidism was not able to make a significant foothold in the its 

strugg1e with Lithuanian misnagdim in the 1ater eighteent century was • 
marked by particu1ar ferocity. The misnagdim resor Of kherem· 

(excommunication), denunciation to the police, harrassment and outright 

violence.4 At the same ti~e J 1lgnifi~aQt Jewish proletariat was slowly 

establishing itself in,th~ cAie~, concentrated in secondarYI ~roducti~n and 

Jewish owned textile factories. For the time being this on1y reinforced 

the existing c~mmuna1 hierarchy, but a new sort of c1ass stru9g1e was 

clearly in the making. The ~ineteenth century wa~ punctuated by sporadic 

3Bernard Weinryb, The Jews of Poland (Philadelphia: JPS, 1973), 
pp. 284~294. As we will see, these often successful popu1ar Upr!'SingS may 
well have inspired Mendel e's Di takse of 1869. 

40n the struggle of Hasidism in the Northwest see Weinryb, op. cit., 
and Wolf Zeev Rabinowitsch, Lithuanian Hasidism, foreword by Simon Dubnow 
(NY: Schocken BoQks, 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, final1y culminating in the birth of 
e::: 

the Jewish socia1ist movement in the Northwest cHies of Vi1na~ Minsk and 

Bialystok during the 1890s. 5 It is doubtful whether the fierce strugg1e 

against Hasidism or the challenge of a nascent proletariat had a signifi

cant impact on the Kapu1ye of Abramovitch's youth. Hasidism had been pret

ty wel1 defeated\by the 1830s (though scattered Hasidic enclaves did exist 

in nearby towns).\and the strike movement in the workshops and factories 

had On1Y-tentativ~ly begun. Nonethel ess, undercurrents. of di scontent and 

social upheaval, i~ not yet fully manifest, were already being felt. 

Abramovitch learned this first hand as a young boy, when his father was 
, 

ousted from his position as tax col1ector after a run-in with the corrupt 

local administration. 

"My father, Reb Khaym, " Abramovitch tell s us in his semi -fictiona1 

au~ob i ography of 1899, "was, as they say, both for Gad and fa r peâp 1 e. ,,6 

He 1ived in strict accordance with Rabbinic law and immersed himself in 

Ta1mudic scholarship, yet at the same time he explored modern sciences and 

even engaged in stylized Hebrew verse. This particular amalgam of strict 

tradi~ion fl avored_ by modern 1 earning was indicative of a cul tural and 

SAn excellent study of class struggle in ninete century Russian 
Jewish society is A~~, Menes, "Di yidishe arbeter-bave ung in Ruslan9 fun 
onheyb 70er bizn sof 90~r yorn," in E. Tcherikover, d.,. Historishe . 
shriftn, v. III (NY: VIVO~ 1939), pp. 1-59. See al 0 Yud1tsky, Vidishe 
burzhuazye un yidisher proletaryat in ershter helft -tn yarhundert. 

6In Shloyme Reb Khayms, p. 15, cited Dy Mayz1, Dos Mendele-bukh, 
p.396. See a1so Mendele, Shtrikhn, pp. 17-18; and Rejzen, Leksikon, 
v. l, p. 3 .. On Abramovi~chls family see Max Weinreich~ "Pesye Abraroovitch 
kharakt;z;rt fun ir Wl," Vivo bleter, XIV (1939), pp. 335-338; Idem., 
"Mendel'es eltern un nWtkinder, Il vivo bl eter, XI (1937), pp. 270-286. A 
comprehensive study of Abramovitch1s childhood is U. Finkel, Mendele 
Moyf<her Sforim: 1dndhayt un yugnt (Mi nsk, 1937). 
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religious ethos which was prevalent in the Northwest since the time of 

Rabbi Elijah ben Solomon Zalman in the later eighteenth century. Rabbi 

Elijah, better known as the Vilna Gaon (the "Genius of Vilna"), was a 

scholar of extraordinary erudition, whose iron-willed.pronouncements were 

to shape Jewish society, espec;ally in the Northwest, well into the 

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

insisted that it would ~ctually benefit fram efPosure to outside learn-
", 

20 

ing. IIAll knawledge," he wrote in the preface to a Hebrew work on Euclid, 

is necessary for our haly Torah and is includecf in ·it .... Ta the 
degree a man is lacking in knowledge and secular sciences, he will lack 
one hundred fold in the wisdorn of the Torah.7 

The Gaon himsel,f was the autror of a significant Hebrew treatise on geo

metry which, it is said, he penned during his indisposed moments in the 
- 1 bathroom. 

The model of rationalist Rabbinism ~ntroduced by the Gaon managed to 

defuse for a time. the social impact ofbroader Europe~n Enlightenment. 

Sorne currents of Mendelssohnian thought did fi1ter into Lithuania, and White 

Russia during the later eighteenth century, channe1ed through the German 

trad~ centers in Prussia and Posen. But the bear~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 ~ocial 

arder. Even those Jews who owned--l~e scale textile factories were of an 
/' 

old-sty1e bourgeoisie; they employed mostly Jews, and readily applied the 

sanctions of traditional Jewish law ta maintain arder in the new workplace. 
, 

/ Enlightenment· therefare lacked any real éêOnomic push in the Northwest. 

7Preface ta Borukh of Shklav, Euclid (The Hague, 1780). cited by 
1. ~ausner in Encyclaped1a Judaica, v. 6, p. 655. 
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The revitalized Rabbinism of the Gaon was enough to safely absorb currents 

of European thought, and to stave off any rea l ,upheaval of rel igious prac

tice or social organization.8 

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 supplemented with scientific knowledge and the study of 

Hebrew grammar. 9 He enjoyed the privilege, rare among .his contemporaries, 

of having an excellent melamed (el~entary school teacher).lO The young 

Abramovüch proved himself a precocious student. By the age of nine, he 

tells us, he had committed ta memory all twenty-four books of the Bible. 

Bible study soon gave way to study of the Babylonian Talmud. At first he 

was overwhelmed by the enormi~y and complexity of the work: "Iwaslikea 
1 

Jew at the fa i r for the fi rst time, Il he writes." But under the private 
.... 

tutelage of his father (from the age of twelve) Abramovitch found his way 

1 
/ 

through the Talmud's winding dialectics and compelling logic. The halakha., 

legalistic discourse which makes up the bulk pf the Talmud, engaged the 
~ 

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

,80n the Haskala in Lithuania see Jacob Shatzky, Kultur-geshikhte fun 
der haskole in Lite (Buenos Aires: Tsehtrale-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
ly 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 inter~st in the workings of langu~ge 
throughout his life. 

, °Hi s teacher, Vosi Reubens, was 
Lipe Reubens in Shloyme Reb Khayms. 

'" Sh~ri khn, p. 18. 

later immortalized ~ the melamed 
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reasoning. The agada, or homiletic component of the Talrrud, nourished a 

growing 1 i terary sensibil ; ty .12 Thus was AbralOOvitch well grounded in 
. 

traditiona1 Jewish scholarship before venturing forth to new worlds. 

Abramovitc~ was on1y fourteen when his father died, leaving the 

fami1y in difficult -financial straits. His IOOther remarried to a rural 
\ 

mill er, a dorfsyi d.or "vi 11 age Jew" who 1 ived out in the countrys ide, be

yond the immediate confines of the organized Jewish community. AbralOOvitch, 

meanwhile,-dedicated himself to Talmudic scholarship, moving through a suc

cession of famous Lithu~nian yeshives, includinq that founded by the Gaon 

himself in Vilna. After a few years of intensive 'study he had had enough: 

"1 was sti 11 young in years, but l was full to the brim with troubl es [zat , -
mit tsoris].,,13 He left his studies behind and joined his mother at the 

mi 11 . 

Here at the mill , deep i,n the country. Abramovitch was set free to 

romp and explore amjd the magnificent sp1endor of the natural world. "Na-
-

ture, Il he observed, "smiled upon me.,,14 I~ later years he wr'ote of the 

profound i nfl uence of th; s 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 i t l'las qui et an'd peaceful. She bound e for
ever to the trees of the forest, she bound me ta the birds of héaven 
and the, swarTing creatures "of the earth. teaching me their lan-
guage. . . . 5 ' 1 

12The formulation of this' dual influence is presented by Abra vitch 
himself. Ibid., p. 20. 

13Mendele, Shtrikhn, p. 21. 

14Ibid ., 1 oc. cH. 

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

massive ~ebrew 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 ithe makeup of Abramovitch's artistic 
1 

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

set in him a mode of direct, e~pirical observation of the physical world, 

an objective appreciation.of all living things which would one day mani-

.fest itself in his realist style. 16 

****** 
Abramovitch was first and foremost a product of the old J\wiSh 

, 1 

worl d, versed in Rabbini c scholarship and ~xposed to a sort of home-

grown rationalism which integrated easily with traditional obse'rvance. He 

also grew up amid nature, and thus cultivated 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 ;dylli~ world of the rural mill was soon clouded by growing tension 
1 

with his stepfather. After a short while Abramovitch quit the mill and ~ 
moved back to Kapulye, where he resumed a regimen of traditional yeshive 

16Nokhum Oyslender, Gruntshtrikhn fun yidishn realizm (Vilna: B. 
Kletskin, 1928). While Oyslender gives much credit to the influence of na'(-, 
ture, he ma intains that Abramovitch first beèame enamoured of nature during , 
his travels with the beggars' band [inf

Ab
] and not during his time at the 

mill. He cites a conversation between ramovitch and Ben Ami, in which 
Abramovitch supposedly confided that the account he had offered in his ' 
autobiography was untrue. The entire matter is dlfficult to evaluate. 
Having placed such great importance on the formative influence of nature, 
Oyslender might have wanted to "proletarianize" the influence by setting it 
1n the context of travels among the comman people. Whatever the case, l 
believe that Oyslender.remains correct in his emphasis on the importance of 
nature in the development of Abramov1tch's realist style. 
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study. 
. / 

But he was not eut out for the li fe of ~ Rabbi n c schola r; endowed 
, 

with a growing empirical perspective and artistic visio , he saw tao nlJch 

to sit still. Now seventeen_.'-.o~e was fired by a healthy adolescent rebel-
- ---~ 

l10usness and an irrepressible curiosity. One day _a ba d of shnorers s wan

der; ng beggars, pull ed into town, l ed by a certa in chari smatic crippl e 
, 

named Avrom de.r Hinkediker (Avrom the Lame). Abramovit h was apparently 

taken with the exotic fl avor and earthy camaraderi e of he troupe. He 
1 

packed his bags and ocl imbed aboard, leaving Kapulye and eading into the 

great worl d beyond .. 17 

.... 
9 

. 
! 
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170yslender, op'. cit., -suggests that AbrallDvÙch joined the 'beggars 
'in order to ac~ompany his aunt, whO was searchirtg 'for tfér husbànd in 
Vo1h~ia. -l have found no mention of this motivation in other sources . 

. Most\biogr,aphers seem in agreement that Abramovitch joined the oeggars as 
a you h in search of adventure. -It should be noted that Ab'ramviteh's 
trave1 coincided with a general pattern of demographic shift durfng the 
18405. Many Li thuani an Jews headed south in search ·of greater economi c 
opportu ity. Young students, trained in tue yeshjves of Lithuania, were in 
great d nd in Southern ,cities, and towns. , Many Lithuanian'" Jews migrated 
ta the r gions of IINew Russia,.u" i.e.; the provinces of Yekaterinoslav s 

Khersoo, \faurida and Bessarabia, which had béeri annexed by Russia early in 
the nineteenth century. Jewish disabi1ities and economic restrictions were 
not as severe in' these areas as el sewhere in the Pal e. . For examp1e, com
pu1sory military servièe, the bane of a11 Russian-Jewi~h youths, was not 
enforced in Bessarabia unti1)1852. Between 1836 and 1867 the Jewish popu-" 
lation of':j3essarabia 'swelled fram 43,062 to 94,045. "Bessarabia,1I 
Encrcloped;1a Judaica. v. 4, p. 7c04. See a1,s0 ,Yankev Leshtsinsky, ~s 
yid she fO'lkôin tsifern (Berlin: Klal .. far1ag,.1922), pp. 31-38. 
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2. On the Beggars ' Wagon: Hasidism and the Folk Culture 

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

--Mendele, Shtrikhn, pp. 22-~3' 

Abramovitch's t\avels with the beggars ' band brought him far from 
\ 

his native Kapulye. He traveled the length and breadth 6f the Jewish 

Pale, tI?uncing along from Minsk to the Ukr.aine, from Poland to Bessarabia . . -
~ The world he discovered was vastly removed fram the stability of his child-

1 

" 

hood. Traveling-through the South, he found a Jew~sh community in thè 
. r\ 

throes of momentous social upheaval. Traveling as' a beggar he slept on , 

study house benches and poor house floors, begging his'fo~d from door to 

door, in intimate proximity to the lowliest elements of' Jewish society . ... 

Abramovitch set out on h1s travel,s 'in 1853, a tryi ng time for the 

Ifconmon Jews If with whom he made acqua i ntance. These werè the wani ng days 

of Tsar Nicholas~I, wh en the Jews of Rassia were suffering ~nder unprece

dented lega1 perse~ùt~n and economic,~ardship.18 Demographic restrictions 

and expulsions h'ad 1 eft 1 arge se9ments of the Jew;'slr:popu1ation poo~ and 

destitute. Brutal conscription legislation set special quotas for Jews, 

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

would be severed fram their families, made to abandon al1 Jewish practices 

(their ~ shorn and park farced upan them), and then ~equired ta serve 

twenty:five years in the Tsar'~ army. Both in Russia and in Austria 

l8For a gaod historical overvi~w of this period see Simon Dubnaw, 
History of the ~ews if Russia ~nd Palind, v. II;' (. 

~ 

,--
~, 

i 
" 

1 

: J 
\ 

1 
; 

1 l ,~, 

• ! 



f 

1 

j 

(Galicia), reactionary regimes seemed determined to eradicate Jewish cu1-

q ture. Communal autonamy was officially abalished in Russia i~ 1844, and 

kaha1 structure now suffered de facto demora1ization and disintegration 
- 1 

as communal e1ders were forced to round up chi1dren té fill conscription -- ....... 
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quotas. Rich Jews were usually ab1a to bribe their sons out of military 

service, leaving the heavy anus to fall on the poarlnd further exacerbat

;ng the injustice. 

Persecution and social disintegration weighe~ heaviest upon the Jewish 
. 

populations of the South: southern Poland, Volhynia, Podolia, the. Ukraine, 

Bessarabia and Ga1icia. Jewish settlement was not as concentrated here as 

in the Northwest; many Jews lived scattered through the countryside, and 

the al ready stra i ned> communa l i nstituti ons were not stro ng enough to with

stand the new 1egis1ative' assaults. _ The economy of the region had been in 
J 

general decline since the collapse af Pelish suzerainty and the Partitions 

of Po1and (1772-1796). With the decl"ne of the Polish ~ability, many Jews 

were forced from their live1ihoods as 1essees of Polish estates, tavern 
. 

keepers rnd distil1ers. The old feuda1 ecanomy stirred enough to force 

Jews from.their traditional occupations, but provided no new industrial 

base which could absorb this rlisplaced petty-bourgeaisie. Ibdest indus

trialization in the South began with textile proauction, but was soon 
.f 

daminated by the processing of beet sugar. Jews were excluded from working 

in the new sugar factories which were located next to the beet ~upp1y, in 

rural areas prohibited to Jewish settlemé~~.19 

19 . , -
Though Jews were excluded,as workers, many of these factories were 

owned by Jewi sh capi ta 1. Yudi tsky, op. ci t. Jewi sh rich and poor were not 
in direct employer-employee relationship in this region until the end df 
the nineteenth century, a factor which delayed the spreadrof a native 
Jewi sh soci Cl 1 i-s~ IOOvement for 'rnany years: 

~- ------- ....... 7T7%'" 
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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 nobility ledby 

the Ukrainian hetman Bogdan Chmielnicki. Haidamek pogroms ravaged the 

region in 1768, and Jews were further jostled by intennittent Turkish rule 

of sorne regions. All of this had resulted in social disintegratlon, which 
'" 

in turn gave rise-to an intense "spiritual" response. The late 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 

and communal institutions. 20 - .-

Popular dissatisfaction with the Rabbinic mainstream culminated in 

the second half of the eighteenth century with the rise of Hasidism. 'In

troduced by the Baal Shem Tov, an itinerant preacher and faith healer. 

Hasidism taught a doètrine of experiential re1igion~ predicated upon a 
'" 

.direct III-thou" relationsj1ip between man and Gad. Emphasis was placed on 

song, dance and celebration, in contr~distinction ta stringent legalistic 

observance and arid scholarship. 

Hasidism found a wide fol1owing among the displaced petty-bourgeois 

Jews,of the South. 21 Its mysticism was attractive to persons in deep 

'20Th'is view is presented in the definitive work by Gershom Scholem, 
Sabbatai Sevi The M stical Messiah, trans. b~ R. J. Zwi Werblowsky' 
Pr1nceton: .Prtnceton Un vers ty P ess, 1973). 

21Raphael Mahler, Der kamf tsvishn haskole un khasjdes in Galitsie 
(NY~ YIVO, 1942), provides am!)'l e evidence that Hasidism was an essentially 
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material despair, and its anti-intellectualism fanned popular discontent 
, 

with the dominant hierarchy. A spirit of brotherly camaraderie gave new 

dignity to a downtrodden population. In later years the movement became 

ossified, shifting its emphasis to strict religious practice and often 

èlegenerating into sectarian worship of "wonder-working ll 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 Pale 

were Ha'sidic. 

It 1s difficult to get a c1ear picture \of the social impàct of 

~~sidism.22 The Soviet historian Max Erik argues in his Etyudn tsy der 

geshikhte fun der haskole23 that Hasidism was a reactionary movement which .. ' 
usurped popular discontent but failed to·engender any lasting social trans

formation. It replaéed the old communal hierarehy with ~ nrw hienarchy of 

tsadikim; it preached experientia1 religion but maintained the old strie-
,1 , 

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 movement"at its ineeption. For exampTe, a memorandum from 
the Lemb~rg Police to thé Austrian government in 1838 notes that "aliOng the 
Hasidism there are very few businesspeople. The majority consists dt va
grants, drunks, hypocrites and indolent fanatics." p. 14. 

o Q 
22Jewi~h historiography has been widely diverg~nt in its treatment 

. of Hasidism. Early historians, such as Graetz, regarded the movement as a 
degeAerate aberration hardly wor~hy of consideration. Martin Buber ignored 
the social dimension; the lives of ~as'idim, 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, 
khasi.dizm (3 vs:; Vilna: YlVO and B. Kletskin, 1930). For a bibliography 
of more recent works see IIHasidism, Il Encyclopedia Judaic~, v. 7, pp. 
1426-1427. l ' 

23Minsk: Melukhe-farlag fun Vaysrusland, 1934. 
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Objectively, Erik is correct in his eva1uation. Hasidism effected 

1ittle in the way of direct soèial transformation. A somewhat broader 
.-

view of its impact, however, is presented by Raphael Mahl er in his seminal 

Rer kalnf tsvishn haskole un khasides in Ga1itsie. Mahler argues that . , 
Hasidism was an expression of c1ass strugg1e, the ideo1ogy of the paor 

against the pressures of an ascendant bourgeoisie. He acknow1edges that 

Hasidism did indeed essentially retrench thé old social forms. Like other 
~I 

fundamen~al'ist doctrines Hasidism regarded/al1 wealth as a gift of God, and 

therefore refrained from questioning the distribution of that wea1th. 24 

Its mystical framework accepted injustice in the hëre and now as,a neces

sary precondition for messianic redemption, asserting that IIthe hasid had 

te make peace with the existing class divisions in Jewish society.,,25 
1 

But despite its social conservatism the movement unleashed a tremen-

dous flood of populist eriergy. Abstention from class struggle had as its 

corollarya de-emphasi.s of the materia1. Rather than promising the poor 

materia1 reward in heaven, Hasidism denigrated materia1 wealth a1together 
o 

and insistéd that the poor cou1d find spiritual fulfi-rlment here on earth. ~ 
\ 

Social stratification based on wealt'h was minimized among the Hasidim, giv-

i~g way ta a strong sense of group sol idarity. A report by the Corrmisar of. 

Brody observed in 1827, "The Hasidim are bound to one another heart and -
sou1 ... 26 Competitiveness was replaced by mutual support in a united front 

, ' \ 

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

'Pol and: 

240n 'Hasidism in relation to other (non-Jewish) fundamenta1ist move
ments see Bernard Weinryb, The Jews of Po1and, pp. 271-275. 

25Mah1 er, ~!. cit., :P. 26. 

26Cited by Mahler, op. cit., p. 29. 
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Hasidism was the expression of people discontented with the kehilla 
01 igarchy and the prestigtQus cl asses in Jewi sh' society .... It wa's 1 

naurished by the existence of masses af village Jews, lessees and 
other such groups disregarded by the rul ing el ite. The opposition by 
these disaffected groups found .expression not only in sharp criticism 
Of the existing order, ... -but also in an attempt ta create a 
counter-culture. 27 

This IIcounter-culture Il found only 1 imited pol itical expression. 

~hler documents ~ases in the early years of collective tax resistance, 

draft evasion and harboring of political refugees. 28 The more the movemen't • • 
grew, however, the mare it attracted adherents from the wealthier classes 

and the more it tempered it~ political radicalism. 29 In many regions 

Hasidism itself became the new "kehilla 01 igarchy." The lasting 1egacy of 

the Hasidic "counter culture" was nct sa much social and political as it 

was cultural. Hasidism tapped expression among the comman people which for 

many generations had lain silent. 

Perhaps the counter-culture found\its ITOst,significant manifestation 

-in a new status accorded to Yiddish. "Marne loshn, Il whi'ch was previously 

, re~egated to the role,of a "weekday" vernacùlar, was now cjelebrated pre

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

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

1 
28Mahler deals on1y with Hasidism in Galicia, but the experience 

there was closely analogous ta that in Russia. Tax resistance became an 
increasing1y effective deviee-of Hasidic protest in the early years. A 
boycott of kosher meat in Lemberg in 1830, for example, final1y resulted in 

j 

1 

a _ reduction of the meat tax. Mahler points out that at one ltime the only 1 _ 

areas in Gal icia without tax revolts were those areas without Hasidim. ' 
Op. cit., pp. 31-32. This model of tax rebellion might well have inspired 
Mendele in Di takse. 

29Mahler, op. cît., observes that IIwealth increased proportionate 1\ 

with moral decline," p. 37. 
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through loyalty to.Yidd~sh," 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: 

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, in order that this Jewish tongue shal1 remain recQgniz
able as a separate [l~nguageJ, distinct fram the languages of other 
nations. 31 

Homiietic tales, 're1ated in Yiddish, became the central device for disse

mfnating Hasidi'c teachings. Rebbe Nakham of Bratslav, a great grandson of 
the Baal Shem Tov, composed Yiddish stories in which mysticism and humanity 

are skillfully balaneed, and whieh are notable to thiS~ for their 

stylistic precision. 

Perhaps most of,all, Hasidism imparted ta the poor, everyday Jews 
. \ " 

the self-awareness and confidence with which to speak for themselves . . 
Women dea1ing in the marketplace, men sweating together in the bath house, . 

, grey bearded grandfathers hudd1ed by the study house stove--all found ex-

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

in his seminal Gruntshtrikhn fun yidishn realizm'("Fundamental Characteris-

tics of Yidd,ish Realism"), maintains that th~ folk culture which Abramovitch ! 
encountered in the course of his travel s prov-ed a key ingredient in his 1.a-

ter Yiddish writings. ,The more Abramovitch moved from propaganda to art, 

the more he was compelled to draw on the artistic we11spring of the folk. 

And, as the present thesis contends, the more-he drew on linguistic and 

literary models fashioned by the c~mmon people, the more he imbibed their 

homegrowD social theory as well. 

30 Ibid ., p. 20. 31 Ibid 21.' .• p. 
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What then was the nature of the folk art? Accordi~g to Oyslender, 

in the trneteenth century the common Jew found expression for the first 

time. Pent up social disaffection, camaraderie of the poor, and other 

grass-roots sentiments suppressed or left unvoiced by the Rabbinic main

stream now burst'forth in a flood of popu1ar creativity. Unfortunately, 

Oyslender does no~ adequa~y document his sources; he does not prave that 

given expressions date back to a given time (the ear1y nineteenth cen

tury).32 Moreover,' he fails to analyze the specific social circumstances 

which call ed the new creativity to birth; conspicuously overlooking the. 

simultaneous (or causative) expression of popular sentiment engendered by. 

Hasidism. 33 Nonetheless, Oyslender does offer a trenchant analysis of 

nineteenth century Jewish fb1k art. He cites songs, proverbs and idioms 

whlch Abramovitch would have 1ikely encountered in the course of his 

320ys1 ender eschews the standard fol k10re coll ections' of his time 
(such as Ignats Bernshteyn), believing that they romanticized the folk ex
pressiGn and so censored out its social radicalism. Instead, he draws his, 
sources "directly from the peopl e." Folkloristics was an important scho-
1arly d1scip1ine in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and '30s, for obvious 
politica1 reasons. See Susan A. Slotnick, The Contributions of the Sovi~t 
Yiddish Fol k10rists, Working Papers in Yiddish and Eâst European Jewish 
Studies, no. 20 (NY: YIVO, 1976), and Paul E. Soifer, Soviet Jewish Folk
loristics and Ethno ra h : An Institutiona1 Histor 1918-1948, Working 
Papers 'ln Yl 1S 'an East European eW1S Stu les, no. Y: YIVO, 
1978) . 

33It is not surprising that Oyslender over10oks the context of 
Hasidism. As a social movement Hasidism has been characterized as petty
bourgeoi$ ~~d 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, particular1y during the Sta1inist years, were unab1e or unwilling 
to consider more "subjective ll factors of consciousness or culture as inde
pendent from c1ass. Hasidism was summarily dismissed as reactionary, with 
no recognition that it derived from the same population which had produced 
thjrogreSSive" fa' k culture c ited by Qys' ender. 
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travels, and which seem ta exert a definite stylistic (and ideological) in-
...., 

flu'ence on his later lite~ature. "It is worthwhi'le ta give at least cursory 

consideration to Oyslenderls evidence, in arder ta then eval uate its forma-

tive impact on Abramovitch and his art. 34 \ 

Perhaps the salient characteristic of the folk art was ,that, like 

Hasidism, it represented the needs and aspirations of a displaced petty

bourgeoisie. It removed focus from the "Sabbath" sphere of atherworldl i-
1 

ness and messianic promise, and insisted in~t~ad upon redemption in and of 

the everyday. To Gite a popular expres~40ri, 

.o~pn.t( l'IN l~N 0"9n ' , 
This world is also a world. 

And 1 i kewi se, 

• JPDtpPll OR'l'l '9J'"P 11,0 l~tt tl"PI1 'Vl9' Pl) 
50 far no one has returned from the "other world. Il 

These were downtrodden people concerned with the pressing problems 

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

meal would come fram .. They were forced into pre-occupation with ~the con-

ditions of IIthis warld. Il With an ironie awareness they sought impravement 

in everyday l i fe : 

~ t'~ '9°9- '~J ,cl"n K t'M ~"9n ,XJMl " 
.'V~~V'w ~ '9'~~ Cl'" '9011 

The whol e worl d is a dream. but a good dream ;s better than a bad 
dream. 

Focus on the here and now discredited the traditional palliative of prayer 

and supplication: 

34All of the proverbs anc1 expressions cited below are taken fram 
Oyslender. Gruntshtrikhn, "Folk Consciousness and Folk Creation," pp. 
17-44. 

...-,e.· -

fil 

1 
\ 
i 
j , 
, 
\ 

1 • 1 

* 
-t, 
J 
;\ 
" 
'\ 

': 
" , 
.-

. !. , 
'. 

" 11 

1 ~. 

Jl 

'1 

t 
'«( 

, 
1 
J 

'''1 



1 

r 
1 
î 
'. 
1 C'" 1 1 

~;. --.. / 

l ' 
1 

1 

1 , 

, , 

1 

(-) 

__ ~_ ... ~~~ r'",., .., _____ " ~~ _____ ... _~_"' __ -._ ... ,"' __ .. _ 

t=lD"1P51 1 D9 }Sm ~"~,, ,~ltt-~, ~ J"" "~l tI'~"nn 
.p .. t=llte~ i"~ 

If prayer was a remedy, you'd be able to buy it in the drugstore. 

1 

34 

.. 
Rel,igious piety was too often the hypocritical guise of social and econpmic 

injustice: 

.t'lU nI) ,po"n 0\C1l ."'11 1! 'l1t=1J,J Oltn 

The closer to the synagogue, the farth~r from God. 35 

The needs of the material world, feeding and clothing a hungry family, su

perceded all other claims: 

-lCV D\C' OI1"l 'NJ • JOl1l1~1) "~l90 c~, I~P ,,"te 
A man can put everything out of his head, 
Except for the need to be fed. 

The foregoing examples, all ,culled from Oyslender's study, give sorne 

indication of the grass roots disaffection which informed the popular 

"-counter culture. Il Such stirrings had, as ,yet, little social impact;o that 

would come with the rise of the Jewish labor movement in the 1890s. Not 

un1ike other cultures~ Jewish folk expression 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 material istic view of 'so-
I 

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

would one day find expression in Abramovitch's writing. 
1 

35This expression is particularly tell ing of cla~Ùferent~ation 
within shtet1 society. One's place in the 9:Yna,gogue>was telling of one's 
social status. The closer to the "Eastern"Wall, Il the higher the esteem. 
It was, of course~ the rich who'could affo~d to purchase such coveted 
seats. In an inverse sense, the expression above seems to reco9nize the 
~hady or' exploitative business deal ings ("The farther from God") which en
able one to come. "Cl oser tp the synagogue." 
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But meanwhile ~bralOOvitch was influenced by the folk culture in a 

more imnediate manner. It was not 50 important what Ifsocial theory" un-
1 

derlay the outpouring of Yiddish -proverbs; it was more important that Yid-

dish expression existed at all. In a structural sense, the folk art mani

fested a self-conscious cormlitment to its Yiddish medium. One of the most 

ubiquitous forms of folk expression juxtaposed quotations in classical He-

brew with ironie translation/explication in everyday Yiddish, Consider," 

for exampl e: 

pli tl'7NU"l lOD~n D\CU :0·D9i1 "~D t ln'"! nnN' 
, '1':' t"'rlt~ 

THOU HAST CHOSEN US FROM AMONGST THE NATIOns: So why dfd you pick on 
us Jews?36 

.~lKn '9' 11 ",w '91~ :Q'i11"~~ "o~ 
SPEAKEST THOU UNTO GOD: But go scream at the wall. 

Hebrew. the lofty language of scholars (and their supporting hierarchy of 

rich men), is deflated by Yiddish, the language of lIundz yidn," us Jews, 

the poor and dispossessed. When Abramovi~ch begins writing in Yiddish for 
r the purpose of propaganda, he Ps employing a medium which has already been 

c"aimed py the'colTIfIX)n Jew. An art forro already exists in Yiddish, alive 
~ 

in the,folk tales, sangs and sayings which Abramovitch encountered on the 

'~ beggars' wagon. The more he shifts, through an irrepressible artistic 
J 

sensibility, fram Yiddish propaganda to Yiddish art, the more he will draw 

upon Othis precedent, t~is well of the people. He will imbibe the style 

and idiom of the comman ~, and, eventually, his social theory as well. 

361n my translation l use upper case letters ta indicate 'the Hebrew ' 
original. 
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In later years Abramovitch explicitly acknowledged the influence of 

the Yiddish folk culture in his literary style. )He wrote that the best 

Jewish artists 

will come fram the homes of the Jewish artisans, where.songs are sung, 
expressions spoken, and naive and heartfelt stories and legends are 
told. 37 :t ,~--, r 

. , 

But in the meantime Abram~vitch himsel f was hardly a native of the IIhomes 

of the Jewish artisans. Il He was barn in a well-to-do family in the anti-

Hasidic Northwest, and served his l iterary apprenticeship (as we will, soon 
. 

see), 'under the bourgeois Haskala. Iravels with the beggars in fact com-

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 nurt~rftd a strong empirical perception. 1 \ 

As a lover of nature he could regard kll natural phenomena 'dispassionately, 

and so could survey the world of beggars with an open mind. 38 Whether or 

not he understood the artistic merit and potentiality of thi's new world, 

he was nonetheless possessed of a marvelous ethnographical,curiosity. which 

enabled him to store away endless details of native lifestyle and language. 

Dovid Eynhorn, who in later years s~rved as Abramovitch's personal secre

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

ward or phrase, he Woul d project a "l i ttl e' Jew ll on hi s desk and ask,' 

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

381 am indebted for this observation ta Oyslender, Ibid., who con
structs an elaborately dialectical moder of Abramovitch's stylistic de
velopment. 
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Yidele, little Jew, what do yau have ta say?39 

This visual ized "Yidele" was a holographie eobodiment of the Yiddish idiom 

and lifestyle whieh Abramovitch had come to know intimately during his 

travels with the beggars, so many years before. 
G 

****** 
Though not yet a "lovèr of Yiddish" or a eonmitted champion of the 

poor, Abramoviteh at age seventeen was at the least a person with an in

satiable curiosity and a fine mennry for 1 ing~istic and ethnographie de

tail. His t~vels would·serve him well in later years. But meanwhile his 

adventures with the beggars'~and were coming te an end. 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 dowry. This was a bit much,for 

Abramovitch. He quit the beggars' band for.good, making his way to 

Kamenets. the capital city of Podol;a, where he encQuntered, Abraham Baer 

Gotlober, a promfnent leader of the Haskala. The Haskala would prove the 

final ingredient in Abramoyitch's dialectical progress; it would provide 

the immediate springboard for his literary career. But he would never 

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

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

Yiddish in endless jokes, proverbs, songs and staries w~ich whiled away ~ong 

ho urs on the wagon. ~t least ,in sorne nominal sense, Abramovitch must have 
i 

already appneciated the importance of what he had learned. Upon arriving 

in ~enets and entering the more staid world of the Haskala, he was re

quired to adopt a formal surname. He decided upon the name "Abramovitch t Il 
, 
1"'1t ~ 

O· ;. < 

39Eynhorn. "Mendele bay der arbet, " "Ale verk fun Me~délet" v. XX, p. 
59, cited by Miron, ,op. cit., p. 67. 
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Russian for l1$on of Avrom.~' Accor~ing to Za1man, Rejzen, this was a last~g 
tribute to"Avrom der Hinkediker.40 Son of Avrom, son of the pear, everyday 

Yiddish-spea.king Jew, Abramovitch carried a unique legacy indeed as he left 
• 

the world of Hasidism and the folk culture and, under the tutelage of 
- , 

Got1ober, entered the very different wor1d of the Haskala. 

o • 

. 

40Thls Q nÎeI1tloned by a nlJllber ~f blognlphers, b: s ..... toile 
offered f1rs~ by Rejzen, Leksikon, v •• 1. p. 9. Abl'aJII)vitch 'paid further r./ 

tribute ta Avrom der Hinkediker 1n 1ater years, with the publication of 
his masterful novel. Fishke der krlDTler ("Flshké the Lamef'J. '10 
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---'" 3. Kamenets: The Has~la and the Spirit of Capita1ism 

\ 
, ) > 

The Haska1a was the exact antithesis of Hasidism, both in its social 
basis and its politica1 ànd cultural program. [ 

--Raphael Mahler, "The Social -and Pol itical 
.. Aspects of the Haskala in Ga1icia," 

p. 64. 41 
" 

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

was ~k~ in by the noted ,maskil Abraham Baer Gotlober. 42 Gotlober recog-

nized great talent in th~ ragged youth. He engaged him in lengthy'dis-
, 1 j '.' 

course on He~rew literature and Enlightenment thought and entrusted him to 
., . 

his daughters~for instruction ~sian and German. Abramovitch re~ined 

in Kamenets for several years. He married (on1y to divorce and remarry 

t~hree years 1ater). passed the government teaching examinations and secured 
, 

a position as>.n instructor in the local Jewish Realschule .. 
1 

, \ 

Got1Dber'~-circle in Kamenets stood in stark cQntrast with the world 
( 

) 

of Hasidism and t~e fol~ culture. This contrast operated on two 1evels, . -" 
both of wh'ich 1 eft their mark on Abramovitch. On .one 1 eve1 was an· 

, 

'4l 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~khasidel in Galitsié. The analysis of the Haskala provided in the pre
sent châpt r draws heavilY fram Mahler. It sh~uld be noted that Mahler 
lîmits his'study to Galicia. Jor our purposes it' is still appropriate t how
ever t since the Haskala in Southern Russia fl1tered in ,directly through 

- Galt,cia. ftbst of the \prominen~ Russian maskl im (including Gotlober) had 
studfed in Galicia. ~9reover, Russia and Galicia were in similar ~ocial 
and .polïtical ci~tums"tanc~s in the early nineteenth century: both were 

~ , feudal areas und~ autocratic imperial monarchs. See Erik, Etyudn tsu de~ 
eshikhte fun der hasko1 , p. 1?7.) ~ 

420" Gotlober see zik Fridkin~)Avrom Ber Gotlober un zayrr-RiOkhe. 
loat farsheydene kve l n (Vi 1 na : B. K1 etSk in 1 1925). On Kâmenets ( menets-

• Po olsk) 'see Ab. Rosen,. ed., ,Kamenets-Podolsk u' sevivetah (Tel Aviv: Sur-. 
vi vors of Kamenetl~Podo 1 sI<, 1965). ~ If 
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1 

"objective" clash of social and .• economic class. Hasidism, as we have seen, 
• was a revivalist religious movement appealing~to "the impoveriS.hed, suffer-

;ng, ret~rded lower middle class and pro)etarian 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 fqlk culture and t~e 

Haskala clashed on a more "subjective" cultural and, aesthetJc 1 evel. 
e • 

,-
Hasidism emphasized spontaneity, experientialism and celebration through 

song and dance; the Haskala profes.ed worldly education, neat appearance, 

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 transf~rmation 

was the product of a dialectical interaction of implicit social theoryand 

artistic voiee. Theory and voice were, in turn, the respective products 

of a clash between the Haskala and the folk culture, as experienced by 

Abramovitch in his early years. We will therefore evalua~ the Haskala as 

bath a socio-economic and literary-aesthetie movement, in order to show its 

'Iantithetica"" relation ta the folk culture. By compl eting this picture, 

we will understand ~h ingredients of the broader dialectic of theo:y1and 

v~icet as it then pl ys out in Abramovitch's literary process. 
• 1 

The Haskala which Abramovitch encounterEid in Kamenets derived from . 
1 

the Mendel.ssohnian Enl ightenment in ~er~ in, by way of Gal icia. The trad~ 

43Mahler, "The Social and Political Aspects of the Haskala in 
Ga 1 i ci a ," p. 83. l 
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cities of Tarnopol, Lemberg and particularly Brody, located in close prox

imity to the Russian border, w~re \the portals through which the new ideas 

of the ~~est made their way into the Russian Pale., (Similarly, the trade 

ci~ies of Odessa on the Black Sea and Danzig on the Ba1tic were also im

portant seats of the Haska1a.) The fact that the centers of commerce were 

a1so centers of Enlightenment is hardly coincidental. The Haska1a found 
"\ Y' 

its appeal among the new merchant class, those who engaged in large scale 

trade with foreig~ 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, iritraduced 

worldly 1earning and the study of languages, and, in propagating rationalism. 

challenged the feuda1 hierarchy of the ancien regime and paved the way for 

an expanding free market economy. The relationship of commerce and En

lightenment was amply clear ta the mas~lîm themselves. The no~d scholar 

Nakhman Krokhmal wrate in a letter of 1822 that the Haskala center of Brady 

was a city "wheretisdom and wea1th, Torah and understanding, commerce and 

faith are united."44 The cause and effect ;e1ationshi~ was made even 

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

in 1828: 

Since Gad has taken pit Y on us an~ brought us,under the rule of our 
lord, the Emperor [of A!Jstria] ... trade wîth fo[eign 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 
childran the vernasular [German] and other languages and disciplines 
that men 1 ive by-.45 

l '44Uathan Krokhmal to Isaac Erter, in the preface by M. Lètt~ri~ to 
. Erter's Hazofeh L'bet Yisael (Vienna: 1864), p. 7, citea by Mahler, "The 

Social and Pol itical Aspects of the Haskal a in Gal ;c;a," p. 65. 

~ 45Shebile Olam/v, II, Introduction, cited by)1ahler, Ibid., p. 65. 
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The program of the Haskala clearly reflected the needs- of its haute

bourgeois constituency:46 Emphasis was placed on social integration with 
, 

the mainstream in order to facilitate trade. Maskilim shaved their beards 

and wore short coats, after the German fashion. Great emphasis was placed 

on education, particularly t~e study of sciences and geography. A central 
, 
\ 

concern was the mastery of foreign languages, a pre-condition for interna-

tional trade. Yuditsky points out that the early East European Haskala 

turned to German;,after the military expansionism of Tsar Nicholas I cre

ated an i ncreased demand for textil es for uniforms, the 1 an~ the 

Haskala shifted to Russian, as tbe Jewish bourgeoisie concerned itself 

·with local markets. 47 

We J~ a1.re~dy noted that Jewish Enlightenment'found itself peculi-, 

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

with the West, it WélS essentiall.y an lIimported" ideology, finding no in

digenous analogue. The maskilim were, for the most part, lone voices of 

Reason in an economy which remained overwhelmingly feudal. This isolation 

forced the East ,European maski1im into certain glaring contradictions. In 

the West, the aséendant bourgeoisie, both Jewish and non-J~~ish, had been 
~---- .t 

abl e to openly attaèk such feudal IIvestiges~as-e-l~iêal privil ege and 
------------- . ----

46The--~rogram Of-ttreHa;ka~ refl ected the needs of a new Jewi sh 
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 Maski1ic intelligentsia •.. was quite 
large. ~ .. But just as the humanist scholars and poets had represented 
the interests 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'their material 
protectors and their social ideal. Il .. , 

4rYuditsky, op. cft. 
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absolutist mqnarchy.48 Religio~s' deism and political republicanism both 

gained ground. Maskilim in the East, however, were tao few in number to 

challenge such powerful institutions. Despite a superficial religious re

form. the maskilim had to keep up a guise of traditiona1 observance-.'- since 

Judaism was far less threatening ta the status quo than aetheism. Poli

tica11y, the maskilim were rendered impotent, making peace Wit~ reactionary 

regimes which they were unable to change. 

Al1êgiance to the ruling powers was no small matter. The maskilim 

subscribed ta t~at;on of "en1ightened abso1utism. 1l They knew where the 

wind blew. Sinc~epUblican revolution was seemingly unrealizable within 

feudal economY, they steadfa~t1y abstained from revolutionary struggle.49 
""\ 

Instead. thel supported gradual legal reform and economic modernization. 

Actually the status quo served them well. Enlightened absolutism assured 

continuing politica1 stability, yet still allowed for the expansion of 

commerce and i ndustry under the rubric of "prqgress. Il 

There was only one flaw in this cozy relationship. The same "en-
1 

1 ightened" autocrats to whom the maskilim pledged such unbounded fealty 
, 

were also the initiators of brutal anti-Jewish 1egislation. On one 1evel 

- 48 1n Western Êurope wea1 thy Jews were often sp1 it over the issue of 
alliegiance to the crown". See for example Zosa Szajkawski, "Internal Con
flicts in French Jewry at the Time of the Revolution of 1M8," YIVO Annual 
for Jewish Social Science, v. II-tII, pp. 100-117. . / 

49Mahler, op. cit., pp. 79-80. cit~s Ga1ician maskilim who criticized 
the French Revolution of 1789 as un justifiable. There was 1ittle chance 
for revalutionary activity in Rus5ia until the popul ist movement of the '. 
18605. Ga li c ; a, however. was 'located in the Aus tri an Empi re, where revo 1 u
tians broke out in 1830 and again in 1848. The maskilim avidly refra1ned 
from bath struggl'es, even though the Revolution of 1848 was directly tied 
to the issue of Jewish emancipation. See Salo W. Baron, "The Impact of the/ 
Revolution of 1848 on Jewish Emancipation, Il Jewish Soc'ial Studies, XI. f 
pp. 195-248. 
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this was of little pérsonal 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 population 'which felt 
practically no burden of national' oppression, whfch benefited by the 
general economic expansion, ..• and was even partially linked through 
its interests with the government nachinery (tax farmers, officials,. 
teachers, etc.).50 

Still, the terrible disabilities which afflicted the less privileged Jewish 

population, such as' cantonist conscription in Russia, could not,be over-
- ) 

looked. Rather than compromise their allegiance to the gove~nmént (and so 

jeopardize their own economic advantage)', the maskil im accepted the 

notorious premise that lega" disabil ities against Jews were the fau1t of 
<"\. 

the Jews themse1ves. If Jews would on1y l;ste~ to the message of Enlight-

enment--clèan themselves up, learn German or Russian, abandon obscurantist 

practice--then surely the Emperor or Tsar would reward the effort by re

laxing anti-Jewish legislation. Emancipation wou1d come wh~n the Jews 

proved themselves worthy. 

The maski1 im thus proceeded with great zeal to "enl ighten" their· 

brethren, in order to pave the.way for their own emancipation. Seing 

numerically few'against the masses of poor, mostly Hasidic Jews, they 

readily turned to the government for support. At the height of cantonist 

conscription, Isaac Baer Levinson dedicated a booKtoNicholas land was 

rewarded with a golq medal. Josef Perl, the influentia1 maski1 fro~ 

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

5°Mahler, 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 Aust;;a. 5l Perl p,etitioned 

the Austrian authoriti~s to establish a censorship policy, and proposed 

that forbidden books be seized and, it was unders~ood, burned. He also 

asked that all traditional Jewish schools be closed, but the government 

backed away from such an extrem/measure, ostensibly fearing for Perl's 

own safety. 

45 

A foremost proponent of cooperation with the ruliryg powers was 

Abramovitchls mentor, Gotlober. Gotlober was a Hebrew writer of consider

abl e repute, who was distinguished by his social conservativism. E. 

Tcherikover, in his study of early Jewish revolutionaries in Russia, men-
1 

tions Gotlober as epitomizing the hyper-patriotism of the bQtlrgeois 

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

regime and "struggl e aga1nst. the Jewish fol k population. 1152 

As Tcherikover illustrates, hostility toward the folk was the neces-, . 
, sary corollary of al,legiance to the government. These were the most reac-il 

1 

tionary of times. Jews were being made destitute by domicil e restrictions 

and ecc~omic displacement. Children were being ripped frDm their familles 

at the age of twel ve, as the heavy cnus of conscription-fel1 dispropor

tionate1y on the poor. Nicholas was considered worse than Pharoah of old: . \ 

at 1 east Pharoah had stol en only the first born. And then came alon9 

51 0n 'Levinson see Simon Dubnow, History of 'the Jews in Russia' and, 
Poland, v. II, pp. 125-132, who writes that Levinson's pp~icy "would have 
been ignoble had it not been naive" (p. T30L On Perl ~ee Mahler, Der 
kamf.. . . ., particularly Chapter 5, "Yoysef Pèrls kamf kegn khasideSTn 
likht fun ofitsiel e dokumentn" ("Josef Perl's Struggl e Against Hasidism in 
the Light of Official Documents"), pp. 164-202. 

52E. Tcherikover, "Y;~n-:r.evoluts;on~rn in Rusland in dj~-et un 
7~-er yorn,", Historishe shrlftnk v. III (NY: VIVO, 1939), p1. 
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Levinson and Perl, who accepted gold medals from titis new Pharoah and 

plotted further restrictions and decrees against the people. If the 

maskilim meant well, the poor Jews were too hungry and be~ten to know it; 

they understood intuitively that Enl ightenment was the program of the 

rich, of no apparent benefit to themselves. 

46 

Confronted with the tre~chery of governmental complicity, the comman 

people came to 'equate all IIÈnlightenment" with betrayal and political op-
1 . 

pression, and so retréated ever more deeply linto their traditional f~rms. 

It was thus that Hasidism picked up such enormous momentlll1, offering a re

ligious revi,val which spoke directly to the poo,r.and outcast. Hasidism re

garded the maskilim as arch enemies, issuing bans of kherem and engaging in 

active persecution. 

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

·with. great fervor. They readily enlisted the governmel)t as an ally in the 

struggl e. The mas kil im at.tacked ruthl essly. resorting to every manner of 
1 t[r~~ 

subterfuge and denunciation. Attack against the" old w()"rld became the . 
Haskala 's central preoccupation. Why were the maskil im so vehement in 

their attacks against the comman Jews? 

The !OOst obvious answer is that the maskil im honestly bel ieved that 

they were right. They were a modern bourgeoisie, rational ~nd economically 

progressive; they wanted to share the truth of their way with the Jewish 

masses, who were still obscurantist and economically unproductive. They 
J 

g~nu1nely bel ieved that if the masses could ~e persuaded to accept the 

"good i deas Il of En li ghtenment. they too coul d enter a modern economy and so. 

escape fram their crushing poverty. Liberal ideology taught that the dfs

semination of ideas could produce material amelioration. The maski11m 
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extended the princip1e of "enlightened absolutism" to 'the manner in which 

they went about their didactîc effort; they insisted that they and they 

a10ne kn~w what was good for the comman Jews: 

The Maskil im ... defended staunchly the abso1utist motto: 'All for 
the people, nothing by the people.' The people are, in the eyes of 
the Maski1im, an ignorant mob that has to be trained and enlightened 

<,to Game ta sense. 53 

47 

, Still, su ch well-intentioned paternal ism by itse1 f can hardly account 

for the vehemence or ruth1 essness of othe maski 1 im 1 s attacks. Another fac-

tor is what we have a1ready nated: the mistaken'be1ief that by en1ighten-
\ 

ing the masses they wou1d render a11 Jews, themse1ves inc1uded, deserving 

af,emancipatian. In this sense Hasidism posed a ,serious obstacl e, since 

it disgraced Jews before the broader popul ation and counteracted the en-
\.. 

1 ightened image by which the maskil im hoped ta win emancipation. The 

\ maskil ,S. 'J. Rapoport wrote in a 1etter of 1815 th~t the Hasidim 

have made us a disgrace among our neighbors, a scorn among the nations 
about us. 54 

Likewise, Perl wrote to Gotlober in 1828: 

The Hasidim .•. bring us harm in every land, and because of them we 
have become a disgrace among the nations. 55 , ~ 

The "di sgrace" went even further than the issue of manci pation. The 

maski1 im were afra id that 'the papul i st spirit of Hasid' m woul d transgress 

too far against the government, and therefore brin down further reaction 

agajnst the Jews. This would endanger their own aspirations of upward 
, \.. 

53Mahler, "The Social and Pol itical ~ÀsPE:Cts ' ... ," p. 80. 

54 1n "Ner MÙzvah," Nahalat Yehudah (1868), p. 14, cited by Mahler, 
"The Social and Po l itica~r Aspects . . . ," p. 84. 

55 1n Fridkin, op. cit., p. 144, cited by Mahler, ibid., loc. cit. 
V'" 
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, 

!OObility and social integration. In an open denunciation of Hasidism, sub-
1 

mitted to the ,Austrian authorities in 1838, Perl writes: 

The objective observer, who glances in the !OOst casua 1 manner at 
Gal ician Jewry, must eventually pose the important quéstion: What is 
the reason that the Jews here obey almost none of the 1aws of the State 
which app1y to them?56 

1 offer here on1y a cursory view of the c1ass basis of the Haskala, 

and refer the reader to the'authoritative s1udies b~ Raphael Mahler and Max 

Eri'\< for further documentation. 57 It is c1ear that the political and so

cial program of the Haskal a spoke for the needs of an ascendant merchant 

c1as~, and thus came into sharp conflict with the Jewish masses. The 

maskilim believed in the good intentions of the government and the p~er 

of Enlightenment ideas to effect legislative reform and material ameliora-

tion. The Jewish masses, by contrast, were more realistic about social 
, 

conditions and more innately hostile toward the reactionary regimes under 
, 

which they suffered 50 directly. U~er th.~ tutelage of Gotlober, 

Abramovitch was well schooled in errtHaskala's side of this conflict. He 

accepted its social theory as progressive and unive~l truth, ob1 ivious to 

its underlying class interests .. He made hi s l iterary debut thoroughly i n-
" 

formed by, and,~as a propaga~dist for, bourgeois liberalism. It was only in 

the course of his l iterary process i,tself, as we will observe, tliat the 

56Cited by Mahler, Der kamf .•. , p. 32. _ Mahler includes full texts 
of Perl '5 denunciations, in their original German, in the Appendix, 
"Archive Documents," pp. 205-250. 

57i.e., Mahler~ Der kamf tsvishn haskole un khasides in Galitsie; 
Idem., "The Social and Pol itical As-pects of the Haskalah in Galicia, Il 
{Translâ't ion of Chapter II of Der kamf • . .J; and Eri k, Etyudn tsu der 
geshikht-e 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. 

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

only on the 1I0bjective il level of social and pol itical theory. but also on 

the "subject ive" l evel of culture and aestheti cs. It was perhaps th; s lat-
~- ~ 

ter le~el of conflict which Abramovitch more readily synthesized, shaping 

not his social theory but his more immed~ate artistic eroclivities. 

As the pioneers of capitalism in an essentially feudal soc,iety, the 
, 1 

maskilim introdu~ed not only a new economic order but also its cultural 

and cognitive superstructure, what Max Webe~ has termed IIthe spirit of ca

pital ism."58 • This IIs~iritll meant the replacement of traditional rel igion 

wi th a n~ "work ethi c"; 1 abor had to be presented, in and lOf i tsel f, as 

the purpose and validation of human existence, rather than as a simple 

means toward materia1 accumulation. As Weber writes, 

Labor ... ITlJst be perfonned as "if it were an absolute end in itse1f. 
a calling. But such an attitude is by no means a product of nature. 
It cannot be evokep by low wages or high ones al one, but can only be 
the product of/a long and arduous process of education. 59 

Moreo~er, capitalism inculcated the virtues of self-discipline, sobriety, 

neat appearance, and respect for authority, in order to render "unbridled ll 

human beings fit for the requisite hierarchy and discipline of indust1ri~l 

production. In the West, the Protestant Church challenged the hierarchy 
, 

of Catholicism, only to replace it with a far more exacting social code, 
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lia regu1ation of the whole of conduct which, penetrating to all deportments 

of private and public life, was infinite1y burdensome and earnestly en

forced.1I60 

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

jective" web whereby capital ism exerted its control Qver society.61 The 

"régulation ~of the whol e of conduct" came to shape all aspects of everyday 
\ 

1ife. Schools taught discipline and demanded that students "work" at 

studies in which they had no personal interest. Emphasis shifted from the 

collective to the individual, and' in time even furriiture styles ref1ected 

this ~nge, as benches'were replaced by armchairs. Watches became an 

omnipresent acoutrement, re\nforcing the new idea that "time is money." In 
• 

"all deportments of publ iG 'and p~ivate 1 ifel! the new economic order 1 eft 

its mark. Step by step, the new bourgeoisie erected the cultural ·and .' 

aesthetic superstructure whi~ would perpetuate its new modes of produc

tion. 

As an ascendant capjtalist class, the maskilim in Eastern Europe had 
, 

no les~ stake in this new superstructure than did their counterparts in 

the West. Through the trade centers of Germany, they imported the ."spirit 
, 

of capita1ism ll as much as they did capitalism itse1\f. They eager1y em-
l' .r" . 

br~ced the new "work ethi~," preacning "prod~ctivization" of the Jewish 

60Weber, op. cit., p. 3~. 
1 

61pioneering work in th1is field was done by E. ·P. Thompson. See, for 
exampl e, "Time, Work Discipl ine and Industria1 Capital ism," Past and Pre
sent, Spring 1964. Other important studies are Erich Fromm, Esc~e from 
rreëdom (NY: Holt, Rhinehart and Winston, 1941); Eli zaretzkY'Kitalism, 
the Famlly and Persona1 Lift (NY: Harper and 'Row, 1976). In the merican 
context see Herbert Gutman, Work, Culture and Society in Industria1izing 
America (NY: Knopf, 1976). 
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masses .. They accepted the notion of conformity and "propriety," and W~l
ingly discarded their traditional dress, long coats and beards in defer~~e 
ta Western fashion. They accepted the need for discipline, and introduced 

stiff seating, Ge~an sermons, nonrparticipational cantoria1 music and a 
\ ~ "... , 

stringent sense of decorum into their religious services. They tried ta 

wrest,e the concept of "ethics" fram TalrTudic,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 ~a:-id that Josef Perl expelled a teacher from his "lIDd: 
, . 

ern" academy in Tar.nopol on the charge of Sabbath vio1ation. 62 
1 1 

,-
Viewed from the perspective of this subjective superstructure, the 

intensi~y of the clash between the folk culture of Hasidism and the high 

culture of,the Haskala becomes much more understavdable. The Haskala re

presented the rising bourgeoisie, Hasidism the disp1aced petty-bourgeoisie 
~, 

of the old arder. It hardly matters that the'maskilim of the Southern Pale 

. were rar-ely in dïreèt economic' relat ionship with the Jewi sh p,0or. Jewi sh, 

capitalists were not yet training a Jewish proletariat to ~erve in their 

factories. Most of the maskilim were merchants, and those who did own fac

tories were often prohibited (as in the case ?f Ukrainian sugar beet re

finement) fro~ hiring Jewish workers.~3 Nonethe1ess, they did feel an a1-

most re1igious mission to indoctrinate their brethren to the new cultural 

value$. This was by 10 means unusual. Weber points out tha: in colonial -

62Mah1er, "The Social and Pol itical Aspects of the Haska1a in 
Gal icia," p. 71. On Perl and his schoo1 see Phil ip Fridman, "Yoysef Perl 
vi a bildungs-tuer un zatln shul in Tarnopol," Vivo bleter, v. XXXI-XXXII 
( 1948), pp. 131 -190, 

63YuditSk~, oP', cit.; see g.ote 19, ~ra, 
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Massachusetts "the spirit of capital ism was present before the capitalist 

order.',64 The spirit of capitalism was regarded as 'universal truth, the - , 
, 

product of Reason, and therefore warranted universal dissemination and 

acceptance. 

52 

> The spirit of capitalism came into direct conflict with ~he spirit of 
~ ~ 

the folk cuÙure. At a time when the Haskala was trying to ex tend feli-

gious (ethical) authority to "every deportment" 'of'life, Hasidism wé's . 
~) , 

loosening the stricture of observa'nce. W,hil e the Haskala introduced a 

"work ethic," Hasidism denigrated material accumulation and sought only 

means enough to get on with the real business of prayer and celebration~ 

Maskilim preached sobriety and asceticism, while hasidim drank and turned 

somersaults. The Haskala introduced formality to religioùs services,. while 

" Hasidism strove for. direct, experiential "i-thou" comlTllnion with Gad. The 

Haskala" emphasized the'im~rtance of neat, conformist personal appearance, 

while hasidim adopted the outmoded dress of a century earl ier in order to 

set themselves -apart from others. The Haskala sanctified individualism, 

while Hasidism sanctified cORm"unity an~ the kinship of all Je\'fs. ,Not only \ 

was,Hasidism a retr-enchment of the old order, but, at least in a subjective 

sense, it was moving in precisely the opposite direction thanwas the Haskala. 

Contrast, , for exampl e, meal time a/OOng maski 1 im and hasidim: The maskil im 

sit' in separate chairs in a heavily appointed parlor. the large clock 

ticks, ticks, food 1s served on covered plates, people eat wit~ etiquette 

aritJ poise amid cul ture"'d conversatiQfl. And the\1 we see t.he hasidim--packed 

onto long benches by the Rebbe 1 s t i sh ( ri tua 11 y set table), they rock to - , 

.' 64Weber, op. cft., p. 55. " 
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wordless songs, the rhythm swells, their eyes burn wi~h devotion as they 

wait to drink winS from the Re~be's glass or share food from a common 
'~' ,. ~ plate. 

"t ... \~ 1 

,. 

J 

The maskilim p~rceived ~ems~lves a~ antithetical indeed to the èul-
, "1 

ture of the cClTIIlon Jews. -They feared that they wou1d be tainted by the' 
'~ , 

st,if2 of such lndecorous behavior. Bath in the'r eyes and the eyes of , 

the authorities, the objective class conflict and the sub3ective conflict 
• 1 • 

of cu1t~re were equally threatening. An official Austrian govern~ri! re-

port Of:1827 lumped the culture and economY 0\ the Hasidic population, 
• writing: 

. \ 

, It is very easy to recognize this type of Jew. He goes around with an 
)~open.neck a~d wi~h rol1ed up s1eeves, he is:~f~r tMe most part, very' 

dirty and t~ttered,. The cOllll1on Jew belongs to this sort .. ' •.. They. 
are angaged in no c~aft, are usual)y taver~ keepers, swindlers and 

,( soothsayers,,65 -. \ 

C~rtainly the maskil im were afraid that the stigma of Hasid:ic, "re-
. 1 

gression" w~ul d foil their own hopes /or _emancipation, But the vehemence 

.... of' their attacks sugg~sts that the';r fear went further still. Modern 50" 

c101ogists show that upwardly mobile POP~1~tion5 u5uall; harbor' great con-
1 l' 66 1 

tempt for the 10wer classes whom they leave behind. They suggest a 
f} , t. ' 

psycho-analytic explanation fOr thi~ attitude, which'says~in essence that 
\ , . ."..- " 

the upper class is-insecure in'its mastery of nèw social norms, and 50 at-
~ 

tacks all the deficiencies which it fears in itsel f by projectjn9 .~hem 9n \ 

. the lower classes. If this is true~ th en it would go far i~l!XP~~ing the 

65~e20rt to th~ Commi~ar,of Brady, cited by Mahler, Der. kamf ••• , 
p. 14. ,1 . 

" 1'. -

'...... 66See T. W.- Adorno, The Authoritarian Persgnal ity '(NY_: Harper, ", 
r~50). \ 
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"-ferocity with whîch the maskilim attacked the common Jews. 
~ 

Jewishness was, 

after all, an enormously pervasive ethos. For all their new found wealth 

and respectability, the maskilim could hardly discard all the behavioral 
, 

and cognitive baggage of centuries of exile in one easy sweep. For all 

their trimmed beards and Western clothes, the image of a Hasidic father or 

grandfather was never far behjnd. Perhaps it was fear of a lingering pre

sence within themselves which caused the maskilim to term the common Jews 

lia many-mouthed and eyel ess beast'. ,,67 

Because of this underlying fear, the maskilim strove to put as muc~ 1 

distance as possible between themselves and the folk cu#ture. It was this 

factor, perhaps more than all others, whic~ shaped the literary sphere of 

the Haskala and de~ermined the "literary aesthetic" in which AbralOOvitch 

was trâinéd by' Gotlober. We have already mentioned the eomm1tment of the 

maskilirn to Hebrew, and their antipathY toward Yiddish. While Hasi'dism 

1 egHimized the vernaeular, the, Haskala:-oattacked it with unrel enting vS{1om. 

It i~ ,true that sorne maskilirn, including Perl, Levinson and Gotlober, some-

, ti es condescentled to write in Yiddish in order to Gommunieate with back-, 
/ "",' 

W rds persans who knew no other 'language. But for the ~ost part the 
, , 

67The term is attributed to Frederick the 'Gr;et, and was quoted 
ve ti.~ fjy both Rappoport and Krokhmal. Cited by Mahler. "The Soc'Îal and 
Polit al Aspects ... ," p. 80, note 57. "'"'" 

The conflict between bourgeois and petty-bourgeois or proletar.ian . 
Jews took on many fOnlls in intervening years. The dyn'amie was partitularly 
pronounced in inter-~ar Gerymany, where many Yiddish speaking Polish Jews 
found refuge. ~verything which German Jewry had' sought to suppress in it
self was suddenly personifie~ by these East European brethren. As Peter 
Gay writes in "the Berliri-Jewish Spirit," "Thousand of Berlin Jews, well 
educated, impeccably, German in their.accent ,an~conn,ctions, thought them
selveS superior to these invaders from the East, an~conducted an intermit
tent war with their fellow Jews. ll

, In Freud. Jews and Other Germans (NY: 
;' Oxford' Uniyers,ity Press, 1978'). 
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maskilim avoided the "stigma" of Yiddish at all costs. They accepted the 

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

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

language. 

The literary aesthetic of the Haskala has béen examined in consider-' 

able detail, nota~ly by Z. Rejzen in his Fun Mendelson biz Mendele ("From 

'Mendelssohn to Mendele")68 and Simon Dubnov in Fun 'zhargon , tsu yidish 

("From' 'Jargon' to Yiddish").69 It has never been treated sa exhaustively, 

however, nor with such sophisticated tools of roodern' 1iterary scholarship, 
\ 

as by Dan Miron in A Traveler Disguised. Miron analyzes, piece by piece, 

the writings of contemporary maskilim, to show that virtually al' were 

possessed of an aesthetic aversion ta Yiddish. His evidence is indeed 

compelling. We have already quoted ~se5 Mendelssohn, who wrote that Yid-

dish was lia language of starrmerer5, corrupt and deformed, repulsive to 

those who are able to speak in a ëorrect and el egant manner, Il and that 

IIcontributed not a Iittle to th~'impropriety' of the corrmon Jew.')O 

Others of Mendelssohn '5 circle vehement1y rejected a proposaI that EnIight-
" enment schools.be established in Yiddish, arguing that 

'since Yiddish lacked rules and grammar and was under no formal disci-' 
pline, no one educated in it 'coul~ have a true concept of anything 
whatsoever ..•. A11 rational understanding, true piety, and genuine 
roo,rality rest on clear and precise concepts' and those cou1d not be at- "!. 

• tained without a 'methodica1 5tudyl of a discip1ined and regwTatëa lan
guage. 71 

\6R.. 69 
-warsaw: 'Kultur-l; ge, 1923. Vi 1 n'a': ' B. Kl etsk ; p, 1929. 

70Miron , A Trave rOis uised, p. 43, citing Or l{~etiva (Berlin, 
1783) . 

t • , 

71 Ibid., p. 37, citi 9 David Fried1ander, IIsendschrei~~ en meine 
M1tbruder,': in th~ Auserordent1iche Senage ta' Hamae1asaf C

l
88). 1 " 
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The Russian'maskil 1. B. Levinson wrote a lengthy defense of Hebrew and 

Russian, in which he complained that Yiddish is 

completely 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 t~em.1 

The German Jewish historiary Heinrich Gra,tz refused te allow translatiOn 
, ~ 

of his monumental History of the Jew$ into. Yiddish, characterizing t::Jh 
• J 73 

language às a "halb tierische Sprache," a "half-bestial tongue." p-

haps Mi ran summarizes the positi on of).othe Mendel ssohni~À." (and in turn, the 

East Europetn) Haskalà best when he wr;~es that for the maskil\m, Yiddish 
, 

was net a language at all; it was'only a 'mixture' of Hebrew and Ger
man, and as such it lacke6 the unit y and harmony without which the use 
of a language could not be c~nducted according to aésthetic norms. As 
la mixture,' it could not strive for any linguistic s7~bility and wa~ 
doomed 'tO remain chimerical, ~rbarous and repul sive. ' 

'~iron offers carefùl analysîs 0; his evi~ence and succeeds in his '. ' 

goal of~deiiningthe li~erary aesthetic of the Haskala. He leaves little 

'doubt about the attitude bf the maskilim toward Yiddish. But he seems tao 
, 

willing to accept the maskilim'~ statements at face value when he concludes: 

The Jewish 'enlightened' intellectuals of eighteenth-century Germany 
objected ta Yiddish on many grounds: educational, cultural, social • 
[ ... ] even economic. Their antipathy, however, was primarily an 

~ aesthetic revulsion.7.5 

""' rt is true enough that the.maskilim expressed"their aversion in aesthetic 

terms. They genuinely believed that Yiddi~h was ugly. But where did this 
'a 

aesthetic derive from? ~ 

72Ibid .,. p. 46, citing T~'uda bayisra'el, 4th ed. (Warsaw, 1901), 
pp. 33-38. , 

73 Ibid ., p. 36. Graetz accorded Yiddistfonly scant attention in his 
History, and always portrayed it in the most derogatory'manner. 

~ . 
74Miron, 'op. cit., p. 43. 75 Ibid., loc. cit. 
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Miron acknowledges the legltimacy of the question, but insists that 
"" 

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

had its roots deep in the social and cultural history of European "ews," 

he writes, 

aM to extricate them from the; r "'subterranean past i s not an ~asy 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. 76 

, 
Miron trace's the aesthetic prejudices of early Yiddish authors back ta th~ 

Haskala, seeking explanation in "the conception of 1 iterature and in the 

linguistic-aesthetic assumptions which xhese authors shared with all the 

adherents of Jewish Enl ightenment. 1177 He does not see fit, however, to of

fer sociological anslysis of the Haskala itself, to consider whether its 

"aes thetic, Il its contempt for Yiddish, was in any way determined by its 

class basis. 
') " 

As a study in literary history, Miron's work stands well enough by 

itself. 'He traces an aes'thetic concept as ~t manifests itself in the lan-
t . 

guage--.and style of early rodern Yiddish li~erature, and.legitimately ig-

nores sociological concerns. The self-professed limitations of his study 

~ ~ 

76Miron; op. cit., p. 35. Despite his assurances that the aesthetic 
posi~ion of the Haskala has "r,oots deep in the social~ 'and cul tur~l history 
of European· Jews, Il Miron still persists in accepting aesthetic categories 
at 'face value. He writes about Mendelssot}.[l, for example: IIIt goes without 
saying that this [aesthetic] reaction,was'conditioned by social and éul-

- tural factors, but that does not change the fact that\~endelssohn, for ex
ample, ... recoiled from the language with that spo~aneity which re
flects a genuine revolt of the aesthetic 'sensibilities." - (P. 43). 1 do . 
not understand how Mendelssohn's spontaneity somehow mitigates the con~i
tioning factors of society and culture. 

77' \ .~ 
Ibid., p. 35. 
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become apparent,' however, wh en he appl ies his s1:rictly aesthetic criteria 

ta aspects of literary theme and content. He notes correctly that most of 

early Yiddish fiction, at least through Sholem Aleykhem, concerned itself 

mo"re or less exclusively with "social Il issues. He then concludes, how

e"er, that this was the product of a tenacious "aesthetic of ugl iness, 1\ 

whereby Yiddish writers were unable to shake free of the lingering literary 

prejudices of the Haskala and 50 considered Yiddish u'nfit for anything but 

mockery, satire and social portraiture. 78 

In this conel Miron_ revea.l s his own modernist prejudices, i.e., 

that any litera re which sets a social purpose for itself i,s necessarily 

bad. or at 1 st not fully realized, art. II[Social function] caused Yid

dish literature to be written without the possibility of realizing the 

writer' s full imagi~ative powers; it shrunk them to fit a l imited capa- '\ 

city .•• 79 Whatever the merit of Miron's observation ~the Ij'lodernist rel ish - , , 
with which he presents it causes him to lose sight of a crucial dynamic: 

~ 

that the social function'which these writers assign themselves does not re-~ 

main statie. In fact, the impl icit social theory of early modern Yiddish 

literature undergoes â continual transformation, every bit as dramatic and 

S'ignificant as the ~oncQJtaP€J development of a l it~rary aesthetic. 

It is my contention that the artistic form and impl ici t social theory 
~ \ 

of early Yiddish literature developed hand in hand, the one working upon , 
, . 

the other and each of equa] lj-rtance: 1 iept the premise tha-e' YiddiSh .• 

li1;erature der;ves most direct y fram the Ha kala. But 1 believe that it \ 
_ ' f 

78See Mi;~n'S j'fscussion of the .ia~sthetic of ugliness,lI· op . cit., " 
esp. pp. 67-75. .. 

\. 

79 Ibid .• p. 72. ~ 
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is imr.ossible to divorce the aesthetic of the Haskala from its objective 

class context. From th1s point af view, the antipathy of the maskilim to-
1', 

w~rd Y'iddish cannat be.taken at its face value of lIaesthetic.revulsitm." 
r ~ ,. li 

~ does Yiddish appear ugly, what are the social roots of that aesthetic, 

and why is Yiddish 50 fiercely cambated? 

Let us return to Miron's evidence, with these questions in mind. 

Yiddish is most freq~ently characterized by the same stock' adjectives: 

lIug l y ,1I "deformed,1I IIdisorderlyll and "undisciplined." It hàs been called 
, ''1 
IIhalf-bestial,1I a language which !'2ontributed not a little ta'the 'impro-

\ 

pri et y , of the conrnon Jew. Il' Wh..fat do such epithets mean in the context of 
\ 
~ 

bourgeois society? IIUglyli is ~eviant. "Oeformed ll means won 't conform. 

IIDisarderlyli means can't get ta work on time. ,IIUndisciplined ll means re-
. . ) 

si~tant ta the hierarchy of 1ndustrial productiJtn~ 'IIHalf-animal" is a re-
. \ 

fusal to be cons,trained by the neat man-made boundaries of class. "Con-
~ . 

, . tributes to improprietyll flouts the entire syperstruçture of' bourgeois man-
.. ' 

ners and conventions. The rllaskil im may indeed have'\felt "aesthetic revul-
" . 

sion" toward Yiddish. But wasn 't that aesthetic itself newly fashioned? 
( 

Were ,th~e ,ma'skil im simply expressing contempt for attri butes which they had 

inherited fram their' own fllnil ies" aQd which they had barely managed to 

suppress within themselves? 

One cc;>mplaint agaitlst Yi,ddish i.s repeated with more persistence than 

all others. Yiddish is called a IIbastard" language, a jargon, "completely ... 

corrupt [to quote Levinson], ... mixed with cripped words adopted from 

Hlrew. Russian. French, ,1iSh, e\c." There is a patent absurdity in th;s 

accusatiQ,n. It;s of course true tha,t Y~ddish comprises di~r~e 1 inguistic 
~ 

stock. But sa too did other European languages, perhaps most notably 
( \ 
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Eng1 ish. Why then was Yiddish alone stigmatized as tlcorrupt"? Perhaps 

Yiddish was attacked not just pecause it borrowed words f~om variou&,. 

sources, but rather because of what it did with the words it had absorbed. , 
1 

In his magnum opus, Di geshi khte fun der yidisher shprikh ("The His-
1 

\ tory of the Yiddish Language"), Max WeJnr.eich ~ffers a penetrating l in-

\ guistic and cultural history of the Yiddish language. BO He presents Yid-
; ~ 

dish as a, "fusion language, Il a merger of various lexical and grammatical 

elements which Jews acquired iA different countries of exile. Lingui5tic 

absorption followed 'a unifying principle which Weinreich terms Ilderekh 
.... .. 

ha'shas," literally "The Way of the Tal mud, Il whereby Jews "judaized" 

foreign linguistic stock into their own cultural and cognitive frame. 
\ 

Weinreich offers compelling linguistic,and cultural evidence, WhftCh is tao 
, ' . 

complex to present here. Of greatest significance, however, is thè conse-

quence of this linguistic deve10pment in the evolution of Jewish sOciety: 

'" Yiddi'sh became ~ living catalogue of Jew,~ experience, detennining a 
( 

junique world view rooted deep in the Jewish pasto "The derekh hashas plays 
f', _ 

havoc with our notioJ'ls of time,ll writes the 'linguist Shlomo Noble in a re-

" view of Weinreich. liAs early as t,he Gemara we find ... 1 In the Torah 
# 

there is no eàrlier or later. III By'absorbing elements from diverse times 
. - , " " 

and climes, Yiddish jntroduces a temporal relativity: 

A new temporal direction is intrGduced which goes not only 'forward ' 
but 'backwar~' t . Present day conditions are thus projected JJeckward 
two thousand y rs and on the other hâhd, present day conditions and 
behavioral n ms are maintained by reference to the Talmud. Moses can 
thus.,meet Rabbi Ak,iba and both of them can meet Israel Bal-Shem Tov and 
understand one another very well. ~ 
{ Il 

..Ft' 

.804 vs.; NY: YlVa, 1973. The work is sch.ulèêo.to appear this ~ear 
(1980) in English translation from the University of Chicago Press. , \ 
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Thi~ then, is the theo'retical 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 i ntensel y that it 
melted every element that it came in contact with, making ;nto a Jewish· 
value, a Jewish ~bstance.8l . 

1 ~ " 

Yiddish was a quintessential ekpression of Jewish specificity, and no 

mainstream
J
culture has ever been favorably dispoSéd toward minority diver

gence within its midst. Linguistic domination ;5 a pattern which runs 
, 

throughout history. Bourgeois culture was particularly intent on "leve1-
... 

ing ll it population. Capital ist production requir.ed a -1I'omogeneous work 
r 

force which accepted lI\\Urk 1/ as an end in itsel f, will i"ng to suppress per- t 

sonal needs while engaged in wage production alienated from c6~sumption: 
\ 

\ 

The "Spirit of Capitalism" intruded into lIevery deportment of private and • 

publi'c life,1I from religion and architecture to education 'and sexual mores. 

Nonconformity on any level was intolerable .... And then came along Jews, ..,. . \ ~, 

who not only looked, "ayed and acted ~iff\rentlY, but,Oby virtue.of the 

cognition embodied in their language, thought differently as well. If 

Yiddisjl was a "bastard" language, it was"because itl essence ~as diver

sity, temporal and geographical relativity and historically conditioned 

ambival.çnce. _ The maski1im could assimilate. in all externals, they cou1d 

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

spoke Yiddish they could not escape the ,inheritance of their collective 

pasto Not on1y were they perceived as\ "different ll in the eye~of others, 
1. , 

but their language told them that the} ~ different, that they always 

had been different, and that t~at difference was a v;rtue. Unlike Hebrew, 

which was classical, unspoken and unthreatening, Yiddish was the livil'Jg 
, ' 

8..1 0r . ShlofID Noble, liA t-brphology ~f Ashkenazic Cult'fe," News of the' 
YIVO (Yedies fun yivo), no. 128 (Winter 1,973/74). 
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expression of a living culture. It did not assimi1ate with the mainstr~am, 

but "me1 ted" the mainstream i nto itsel f. Its structure and 1 exicon so de-
, . ( , 

termi~ed the ways Jews viewed the wor1d that o"ly by eradicating the lan-

guage itself cou1d the common Jew ever be mad& to conforrnrto the"bourgeois 

norm. 
~ 

1----------- Thus we see that the "aesthetic revu1sion" of the maskilim toward 

i 
1 
,\ 

() 

Yiddish derived directly fr6fu,the socio-eaonomic dictates of an ascendant 
.... 

" . 
bourgeoisie. Yiddish was simp1y nQt compatible with the "Spirit of Capi-

tal ism." This fa ct is of crucial ,impo-rtance to the present thesis. We 

know that Abramovitch accepted thépremise ~hat Yiddish w~s "ugly~ Il but 

agreed to write in the language anyway in order to propagate Enlighten~ent 
( '., - 1 

ideas. If he then began, for whatever reason, to appr,éci,ate Yiddi sh 

artistically and transfarm his aesthetic. then he would necessarily come 
't 

inta confl ict with the very "capital ist spirit" which he sought ta dis-
.,. 

seminate. Likewise, if he began to change his social theory and mave away 

fram the class interests of the bOUrgeoite, then he would "no longer have 

cause ta feel ".aesthetically repul Séd" by Y,iddfsh and coul d begin to inten

tianally fashion Yiddish art. Literary aesthetic and social theary were 

baund as subject and object; the transformation of the one necessarily af-.. 
l " 

fected the other. This is J c.ttral dialectic ~hiCh w~il1 
. - 1 . 

Abramovitch's early Yiddish works . 

trace through 

• 

_._-_._------~ 
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'" 4. Serdichev: From Hebrew to Yiddish 

1 

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

in Kapulye, 'where" he mastere-cL~raditional Jewish texts and 'was imbued with . / , , . 
a strong artistic and empirical sensibility: He traveled as an ad~lescent 

with the beggars ' band, maeing acquaintance with the life style and! na'tive 

Yiddish expression of the comman Jew. And he came of age in Kamenets, 

where he learned fo~eign languages and Western thought and absorbed the 
'<1 

capital ist theory and bourgeois aesthet'ic of the Haskala. All th~e\e 
, .' ) , 

wo~lds would find synth~sis, in the course of his Yiddish writing. But 

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

maskil in Kamenets, that was no S'mall matter. 

Not surprisingly, 'AbralOOvitch's f.irst l iterary effor.i:s were inuHe-
» • 

brew. In 18'57 he wrote a "Letter on Education, Il in which he advocated 

-

liberal p~dagOgiC reform. 82 Gotlober discovered th.:! letter and published 

it, without its author 1 s .... knowledge, in the prestigiot.Js Hebrew perjodicd' 
. ' 

\ 

Hamag.M. In 1858 Abramovitch moved to Berd; chev, where ,he joi ned a 'flarger 
li' 

ci~cle of maskilim and immersed h~e1f in the study of Hebre~ literature. 

In 1860 he issued a volume of Hebrew literary critt~ism under~he title 
" 

___ Mishpet Shal.Qm C'The Judgme.i~ of Shol em" or "The Peaceful Judgment ") .• The 

; Wàrk finnly establ t?hed the reputation of its young author, and showed, tha~ 

..... " 

. 
. he was already parting company with the l iterary--though not yet the 

sociological--program 'of the clasiical Haska;a. 

82The IILet'ter ll appeared under the titl e "Mikhtav al dl var hakhinukh ll 

in Hamagid, v. 1, no. 31. It is reprinted in Yiddish translation in 
Mayzl, Dos ~ndele-bukh, pp. 43-47. ' 

..-

. '\ , \ , 
.. 
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<Mishpet Sholem was a critioal attack on the melitse style which 
;p 

characterized much of contemporary Hebrew letters. According to, 

Abramovïtch"the obtuse melitse was a se1f-serving indulgence of sta1e 

writers, devoftt of real social value. It floundered in bib1ical language .. 
and distant settings, and did nothing to teach the common Jew about En-

"'" lightenment and the need for economic productivization. Now the time had 

64 

~. come, said Ab~amovitch, for maskilim to aban~on their literary fantasy and 

address themselves to the world of the living. They must licorne down to 

eàrth, take a look at the life'and society of the co~n • ..And then 

portray.all this for the people themse1ves. 1I83 

Abramovitch moved fr-Qm literary critique to practice two years la-

\~ ter, with,the pub1icatioK of his first work of fiction. a 'short Hebrew 

novel entit1 ed URdu hetev, IILearn to Do Well! .. 84 The work tol d a story of 

generational conflict/prescribing the social values of the Haskala. The 
1 

exhortation of its title attests ta its unabashedly didactic character. 

Still. the complaints against me1itse which Abramovitch had raised in 

Mishpet Sho1em 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 (usual1y 

(~ trans1ated direct1y from the spoken ,Yiddish), his language remained as in

accessi'b1 e as me1 itse to the unt~~red ~eader who knew only Yiddish. 
- 1 

Abramovitch was caught in the same contradiction as were other maski1im. 

83Mendele: IIShtrikhn tsu mayn biografi.~,11 Dos Mendele-bukh, p. 25 . , " , 
84The have1 was reprinted in a critical edition edited by Dan Miron. 

Umdu hetev (NY: YlVO, 1969). See Milf-on's excellent introduction, "Der 
onheyb fun aktueln hebreishn roman--historishe un kritishe bamerkungen tsu 
Sh. V. Abramovitches 'limdu hetev.'" Limdu hetev is an important work in 
the history of modern Hebr.ew 1iterature. 
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He wanted IIto write for the COlmKln man, ta strive to refine his taste, .his 

des ire to spea k J n a fi ner, more aesthet ic 1 anguage. 1185 'The cOlTITIOn man 

could only be reached in Yiddish. But Yiddish itself was ugly (as 

Abramovitch had learned in Kamenets). How then cou1d one use an ug1y me

dium'to convey a lofty message, how could one employa coarse langyage to 

exhort the 'people to speak in a more refined manner? 

Abramovitch found a way out of this pa>adox through a Berdichev 

acquaintance, Ye(o hue Mordkhe Lifshits. In 1ater years Lifshits wou1d ,be 

cal'led the IIfath r of. Yiddishism,1I noted as the author of pioneering stu

dies in Yiddish 1exicography.86 For now he was a young maski1 living in 

Berdichev, and he and Abramovitch dev~loped a close rapport. L ifshits did 

nofo yet defend the "intrinsic worth" of Yiddish. To do so, as we have sug

gested, woul d have been to challenge the fundamenta 1 II sp i rit Il of the 

Haska1a. Instead, Lifshits develôped a mi1d1y revisionist position. He 

acknowledged that Yiddish was customarily usedr;~'\.'èonvey "ug1y" ideas. But 
'il 

that association with lIug1iness," he. ma;nt~wa's of no consequence, 

since language was a neutral category which was unrelated to the Jdeas it 

expressed. As he wr&te in 1863: 

The truth is that one cannat refer to a language as corrupt at a11 , 
for language is'only a SiJn which stands for tflought. [ ... ] The 
Jews must be humanized, a d the mearis for that can be foùnd not in 

1:1> ~. 

85,nde 1 e. IIShtri khn, Il p. 25. 
'" 

86Lifshits 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 Be~innin9 of tm:Twentieth Century 
(Rutherford, Madison and Teaneck: Fairlelgh Dickinson University Press, 
1976), pp. 46-48; Miron, A Traveler Disguised, pp. 50-51. ·The first to em
phas1ze the significance of Lifshfts's act1vities was Y. TSinberg, 110er 
Kol Mevaser un za~ tsayt, Il Yidfshè velt, 1913. ',' 
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language but in concepts. A million corrupt words -cannot do as much 
hann as the 1 east corrupt concept, and tJB mi 11 i on corre~t words are not 

'" as useful as the least concept. provided it is clear'and di-stinct.87 

" It followed that one could convey Eplightenment ideas in'Yiddish with im-

punit y, sinee the ideas expressed were in no way determined by the medium 

uses.. 

In retrospect it appears that Lifshits was wrong. Mod'ern socio-
~ jI~ • 

~ 

linguisti,c(demor:astrates the intimate link between language and cogni, 

tion,B8 and the proof of that sèems borne out in Abramovitchls own artis- " 

tic development. But n,either Lifshits nor Abrannvitch could have known 

that at the time. Notwithstanding his error~ Lifshits provided a viable 

rationale for a Haskala literature in Yiddish. 

Early in 1862 Abramovitch joined with Lifshits and another friend. 

Leyb Bï nshto_k, to propose tpe estab1 ist1'nent of a regular YiddiSh press. 

87Miron , A Traveler Dis,guised. pp. 50-'51, cidng Lifshits, 1I0i fir 
klasn,JJJn Kal I)!evaser, v. 1, no~ 21-23, and ,1101 daytsh-yidishe brik,lI Kal 
mevasaor{ no. 31. ' 

'\ 1 1. 

\ ' 88This connection functions not only through lexicon but also through 
grammatical structure and syntax. Pioneering work in this.,field .. as done 
by Edward Sapir, who wrote: "Human beings do not 1 ive i.n the objective 
wofld alone, nor alone in t~ world of social activity as ordinarily under
stood, but are very much.at the mercy of the partfcular language which has 
become the medium of expression of their socièty. It;5 quite an illusion ' 
ta imagine that one adjusts ta reality essentially without the use of lan
guage and that langua~is merely an incidental means of solvjng specifie 
problems of conmmicatiOif'or reflection. The fact of the matter is that 
the lreal world' 1s toa large extent uneonsciously bui1t 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 out community prediS
pose certain choices of interpretation. JI Langua~e! Culture and per~al ity, 
Essays in ~ of Edward Sa~ir. edited by lest e Sp1er (Mëna~6t!_W ~on-
sin: Sapir. rial Pu6Hcat on Fund, 1941), pp. 75-93: See 8150 Benjamin 
Lee Whorf ~ IIThe Rel a ti on of Hab; tua 1 Thought and Behav10r to language 1 Il • 

Lan ua e Thou ht and Realit: Se1ected Writin s of amin Lee Whorf, 
e t yon ey an t pp. - 59. 
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They appr.oached Al exander Tsederboym, editor of the respected Hebrew paper 
, ' 

Hamelits, for support." Tsed~~~ym was a masKil of the Ql~h001, with a 

"s,trpny antipathy,., toward" Yiddi~h. ~9 But his "aesthe~i'c r:evul si~n" was tem-
~ 

pered by two importa~t consi derations. On the one hand. he be11 eved, that· 
.~ " \ .-..rI 

Yiddish was sa ugly. that once readers were exposed to even a semblance 'of ___, ,6 ~ 

Enlightenment thought they too would find the)ugliness intolerable and 

would ruV out to learn other lang'uages. ùOn the other hand~~erbOym was 
, ~' 1 

if ~practical. ~n. H~ understood that, few peopl e rea~ Hebrew and that many, 

many,read Yiddish. More readers, more sales. Anp so he agreed. At 
, , ~ 

J first he tried to establish a separate Yiddish newspaper, but could not get 
\ . ~ 

the project.past the Russ;an cerysor. Sa he decided to publish a regu~ 

1 Yiddish s~l'ement ta. Hamel lts, "under the tHl e ~J mevaser, liT he VOli~e ..... ~f • 
the Messènger. II,90 The first issue appeared on October 11,' 1862. ShÇlrtly 

~. \ , 

thereafter Abramovitch made hr 1 iterary debut in Yi ddi.Sh~ with th~ serial 

'publ ication of Dos kleyne mentshele, "The Littl e Man." Modern Yiddish 

literature was ready to~:o)d. 

****** 
'i ~ '. 

,Abramovitch 'was "the ~irst. Il, He was the product' ~f dive:se histod-

cal~"cu~rents, and was i.n-a unique pos'iti"on ta effect lasting synthesis. The 
) \"\ . . ' ~:i' ~ , -,':... 

~. critic N. Oyslender ha~ discu~d Abra~vitérls biography in <:tialecticaf. 
t 

térms.! and concl uded thatJ"even before. fie began writi ng in Yiddish, 
! 1. ~ • • 1 ~ 

" / , ,,, 
~90~ Tsederboym see Rejzen, Leksikon~ 'J. ~, pp.~ 325-350; Miron, op'. 

cit., index; Zinberg, A History of Jewish Litetature, v. XII, ind~. 
Tsed~rbo~m, incideri~l1y~ was the granafa~her of Julius Martov) ' .. 

, 9QTsinberg, ,"Det1 Ko1 mevaser un .z~n tsayt ll
; Sh. L. ,Tsitron, Di 

n :S~i ~hte fU~ el" i ~ sher rese la63-~ 889 (war:$,a~arla;,.. 1 ~k,tii sefe~, 1 
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AbralOOvitch had become'Mendel,e.lI~l 'While 1 accé~ Oyslender's roodel, 1 be

lieve his conclusion is overstated. Abramovitch was still very mu~h the 

maskil at the time of his Yj.,ddish debut in 1864.' H.is soc~al theory was 

COnSiStE~~th emergi~ ~apital ism,'" and he'agreed to use Yiddish only as a 
! ' , 

vehicl e of propaganliâ: under the mi staken bel ief that. 1 anguage"was unre-
" " lated to cognition. His life had indeed exposed him to divergent socio-

1 Ir· 
historical forces: Avrom der Hinkedi~er and Avrom BaerlGotlober were 

te~hers with very different lessons. The IIthesis" of the folk culture '." 

, met its antithesis in Kamenets-~and Kapulye provided the rnethod of Talmudic 
" . ',. 

,'discourse with which to balance 'th~1l1 both. B~t thoU9~ the di.a\eçt!c was 

.. 

. firmly establiS~ed, synthesis wa~not yet at hand in 1864. Abr~vitch's 
biography Had ~ided a11 the ingredients for a roodern Yiddish literature, 

. JI" . '. '. ~ ~ 
but only in thé literary process its~lf would they blend and take form. 

Only ~,~~x~ual anal,tsi s, therefore, .m.ay we properly understand the i nt~r

action of Abrarnovit~'~ soc~l theory and artistic voiee, the synthesis of . \ ." 

which modern Yiddish ]iterature was born. 
~ '\ 
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PART TWO: THE BOURGEOIS PROPAGANDIST 

I. Dos Kleyne Mentshe1e (1864) . 
Abramovitch made his Yiddis~ 1iterary debut in 1864. with the pub1i-

«f 

cation of' the first installmen,t of Dos k1eyne mentshe1e, oder eyn 1ebens-
~ 

bashraybung fun Yitskhok Avrom Takef ("The Little Man, Or A Life Story of 
• 

Isaac Abraham Takef").l Comprising a 'total of on1y twenty-four pages, tQe 

work was a pre1iminary effort in every sense. It possessed 1ittle of the 

1iterary spark1e whieh wou1d distinguish Abramovitch's later opus. For 
• ' 'IlL j t ,1. 

"our 'purposes, however, it rema;ns of enonnotJs signifieance. On the one~ 
r '\ 

, 1 

hand, it provides a )evei1ing picture of,Abramovitch's social the~ry and\ 
• 

artistic voice at the t;m~of his dehut, providing a base line from which 
( . 

, "., ~ 

to measüre subsequent deve10pments. On the other hand it represents the 

diverse e1ements of Abramovitch~ own biography and intro~uces, tentative
\ 

\ 1y but discernibly, the ereati'~e dialectie between theory and voiee which 1 

have.po~tulaterl.in the preceding .. section. This ,is most c1early manifest ln 

the story's narrative structure, particularly in dpening and c10sing 
f • ... 

l'fral1)es" introduced by the bookpe~dler Mendele. In the followiJl9 chapters, , 
1 will analyze the text in considera~le detail, examining in turn its nar-

rative structure, imp1icit social theory, and style and language. In this 

. 'l The work 'appeared in Ko1 mevaser: 1864, nos. 45-51; 1865, nos. 1-4. 
6. It was repub1 ished as a book, with certain' editoria1 IOOdifications, in ..,.. 
Vilna i~ 1866. In later years Dos kle e mentshele was reworked in~o a 
full fledged novel, with variants appearlng ln and 1907. There is 

, little similar1ty, ho~ever, between the 1864/65 edition analyzed here and ~ 
its later p~rmutations. An English translation of the 1907 edition ap
peared under the tit1e The Parasite, tr. by G. Stillman (NY: 1956·)~· 
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w~" 1 wil~egin to define the internal dynamic whic~would, over the next 

ten years, 1 ead from such self-avowed propaganda to great Yiddish 'art. 
,~, 

1. Narrative Structure 
. . ' 

Dos kleyne ~.tshele is an openly didactic work, presented as the 
~ , 

IIEthifcaL Will Il of one I~i k Avrom Takcef (Isaac Abraham Bigshot). Takef re-

counts the story of his life: th~ misadventures of an impressionable 

orphan. socialization jnto a corrupt society, a ruthl~, l,ife-long quest'· 
/' 

for riches, and a final death bed denunciation of economic{exploitation and 

acceptance of Enl ightenment. The dramatic c~x of the work is Taket" s • 

changing perceptions of the ambigoous concept of the ilL ittl e Man. Il In the 
\ 

retrospect of his Will he is able ta affirm his intrinsic human goodness, 

show wher~ and how he had been led astray ~nd of~r his own sad story as'a 

lasting example ta others . 4 ' . 
Whatever its literary merit, Dos kleyne ~entshele was clearly in-

tended as propaganda. It attempts ta reach the common peQple in their own 

language and through models culled from their Own experience, in arder to 

éonvtnc~ them' of the great truth of Enl ightenment. The Ethical Will be-
, 

cames a clever literary device, as narrative form is made to follow soé~al 

function. 

As a time-honored literary form, the Ethica1 Will is, by its very 
• 

nature, didactic. Moreover, it finds broad precedent, in Jewish tradition. 
> .. 

From the bibl ical1600k of Proverbs through the Talmud and Rabbinic writ- , . r . ( 

ings, Wills are employed to canvey ethical instruction through practical 
1 

example. The Vilna Gaon "eft a widely acclaimed Ethical.!Will to his sons, .. 
wit' which Abr.amovitch was most probably fanriliar. Manyot the basic 
----;---~ . ~" 
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teachings-of Hasidism were passe~~ w~ through the'pseudopigraphic Will 
1 

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

to the Baal Shem Tov. The Ethical Will was one of the few lite~ary forms 

which ~as even":'~'in:l1~ narrative or auto8"iographiCal, within a Rabbinic 

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

Joseph Dan writes in the Encyclopedia Judaica" Ethical Will s offered a / 
1 ~' marked stylistic counterpoint to the ethical 1iterature of a more conven-

-' tional sort: ' 

Whereas ethica1 lite~ature ,usualty gives a lengthy theoretical" basis 
for behavioral requirements, ethical wills ordinarily only point ,out 
the right way. disregarding the ideological ~oundations. Thus they 
are a more practical, behavioral type of literature. 2 

. 
This distinction between "ideo1ogital ll and IIbehavioral ll 1iterature 

fits Abramovitch's own shift from Hebrew essayisti~,to Yiddish belles-
.-

lettres. Both forms were equally didacttc, but the Will. the belles-
y t 1 

lettres, promises to be more comprehensible to untutored readers, since it . . 
l, ' 

reduces ideological p~auncements to readily recognizab1e real-life terms. 
h 1 

We recall that Hasidism had alreadY stru~~upon the story~~~) best means ft.,. .s~ 
of conveying its teachings to a broad-based readership~ Now AbramovitcD 

does the same, choosing a" narrative form which .enjoys long standing prece-
(# , 

dfnt and structural acceptance among the people ~~ seeks to reach. It is. 

after all. imperative that his story find structural fami1iarity and 
1 

credibility among traditional Jews before Ihis less conve~ional didactic 4 

conten t can be cons i dered a t ~ 11 . 
< • • 

2Dan , "Ethica]'WHJs,1I Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 16, p. 
Isr~el Abrahams, Hebrew Ethical Wills (2 vs.rPhi1adelphia: 
~ation ~~ciety of America, 1916 [1929]). 

\ 

"'. ~ .,. 
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Abramovitch accepted Lifshits's premis(that languagewas a neutral , 
category and agreed to write in Yid'ciish'only to communicate with readers 

~hoJ kyW no other language. But al ready. in his fi r\ Yi ddi sh work. he had 

made an impor~ant realization: adoption of a Yiddis~ m~ium demands IOOre 
. .'~I . , 1 

than simple translation from the Hebrew. As a popu1ar linguistic expres-

- s10~, Yiddish seemed as a matter of course to conjure up a popular 1 iterary 

expression. Writing in'Yiddish entai1ed not on1y lexical trans1atl0n, but) 

a1so translation of literary fonn and style--the shift from the essay to 

" 

the Ethi1cal Will and the story.3 r 

Abramovitch had the innate a~~st;c intuition ~o recognize how far 
\., ,'-~ \.) ( 

reaching thi s IIstructûral traRSt.tion ll woltJd be. Just as the Yiç!!fish lan..: 

" guage .... engendere~a IIs tory ll structure, so must the story structure engender 

a new narrative voice. As long as he was ~riting didactic essays· (or 
r . 

novels, for that ma~ter) in Hebrew, Abramovitch could speak as himself--a 
f \1' 

maskil , a man of the wo.,.l d~' But now that he had 'entered the fol k world of 
• - 1 

, ' 

Yiddi~h, such a voice became wholly incongruous. Coul d a young, Russian-
f 

speaking Hebrew sty1 ist, dressed in short toat and trilTllled beard. con~ 

v;ncingl~reel off Yiddis:h idiom and sffjn rambling tales of everyday life, 
1 

like sorne bearded grandfather at the s.tudy house stove? For all his iropa-

gandistilt'intent, Abramovitch was possessed of too much stylistic integrity 

'1:6 allow for such glaring incongruity. Thus was a new narrator tailored 

for the new,Yiddish medium: Mendele Moykher Sforim. 

Yiddish critics lhave long been confused. in their understanding of the 

Mendel e narrator. Many' early cri tics", accept~ Mendele at face val ue (his 

3As far as 1 can determine, Abramovitch did not write didactic essays 
in Yiddish. 
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name appears as the author on the caver pages of edi ti ons after 1865), and 

simp1y ignored Abramovitch altogether. 4 Others regarded Mendele as a 

pseudonym, ob1iifious to, his special narr'ative function. Still others, 
. ~ . 

notably Soviet scholars o~ the 1920s and '30s, del ibera.,ty obfusçated the 

distinction between Mend;,'le and Abramovitch, in ord~r\to enhance the purity' 

of Mendele's folk image and th us redeem his work as "proletarian" art. The 

issue was not definitive1y resolàled unti' 1973. in Dan Miron's A Traveler 
, \ 

Disgu; sed .. Draw1 ng on the work of Wayne Booth, 5 Miron argues that Mendel e 

f~nct;ons as a 1 iterar~lIperson~, Il a mask behind which the mas kil 

Abraroovit.ch disguises himself before his Yiddish reader~hip. In this way 

the voice of the narrator is made consistent with its medium and context. 

Mendel e presents himself to us in the opening frame of Dos kleyne

mentshele. He is a wandering bookpeddler who travels about the Pale with a 

tired horse and,broken wagon, peddling his wares. At the start df the 
\ 

story he has just arrived in G1upsk, the fictional "Fools Town,"where he 

hopes to do a bit of business before Hanukah. As Miron points out. 

Abramovi tch did we~Ù to choose a bookpeddl er for his narrator. ..'the book

peddlr. enjoyed a uniquestatus i; tl-aditional Jewish society. He was as-
l ,\ 

suredly part of the Jewish world, living by Talmudic law, bound by 1an-.. ( , 
1 

guage, appearance and 1ife style to the comrron people. Mende1e is dressed 

in a long raggelct kapote (caftan), replete wit~. grey beard and ~ (ritual \. 

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

(,<I\"''::~ 
" 4See Introduc10a.n-, no~e 4 ~ supra. \ . l 

5Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago':- University of 
Chicago Press, 1961). Booth's pioneèring study of Henry James and others 
raised the issue of narrative voiee into a centt:al conc~rn of modern 
literary critici sm. 

, ',.. \. 
}~ q ~~ 

, t 

• 1 



( 
, 
i 
fI 

(;, 
.' 

( 

. \ 

<. 

() 

. 75 

innumerabl e daily bl,essings, observes Shabes and the di etary 1 aws, and 
A 

spices his speech with a native Yiddish idiom and ,cadence. :'Yet at the 
T 

same time he was a step beyond hi st fell ows, for he enjoyed t/è rar~ oppor-

tuni ty 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 sh9rt, he was a trave l er who had seen the worl d. He stod&.. 
, ' 

/squarely between the world of' sc.h~lars (represented by the scholarly books J 
he sells) and the world of -everyday Jews (represented by the religious a'r/' 

, 

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

exchanges with hangers-.9J1 in the marketpl ace and by the synagogue stove). 

The book~ed~ler provided the p~rfe~t mask, a character Wh~ was expected~to 
be both

o
=ordl y and traditiona1, open minded and'observant, scholarly ~~ 

one of the peopl e. "'" / ~ 
1 . \ 

~\~ In his self introduction, Meçde1e does al1 he can to assure Ii\S nar-

rative credib.i1ity and win the allegiance and identif~cation of his' r~d-
., ~ v ~i 

f's. The story begi~s. (with my enunitration): 
, 

, "M , r "l7tnc "1 J JI ri , 57 l )1" " t 151 l tt 1 "te J" 11 J" "K [1] 
J'). lJM"l'~" [2] .O",.,D ,:ll"o '9' 9;57'1510 D"n 

Jpo {3],'57me tJ, , J "ifM \C' ,Dll5711'57t3l1M t3pO:l l"H 
J"~t.9 p~l J'~ C"M '~D '''M [4al .ClI:l57D1K "0 UP 

-".~ ll,tR c9' y,nK .C"'DD "O~t3""t "''''57'K ~'O 
,n1'1'. ,n'S"! 57P",nllDV-~18:l ,Olt3p-n"t) ,D'n",~ 

! '71$D te llK ,'57","J-.'t,«J ",'mtltD ,'9,"'n ',hl"U'( 
~~ [4b] jnltn'9lUp JUt r19D ,~IK "0 ""1 19D U'l"'" 

'·D .J"DtP"lO~"H t'M ~'V~O ~'Pw.'9~ t)l·t ."nH'B' 
~ l [5] • J '9D1 l 9:29 ;ap , "0 1:1 "D D,:at Jlm 'teO lt ~ ,·M 

• JD"'lMjl "l'Il' 1"1 Dlft"I:I~l ,OVl'l'IU M'PD 
..... 

.. 
[1] Myse1f l'am a native of Tsv~atsh;ts, my~ame i~ Mendele the Book
pedd1ar. [2]' practically all year i am on the road, . heading this way 
and that. [3] 1 am known ~verywhere. [4aj 1 travel throughout al1 of 
Poland with all sorts of lioly books printEj.d,,at the Hasidic press in \,. 

, Zhitomir, if}\ addition tQ whi~h 1 carry prayer shawl s, fri nged under-
" gannents, extra special rituall fringe~, ram~ horns for ~,he High \ . 
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Holidays, phy)actery straps, good luck charms, mezuzes. wolves ' teeth, 
and sometimes you can ev en get tin and copperware from me. (4b] And 
oh yes--it's true, si'hce the, Kol mevaser has come out, sometimes 1' 11 
carry a few copies of that tao. [5] But that's all beside~the point. 6 

Th; s opening paragraph speak~ vol umes .. Not _onl~ does a dia10ectic 
"'Î 

exist within Abramovitch 1 s own biography and between Abramovitch and hls 
~ , 

literary persona Mendele, but Mendele himself is shown to embodyt'a crea>-. . . 
tively paradOxical composition. The introduction provides a structural! 

, / 

juxtapQ.sition, in which each sentence is pitted against the one previous to 

suggest a full'picture of Mendele 'll6 range and possibilities. A sentence by' 

sentence analysis of the'cited text, follawlng my enumer~tion; will prove 
~ ", , 

very revea 1 i n9 : • 
[1] Mende1-«r-~ts out by tell ;"g us his name and pl ace of birth; he him-, '1 

,) \~ 
, • sel fis a native of the fi ctional shtetl Îsviatshets ("Hyp~i sy- " 

,; " 1'. 

v,ille"). Hence he is a neighbor' to all his readers, fully party ta 
.1 

their mores and faibles. 

[2] 
~ 

n the next sentence he tells us that he spends a11 his time on the 
/ 

rad, thus affirm~ hi~ "worl?~~ness,1I his fami1iarity with places and 

id as beyond the immediate ken of the comnon Jew. 
~ _ ~ f 

[3] Bu~ lest we think that Mèndele is samehow tainted by worldly heresy, he 
r ' • • • 

• assu es. us in the next sent;n~i>'that he Js "known everywhere. Il His 

unive sal "acceptance imp1ies that de~Pite hi~, warl'd1i,ness he is still 

firmly within the con'fJ'llnes of the tradi t;onal Jewish cOlTll1unlty. 

61 am working f1'W)m a photo'stat of the original Ka1 ryevaser text. Be
caus~ the original follows no systematic pagination, r have ig~ored the 
given page numbers comJ1Tetely and simply renuntlered the entire story, in se
quential order, page by page. -v:\The present citation 1s from p. 1. 
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t4a] MenQele's assurance thàt he is universa1,y accepted then leads to a 

catalogue of his wares. Here Mendele tells us two things: 'First, 
. ~ ~ 

" 

that he deals in all the~trapping~ of the old Jewi,sh world. His men-
. \ 

tion of ''wolves''~eeth'' and other"'superstitious accoutr.éments tells, 

the:reader that hea Mendele, is himself not infallible. Indeed, pre-
1 

cisely because something like wolves' teet~ was not a part of the 
il 

~ textua 1 Jewish tradition but a superstition no doubt borrowed from the ., . 

locai peasantry, the reader could l'7t"ugh at the custom and at Mend'e1.e. 
" 

By ~viting self mockery, MendeleOtel.ls,the reader that "we're all 
~ / 

friends, al~ ~n this togethe~, taking a,Sew common, 900d-~tured p~~es 

at some of our"'more obvious foi~les." On the other I.ijlnd, such a de-

'" tailed catalogue suggests that Mendele 4s above all a businessman, who 
~ , 

can1t resist pushing ~is wares. This puts him into the same system of' , 

values and concerns as hjs petty-bourgeois reàders, and'so raises him . 
" 

above suspicion. Though he assures us that this "is beside the 

point, tt he has s~cceeded in cOMvincing us mat h: is no profe~s ional . f.' 
~ 1 

preacher or writer, that ~is first concern is really his business. ,He 
• , 

is genuinely one of the people after all, on the most basic level--

making a 1 iving. . , 
'\' !JI' \ 

[4b] Having established hïmself as a businessman concerned above all with 

. business, it'~omes,as no g;eat shock that he should carry, artong with 

all his' other'wares, a copy of Kol mevaser. Beside the obvious'in-

side plug \hoW cou\i AbralOOvitcs/~eSi,st?), we $ee that Mendele is !l0 

\ heretical maskil but ~a~her a plain pragmatist; he knows where t~e 

wind blows and is willing to ma~conceSSions to inevitable changes. 

, can carry a Haskala paper, 'or, as dev~loP;, Haskala ideas, and yet 
. ( 

- ~ ----.,.<1 
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in no way jeopardize his own credibility as one of the commen • l , 

people. , 

[5] Mendele 's final disclaimer, "But that 's all beside the point, Il is 

clearly belied by all that comes before. It actually focuses 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 point:<- di.smissals are his means of drawing 
attention to an ironie point that has just been made. Whenever we 
are asked ta colfsider something' he has told us as i r:ma'teri al , we are 
in fact alerted to look for·its hidden meaningsJ . . 

Structually, through his own disavow~l, Mendele focuses attention on . \ 

"imsel f. 

Mendele's jntrod~ction does m~ch to set the tenor of the story. ihe 
,..... 

story itself ;s not·about Mendele, but it does raise questions about s9me 

of his most\basic values. Mendele presents himself (and affirms his iden

tification 'Wit~ the reader) 'above all as a ~inessman. Whêll he arr;ved in 

Glupsk he is summoned to the rabbi. He i s gr.eatly disa.ppointed to l earn 
010 • 

that the rabbi is not "interested in his merchandise, but has, called ort him 
• 

as a witness to the rea9ing of ~kef~s Will. Mendele would mu~h ra~her~get 
~ ~'" 

on with his bus iness.. 'As well he IIlJst. 1 
,; 

'.1( 1379D" 9J,i'au ", _ [P'SJ'J9D & .... ,,,] '·D 13s"'u 
pte "J,·",teD "\Ct .,Pl'· ~~"n '9::19"O·le ,P'I<Q le 

.nUC"JD 13::11' '9:lSJ70'le • JVJ ·191 "~t '9 

Belf~ve me [writes Meridele], the whole world ;s a marketplacei every
.body wants ta make money off of sOO1eone else. Everybody is chasing af-
ter bargains.8 1 ~ 

)-
(' 

p. 160. 
, " . 

'. 7Miron , A"Traveler Oi.sguised, 
1 .~ 

t , 

. '" 8tbtk1 eyne ;".;,; tShe,i e. p. 3. 

''\f. ' .. -\ 
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Even ~s ~ propagandist, Abramovitch~has too much stylistic cont~l to allow 

Mendele to pass judgment on this passing observation. Mendele is ~he mask 
, f .. '1.. 

whicWdi~9Ui;7s the real propagandist Abramovitch; he cannot afford ~ blow 

his own cover. Thus Mendele can only take note of things as,they are and 
\ 

~Sk, ~'Is this as they must be?" He provides a focus, a question; the story 

~~self will provide the answers. 

*;**** 

'" Thus it i s, in the in-rroductory frame of lbs kl eyne mentshel e, that 

Mendele makes his first appeara~e. He is born of a basic paradox, the 
~ 

need for the mskil- Abramovitch to speak convincingly in the vO,ice of the 

people. 50' far Mendele is but a mask, firmly under Abr~mov;tch's control. 

But t~e need for narrative congruity h~ brought him to birth, and similar 

artistic considerations will have the power to transform him further. 
r ' 0 

Mendele represents a narrative concession in·a work of propaganda. He;s 

the focal point of th~ tension between social theory and artistic voice, 

whicti becomes more fully manifest as the s~ory goes ,no 
r'" • • .. 
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2. The Course of Social ization 
~ .... ; 

f' 

The story itself comprises the firs~ pèrson testament of Its1kAv.rom 

Takef. Takef is not a well developed character. He is much more a foi1 

fqr various social eurrlnts than a full fledged hu~n being in his own 

right, motivated b{ personal psychologieal d1ctates. Th1J.~clear at 

the openi ng of the Wi 11 , when Takef. Rresents himsel ~ an orphan. ;The or-
~ 

phan need not be compl icated by the psycho1ogical demands or- influence J>f 

~is own parents. He is raised by the community Jt large, and assunes ,e., 

JOO1d of the comunity. As the Yiddish pr~erb coins it, .. 

• 0'9.,< 1 uc ai9" 'J"~" ~ t.' 

'What a child hears 15 the course he steers. 9 . 

l'Ta~f Is the soIT-clay whlch wf11 bt shaped by the society ln lts ow~ Image' 

and through which, in the medium of th1s Will, the society will catch a 
~ , 

glimpse of itself. Of course the imp1icit corollary of a11 this is that 
'. 

individuals, be they good or bad, are th~ product not of sorne inalterable 

"human nature," but rather of their ilIIIIediate social i,~ation. Change that . , 

socializatitm, change that society, and the individua1 too will be redeemed. 

In tenns of the present story, the fate of Takef will be the fate of all. 
" 

With this initial premise, 'the story traces th~ course of Takef's so-
l) 

cia1izat1an, expos1ng the corruption or obscurantism of each of the soç1-

ety's cheris~d institutions. The first and JOOst obvious Jtarget 'of criti-
, , .... .. 
cism is the traditional Jewish schOol. The youn~ Its1k Avrom îs sent away 

to kheyder, where he,-sits d~ after day in a dark must y room, shared no~ ~ 

on1 y by a teacher and -a dozen or so paor s tudents. but al so by thé , . 
e ' 

91 am fndebt~d for't~fs obsenatlon to ~f\!S~r Misse: 
• • - ~ ~ 1 l ' l '. ,. 

"" 
'. 

• 

1 
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teac~er's faml1y. As the sm~ll of cooked anion, mingles with ~he cries' of 

a diaper~d baby, Itsik Avrom is expected to âirect all his attention ta . ' , 

the intricacies of antient Jewish texts. 'Of course all is taught by rote, 

,the students uNderstand nothing, and the slightest mistake or infraction ;s 

dealt- wit~ by ~eating. ,Such teaching i~ l~nt on impar~ing knowledge 
. , 

'than on breaking th~ spirit of its students. The y~ung Itsik Avrom high-. 
lights the absurdity of the system when he mistranslates a biblical passage 

in front of a visiting stranger and is expelled for his failure . .... 
1 

In thig critique', Abramovitch makes it clear that Itsik Avrom's fail .... 
? , 

ure i sin fact the fa il ure of the _schoo 1, and that the schoo 1 i tsel f ; sone 

of the central, agents of a foul socialization. Such crit;cism was common 

to Haskala Hterature of the time; it was evident in Dik and linetsky, and, 

~n a certain sense, can be seen as a comman pre-occupation of Enlightenment 

ideOl~gy sinc~ th~ days of Rousseau.10 Indeed, Abramovitch himself had ex

pressed the same critique seven years earl ier in his Hebrew essay, liA Let

ter on Education. Il At that time he analyzed the fa il ures of the tradition

al khedorim, and advised the well meaning teacher on what he should and 

shoul d not do: 

lOAn excellent bibliography on traditional Jewish education is Diane 
Roskies, Heder: Primary Education among East European Jews, A Se1ected and 
Annotated sibl io ra h of Pub1 ished Sources, Working Papers ,in Yiddish and 
East uropean JeW1S Studles, no. Y: VIVO, 1977). A oharacteristic 
literary critique of the khe'fder is L inetsky, Dos po~l ishe yingl (1867). 
Educational reform and compu sory school ing are cons1dered necessary pre- , 
requisites for/m~dern production, and are universal concerns of industrial 
societies. See Michael B. Katz', Class Bureaucracy and Schools (NY: 
Praeger Publishers,-+971), and Samuel ~owles and Her6ert Gentis, Schooling 
in Ca italist America: Education and the Contradictions of Economie Life 

NY : Bas 1 c 00 S, , 
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Don't get angry, don'·t scream, don't hit. "lt is not through anger or 
bad temper, ~not throug~ beating or shaking that you will rid a child's 
heart of its wildness and make another person out of him. l1 ~ 

In thatlessay Ab~amovitch had insisted th~t children are ba~ically good, 

and are merely waiti~g for the right teacher to cultivate that goodness . 
. \' . \ 

Thus Itsi k Avrom is now presented as a 1 iterary personifid'ati on of the ef--
f~ts of bad teaching. Abramovitch's critique of the tradi~ional schools 
. --- , -
is little changed from what it was in 1857; the only difference now is that 

it is presented not in Hebrew but in Yiddish, and not as an abstract essay . ~ 
but as a "real 1 ife" story. , The 1 iterary form has changed, but the basic 
\ 12 theory has--so far--rema1ned constant. 

. 
Following his expulsion fr9m kheYder, the young Tak~f fi~ds a posi-

tion as a tailor's apprentice. Here too the old Jewish world cornes in for 

attack. The apprentice system is seen as thoroughly exploitative, hardly 

concerned with "teaching a 'trade. Il Itsik Avrom's mas ter forces him to do, 

all manner of demeaning chores unrelated ta sewing. The youth makes out 
,. 

no better in other trades. One mas ter orders him to carry out buckets of 

slop, ch--«Iing, -' 

l1ttn J'~" 91'" l"H l"M 1.l~'O Il "l"3"H ,llC'O 
, .tl~'09l DV~"l"VOlCD 10 ~ '''llt l")t 

Carry it, -Little l'ts1k, carry it. 1 carried out plenty of slop} myself 
who" 1 was JOur ~ge.13 . f ,/ . 

llllMikhtaval hakhinukh," Dos Mendele-bukli.~46. ... 

.12Abrarmvitch would maintaiÏm a life-long jntereh 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. AbralTDvitch spent most of his later 
years as principal of a Jewish school in Odessa . • 

13 Dos kleyne mentshele, p. 6. '-
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The system i~ shown to perpetuate itself, each generation exploiti~g the 

" next. In the meantime production remai ns primitive, paternal i stic and un-

mechanized, far from the modern modes sought by an ascendant bourgeoisie. 

In this economic critique Abramovitch 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 moderni\zation of the broad~r economy, 

Abramovitch blames the entire backward eC9n'omy of the Jews on the relative

ly innocuous fault of 'poor vocational trainin'g. 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 

rnodernization. 

Given such a corrupt system, Itsik Avrom can hardly te expected to 

fare better as an apprentice than he did as a kheyder student.. After a 

cami cal mishap he is "fired" by the tailor, and wanders off again in search 

of his place in society. This time he finds a position as a choirboy with 

a trav~ling cantor. Here Abramovitch vents his, anger at a pet camplaint--

''''if these itinerant synagogue performers, whose cheap emotional excess made a 

mockeryof the IIdignityll of religious worship. Abramovitch seems to share 

the"'triving for "proprietyll characteristic of the Haskala, perhaps emu

lating the decorum of Protestantism and German Reform Judaism. He went sa 

far as to found a modern eantorial school in Berdichev, in order to train 
J - / 

persons whJ woul d i'ntroduce a proper atmosphere to the East European 
\ 

synagogue. All this was, however, a rather specifie and time bound issue. ' 

• 
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It may.be that Abramovitch's cantorial "aesthetic" changed a10ng with his 

1iteraryaesthetic. In allY event, this entire episode of Itsik Avrom's 

youth was dt1eted from subseqUent editions' of the same story,14 

i 
1 

J 

" 

'1) 1 

. . 

1 

14For a comparative analysis of variant ,ditions of 1))5 kle~ne· , 
mentshele see Max Weinreich, "Mendeles onheyb. il 811 der. fun der yi 1sher 
11teraturgeshikhte . 
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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 implicif from 

J the start: it is the story itself. As much as Dos kleyne mentshele diag

noses the social roots of Itsik'Avrom's person~l malady, it must also offer 

self-legitimization to its implicit remedy: the need for d;dacti~ Enlight

enment literature in Yiddish. Thus the Idoctor,"·Abr:oamovitch, is as much a 
, 

presence in this story as is the "patient." Itsik Avrom. Çlearly the dra-

matic structure ·of Dos kleyne mentshele revolves'around Itsik Avrom. It 

1s he who undergoes personal changes--born an orphan, socialized to corrupt 

institutions, and finally accepting the "cure" of Enl ightenment on his 

death bed. But though Itsik Avrom is the protagonist, the story also pre

sents a sub-structure !'evolving around its author, the doctor who comes up, 

with the right' prescription and so in a sense i s the story'1 S· real hero. 

After hi s unfortunate sti nt wi th the travel)i ng cantor, Itsi k Avrom 
, 

is left dejected and ~lone in a strange town,: There he is taken in by a 

local maskil named Gutman: Gutman, a literary_r~presentative of 

Abyfamovitch, i s the "doctor." par excell ence. Hi s very name, "Good Man. Il 

leaves little doubt as to his character, or the author's predisposition to-
o Q 

ward ~im. Gutman is presented as an altruist, concerned only with the wel

fare of Itsik Avrom and society at large. Though dressed in a short coat 

and trinmed beard, he alone is kind ta the abused child'. Unlike the 
, 

kheyder teacher, the tailor and the canto~, he will not take' advantage of a 

defenseless youth. For the firs~ time in his life Itsik Avrom is treated 
, 

with genuine kindness and greeted as an/equal: 

;' 
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, .1~M ~n WO)VC K'K 1~' CD"'! l' 

You are every bit .as much of a human being as 1.15 

Everything_il0out Gumanls persona" life contrasts with the squalor and 

obscurantism of tHe traditional Jewish wor1d. • When Itsik Avrom fir~t 

cames to Gumanls hous'e, locat,ed in the "forbidden" non-Jewish section of 

town, he stares i~ wide-eyed amazement at a neat little cottage on a tree 

1 i ned street: 
}"'P }D9'S71 C~J JYJ9 t "°57 1 CV;t J·K Ht c"'aK 

J~P nnV"Y1 ~"J JC'~' 1~' ~"~n Cl'" Il'''' 
}t9nvl tl~J l~P- tl"~" ,'v '9' 9· IK lUt '9 0 "'1 

.'vtl"'n }"'P [ ••• ] 
6 ~ Apparen,tly no Jews live on this street, ~gcaùse if they did there would . 

be no trees and no l eaves on the ground. 

Gutman, we are assured, ;s vety, very poor. His house is tiny, crowded 
, L, 

with a wife and small children. There iswbarely enough food ta go around. 

But despi te the press of poverty the house is neat and cl ean. Potted" 

flowers are perch~d fh,e windowsill ," Gûtman and hi's fami~y are impeccably 

groomed. -------

Abramovitch's' description of Gutman revea1s the essential tents of 

hiS own ideology. First, des pite Gutmanls "Germanic" appearance, he is 
1 

shown· ta be profoundly moral. His life style and attire stand in sharp con

trast with the orthodox manner of the teacher, the tallor and the cantor, 

and yet he alone is good ta Itsik Av rom'. Secondly, Enl ightenment imparts 

':- ta Gutman a far: more attr~ctive a,J!sthetic sensibil ity. He 1 ives on a tree! 

lined street where most Jews fear to tread, and brightens a poor dwelling 

with colorful flowers. Abramovitch himself came to Enlightènment through 

empi.rical observation of nature, and thus Enl ig,ht~nment can 1 ead back to 

l500s kle,yne mentshele, p. 11 . 16Ibid.:p.8. 
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nature as an aesthetic category. Lastly, though Gutman is poor he is not 

crushed by hi~ poverty. He lives with dignity, clean and,! decor:ous. This 

is a crucial point. It;s not poverty but ignoran~e and' obscurantism 

whi-ch underlie material ,suffering. Gutmanls IIgood ideâs u are enough to . 

87, 

impart,cleanliness and prl?per deportment. irrespectivt of financial stand-

ing. M\t~rial amelioration is predicated on ~he ideà~of"Enlightenment; • 1~" j 

poverty ~an be made livable by hygiene and propriety. The ideal of a bet-. -- ~ 

ter life becomes the social panacea for the il1 qf poverty. There is no 

demand to eliminate poverty in and Qf itself, n~' program to challenge the 

social and political institutions which allow 'poverty to exist in the first ' 

place. 

Thus does Gutman embody the aesthetic/and social-theGretical premises 
1 

of the classjcal Haskala. He is the maskil par excellence, the Haskalals 

spokesperson within the context of the story. He ;s, as his name tells u~, 

the ugood manu; Abran10vitch seems in full accord with both his aesthetic 

and his theory. Yet for all that, AbralOOvitch is not Gutman. Unlike 

Gutman, Abramovitch is not the llmaskil p'àr excellence,1I for he has already 

bro"ken from the Haskala IS 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 of tactics, and uses the story to present his case. 

Gutman is a IIDaytsher,u a maskil of Gennan originandstyle. His Yid

dish is heavily laced with Germanisms, the effect of which is at best 

cami cal and at worst i,ncomprehensible. But Germanie speech is the least of 

his cOlll11unicative problems. Gutman is' a Hebrew essayist, churning out 
. 

volume after volume of Haska1a 1iterature. His home is overflowing with 

-..... --~_·T 
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ynsold books, stacked in the corners, piled under the bed. The"problem is 

not what he.writes, but the language in which he writes it. As he co~ 

plains to a frie~d (in his Germanized Yiddish): 

l·J~n O,ItOI1 ' [sic] J51~.lKl ,~, l'I( o~, '11 'l~nl 
.• J51'I1" g"NiP!ViT 51:J'1vn ,iJ'? lt'OJ~D 

It is a shame that in the entire city there are so few people who are 
ab le to read Hebrew. 17 

1 ts; k JAvrom i shi red) to go doo r to door peddl i ng GiJ tman 's vo l ~mes (i n ex

change for whi ch work he receives an hOl'lest 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 that somewhere in Gutman's books lie the good ideas 

whlch can cure a decrepit society. Written into the books is the prescrip-

tian for material amelioration: clean up the house, dress neatly, exhibit 

human kindness. But the prescription is penned in cipher, locked away in 

Heb~ew melitse, unintelligible to the Yiddish speaking Jewish masses who 

need it IOOS·t. The prescription itseff is correct; only the packaging is 

wrong. 

Abramovitch's tactical divergence is thus far only an incidental·cri

ticism, relative ta the "sub plot" of the "doctor" rather than the central 

story of Itsik Avrom the "patient.'~, Yet it presages far reaching conse

quences. Abramovitch shows the ineffectuality of Hebrew and legitimizes 

his own medium of Yiddish. On the one hand this self-legitimization w~ll 
. 

give polemi.cal momentum to Abramovitch--himsel f an accampl ished Hebrew 
u 

stylist--to continue with his Yiddish writing. ,On theother hand, the 

171»S kleyne mentshele, p. 9. 1 have given the Yiddish orthography 
as it appears in the original in 6,der to emphasize its German character. 

'f 
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question of taeties bears direetly on the larger iSSue of aesthetics. 
-

AbralOOvitch ,has been approving of Gutman's aesthetic sense: his flower-
,~ 

pots, trees, neat house, trimmed ~ard and short coat. But Gutman's pref-
-, \ " 

erenee for Gennan and Hebrew ov~r Yidd'ish l is equally an aspect of that 

aesthetic 'sense. Melitse Hebrew is the pot of flowers, Yiddish the mun

dane, treeless streets of everyday discourse. ~y ehallerrging 'Gutman's . 

taetics. Abramovitch also challenges an important aspect of the accepted 

ae~thètic sense of the Haskala. Social funetion has been allowed to pre

dominate over literary form. We have demonstrated how the aesth~tic of the 

Haskala derives ~m its socio-eeonomie base. (;ons'ider the~\how intimately 
) 

eonneeted Gutman' s aesthetic sense i s ,ith his social 'theory. The pre-

scription for the amelioration ~ pov~~ty and m.t~ri.l ~privation is 

fundamentally an aesthetic one: don't eliminate the erowded cottage but 

spruee it up, put flowers on the windowsill; don't address the issue of 

hunger in children but dress them neatly and teaeh them Enlightenment. 

Thus ~bramoviteh's taetieal divergence from Gutman, tentative and insig

nifieant as it may appear at first glanee, ultimately threatens to chal

lenge basic aesthetie values of the Haskala and the social structure on 

which they rest. 
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4. A Big "Little Manil 

The starkest evidence of GJ~anls tactical fai1ure comes vis a vis 

Itsik Avrom. Day after day the boy t ds through-town with Gutmanls Hebrew 

books. But though he carries the trappin of the Haskala, their substance 

remains closed ta him. He doesn't understan Hebrew; he can~t read the 

prescription which alone can cure him of the i11s of his socialization. 

Itsik Avram leads a good life with Gutman. He is treated with re

spect, and begins,a slow process of modernoeducation. But the illness of , 

his youth remains untreated at its raot; donnant but .never eradicated, it 

resurfaces over the phenomenon of the "Littl e Man. Il As a chil d in hj s 

mother's kitchen, Itsik Avrom first encountered the folk concept of a 

"little man," the human soul which dwells within. He had a childish 

fascination with this idea, which he never clearly ~toOd. Now, years 

later, he one day overhears a conversation between Gutman and an enlight

ened friend, in which the two"'af'e speaking of "kleyne metshelekh," "little 

men. Il Unable ta fUliy understarid Gutmanls Gennan speech (again, an indict-
; 

ment of the methods of the He.brew/~erman Haska1a), Itsik hears on1y that 

\ I\t~le Men are pers ons w~o 'become rich and powerf~l overnight. He fai1s ta . 
understand that Gutman is actua11y condemning the Little Men, and he leaves 

with the somewhat confused imp~sion that being a Little Man is a very 

good thing. Still shaped by his earlier conditioning in a society Which 

prized money and powèr, anxious to make his own stake in the world and 

still unable te comprehend the rea1 meaning of Gutmanls words. Itsik Avr6m 

decides that he will devote the rest of his life to the single aspiration 

of becoming a Little Man. 

.... ." 
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Itsik Avrom's new obsession is a pecul iar one, and at this point the 

narrative stream becomes a bit choppy. But iis the story soon deve~ops, . 
, 

Itsik Avrom sets out from Gutmanls house to find apprentiçeship as a Little 

Man. After further mi sadventures he settl es ; n with a certa; n Reb Iser 

Varger ("Mr. Iser Strangl er")-;"a L ittl e Man of l egendary success. 

Itsfk Avrom's apprenticeship reads like(a primer in the s~iled work

ings of the pre-capitalist Jewish economy; Itsik Avrom learns that a Lit

tle Man is really a parasite, a "blood sucker," one who lives off the money 

and reputation of a gevir, a genu;ne rich man. Varger has attached him

self to one of the pillars of the cOlTlllunity"holding the wealthy man "af 

arende, " a lessee arrangemerlt whereby 'Varger acts as an intermediary in 

-~ gevir's business dealings.~ Varger, of course, well compensates himself 

for his services. The "brokerage$e," exacted through chicanery and-ex

tortion, proves handsome, and he grows fat and prospers on the rich man's 

"blood. \1 

\. 

Varger teaches Itsik Avrom all he knows. Money has no relation to 

production. The only way to'accumulate wealth is-to take it From another. 

Itsik Avrom learns his lessons well: 

cfII'nu ~"9n '9' C)"'Ht " t30Vll MM t3"0 ,'''0 S",'H 
.J9P"MEI "0 l"P C'~l l' t309" OS7l.'~ 0"1'3 J1~ 1::l~0 

,ilO:)" 93tlM1 ''1 c"'olnu .'9'11'1 ,0'751 1 l"M ~ • .J 
'~J .c~51n 9l51" 'lM o~pn "'1 " co~n 0~V1 ''1 oo~n 

J~~P M l~t OD~n O~91 I!N" o~x 'V' -1 'p!~ 
,lyJ'mln OD~n V~9'OJVO J~'P ~ }IM ,9~9WCl90 

.o,~p '9' J'M 0'" ,1~~M'l~ 

Believe Rte, you will accomplish nothing in this world if you relyon 
truth, and you'll earn nothing by working .... 

.. ~;. The whole trick, brother, depends on money; if you have money, 
you will have both this world and the world ta come. But nowadays, to 

....... 
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. 
have money means ta be a li t tl e Man, and ta be a Li ttl e Man means ta. 
suck uP'. to practice hypocrisy, and whatev.er else you can think of.1B 

In the p~nomenon of the IlLit~le Manil Abramovitch brings us ta the 

crux of the present social critique. The Litti e Man }S presented as a 

metaphor for the 01 d, petty bourgeOi s Jewtsh economy. W}1at we are witness

ing is not an attack on wealth per se. To the contrary, we are told, in 

refutat!an of the foregoing complaint, that 
If 

'S7l"D M ltc' '~M pM ~"91't:I~i'T [ ••• ] ''':1l '9' 
.110190 

The.gevir [ ... ] ~as~rooney and i.S'il..sti,l1 a fine per~o'O.19 

Th~ gevir, we are supposed ta infer, has come by his,.rooney honestly, prov- .. 
ing his nobility through generous philant'hr,opy.'·' I-t--se-e~reasO~j;o-_ 

conclude that this IIl eg itimate ll ;ich man represents some sort Ù modern 

haute-bourgeois, one who has made a IIfair" profit' in the o'pen marke:t. This - ,. 

corresponds with the sort of new 'Jewish bourgeoisie--the large scal e mer-
, 

chants and factory owners--who were themselves th~ moving force oehind the 

Haskala. Th;(s pOint is wel1 verified in the original Kol mevaser edition,· 

where Abraroovitch' s text runs 's ide by si de with advertis'e~nts from banks, ~ 

stores, coffee importers. linen factories and more. 

What then is being objected ta? Not the modern capitalism of the 

large scale merchant or manufacturer, but rather th~ old style. petty 
, ., 

bourgeois huckstering of the comman Jew. The L'ittle Man makes his livJng 

fram middl e class parasitism, beyand the sphere of productive trade or 0 

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 finef wha~ is 

wrong is remaining within a closed system, where rroney flows through 

lB005 kleyne mentshel e, p. 16 . . 19 Ibid ., loc. cit. 

...-_--------,-_ .. 
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intennediafies and nothing is produced. To quote an aphorism of the 

, Haskala, 'IIH~nest trade: but no swindle 'or robbery.1I20 What is being at

t~Ck"~d here';s nbt wealth 'but greed, not capital ist eXp"loita~ion but pre-

~apitalist IJparasitism," not "rich men but L e Men. In s this is an 1 

,attack' ~f modern capitalis\economy on'-<> e vestiges of th'e old fe~dal 
ish middle c1ass. In trac-ing Avram'~)ocializat;on, the story h~ 
taken i sS'Ue with aspects of th 01 d Jewi sh worl d which 'vio 1 ated the "spiri t 

• • 1 - 1 • _ 

of capital; sm. Il But now, . the "titl e" campl aint, the story attacks the 

ho stands outsi d1! the' system oT modern production 

e economic bash of capit~l ism~ _" ----

Avrom, the orphan rai sed by Jewish society, succeeds wel1 in 
, JI , 

s apprenticeship as a Little Man. His early ,socialization contributes ta 

y hi.s. rapid mastery of the ,new eth i c. Soon he becomes a L ittl e Man h imse 1f, ) 

not 1 iving off tlqé gevir directly. but rather becoming an intermediary to 
~ 

Varger. Here the/ollyof a se~f-enclosed economy, of.wealth remove9 from 
o • ." ~ 

\ , 
production, reaches its ultimate absurdity: even the Little Man has a Lit-

't>. ~~ 

_tle Man. Through skillful manipulation and a cold heart, Itsik Avrom (now , 
, ~ 

known as Takef, "Big Shot") "fattens and pros pers until he becomes very rich . 

and powerful in his own right. He becomes a v~ry ~ Little Man. 

As a Little Man Takef does many bad thlngs, hurti ng a great many , 4 
/ 

peopl e. It stands ta reason that 'n the closed econolllY of the pre-

capital ist Jewish world, in which there is no pt'oduction, wealth becomes 
• 'IP 

finite. For .one person to get rich, another must become poor. Yet for all 

_ his accumulated wealth, Takef ·himself cannot find happiness. According t~ 

'20Thkunat Harabbanim, p. 31, cited by Mahler, "The Social and Poli
tical Aspects."of the Haskala in Galicia. 1I VIVO Amiual, v. 1. p. 82. 
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the çapitalist e'hic, qne finqs fulfillment in wark, not in,the money 

earned. fakef learns his lesson ,the hard way. He'loses his wife~a~d chil

dren, who cannat. tal erate his sing3 e'-minde~ g~~d. He is hated by the com

munit y, he iS'without friends, without the respect of others or h1mself. 
"-, i<' " . . 
Jt, ; s only at the end of h~, 1 ife that Takef understands the final 

, ,r . \ -

fut111ty of h1s quest, recognfz1ng how little a Little Man ~eally 1s. ' 
f 

. , 

- '\ 

• 

) < 

,S 
.- '. 

, , ' ) 



- ------- ------------------ -- --

1 ___ .. '-",~-_._~ __ r~",_"~·"":l"""<"_'~"I" ''''tZUN~~ __ _ 

~ . 
_ __ ~~ ....... ~,~~ ______ e_e!l~è.~ ___ _ 

-j 
1 , 

" ... 

o 

~ 

5. Reason and Repentance y . 

*J-

95 

- . 
Taief learns his'lesson a bit late for it to do him ~ch good. Lying 

on his deathbed, he reviews the story of his wretched life and decides that 
If ~ II' 

sr' 
all was in vaï". He has chased ruthl essly after money, only to hurt 

". 

otners and gain nothing for himself. Sadly, he thinks batk ta Gutman, who 

had tried to instill in him the proper values of Enlightenment: 

,~, JVJ9l ~D .9~~' 97~ J1D '9D91 l'~ l'~IM 
.1"~lVD J7:lV 7'9 

We're"better off than all the rich, for we a~e, at least, réspectable 
peoplè. 2l ' 

But Gutman spoke with strange words and wrote in a language which the young 

Takef could not understand. ft taok the sorry experience of his awn wasted 

~fe before Takef could be convinced that Gutman was right. 

Now Takef decides to be of service to other lost souls 1ike himself. 
, 

If Gutmanls melitse is not readily accessible, then he'll' use his own story 
b' 4 

ta make th~ point clear. He writes his long Ethical Will, hoping that 
" 

ôthers will learn from his mistakes. At the end of his life story Takef i 

al1lows himsel f a more expl icit sumnary and n'Oral. 1 
He, Takef, was not evil. His fault was in ~eing born an orphan and 

'? 

accepting uncritically the values of the society in which he was. raised. 

Still, he had no one ta blame but himself. He was a Little Man becau?e he 
1 

accepted the world as it was given and failed ta make his own moral judg-

. ments. In what aroounts ta a marvelaus catalogue of old time Jewish falk 

lare, Takef tells us that his real crime was his failure to' distinguish for 

himself ~etween right and wrang: 

21 Dos kleyne mentshele, p: 22. 
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Ta me a sin meant looking whe,re 1 wasn1t ,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 E1ijah the Prophet goes 
around fram house to house on Passover to drink up the glasses of winej 
not believirrg-that corpses gatner at midnight to pray in the large 

. synagogue; not believing that there are many persons who pass among us, 
trading, engaging in business, traviling, buying and 'selling, who in 
reality are dead men from ~he '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 irito a black 
mosquito or' a pig, a calf or a chicken, a stallion or a canary; not be
li eving that corpses used to come to the rabbli for judgment, 1 ed there 
1 He ·recruits by the Angel of Death; not bel i1eving that a shtreimel [a 
fur hat fashionable among Hasidim since the late eighteenth century], 
is holy, and that even in ancient Egypt Jews used to wear such hats, 
for which reason they were redeemed. 

, , 
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In short t all these kinds of things w~re' sins for me. But sucking up, 
being a hypocrite~ being a Little Man--these were not reckoned among 
my list of sins. 2t , 

" Here t~en is the base line of Abramovitch's social critique. What 
1 

was Takef's greatest sin? Being a parasite in a non-productive economic 

SYSrem. And what led him to this s,in? His acceptance of long standing 

ri1ual and superstition in 1 ieu of personal moral responsibil i~y ~ , Had 

Takef approached his world r~tionally, he wou1d have seen the folTy of a 

closed economy where wealth is circulated but not produced. Had he viewed 

his actions ~mpirical~y and weighed their consequences, he would not have 

become a Little Man, wasting his life and hurting others. Morality de

ri~es from Reaso~, and Reason wou1d never a1low for an irrational econamyl 

where Little Men live off of Little Men. Religious obscurantism~ supersti-
/ 

tian and irrationalism thus tay at the root of Takef's economic sins. 

Yet for all the espousal of Reason, Abramovitch himself fails to po

sit a logical causation between re1igious obscurantism and economic corrup

tion. Takef is both superstitious and corrupt, but what cornes first? Ac

eprding to the story, a superstitious cu~ture fosters irratronality, and 

irrationality is the root cause of Takef's parasitic economic role. One 

need only make Takef rational in order to make him economieally productive. 

But how is this causation established? Isn't it just as plausible to 

22005 kleynementshele, p. 17. The 1ast'ing ethnographie value of 
Abramovitch's critique 1s obvious. Ethnography wou1d prove a central motif 
in his 1ater opus. . 

In my translation above 1 have simplified sorne concepts which wou1d 
require tao much exp1anatipn. For more information on these somewhat un
usual Jewish observances see Simkhe Pietrushka, Yidishe folks-entsiklopedie 
(2 vs.; NY an,d Montreal: Farlag "Gled, Il 1949), and Joshua Trachten6erg, 0 

Jewish Magic and Superstition (NY: Atheneum, 1975). 
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reverse the ~equence, to say that a marginal economic nole engenders a 

seemingly obscu'rantist, self-enclosed cul ture? i ,After all, the Chr; stian 

goyernments ofuEurope had systematically persecuted Jews for hundreds of 

years. Jews were excluded from al' the mainstream institutions. As Weber 
" 

writes :: 

National or religious minorities which are in a position of subordina
tion to a group of rulers are likely, through their voluntary or in
voluntary exclusron from positions of political infiuence, to be driven 
with peculiar force into econom;c a!=tivlty.23 

In the rigid hierarchy of feudal 'society, where Jews were generally pro- " 

hibited'fram land tenure and guild menbership, there was littl'e left to do } 

but engage in IIparasiticll petty middle class dealings. Isolt it t.hen pos-

~ sible that Jews would have responded to their imposed economic isolation by r. , 
buttressing their own cultural ident'ity? All the "superstitious" s,ins 

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 bel ieving that economic corruption results fram an irrational cul

ture. It;s easy for the Haskala te preach rationalism as a way ta elimi

nate the I11asses of Jewish "Little Men. Il But it is quite another matter, -

, given ihe reactionary nature of the Tsarist regime, ta demand an end ta 

. economic restrictions and 1 egal d isabi 1 it"fes. Abraroovitch prescr;bes the 

dissemination of Reason rather than an open attack on the broader political 

23The Protestant Ethic and the S~;rit of Capitalism, p. 39. Weber 
,cites "thë Jews for two thousand years as a prime example of this univer-. 
sa 1 phenomenon. > 
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and economi corder. But even at this early point he seems tacitly aware of 
i' 

the inadequacy of his solution. Takef accepts Enlightenment and Reason 
, ~ 

only on his deathbed. How convenient. It saves him the trouble of imp1e-
". 

menting his new ideal in praxis. Because given a feudal e.conomy ba,cked by 

an e1aborate system of anti-Jewish disabilitie's, there just aren't many 1 

other ways to make it (apart from the relatively few large scale merchants 

and factory owners who stood behind the Haska1a). If Takef is not a Little 

Man, then exactly what· else can he do? New that he's accepted Reason and 

repented, he has no choice left but to die. --
r 

It comes then as no surprise that Takef shou1d app1y the fruit of, 

/7 Reason not in his own l ife story but in the provisions of his Will. Be-

1ieving the ultimate cause of his economic perversion to lie in his crooked 

soc0 ization, Takef now determines that others should be spared the "irra- ": 

/'onal ll institutions of ~is owh youth. He, di'vides his considerab~e'wea1th 

~ between three' causes: modernization of the local talmud toyre (traditional 

sthool for poor children), establishment of a shko1e, â secular school for 

vocational training, and creation of a fund to pay the old-style cantors 
, . 

1 for their troubles so they'll never have ta perfonn again. Never is it 

suggested that Takef's money be redistributed to the pers ons from whom it 

was extorted. The economic crime has no economic rectification, but will 
.' 

rather be reversed through the 1ibera1 device of education. When all is 

sa i d and done ~ the spread of "good i deas Il wi 11 prove the panacea for the 

economic ill. Given the broader context of feudal economy and pol itical .. 

, autocracy, the placeba of Reason is the on1y 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 with the classica1 

Haskala, party to al1 its inherent contradictions. It attacked the old 

petty bourgeois Jewish economy. but offered no new system to take it~ 

place. It spoke for a modern bourgeoisie, put made no provisions for the 

proletarianization of the masses. It criticized corruption and exploita

tion in the Jewish sphere, but studious1y avoided criticism of the broader 

féudal economy or autocratie regime. These contradictions in themselves 
, 

might have transformed Abramovitch's social theory, just as the Haskala in 

genera1 was eventually transformed, particularly after the government-

instigated pogroms of 1881-1882. But Abramovitch did not have to wait 50 
, , 

long. Not only was his social theory fraugh-t with internal contradictions, 

but it came to contrast more and more shàrply with his concomitant artistic 
. , 

development. The dynamic pivoted on the tactical divergence with Gutman, 

and found at~east partial resolution at the storyls end, in a closing 

frame narrated onc'e again by Mendel e the ,Bookpeddl er. 

As a condition of his Will ,_ Takef asked that his estate be 'jointly 

executed by Gutman and the local Rabbi. These two wou1d'assume responsi

bility for carrying out his philanthropie program: moderni~ing the talmud 

toyre, setting up vocational training and eliminating traveling cantors. 
'\ 

This was a somewhat unusual request. Gutman was a maskil, terribly suspect 

in the eyes of the comman people. Abramovitch therefore does all he can to 
1 

win acceptance for Gutman, to prove that he/" is no enefI\Y 'or heretic but 

genuinely concerned with the good of the community. As Takef tells the 

Rabbi: 
/ 
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Gutman is, on my ward, also a tsadik, a good pe~on, even though he 
goes about without a hat and trims his beard. He has your previous 
charac~er. l prevail upon you, Rabbi, to love him, for he will ~urely 
love you. He loves all human beings, and is a Lover of His People. 24 

The Rabbi listens to Takef's Will with an open mind. He is convinced 

of Gutman's sincerity and agrees ta work together with him. The Rabbi's 

blessing goes far toward enhancing the credibil ity of the rraskil in the 
- /' . 

eyes of the people. Yet that hardly resolves the issue, for Abramovitch 

himself is not without ambivalence teward Gutman. He does a1l he can to 

enhance Gutman's credibility. yet he is net convinced that Gutman is 

suited for the task ta which Takef has assigned him. Gutman will be given 

full reign to bring modernization to the community. But we will remember 

that he had ~lso had full reiqn with young Itsik Avrom, and because of his 

German speech and Hebrew melitse he was unable ta reach even this impres-

sionable youth under his own roof. Will he now be able to speak ta and 

redeem .an entire community? 

We don't know wh ether Gutman can do the job or not. The town des-
) 1 

perately needs his message, but may or rray not understand his voice. Mean-

while many years have passed since Takef last encountered Gutman. No one 

is sure of his exact whereabouts, and ~he Rabbi sends out messengers ta 

find him. In this way the entire issue is left precariously ~resolved~ 

Until now Gutman has been tactically ineffectual. He knows what ta say, 

but not how to say it. Now he's been given another chance. He's been 

24005 kl eyne mentshe le, p. 24. 
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invited ta step to the fore of the community. under the aegis of'the Rabbi 

himself. The Rabbi is will ing to overlook hi s /unorthodox appearance and 
1 ~ -(",et 

1 isten hanestly ta his message. More is at stàke here than just GlJtman and-

Glupsk. We recall that the stary is being publ ished in Ko1 mevaser, a sup

plement ta the respected Hamelits. While Abramovitch purports to be writ

ing for the conmon people, he is also being read by his fellaw Ililsldlim. 
, 

It i s ta these coll eagues that he poses hi s cha 11 enge. The- Rabbi has sent 

out messengers in search of Gutman" The cOlll1lmity needs the mask il . / It i s 
, ----

naw up ta Gu'tman, and ta 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 1S not the only personage 

involyed in the question of tactics, The same issue crystalizes in the 

role of the present narrator, Reb Mendele. The èlosing frame not on~y en

charges other maskilim ta find a way to reach the people, but it also legi

timizes Abramovitch's own solution: writing in Yiddish. 

Other maskilim ~ad, of course, engaged in Yiddish propaganda. But 

none seemed 50 intent on ,building and defending the narrative structure 

necessa!"y for an on9Oin9 l iterature. At the end of the story, Mendel e has 

been visibly shaken by Takef's woeful tale. We recall that in the opening 

frame Mendele was the quintessential petty-capitalist; he felt greatly put 

upon to suspend his business dealings long enough to listen to the reading 

of the Will. Naw 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 assu~ the reader who 
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was made to identify with Mendele has been similar1y affeeted. Unlike 

Gutman, Mende1e remains "one of the people." He wears the c10thes of the 
. , 

common Jew, recites his prayers and speaks his language. His voiee identi-
, 

fies him as an insider. At the end of the story, when the Rabbi asks him 

for his frank assessment of Gutman, Mendel e rep1 ies hunb1y: 

",~u."p13~'Bpll~ N 13"·1l 13"1 p~C1311 [ ••• 1,'1' 
.'9 l'OK llotD '9=)57'1'9 Jlot 'lP 

Rebbe. Gutman may go with a trimm~d beard, but he is still a decent 
person. 25 . 

Mendele's assessment carries much weight. What's good enough for ..... 

Mende1e is good enough for the Rabbi (and, by extension, the reader). Sa-

tisfied with Mendele's assurances, the Rabbi concludes that as lO~9 as 

Gutman is a decent person he will not be bothered by his trimmed bearq: 

".,a tt "n -r'l.Ca N l\t , ... lot '51DpJl., :131~p IVIl 
• • -r'" lot J \C 

As they say, 'Better a Jew without a beard than a beard without a 
Jew. '26 \ , 

The Rabbi is persuaded not by fancy melitse but by Takef's story and 

Mende1e's plain Yiddish. He justifies 'his acceptance of Gutman's unortho

dox appearance not by elaborate reasoning or Ta1mudic dialectics, but by a 

simple folk saying eulled directly from the people (liAs they say ... "). 

The message of Enlightenment is embraced most readily when conveyed in the 

peop1 e' 5 own idiom and voi ce. 

An&who is the final master of that folk voiee? None other th an the 
, , 

narrator Mendel e. At the close of hi s Wi1.1, Takef asks that his story be 

pub1ished and distributed throughout the Pale, so that a'1 Jews may 1earn 

from his mistakes. He asks that Mendele be assigned /the task: 
'. 

2500s k1eyne mentshe1e, p. 24. 26 Ibid ., 10c. cit. 
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Pl ease be 900d enough to pass thi s 1 etter [Will] on ta Reb Mend.el e the 
Bookpeddler, because he is already famil'iar with the business of print-. 
ing, and besides that he travels around throughout all of Greater Po
land [Eastern Europe], so he'll be able ta market it. Vou should co~ 
pensate him adequately for his trpubles, because he is, nebekh, a poor 
man. 27 

More than by Gutman's melitse, th~ message of Ënlightenment has bee~ 

conveyed by Takef's story, and' Takef's stary will now be conveyed by 

Mendele. Where Gutman and Abramovitch are restricted by their high lan

guage and foreign appearance, Mendele is free to travelo Mendele has been 

affected by T~kef's stary and is at least partly won over to its moral . 

. He has'no qualms about distributing it throughout the Pale. But he doesn't 

" 

fail to mention that he'll be adequately compensated for his labors. He 

is, after al], a bookpeddler, not a maskil. "He is, nebekh, a poot' man. Il 

He can find no better way to identify with his readers. 

2700s kleyne mentshele, p. 24. 
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7. Notes' on L~"J1Uage and Styl e 

Mendele has been assigned the task of narration. H~ is a persona who . 
can speak for Abraroovitch on his "mi ssion" tOl the cOlllOOn people: But he 

embodies a·fundamental contradiction, for he strives to convey the social 

1heory of bourgeqfs maskilim in the language of the cOll1l1lJn Jew. Abramovitch 
, • "I.,f" -

purports to be wf~ting propaganda, and yet he seems inordinately concerned 
J r .,..1 ./ 

"- ... 

with the stylistic integrity of Mendele's voice. 
, , 

it may be argued, of course, that Abramovitch concerns himself with 

the authenticity of his folk )anguage in order to miMic his subjects. Gut

man, for example, speaks 1'n a highly exaggerated German Yiddish, which be

comes cami cal against Itsik Avrom's bewilderment. It follows that many of 

the ~radit;onal characters shou1d speak a Yiddish laced with religious 

idiom and Slavic loan words, in imitation of the local Volhynian dialec,t. 

It fs fascinating, however, to look at àn edition of Dos kleyne 

mentshele issued in book form onlY one year later (1865).28 There 

Abramovitch has executed a number of seemingly trivial editorial roodifica-
, ' 

tions, the most notable of which is a reduction in, the Slavic component of 
. 

his characters ' speech. This fact has been varioasly interpreted. Sorne, 

critics, such as V. Nusinov, maintain that Abramovitch was moving "clo$~r 

to the people," since, as they be1ieved, Slavicisms were a lexical holdover . 
from the Russian Haskala tin the same way that Germanisms pervade Gut~nls 

speech).29 The crit;c A. Gurshteyn, however, has demonstrated quite the 

28For a comparative analysis of this and other variant editions see 
Max Weinreich, lIMendeles onheyb, Il Bilder fun der yidisher l iteratur
feshikhte. 

29y • Nusinov, IIF4n bukh tsu bukh (tsu der geshikhte fun di Mendele 
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opposite. H~ shows that a Slavic admixture was actually characteristic of 

the local folk speech of the time. 3Q Why then the delétions? 

tRe answer seems ta lie with Abramovitch's own evolving literary 

aesthetic. He was Il1Qving away from simple mimicry and beginning to fashoion 

a genuine literary voiee. By eliminating regional peeuliarities the lan

guage became more "pure" and universal. Yiddish was raised from a spaken 

'vernacular ta a distinct, stylized literary medium. 
" 

A growing concern with language and style can be seen in other areas 

as .well. AbramovHch makes, an effo'Y-t, ta standardizé Yiddish orthography. 

He tries to el i,minate gratuitous Germa~pell i ngs and cultivate indi gerous 
~ w ' 

Yiddish forms. 'For example, he employs the conjunetion J1~,.(lun"=and) 
f 

while other texts and editorial notes in the sa~ issues of Kal mevaser 
~<"\ / 

j 
,\ 

Abramovitch wasotoo muèh the innate ar ;st to function as a narrow , 
-

propagandist, unconcerned with the stylistie integrity of his medium. 

Granted, stylistic improvements also made for better propaganda. But the 

more Abramovitch p~rfected his medium, the more supp1e and versatile it be

came, then the less ugly, objectively, ~t would appear. Abramov~teh had 

assigned his narrative vaiee to the folksy Mendele. and had begun ta trans-
, 

farm spoken Yiddish into a styl ized 1 iterary la'nguage. Would bourgeois-

social theory be samehow modulated in the mouth of the people? 

variantn)," Tsaytshrift (Minsk: White Russian Academy, 1928), v. 'il-III, 
p. 433. 

"-
30A. Gurshteyn, "Der yunger MendeJ e in kontekst fun di 60-er yorn," 

Shriftn, v. 1 (Kiev: Farlag Kultur-lige, 1928), pp. 181-182. 
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II. Dos Vintshfingerl (865) 

The tactica1 irreso1ution raised in Dos kleyn~ mentshe1e ftgu!ed in 

AbrarOOvitch's own 1 iteral'ly, c~reer-. It is true that 'he had 'given greater 

attention to narrative and sty1istic concerns than did most Yiddish writers 

of the Haska1a, but that ..did not yet make him a professing Yiddis'h artiste 
- , 

His primary lite~ary endeavor of these years was in Hebrew, where he dis-

tinguished himself as an inrlPvative styliste Yiddish writing was on1y an 
IJ 

ancillary activity, a concession for prQp.aganda and no more.--; 
, ;..; .-... ~\ 

Meanwhil~Abramovitch was coming un der the influence of Russian 
.'~" Îr" ., 

\\,.. ~ ~ '" 
oS,itivism and becoming increasing1y drawn to the idea of Science . ., He be-

ieved that_~rogress was inexor~le, that new technologica1 inventions. 

( nounced'~rrOOst d~i1y in the American, British and West European pres~) 

social and po1itica1 instit tions along in its 

wake. Abramovitch wanted,to share his Positivist enthusi m with the 

Jewish ~rl~~and beginning in 1~62 und~rtook a Hebrew trans ion of the 

massive(i~s;~an compendium on Natural History"by Professor H. A. Lenz. Ac

tive trli' ~lation continued .over a period of years. app~aring unde~ th~ 
titfe' To dot hateva. "Natural History,J, Successive vol urnes incl udéd 

IIMal1lllêlrs ll.j],.B62), "Birds ll (1867), and IIReptiles and Amphibians Il (1872)". --- \ 
1 

Abramovitch believed that the progress of Science depended on the 

universal dissemination of kn~wledge. It was only a matter of time, there

fore, befofe he began to consider translating Toidot hateva into Yiddish. 

Such a proposal was entirely unprecedented. The ~ask~la had traditionally 
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ma1ntained that Yiddish was incapable of conveying "good" or modern ideas., 

The Jewish mass~s, on the other hand, were fundamenta11y inimical to 

secuJar learning, particularly that which threatened the Biblical viewof 

creation and the s~tity ~f )ife. Abramovitch needed considerable finftn-
Po 

cial resources to underwrite his project, and in 1865 penned a Yiddish pro-

posal to convince bath maski1im an~ comman Jews alike of its necessity . . 
The proposal took the form of a shortilnovel, appearing as a separ~te volume , , 

under the ambitious title, Dos vintshfingerl, vos mit dem ken itlikher 
" ~ Il 

mentsh dergreykhn alts vos ~ harts vintsht un bagert, un ken durkh dem 

nitsl ikh zayn zikh un der velt, "The Magic Bing, With Which Each Person Gan 

Attain All That His Heart Desires and Longs For, and Through Which He Can 

Be Usefu1 to Himsel f and the Worl d ... 31 

Lik~ Dos k1eyne mentshe1e, Dos vintshfingerl was avowedly didactic. 

PurportedJy the,autobiographica1 account of one Hirsch Roth~n of Russia. / 

the storyis presented in the format of traditional ~. or mpralistic 

literature. Its publication is credited to Mendele Moykher Sforim ("The . ' ' 

aU,thor of lbs kleyne mentshele"), who offers the book "1 l toyves haklal ," 

"for the good of all . Il The story tells of a wayward youth named HersheÎ'e, 
, \ 4 ~ 

barn and raised in Kabtsansk ("Paupervill e"), who devotes his l ife to the 
l ' 

r 

,pursuit of a v;ntshfinger1, a "mag1c ring. Il The search proves el usive JJn-

tH he cornes into contact' with "The Litvak, Il a Germanized maskÙ. Under .. 
the Litvak's tutelage he begins a regimen of modern study, packs off ta 

3li:larsaw. 1865. Sorne contraversy su.rrounds theactua1 date of publ i
catfifn of this work. No date is given in the book itself. Gurshteyn, op . 
cit., p. 181,' note 3, offers a summaroy of debate_unti1 1928 and concludes 
from internal evidence that the book appeared in 1866. More recent scho
lars, however, are in a~eement on the 1865 date given here. 
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untversity in Gennany, and finally discovers Science, the "real" 

vintshfingerl through which everything can be attained. 

The story 1 ine and social t'heory of Dos vintshfingerl are so sil1)ilar 

to Dos kleyne mentshele that 1 will not dwel1 on them at great length here. 
1. 

.In later years Dos. vintshfingerl would be completely reworked and become 

one of Mendele's enduring masterpieces. This first version, however, was 
"-

artistiaally primitive. It is notew,orthy IOOre for, what 1 ies 1 atent than 
o 

for what is actually accompl is~ed. . 
1 

The work has been the subject of two important critical studies. 

Max' W~inreich analyzed the s'tory ,in "Mendeles o~heYb" (1928),32 offe'tling a 

general surv~y of its structurè, and artjstic si~nificance. The Soviet 

critic Y. Nusinov,approached the story in, the Kiev Shriftn (1928),33 9Oin9 

beyond Weinreioh to provide a trenchant analysi~ of its socio-histarical 

context, relative to later versions. Beth these studies discuss the 

story's structure at sorne l~ngth, and l will not duplicate the;r efforts 
, 

here. Instead, 1 will loo~ at those aspects of the story which re1atè di-

rectl~ to the interplay of social theory and artistic voice, relative' ta 

the analys;s,~f Dos kleyne mentshele in the preceding thapter. 

According ta Nusinov, Dos vintshfingerl has three central characters: 
# 

the Litvak, the collective shtetl Kabtsarlsk, and 'Hershele, the protagonist 

who represents a synthesis of thê two. Nusinov's model has much merit and 

will provide a basis for our own,analysis. Nusinov. however. overlooks an 

important fourth "character: the narrator Mendele, who onc~ a~ain makès his 
.' , 

32 1n Bilder fun der Yidisher literaturgeshikhte. 

33Nusinov, "Di ershter oYS9abe fùn 'Vintshfingerl."1 Shriftn. v. 1 
(Kiev: Farlag Ku1tur .. lïge, 1928), pp. 199-218. , 
~a 
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~ppearance in,opening and closing "frames." We will therefore begin our 

. discussion with Mendele, and proceé'd from there to social theory and ar

tistic vOiee, as they are manifested in the Litvak and Kabtsansk, respec-, . 
tively. 
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8. "A Story About a Story": Gutman and Mendel e 
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fus' kl eyne mentshe1 e raised the question,of tactics--how can the 
l 

111 

maskil best reach the péople?--and interwove it throughout the story, re

vo1ving around the character Gutman. In Dos vintshfinger1 the same ques

tion is dealt with in a more neatly compartmentalized fashion. The story 

opens with a frame introduction narrated by Mendele entit1ed liA mayse iber 

a mayse, Il liA Story About A Story." Here Abramovitch sets up the issue of 

tactiès and offers summary r;solution, providing self-legitimization to his:~: -Yiddish medium. Only then does he proceed to "Di mayse aleyn, Il "The Story 

Itsel f, Il where Hershele's story is to1d. 

Mende1e greets us in liA Story About A Story" in a far rrore confident 

manner than we have seen him before. He is more ta.lkative, more friend1y, 

more sure of his ready identification w;th his readers. He proceeds to 

tell a long story about how he came to publish [hs vintshfingerl. He was 

'traveling with his horse and wagon a10ng the open road one-fine sounny day . , , 

when he suddenly "bumped into ll Reb Senderl, another bookpeddler. A comic 
, ~ 

scene ensures as the two bearded boqkpeddlers try to disentangle them-

selves and their hors'es. The sc~ne is doubly funny, since "Senderl" is a 

friendly dig at Alexander ("Sender") Tsederboym, the editor of Kol 

ritevaser. 34 [hs vi ntshfingerl i s still i ntended as propaganda, but even in 

i ts fi rst few paragraphs we see that other el ements are sur,fac i n~ as well . 
'--

Narrow didacticlsm expands to inc1 ude a lyrJc description of sunmer fields, 
o 

34Abramovitch had ori gina11 y submitted hi s ~uscript Qf Dos kl eyene 
mentshele un der the name IISender1 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 editoria1 perogative 'to 
change the name from "Sender1 Il to "Mende1 e, Il and thus it rema; ns. 
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philosophical musings on man and nature, a slipstick description of 

Mendele's collision, and an inside joke about Tsederboym w~;ch can be ap

preciated only by other mas kil im. Abramovitch is usi ng Yiddi sh for 'the 

amusement of himself and his c~lleagués as much as to educate readers who 

understand no other language. 

Mendele continues the story. After his hapless collision with 
> 

Senderl he just couldn't resist,\--engaging in a little business. The two 

bookpeddlers brush themselves off and get down to some serious trading. 

AltDng other deals Mendele exchanges "several [Hebrew] Haskala texts" for a 
.t 

battered German copy of Oos vintsthfingerl. Reb Senderl is delighted, as 

Mende 1 e muses: 

Quite a deal [a sheyne, reyne kapore], a11 these Haskala texts for one • 
story.35 , 

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 th~ better half of the bargain. 

, Once again Mendele disavows ~is own responsibil ity for the dissemina-
l , 

tion of Haskala ideas and reaffirms.his identification with the common Jew. 
l ' 

He tells/us 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 i,t translated from Geman to Yiddish. Seing a simple J~, "oney,the 

~eople," Mendele could not un~ertake the translation himself. Therefore he 

looked up IImy o~d friend, Herr Gutman ll for assistance'. 

I~' 
3500s vintshfingerl, p.S. 
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The mention of Gutman cornes as no surprise. Conti nuit y with the pre-

vious study had been established on the title page, where Mendele was 

bi1led as "The Author of Dos kleyne mentshele. 1I ~nie question of Gutman's 

tactics, which had been raised but left unresolved in the earlier story, is 

now dealt with directly. We recall 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 reminâs us', to put Takef's money to good use, to "im-

prove the Talmud toyre, make people out of orphans, and teach good trades 

to poor children." 36 Messengers succeeded in contacting Gutman, and he 
! 

willingly moved to Glupsk with his whole family. After a short stay, how-

ever, he was lucky to get out alive: . 

.. 1'09'''1 1"~ PP"Vl ,nll/1 ~~10 tl"J II"b~ t3~n 1~0t:ll1 
• J,EI,'Ol~ P·'91P" ::J"J 0"1= C"J ,t3'~' JI El t"~ Jlt< 

Gutman didn't even finish out ~ year in Glupsk, and fled ~re dead 
than alive.37 

pespite all his selfless efforts on behalf of the people of Glupsk, Gutman 

found himself relentlessly persecuted. The traditional Jews could not see 

J beyond his trimmed beard, Western clothes and Germanited Yiddish, and stood 

in the way of all his reforms. Mendele expresses an insider.'s anger 

against his fellow Jews as he explains: 

'''' 01~'0 1N0011 O~n '~b 1"9El91 0") t·~ C·"O" 
'9' l''N ""B cp' t3~n91BN tllUT 190 t~ pN • titi .. , 

.Jl'lN ", J'''l( 1""91 '9°131"" 'ft, t'~ ,it"n '"o"n 
" o'1n l( l"l( J~o OJ"1tN "ttt lS70 .f10"'t:!D ,tlC"'tlD 
J7t1~"!. ", 111Nll1U$ "\Ct 190 ".WO'"tlD ,f1t::1"'t:lD' !it"n 
••• !tI~N091)~ 11~it 'J"n'~N-n'lN 9'9t'J'~ D~n 

."11 N '~J 9PNtI tltb 9~"9tN 

3600S vintshfingerl, p. 7,. 37 Ibid., loc. cit . 
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Gutman did nct pl ease the righteous citl?ens [Hasidim] of Gl upsk. 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 to~re! Unheard of! Unheard of! How can 
someone wash away the mud t at was 1 eft by our fathers 1 fathers? .. #. 

Only a.9.QY. [non-Jew] woul,d do such a thing!38 ,>' 

Mendele tells us that he has neither time nor space ta recount all the ;n

dignities and persecutions which 'the nobl e Gutman suffered. In th~ end. ,v" 

the maskil ha'd no choice but to flee the city. 

Mende1e clearly sides with Gutman, placing the blame for h;s fail,ure 

squarely on the ignorance of the masses. But even so, ,the final verdict in 
J 

the question of tactics has been passed. Despite his good intentions, the 

maskil is unable to' reach the people that he needs ta reach. His language 

and his appearance eut him off from the community; his 1 isteners block 

their ears before he can begin to speak. As long as he persists in ap

proaching the people from the outside, the maskil will be persecuted and 

scorned. dismissed without so much as a hearing. 

Mendele i s pl enty angered by the behavior of his fel10w Jews toward_ 

Gutman: 

11V" J"'c C)"tlt- J'In "~ .J'''' S'n''} 9l"'0 ."l'O 1:11 ... "1 
t:I"O' O"JXi191'Vn'lt iI.~iT r~ .c"9n K nnplD"l~ 

JV"''''o .093"1" "'3. t'o'J l"~ nott '9' .}t'OJ9 D ""'v"tt 
~,~, vPtt~ nON! Ol,~n .O'S'ltWO ptt C'Ht'teJ "'! '~J 

lO"'S 91'·t:ll"'n ,'~l911Il1D 1( ,tU l( l"'l 0'1 IV' 1510 
• J D'HC ,'te J 'a D~'i 0'3 '\tl... Ynr.31t 09' )lln 

Believe me, my dear Jews, in the course of my life lIve seen all the 
world, lIve dl:!alt with all sorts of people. The only guardians of ,IIThe 
Truth" are fools and madmen. Because really, youlve gotta be either a 
fool or a madrnan nowadays in order to speak "The Truth. Il But that 1 s 
beside the pOint. 39 

3800s 'vintshfingerl, p. 7. 39 Ibid ., p. 8. 
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Mendele's disclaimer, I1But that's bes;de the point,11 only serves to under-

score the severity of his attack. Yet for all his anger at the people, it 

is clear that h;s attack ls aimed in two directions. Not only does he cri

ticize the xenophobie ignorance of the Jewish masses, but he also expos~s 

Gutman's tacti~al inefficacy. By virtue of their hostility toward Gu trna n , 

'" the conmon Jews prove how badly they need to be enl ightened; and by virtue 

of hi s outsidêr' s appearance and 1 anguage, Gutman proves that he i s simply 

not the person for the task. 

Who then can tell the peopl ~ what they need ta hear? The answer ;'s 

,already in frant of us. Mendele has just criticized the old order without 

mincing a singl e harsh ward. "But that 's beside the point,'~ he hastens to 

add, and so salvages his own credibility. ~1eanwhile he has delivered a 

diatribe more direct than anything Gutman could dream of. and pulled it off , 

with compl ete impunity. Why? Because, unl ike Gutman, Mendele wears the 

right clothes and speaks the right language. His voice came from the in

side. Abraroovitch may be expressing his own social theory, but at least he 

knows enough 'to disgu;se' himself before speaking to the people. 

Thus the tactical question raised in Dos kleyne mentshele is resolved 

once and, for all. It i s not enough to write Hebrew mel itse, or even to 

simply translate fram Hebrew into Yiddish. One can reach the people only 

on and through thei r own tenns. Gutman has been forced ta fl ee Gl upsk, and 

Mendele will take his place. The Yiddish work establishes its ow'n legiti-

macy, and now I1The St~ry Itse 1f 11 can begi n . 

) 

-~---~--.r."" _I>t __ .-
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9. "The Story Itself ll
: The litvak and the Magic of Science 

The plot structure of Dos vintshfingerl is strikingly similar ta that 

of Dos kleyne mentshele. An impressionable youth, Hershele, grows up in a 

corrupt iOciety, chases blindly after a false goal, is taken in by a kind 

maskil, and finally accepts the truth of Enl ightenment. Because the two 

stari ~ \are sa much al i Iœ. Das Vi ntshfingerl will be presented here anl y in 

its broa~est contours, skipping the elàborate (and often confusing) twists 

and turn~ of plot. Emphasis will be on points of theoretical and artistic 
1 

innovation rather than on
o 
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 IIHershele," an 
" <--

<> 
everyday Jewish boy in the Pol ish shtetl of Kabtsansk. The name of his 

" birthplace, IIPauperville,1I was apprdpriate, 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 miracles of days gone by. Pushed on by his own grinding poverty, 
1 

Hershele becomes obsessed with a local 1 egend about a IIvintshfingerl. Il The 

vintshfingerl was a magic ring, through which all onels 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, Il Dos vintshfingerl 

bases its dramati c continuity on Hershel e' s changing perception of the 

~agic Ring. 

Hershele's obsession with the Vintshfingerl is of course no more than 

a reflection of the broader society. Hershele has no understanding of 

1 
" 
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product~ve labor as the source of wealth, and sa assumes that a Magic Ring 

"" .can create riches out of thin air. In this he ois reinforced by the econo-

mie 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 

rage over European politics--the shtetl wisemen defend their favorite wor1d 

powers, with no understanding of the issues involved. More poignantly, "the 

bathhouse crowd ;s constantly discussing matters of international finance. 

D~' l~O J-K 7NC J9! J7~!'91·K JPD ~1971 ~,~, 
••• c ., ·13 1 D lt J 1!) tt "91 _///'---

Ten times a day they used to count up-the money of all~different 
financial giants ... 40 \ 

Once again Abramovitch pinpoints economics as the most serious aber

ratio~ 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, wi~h no relation to work or 

capital. Wh en Hershele believes that a Magic Ring will make him rich, he 

is only echoing the socialization of his youth. 

Hershele reaches his teens and enrolls in yeshive, the Jewish academy 

of higher learning. Here he suffers poverty and deprivation, sleeping on 

hard wooden benches in the synagogue, often hungry. Day after day he com

mits himself to study, mastering the intricaoies of Talmudic law. But here" 

too the traditional education is shown to be inadequate, for its stringent 

scholasticism fails to.instil any~ocial consc;ou~ness of genuirte morality. 

In t~e course of his studies Hershele cornes across an esoteric referente to 

a Kabbalistic formula whereby one can become invisible. He figures that if 

4°00s vintshfingerl, p. 18. 
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he were invisible, he.would be able to steal 'at will from the IIr ich menu 

and so become rich himself. TradHional reloigion not only fail s to teach 

him llmorality," but itself becomes the tool by which he seeks to exploit 

others. Yeshive study only reinforces the shtetl IS perverse values. 

Like Itsik Avrom, Hershele has been misled but is not bad at heart. . ,) 

He too is ripe for redemption through the. power of "good ideas. U Redemp

'tion cornes in the person of "The r itvak, Il a rational, enl ightenèd Jew from 

Lithuania (not unlike Abramovitch himself) who willingly shows Hershele the 

folly of his designs. With great patience, the Litvak asks Hershele what 

he hopes to accomplish by becoming invisible. Hershele'replies: 

JM 't tM ~'llt 'pu "M .t3'9DtIJ9STl ,·K lI.~n ,11t3"t3D 
11·.,lt;M ,pn ,·M • .,." ,·M O~lI r;M J~o 11719P pUM 

'·M '911 0'1111 9'''0 ;t3Dt'71 r'Mil J .... o DlClI 1S'09.1 
te ·11 ·,tK J!.V' '·0 '911 JIM ,Jll~'W,,;J91pl1tCn 

• t3 9l1.'M ClIl l"'P 1~t3 O·J .r·,g 

How can it be otherwise?, 1 answered. [By becoming invisible],llll be 
able to do whatever 1 want. 11 11 be able to take whatever my neart de
sires. 1111 murder and beat my enemies, and 1111 live like a porits, a 
feudal landowner, doing no work whatsoever. 4l 

The simile "l ike 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 vestige, as"exploitative as the 
.~ 

feudal landowner who lives off his' serfs. Both the Jew and the landowner 

ultimately live off the labor of the peasants, who are the only real pro-
1 

ducers of wealth in feudal economy. Like Itsik Avromls "Little Man," 
o 

Hershelels wish to be uinvisible" is also metaphorical ,for the broader Jew-

ish economy. Jews deal in fictional commidities ~ney and exchange 

4' COs vi~tsh~ingerl, p. 31. 



( l, 

" 

119, 

values), and are hidden fram the realities of production and capital. The 
. 

metaphor is not much different fram Marx's disparaging characterization of 

the Jewi sh economy, in which he said that l'Jews 1 ive in the pores of Pol ish 

society," out of sight of thé actual productive process. ') 

Hershele, we understand, is basically good; his crooked economic 

sense is but the inevitable product of his upbringing, a personal expres

sion of his ~etty bourgeois community. The Litvak tries ta reverse the 

course of Hershele's unfortunate soeialization through the power of ra

tional' argument: 

j)Knu·" 'JI' Q\Cil .19" 9"917'9" ,'lU ,·t t:I~M'OK!. t:ll"'n 
.I10""OD .0D~i1 " 7111 '9Q l'P te 'IU D\t1t ,01lHpl 

'.c·"·nn tlllPS11 tlD~iT " ,Q'I·t1'11pn QDte5l}ll tlD~iT t, 
?t'lM D~n .nlltnpc VO"KP J'IK, JJ'1JK19l 00'11 " 

M '1'lK P""1'9' }D"pn V"P"'9 iJ ,., '\Cf Ot$l 
,"!fl' K ,:111 K l"'l " t:lP~~l 1:)'1,tt"lS" D~l1 rl'P 

litl Mn 791 K l'K , "'O"lil K , '51""1 l', ... ., K 

'But just think, dear Hersh~le,' said the Litvak, 'what a erooked logic 
you have. How can this be?' You've fastéd, you've recited psalms [at 
midnight], you've dunked in cold ritual baths. 50 what is this? Do 
YOU real1y expect Gad ta help you, Hershele, ta perform such a trick, 
to beeome a thief, a murderer, a vagrant, a raseal and a hedonist?42 

Abramovitch repeats the argument advanced in Oos kleyne mentshele. 

Traditianal religious observance, and even ascetic excess, do nat necessar

ily' impart moral ity. Th"e only rea~ key ta ethi cal behavior is rational ism. 

Only through empirical observation of the consequences of one's actions [can 

a person really distinguish between right and wrong~ As the Litvak phrases 

it: 

'51' pD p~nSJl o"~n Dt,tn ,:aV" V"v",n .'1'1"'0; le 
'lJ!l1j) V:J"9 tK lVlVP l"~' "OJ9D IPft 0'9" 

4200s vintsh.fingér1, p. 31. '! 
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.Consider for example. dear Hershe1e, what would the world come to if 
everyone knew such tricks [as becoming invi~ible]?43 

Hershele tell s us that at the time he did not fully comprehend what the 

Litvak was trying ta tell him. But a few pages 1ater, the Li~vak makes his 

message amply clear: 

V"K rM ,19" 9'51.'9 iT ,1"tl"'UtD 1\C"r lt:1DEl'~::r-t:lP'iT 
t:l"~11 '9J"'P ,D9:1'K"!1l'tl JS7rpnpl lo"lt11 l"tll 57 D 

,O'9PKPI O"l O'ltl1 19D .1091'K tI"~n91 O"l 
J 'D JI'''' lM D t:l:lM D91 0" l t:l7~n 190 .0" n71 t:l" l 

• pM r 57' 9" l te 1 lt l pl! , Olten sr l 11 Il , 01 le n l ... ., '-

,'900111 J"P ,'9'''ll7 j"p J9'9J19 1 0'1 o"\tn cp 
.na1,:l1 '91'91 }"P ,'9""~t:lD '''P ,"9nKp J~P 

.lltOUl~ D\tn ,J09 1:1 0\tn Olei'Tp1 O"J 07ltll J5JO 
tll'M0I1P1 t:lII7B t:l"~n lpo .1'ltD tJ Olt" J"le 

.0"91' }1D ,'911,n pli 

Itls 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 wou1d plow, no one plant, no one would set up factories for-t1'ie~"
production of linen, textiles and other goods. There wou1d be no 
tailors, no cObblers, no blacksmiths, no carpenters, no bakers, and so 

'forth. There would be nathing for people to eat, nathing ta wear, no 
means of travelo People wou1d simply die fram hunger and co1d. 44 

Thus does Abramovitch advance ·an exp1 icit· IIwork ethic ll as his chal, 

lenge to the non-productive traditional J~ish economy. He suggests a 

modern division of labor: one will grow crops~ another fix shoes, and 

still another bake bread. The ral e of each i s of crucial importance. since 

together they propel the social whole. Production serves the good ~f all, 

is rationally 'self-sustaining and therefore moral. 

43005 vintshfingerl, p. 31. 44 Ibid., p. 34. 
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P.J>.r:al1Dvitch reaches the bottom l ine of hits social theory t and 1 eaves '. " 
two important factors to consider. First, his ''Work ethic~ derives from a 

rational concern with the society at large,' and not necessari1y with the 

individu~1. This is a switch from IXls kleyne mentshele, where petty 

bourgeois parasitism was proven irrationa 1 because it fa iled Takef within 

his 2!!!,. private life. It is also a departure from the jlork ethic of clas

sical Western Protestantism, wnich signals lab~r as an end in itself, d)s

charged at 'the pain of individual darmation in the hereàfter. 'According to 
.. . 

-the Litvak's reasoning, productive work is necessary not for perse·nal sal-

vation or betterment, but for the welfare of the soci~ty as a whale. It is 

understood, of course, that the individua1 stands to gain fram a whole so

ciety; but ,that gain is not nearly sa great as what Hershele would net per-

nally were he ttie only invisible person in the wor1d, free to r~b and 

plu der at will. The Litvak is quite correct in pointing out that 

Hersh e's wish would be bad for the society; but the fact is that it'd be 

pretty 9 od (by a rnateria.1ist criter.ion) for Hershele himse1f. 

This is a key point. For the time being Abramovitch ~spouses a work 
-"-"" \ 

e~hic which'-is consistent with ascendant capital ism. But his ethic derives 

not from the capitalist's concern with creating a disciplin~d and subserv;
/ 

ent labor force, but rather than utilitarian cancern with the society at 
~ ./ ~ ~ 

1 arge. 
, 

In the context of feudal or semi-feudal econonïy, capital ism was in- _ 

deed a force of social progresse But if and when capitalism should diver.ge . '---" 

from the interèsts of society at large and begin to servt the ,exclusive in-
'. ' J 

'tèrests of a'select class~ then AbralOOvitch's rationale would become a de-
,l, 

tèrmjning factor. He was an empiricis't, not a capitalist. His concer" was 

with social ,good"not· individual profit. His "work ethic" wou1d be 

\ 
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~ , 
consistent with capita1ism on1y as long as capitalism was consistent with 

the overa1l good of society. 
\ ., 

~..: 
..,~ 

.r,', 
A second la:tently transformationa1 dynamie"'was also

è 
presént in the 

soc~a1 theor~j'of Dos vintshfinger1. 'As in Dos kl~yne mentshele. Abramo

vit~h be1ieved that rational argument (in this ease tuned ta the broader 

soci~l good) wou1d be enoug~ to guarantee ~conomic praductivizatian. Pre

sumab1y, bath Takef and Hershe1e need on1y be shown, the inherent irra-
\ 

tiana1ism and fo11y of their économie aspirations in arder to be eonverted 

into produc~iNe members of soc; et y . We have seerY~at Tàkef, however, was 

trapped without opportunity in an economy squQez~d by anti-Jewish restrie-
• 

tians; rather than find a productive job ne died. Now Hershel e was trapped : r\ . 
by the same contradiction. _ The Jewish bQùrgeoisie insisted on the pro· 

~ l' ... c 

ductivization of the Jewish ~sses. B'Ut the sarry fact was tha! a Jewish 

bpurgeoisie eff~ctive1y predated a Jewish pro1etaritt in Rus~;a ~y several 
" -

decades. Where was Hershele'tb go, what cou1d he do? 
b 

Abraroovitch do es ,!lat yet explicit1y acknowledge thi,s dilelJll1a. He is 

~still in accord with the hyper-patriotism of Got1ober and others, and is . ~ . 
unwil1ing to cha1Jengé the government~~nacted disabi1ities whieh sa severe-

, 
ly 1imit Jewish economic opportunity. But for al1 his loyalty, he is too . . , 
much the empiricist to ignore the social re~lity. Presumably he could pack' 

Hershele off ta sorne textile factory in Warsaw or a carpenterls bench in 
~ . , 

Kabtsansk. But that could be tao inconsistent with the kind of opportuni-

ties realisticaliy open ta the vast majority of his readers. There just 

weren'It enough proletarian positions ta go around for that to be a val id 

option for Hershele'l ~oreover, for al1 his~dedicatian to productivization, 
\ \ . 

AbrallDvitch was still "an intellectual i -he probab1y caulàn't even conce;ve 
... . . 

l.t~ l~ "il 1 -
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of a c~aracter of hi~ creation sitting on a factory pench. He maintained 

his artistic integrity by bawing ta the social reality. HersheJe~ives 

himself a.ver ta the L itvak,. who agrees ·to aid him in his quest and guaran

tees that the key to thé Vintshfinger1 is study. Night after night 

Hershele studies in the Litvak's home, untifhe masters German and other t 

Western knowledge. And then he tacitly acknowledges the/~cial and poli-
" 

tical limits to modernization in Russia: he packs his bags and maves ta 

Gennany. 

At this point the social cantradittians of the Haskala take their 
\ -

tall on the story's narrative pace. Unable ta be too explicit about~is 
-7-'-------' 

moti~ations, Hershele moites ta Gennany, enrolls in Gennan university and-! ,,-

finds .his ",Vintshfingerl, all in a few short paragraphs. Predictably, thé 

Vi'ntshfingerl turns out ta be knowledge, which alone can assure a viable 

social arder: 

D~' 1~llD9" ~lD Cl! "M aNn UPO'D'PU'llH l'M 
9""90 'l ,9t:1tItB o~, 1311'l ."'91PDI10l"U '0 

'I~P t:1,pn " t:1,~n D'lM "1' D~n ,"91J'D~~1'n '91'"'' '''0 'lU "1 Ut • J ll~n t:11S1ilpl 1317"1 Cl '1' 
D~' QW'J ;~'9"P'9' lJN',J"117 DV 13'" pHnQ'" 

'Q,~n Q'M "" D~n ."911'm VO~N'091D"~ 
~O~n D~' .ll~t91"~~1 V~N l'pnD'tN ~l1DVl 
'911~~ 'tN '9D'1~1 DDNI 1,~nVI ~l3a o"~n 09 
57'''''NJ OJI1I3JpC ., !.·.,u "ONl 'P' l 'M JN~B 

.,~~J 'u 

\ 

lt 

ln university 1 faund the Vintshfingerl. Not this empty, chimeriàal 
Vintshfingerl, through which the world could not endure, as m.y clever 
litvakhas'already explained at length. Not the make-believe Vintsh
fingerl,' through which people wauld becomé debauched, lazy, uncultured 
and hedonistic, [ ... ] through which al' natural l~s would come ta an 
end, which means that Gad's great and wise ~lan of Natare would b~ dis-
rupted because of p~ople's foolish wishes.4 . 

44rils vi~tshfingerl, p. 37., 

( . 
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Hershele goes on at sOlre length describing.all the troub'les which would be

f~the world through supernatural solutions. Supèrnatura1ism, he tells 

us, runs contrary ta N~ture, and Nature alOne can aSsure a good existence 

for~a11 : 

~, t'te Dtt' .D'~')"· ottn °999 t "l( "91)"0 J"o 
1~~'1'9' ~ol90 '9' JpP no~n o~o ! ~ 0 ~ n 

D~' t~loC "r ,no:3"~' ,O'Ol"n'9 D~n ll~')t"M 
'''' O'''D C"te O'O-D~n ,"'Vll'o~ol"n 9~9""t)Ml 

D9lV;'9,~n srl~' 9'M lyolPM! IX P'MOW ~Ol9Q '9' 
• plon ", "; "p 

But my ring is altogether different. It is Reason!45 With Reason man
~ind can accomplish all that it wishes for. Reas6n--that is the natu
ral Vintshfingerl, thraugh which mankind has the power ta realize all 
its wishes, in accordance with the Law of Nature. 46 

" Through Reason one can learn to master the limitless weqlth which na-
, ' 

. " 
turè provides. Not through supernatural magic ~ut through Science can one 

become rich and powerful. Hershele envisions a day ,~reat scientific ad

vance. He foretells "speedy travel without horses," te4ephOnes whereby one 

'will speak from far away to a friend at the corner of the world [a fraynt 

in ek velt], Il and eve~ hot air balloons and air travelo By mastering Sci-

Gence, by manipplating nature ta his own advantage, a persan may'achieve all 

he can wish for: 

45The ward ;s given in the Yiddish as "khokhme, Il which means 1 iteral
ly "wisdom" (or ''witticism"). l render it here as "Reason" because r feel 
that best approximates Abramovitch's sense. Reason would indicate a modern 
incarnation of IIwisdom," as oppased ta the Talmudic scholarship which might 
have been the embodiment of wisdom in earlier times. 

46~s vintshfingerl, pp. 38-39. 
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A person will be able ta 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 pri9cesses will serve 
you, even kings will carry you about in~their arms! 

Abramovitch echoes the ideology of pre-revolutionary'Russ)an Posi

tivism. Science, and not direct political intervention, will assure social 

transfonnation. Science holds out the promise ot'unlimited wealth for aJl, 

and so assures the downfall of the dld order. The image of princesses be

coming servants and kings becoming porters heralds the collapse of the 

ancien regime and feudal economy. Science provides the crowning rationale 

and means for abolishing the old order. Abramovjtch's social theory has' 
1 

become mo~e uti'l itarian. Not only will ratjonal ism cure the economic i11 

by -exposing its intrinsic immoral ity (the argument advanced in Dos kleyne 

-mentshele), but we now see that it will go a step further: it wHl create 

ever increasi.ng wealth. In a 'society already completely tied up with the 

idea of "making a l iving,lI what better argument could there be for moderni-
J • 

- ! 

zation .than limitless increase in the standard of livi,ng for al1? 

Of course, no matter how rational Abramovitch can be, he still be-
\\ -:......::::::;: 

lieves in a "VintshrÎ]lgerl," a magic rirw which will solve all the problems 
4 

-c 
\' 

of society. Science is the wizard's wand which will create machines ta end 

'the drudgery of work (and keep Hershél e off the factory bench), and \~hi ch 

47Ibid .. p. 39. 
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will create enough wealth~to satisfy everyone's wishes. This faith was 

who1ly consistent with the prevai1ing Positivist ideology. Science itse1f 

would precipitate soci?l change, establishing its own rational potitical 

and economic order. The change was inevitabTe, and one was therefore ab

solved from challenging the status quo directly. 
~ 

It was only a matter of time, however. before most Russian Posit;

vists came to disavow this view, recognizing that technology was not an ab

solute force but only a tool wh;ch cou1d be owned and manipulated by capi-

ta1. Positivism gave rise to Populism, and eventual1y~to Social Democracy 

and Revolutionary Socialism. Abramovitch had declared his commitment to 

society at large, and he too would-become polit;c;zed once the magic of 

Science failed,to effect social transformation. 

****** 
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 itse1f was already showing interna1 signs 

of. collapse. It was caught between the "good of society" and capitalist 
, . 

e1ass interest. and betweèn a liberal economic program and a Judeophobic, 

autocratie regime. Other maski1im would be/caught up in these" same contra=-__ 

dictions, pushed by the rush of historicalJevents, and eventually would 

abandon the Haskala program, opting instead for Proletarian Zionism, Bund

ism. Diaspora Nationalism and other later ideologies. But Abramovitch di

vergéd from the Haskala sooner thpn most. That was due in part to his so-
\ 

ciological perspicacity, barn of an uncompromising empiricism. But it was 

also the product of his concomitant development as a Yiddish artist. If 

-----._.--------------
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seeds of change were present in the social theàry of-Dos vintsnfingerl t 

they were present all the more so in the story's artistic voice. 
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la. The Voice of Kabtsansk 

As Nusinov points out, Hershe1e is influenced by two characters: the 

Litvak and the collective shtet1 Kabtsansk. As we have seen, Hershe1e"s 

social t~eory is imparted by the Litvak. But Kabtsansk.a1so 1eaves its 
1 

mark, not sa m~ch on hi s theory a.s on hi s l iterary voi ce. 

Needless to say, K~btsansk Cames in for its share of attack. It istJa 

small shtetl, epifomizing the isolation and backwardness of the traditional 

Jew,ish wor1d. 1ts inhaQ.jtants are uneducated, unproduetive and indecorous. 

Abramovit,ch brings ~ll the'·jndignation of the Haskala to bear in his cri

tique. Vet, somewhat ineongruously, he consistent1y berates Kabtsansk in 

its own terms. Although the narrator is supposedly an enlightened scholar 
1 

living in Germany (Hirseh Rothman, the grown up Hershele), he persists in' 

te11ing his story in the language of the people (no mean trick for a work 

purported1y written in German and trans1ated by another maskil). The 

erit,tti:~A. Gurshteyn, in a study of artistic development in Abramovitch's 

early opus, notes an inereased use of such traditiona1 interjections as 

onaynhare ("May no evil eye befall him"), a1ev hasholem ("May he rest in 

peace"), and nebekh ("He's ta be pitied,,).48 1s this the language of a 

modern maskil? Such idiomatic speech may we11 be designed ta heighten the 

story's authenticity in order ta make for better propaganda, but it also 

bespeaks a growing sensitivity ta stylistic detai1. , 

~fcording ta Miron, Abramovitch's careful renditian of the folk voiee 
1 

i s a fom of mimicry. 49 It ref1 ects a 1 ingering "aesthetic of ugl iness Il 
.. 

48Gurshteyn, "0er yu~ger Mendel e in kontekst fun di 60-er un 70-er 
yorn," p. 183. 

49Miron ,s discussion of the 1ingering presence of mimicry as a motif 
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whereby Yiddish was regarded as unfit for any literary function beyond 

"camie mimesis." By blanketly condemning mim;cry as a limiting factor, 

however, 1 berreve that Miron overlaaks its potentially transformative na

tùre. The claser the writer draws ta the language of the people--whether 
'\ 

through mimiery or not--the more his social theory may be influenced by his , 

new found voiee. 
~ , 

For example, early in "The Story Itself" one character 

tries ta persuad~ another ta enter the mikve, the ritual bath notorious 

throughout Haskala 1 {terature for its unhygenic conditions. The Jew is 

afraid of the water, but his cohort assures him: 

P'lttle' l·1t '9Dttn il 11 po '9 t, J 1 N .il'lll1l .tlCl P 
",'90VO M D~C l'~le' ., lVP lVa .D~·'91 

Come on. Nothing to worry about. Our mikve water is very dense-:"you 
can cut it with a knife!50 

Clearly Abrarnovitèh is crit;c;zing the filth of this traditional in

stitution. But to do sa he,borrows fram the folk voice, citing a stock 

joke whieh must have enjoyed ~ide currency among the shtetl Jews. He 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 equal1y. But Abramovitch 

parts fram this norm. He wants ta clean up the peop1e's bath, but not 

necessarily the;r language. In 50 doing, the "ugly" bath becomes less si9-

nifieant than the,~ntertaining language . 
. ~ 

in Yiddish l iterature (and theatre) ean be found in Chapter Three, "The 
Mimi c Writ~.nd His 'Little Jew: '" A Tr.veler Disguised, pp. 67-94. 

5°os.s intshfinger1. p. 15. 
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The story is full of such rich and often humorous Janguage. Not only 

does Abrarooviteh s,eem to revel, aesthetiçally, in the people's language, 

but he also,enjoys the myriad details of their physical worlq. He pro

vides lengthy ethnographie catalogues, as for example when the Jews of 

Kabtsansk board a wagon to travel ta a neighboring town for the High Hol i-

days. Hershele narrates: 

~, .iTV"Dl 9011'9 J"'o J'''''D J '}( Ol"n Pl9'~1l 1'K 
-'9"lN ,,"n '9' l"N JVl}(n V1HC' te tt"lte OMiT 51DNO 

J'tK 'V"'M Vi"MP lot pM nUI51 tI'O 1"0" M tI'9tll1171 
O~~7'tsrl pN IlV nnV"Vl t'tM Jltt" '9' .9nt:l"~B 
J1~n tI'M' .;tlVtl" ;tl'vg M tlyo~ ,19l-111'MB ~·O 

J'MlfVl 1·' 1v,~n D~n ,19"1"'0 ,19""'0 J17 llDpl l" 
JS1tVU511 J9lVt tl,tp JVON 1ICO _JODJ'" 'KII ,'1Vtlf1 

.J'" V'"~ ,1'''' 9l"''' :J'" ""'V'N tlXV'9 10 'tlN -1 
'9'~-9lY'''''1 tl'O .)lI7tlJyo 9J51'''''1 ,1"Ol51 0 9lV''''' 
IV'Vt D~" V"t< "0'0 ,'N .J'" Ott '1N t'HC'l ,1'''' 
Jl1tllSlD 9lV'''' ", .tl~pnw511 JJ.l,Cn JtI"O J"te JDV I9:l 
J9JS1t 9'51"''' 19"0')8 ", .'93.'3. K 'U tllt"n"~l )ll$n 

.090'X N "U C9~'991D'11C 19'510 91 

1 think baek with pleasure on my first trip. My mother placed a cage 
full of chiekens high up on a bench, and stowed a basket of eggs in 
the wagonls 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. 1, along 
with all the other people who were sitting on the wagon, was sweating. 
and 1 mean sweating! The rich Jews decked out in satin were sweati~g 
like beavers,l. their faces were beaded with perspira"tion and looked like 
carrot stew.:l1 

The full bodied e~hnographic images and the aesthetie of the language 

) tsel f come together a page later, when a fight breaks out on the same 

crowded wagon: 

51[X)s vintshfingerl, p. 22. 
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Then a dispute broke out. Leyzer and Berl had already grabbed each 
otper by the noses. Sorne sided with Leyzer, sorne with Berl. IThen 
nasty epithets were heard: 'Stinky finky!' 'Finky stinky!' 1 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, cursing, while the chickens cluck. 
The wagoneer screams and flails his whip.52 

Surely this description is not high art. But neither is it narrow 

propaganda. Abramovitch may be' dutifull,y' mouttiing the social theory of 

the Haskala by criticizing the disorder of the wagon, but his critique is 
\ 

belied by the verve and tempo of his -description. Al~ng with Hershele, 

Abramovitch seems ta "th; nk back with pl easure on my first trip. 11 The 

language captures the slapst ick excitement. Short, staccato, present-tense . ' 

sent~ncès capture the rhythm of mou~ting chaos. The 1 anguage buil ds up too 

much momentum ta slow down for etiquette. The writer suddenly seems far 

removed from the propagation of propriety. Language and description go 
.! , 

hand in hand to create an image so packed with vital ity and soul tnat the 
, 

staid norm of the bourgeoisie pales by comparison. Very tentatively, a new 

aesthetic--rooted in the folk language and the folk culture--is beginning 

ta ~erge. 
, 

52 Ibid ., p. 24. 
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- 11. Portents of Chan~e 

'-, 

Thus ends the first period of Abramovitch's Yiddish 1iterary çareer. 

He made his debut in 1864 with Dos kleyne mentshe1e, followed one year 1a

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. ~ut 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 introduct~ry frame 

of Dos vintshfingerl he has sent Gutman packing and assigned narrative re-
, l" ' 

sponsibility ta Mendele. Mendele's permanent role in the literature is se-

cured; as he bids us farewell in the closing frame: 

M lttl l"l l''~l ''''D .J""''ft ,133"571 '''0 tl""'l tll"i1 
!lott .l~l o"n'9tllll91 .,~o 

For now, be well Jews. Weill be seeing ,each other again, in good 
health. Amen! 53 -

Secondly, Abramavitch's social theory is strained by internal contra

dictions. HeDpreaches that "good ideas" ,will save, that rationalism will 

bring economic rectification. But he cannot over1ook the semi-feudal na

ture of the broader Russian economY and the repressive regime which render 

his ideal unrealizabTe. He is not yet willing ta challenge the government 

directly, but he does express his tac~t acknowledgement by having Gutman 

die and Hershele move to Germany. How many mo~e protagonists can be dis

posed of 50 neatly without explicitly confronting the broader soc;o

politicaJ context? Moreover, by Dos vintshfingerl Abramovitch has based 

" 

~3DoS vintshfingerl, p. 42. 
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his rational argument for economic productivization not on the advancement 

of individual needs, but on the betterMent of society at large. It stands 

to Reason that morality means that which is good for everyone. He believes 

that Science will create en~ugh wealth for all a~d presumably end economic 

exploitation. But if and when he discovers that the concentration of capi

tal prevents the universal application of Science, then he will log;c~lly 
, 

si~e with'the people, not the capitalists. 

Lastly, Abramovitch has made enormous artistic strides. He had made 

his,debut accepting the bourgeo~s notion that Yiddish is "ugly," but per

suaded by Lifshits that this was of no con'sequence since language and cog-
. 

nition wereiunre1ated. By 1865 it is already becoming obvious tl1'at Lif-
i 

shits was wrong. Abramovitch tries 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 .. Earl'ier maskilim had maintained that 

Yiddish IIcontributes not a little to the 1 impropriety 1 of the COll1OOn J~." 

If that statement is true then the more Abramovitch commits himself to a 

Yiddis~ linguistic and ethnographic aesthetic, the more he will depart from 
( 

the bourgeois norm. We ~ee. for example, how his joke about the ritual 

bath softens the bite of his socio]ogical attack. 

******* 
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 chara{ter Hershele. Hershele em-

bodied a synthesis between the social theory of the Litvak and the ~rtistic 
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voice ~f Kabtsansk. According to Nusinov, Hershele presaged a "new type" 
/ -

of mas~ome-grown and organically East European, of the sort that woul d 

later break free of German influence and figure in the Hovevi Zion and 

other native nationalist and popu1i~t moveménts. 54 

Nusinov's point should not be overdone. Hershele~ after all, is sup

posedly writing in German. Even if he proud1y identifies himself as 

"Hirsch Rothman of Russia, Il he still chooses to reside in Germany. The 

political climate in Eastern Europe was hardly hospitable to Jewish popu-
-

li~t or national {St sentiment. Hershele's predicament was shared by 

Abramovitch. Abramovitch too was a synt~etic character, shaped not only 

by Gotlober and other maskilim (hence the Lftvak), but also by 

Hinkediker (Kabtsansk). By creating the character of Hershele, Abramovitch 
-

expr~ssed an awareness of his own synthetic possibil iti es. He had al ready 
, 

proved Gutman's failure; now he was suggesting a home grown replacement, 

legitimizing Yiddish literature and carving a niche for himself. 

The best i~dication of Abramovitch's new literary direction can be 

seen in the fate of Dos vintshfingerl. The work was originally written as 

a pro"spectus for Toldot hateve. The translation was never begun. But Dos 

vintshfingerl was reworked into a full novel in 1888, and eventual1y became 

one of the enduring masterpieces of Yiddish literature. 55 The transfo~a

tion from propaganda to art was a complex process spanning many years. 

But the portents of change ~ere clearly manif~st. A dialectic,had been set 

up between the social theory of theobourgeoisie and the voiçe of the 
-

people; in the acc~lerated historica1 drama of the later 18605, a more com-

plete synthesis would not be long in coming. 

54Nusinov, op. cît., p. 217. 55 Ibid., l it oc. c • 
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PAR! THREE: THE PEOPLÈ'S ARTIST 

Di Takse (1869) 

The syn~sis o~ social theory and artistic voi~e latent in Abramo-

vitch's first two Yiddish works needed time ând the stimulus of imminent 1 
.. 

historical 'eventÉ to come to fruition. IXJs vintshfingerl was cOl11J9leted in f 
• • 1 

l865; AbralTDvitch abstained from Yiddish writing for the néxt Tour years; • 
• f 

immersfng himSelf in ong~ing 1iterary and ~olemic work in Hebrew, where he 
.J - ~ :'\ 

continued to grow in both reputatio~ and achievement. It was not until 
i 

1869 that he appeared again in Yiddish, with the publication of a five act ., ' 

play entÙ1ed Di tàks~, oder di bal~e s~ot ba1ey-toyves, "The [Meat] Tax, 1. 

or the Band 'of Communal Do-Gooders. ,,1 

Di takse is not a great work of 1iterature. Its focus is narrow, 
6' . , 

its'didacti~1sm heavy handed and its dramatic struct~re unbalanced. None-. ' 

thel~s, it rep~esents an important t~ansformation of social pheory vis a 

vis earlier works. Moreovet>the-'-p1ay can be viewed as a laboratory'pieèe 
,..,,--- '" ' 

in (hiCh A~ramovitch S~lf-consCiOuSly e,xp1~res tiis own ro1,e as a Yiddish, 

J1Jiter. . l 

, -
• f Di takse 'is curiously overloo~ed in the volumes of Yiddish 1 iterary; 

criticism. No bUb1iShed book ~r ~nograph address~ the work specifical1y. 
i {. ,. 

This may be attributed~to a number of factors. First, Di~takse is a play; , 

both it and-Abramovitch's on1y other play, Der priziv (1884) are 1argefy 

- ~ 
" 1 The/ original' version appeared in Zhhbmir in 1~69. It was trans-

lated into Russian in 1884 by Y. M. Petrikoysky, although the translation 
did not meet with Abramovitch's approva1." As far as I can determine the 
pl"ay has nrit been Vanslated into E"gl ish. The edition cited in the pr.e
sent' study is from Ale,yshriftn fun Mende1e Mo her Sforim, v. 1 (NY: 
~ebrew -Publish~ng Company, , pp. -9 
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ignored by critics interested in the genre' of prose fiction. 2 Second1y, Di 

takse was never reworked into a 1ater edition. Though the first versions 

of Dos kleyne mentshe1e and Dos vintshfinger1 were of equally dubious 
.... '.. . ~ 

l iterary meri t, they were cons id,ered noteworthy i nsofar as' they âfforded 
" 

variant comparison with 1ater permutations. Lastly. and perhaps most ,sig

nificantly. Di takse did not fit into the generally aceepted ~cheme of 
, 

Abramovitch's ljterary development. Critics ten~ to divide Abramovitch's 

o~u,s into two distinct phases: that of the ~'young Mendel'e" or "maskil 

Jndele,II ending with the publication,.Qf Dos vintshfingerl-in1865, suc

ceeded by th~ more mature i'post-Haskala Mendele," beginning with the pub-
, • 0 

lication of Di kliatshe in 1873.3 This dichotomy does have a certain' 

,validity. As we have seen, through 1865 Abramovitch professes the social 
\ ' 

theory of the bourgeois Haskala and, at least ostensybly, regards Yid~ish 

as no more than a vehicle of propaganda. 8y contrast, Di k1iatshe is a 
\ 

mature literary wàrk'with a highly refined style and a social theory . --
which exp1icitly refutes the simple social palliatives of c1assical En-

l ightenment: Perhaps Di takse is generally overlooked because _ it stands so 

'squarely in the middle of the two 1 iterary phases. Vet for the pur'pose of 

the presentostudy, which examines the process of transformation between the 
~ , , 

2See for examp1e A. Gu'rshteyn, "Der'yunger Mendele in kontek~t fun stri 
60-er yorn," Shriftn, PY,Sl, note 4, who writes: IIWe are intentionally 
exc1uding Di takse from r analysis [of Mendele's early'works], because of 
the specifie nature of; s 'dramatic' fonn, in order to remain within the 
boundari es of one genr ." 0 

3Max Weinreich, for example, in hts important study, ~'Mendeles 
onheyb, Il affor9s Di takse on1y two paragraphs of discussion. Khone 
Shmeruk, writing in the EnCYC10~edia_JUdàiCa ("Yiddish Literature"), v. 16, 
p', 810, observe~: IIThe allegor eal work Di kliatshe, , . marks a turning 
po; nt ; n the writi ngs of" Mendel e, " 
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ear1y and later Mendele, it is precisely this medial 1imbo which renders Di 

takse so enormous1y significant. 

~ Upon c10ser textua1 examination, it becomes clear that the schism be

tween Ilearly ll and "l ater" Mendel e is not so 6lack and white as many- critics 

would have it appear. We have seen that 1 iterary aspects of Oos ,kleyne 
$' 

mentshele and Dos vintshfin~er1, though ,ostensibly utilitarian, in fact oc-
~ 

cupy a great deal of the author's attention and undergo constant refinment. 

Simi1arly, the "material ist ll social theory which is hai1 ed as such a semi

nal stride in Di k1 iatshe hardly burst forth overnight. Even in his 

earliest works Abramovitch tacitly acknowledged the limi~s of Enlightenment 

ideology when he allowed, Takef tocdie and packed Hershele off to Germany. 

A more si gnifi cant tra~sformat ion occurred in 1867, when he pub 1 i shed a He

brew essay in Hamelits in which he cal~ed for political equal rights for 

al1 Jews i~ Russia. 4 
1 

To the present daYlfeader, the call for politica1 equa1ity may not 

seem particu1arly daring or original; it echoed similar demands voiced in 

Western Europe ~eventy-f;ve years ear1ier, and fell far short of the radi

cal tenor of Jewis.h groups in Russia in the 1ater 1,890s, which insisted ndt 

only on politica1 but social, economic and national equa1 rights. But even 
\ 

so, Abramovitch's a~tic1e in Hamelits did constitute an explicit break from 

the classica1 Ha~kala. It contradicted the long accepted dogma that Jews 

~II_ were re~sib1e for their own suffering and could expect equal rights on1y 
<~ 1) 

after they had proved themsleves "worthy" through interna1 reform along 

Enlightenment lines. Jewish society was now perceived in a broader 

411Mi shpet ayney ami, Il' Hamil i ts, 186,7, nos. 30 and 31. See Wei nrei ch, 
"Mendeles onheyb, Il p. 346. 
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pol itical context; the economic backwardness of the Jews: was not entire~y 

their own fau1t. Amelioration of the Jewish condition 'therefore necessi

tated far more than the simple prescription of "Reason," which Abramovitch 

had so eager1y endorsed only two years ear1 ier. 1 
But if Ab~amovitch had indeed undergone such a pronounced conversion 

i 
from the social theory of the classical Haska1a in,1867, then why was it 

not until the publication of Di kliatshe in 1873 (accordïng to the critics' 
tI 

genera1 scheme of th; ngs) before that new theoretical stance found full 

literaryexpression? The question is a compel1ing one, and points to the 

inextricable relati.onship between social theory and artistic form. If a 

n~ theory was ready in 1867, that hardly meant that it had yet found the 

1 iterary vo~ ce~th w~ich ta express itself. Abramovi tch had never denied 

that Yiddish ~a~ somehaw intrinsica1ly undesirable. He had condescended ta 

its use only ta teach "good ideas ll to the common people. If now, in his 

Hebrew essay of 1867, he decides that the cause of Jewish backwardness goes 

beyond self-imposed irrat'ionalism and obscurantism and instead resides in 

l ega 1 disabi l iti es imposed by the gavernment, then why shoul d he conti nue 

to propagandize ta the people themselvés, why ~hould he continue ta write 

in Yiddish? It is as though _t~e __ carpet-ôf self-legitimization has been 
~-

pu1led out fro~nd~f-the nascent Yiddish literature. If Abramovitch is 
- ----

real1y no more than the utilitarian prapagandist he professes to be, then 

it seems more logical that he now target his propaganda where it is needed . 
.1 

most: berating fellow maskilim (in Hebrew) to challenge governmental poli-

cies, and addressing the government itse1f (in Rus;ian). 

But here Abramovitch's 1iterary pretexts are exposed. For the fact , 
is, as we've already suggested in our ana1ysis of Dos kleyn~ metshe1~fnd 
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Dos vintshfinger1, Abramovitch is a great deal more than a simple propagan

dist: he has already awakened, however inadvertently at first, ta the 

artistic possibilities inherent in Yiddish. Now, when the util itarian 

function of Yiddish as a vehicle of propaganda has been rendered inadequate 

,by an expanding social theory. what other justification can there be to 
.). 

continue writing in Yiddish? (This of course prec1udes the possibility 

that Abramovitch would simply continue in the old mode: even though the 

o focus of struggle was now shifting_ to fellow masktlim and the government, 

the eonmon people were no' less in need of rational ist instruction. It is 

true that a didaetie tone. a critique of the old Jewish order, can be 

found in all of Abramoviteh's subsequent works, even in the nostalgie and 
1 

ethnographie stories of his old age. a.ut surel-y he was too mueh the 

-- seminal thi''nker, too mueh in the vanguard of social and intelleetual" 

change. to allow hls créativity ta stagnate in simpl e didacticism. The 

essay of 1867 show~hat only three years after his Yiddish literary debut 

he is already questi~ing former assumptions and looking for new answers, 

never content to rest on past laurels.) 

It is then precisely at this juncturè, where a new-found social 

theory seems to negate the justification of a supposedry util itarian 1 i

terary medium, that a new synthesis must be worked out, in- arder for Yid-
, 

dish literature to move on. The critics are indeed correct in seeing Bi 

kliatshe as the culmination of this dialeetic, the next "plateau" of Yid

dish 1 i terature and \ the first full work of the "mature" Mendel e. What i s 

often overlooked, however, is the working of the dialectical process it

self. Di kliatshe may be t~e final product; but Di takse is the' "middle" 
\ 

---___ au_ .. -·------ - - - -
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transformation becomes manifest. 
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Abramovitch himself seems te have been aware of the transformational 

significance of Di takse in ,a way that most ctitics fail ta notice. In the 

frame introduction ta Di kliatshe. Mendele tells us that he had promised 

the Jews of G1upsk (the fictional site of Di takse) that he would write a 

sequel to Di takse. He sent a manuscript of Di kl iatshe ta the G1 upsk wise 

men for their approval , and they sent back this reply. 

iTll'" ·.9r1tl~"'P PP"t~, ", , [sic] "lit 9"tlt("'1PIT 
,,,~ 'In ''''1 ,cno""" I., .. ~:l t:lJ:l~'S11 , ... \It l"~ ,0::1' 
,"l'il ,p'mil P.91910"nt( J!~ ~,~n l/:l'H~il91 /:l'1N.ll 

~"M D"C ,,"cna ,,:)1 voj)atonc ,,""/:1 1/:I"Ult CV' 
• 0 9 il n Y 1713 .. 9 

THE PRESENT KLIATSHE, This hére Kliatshe, MAY BE REGARDEO BY YOU, you 
can rest assured. AS THOUGH YOU HAVE FULFILLED, just as if you 1 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 
~nds.5 ' 

Thois is not the place for an in-depth review of Di kliatshe, but an 

obvious question does present it?elf: How ca n' Oikliatshe be construed as 

a sequel ta 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 comman Jews on their'ô;~~terms. What 

is the commonality, what the continuity? 

'\ 

5Di kliatshe, in Ale shriftn fun Metldele Moykher Sforim, v. 1,' p. 7. 
In my translation above UPPER CASE letters are used to denote Hebrew in 
the original. which 1S juxtaposed with the Yiddish represented by\ lower » 
case 1 etters. 6 
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It is here t 1 believe t that Abramovitch tips his hand. Abramovitch 

was unusually self conscious of his own literary process. (He once com-. _ .......... _--=-- . 

plained to Sholem A1eykhem that for the latter \'iriting stories was 1ike a 
, 

hen laying eggs, whereas for himself, the "grandfather,1I the-process was 

more akin to "an old man w-ith hemorrhoiltls. U
). He was an explorer, deli-

berate1y pioneerin9- new 1it~rary ground. and he took great care to mark his 
d 

own progress. Like the author of a great travelogue •. he portrayed not on1y 

his destination but also his route and means of conveyence. If Di kliatshe 

indeed represented the culmination of a dialectical journey. then Abramo-
o 

vitch had not arrived there overnight. He had first diverged fram the 

straight course of the Haskala in 1864, when he agreed to'write in Yiddish. 

He had then raised doubts about the limits of Enlighten'ment in IX>s kleyne 

mentshe1e and Dos vintshfinger1, and explicitly challenged the social 

theoryof the Haskala in his Hebrew essay of 1867. If Di kliatshe was tl\e 

final synthesis of an alchemy of theory and voice, then Di takse was t~e 

marriage bath in which the thesis and antithesis were brewed. If Di 

k1iatshe recounts the conversion of a certain would-be maskil, then Abramo-
\ 

vitch begfns the tale by directing the readér to his own conversion, 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 

AbralOOvitcb,,' s personal literary maturation. The element ,of continYlY to 

which A~ralOOvitch al1udes in Di kliatshe is no less than his autobiagraphJ. 

If this premise is correct. theh we will have a unique opportunity to 

establish, through internal, textual evidence~ the exact dyn~mic of transi-
J,.... 

tian from the "young Mendel e ll ta the "post-Haskal a Mendel e, Il from the ... 

I __ ~.w_ .. _ .. __ =_._ ..... .-_-..._ ... __ ~~ 
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primitive propagandist to the mature Yiddish artist. It is my contention 

that this transformation derived from an interaction of social theory and 

artistic voice. In the unexplored territory of Di takse, we \ttil1 look far 
/ 

thè se1f-revea1ed literary cartography which can definitively prave or dis-

praye this thesis . 

1 
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. 
1 . An Interim: 1865-1869 

'The synthesis which was to brew in Di takse was first seasoned and . 
fired by the rush of 1 iterary and historica1 developments in Russia during 

the intêrvening years. What was happening in Russ;an po1itics, in Russian 

1etters, in the Jewish sphere and Abramovitch's own 1ife? A1l are crucial 

ingredients which warrant brief consiçleration before we proceed to the text 

itse1f. 

Though it was four years before Abramovitch puplished again" in Yid

dish after the appearance of Dos vintshfingerl in 1865, he hard1y remained 

idl e. He had poked gentle fun at Gutman in Dos kleyne mentshele and ques

tioned the efficacy of Hebrew mel itse as a means of speaking to the cOl11JOOn 

people. Yet-there'was no question that Hebrew remained his own vehic1e of 

persona~ expression, the literary language in which he continued to ad

dr~ss his fe110w maskilim. He brought enormaus energy to the task of 

IOOdernizing Hebrew, loosening it fram the ossification of Bib-lical and Rab

binic usage and providing a directness of expression to replace the boroque 
Il 

me1itse. The 1iterary style pioneered by Abramovitch became a touchstone 

for subsequent Hebrew authors, and earned for him the tit1 e of "Father of 

Modern Hebrew Literature. 1I Abramovitch engaged in Hebrew 1 iterary criti-
, 

cism, deft1y attacking the stil ted style of the modern Haskal a writers. 

His Misphet Sholem of 1860 was followed by a new edition of critical es

says, Ayn mishpet ("The Critica1 Eye fl
) in~868. Abramovitch's concern with 

~ :f 

Hebrew style bespeaks his innate sensitivity to matters of language and 

style in gena.ral t which he would one day openly apply to Yiddish writing as 

well, Meanwhile he continued with his own didactic Hebrew belles-lettres, 

- ... 
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1 
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'issuing a reworked version of Limdu hatev in 1868, under the new tit1e Avot 

v'hilbanim "Fathers and Sons. Il 

It is not surprising that the tit1e of Abramovitch's nove1 shou1d 

have rung so similar to the great work by Turgenev which had appeared just 

six years ear1ier. The 1860s were a tjme of enormous creative ferment in 

Russian letters, and Abramovitcr was certainly conversant with these broad

er developments. The young inte11ectuals of Russia had taken full advan

tage of the new freedom of expression which came with the accession of 

Alexander II, and enormous pent-up frustration was unleashed. Pisarev, at 
, 

the age of twenty-one in 1861, i ssued a passionate call for the "destruc-. 
tion of the old order." Nihilism. the indiscriminate rejection of every 

value associated with Russia's Orthodox, feudal past, emerged as the 

dominant intellectual r.urrent early in the decade, finding eloquent expres

sion in the fier~e generational conflict embodied by Turgenev's 8azarov. 
o 

8y the mid 1860s, Russia's pOlit~ and,.intellectual upheaval had 

picked up new momentum. Russia was a land of enormous contradictions. 

Alexander had initiated the "Great Reforms, Il freeillg the peasants, estab

l ishing institutions of local sel f government and more. 'Yet he was hardly 

prepared to carry his reforms ta their logical conclusion: the abolition 

of autocracy, passage of a democratic constitution and agrarian reform. 

He opened up Russia just 'enough for it to polarize itse1f. The newly 

liberated peasants were displaced, and the intelleetuals, Who looked ta the 

model of Western demoeraey, were disillusioned. Capitalization continued, 

but was hindered by a shortage of liquid capital in this overwhelmingly 

agrarian country. and by autocratie po1itical forms ineonsistent with free 
: 

market economy. As the decade wore on, the limits of Alexander's much 

_."/j~ ... r.'!II' '"."_"' __ _ 
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touted reforms became increasingly clear. The intellectua)s felt abandoned 
A 

and betrayed, and turned ta an idealized view of the peasantry as the real 
/ 

source of Russia's stability and strength. Nihilism quickly gave way to 

Populisrn, and the quiet nobility of the peasant commune (mir) gained new 

prominence in Russian letters. A significant revolutionary movement, led 
• by Herzen, Bakunin and others, began to emerge and entrench itself abroad. 

The ferment which wou1d ultimately culninate in 1905 and 1917 had begun., 

Alexander II was qu kk to respond to the new popu'l i ~t and revo 1 u-
'. 

tion4ry fervor. Tchern i shevsky, the much respedted author of the popul i st 

nove1 What Is Ta Be Done?, was sentenced to sixteen years of penal exile in 

Siberia. The disaffection of the intellectuals continued ta grow. In 

l866~ an obscure nob1eman tried, unsuccessfully, ta assassinate the Tsar. 

That act, historians generally agree, proved the final straw and brought 

the IIPeriod of the Great Reforms" ta a screeching halt. A new reactian had 

begun. Though sorne Reforms did continue into the 1870s, Russian society 

was now sharply and irreparably 'del ineated between the forces of pol itical 

reaction and those of democracy, populism and revolution. 6 

A11 these deve10pments did not go unnoticed in the Jewish sphere. 
C" 

Abramovitch~ like many maskilim, was'conversant with Russian letters and 

profound1y influenced. His Fathers and Sons no doubt direct1y'ref1ects 

that l iterary infl uence; yet at the same time it g;ves native expression 

to a growing generational conflict within the Jewish-community itself, for , 

Jews were being tossed about by the same political currents that rocked all 

of Russia. Many Jews had greeted Nicholas's death in 1855 with great 

6Nicholas V. Riasanovsky, A Histo~ of Russia, 2nd ed. (NY, London, 
Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1969~ esp. chapters xxix, xxxii and . 
xxxi i i . '. 
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enthusiasm. They bel i-eved that Al exander woul d bring about a "Go l den Age" 
o 

in Russian Jewish history. The Jewish press opened up with ~he relaxation 

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"), edHorialized: IIThank Gad that we live in 

such times." In 1862 the Jewish cOIWlUnity of Vilna sent a special letter , 

to Alexander, proclaiming that 

the last eight years [sic] have been for us, the Jews of Russia, abso
lute1y 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." 

True. cantonist èonscription was eliminated and the draft equalized. But 

beyond that itwas only the rich who ben~fited, as with the issuance of 

"r ight of domicil e" beyond the Pale to Jewish "merchants of the f;rst 

guil d." The poor continued ta suffer under the old disabil Hies of re

stricted trade, domicile and politieal 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 midd1eman position of many Jews {tax 

f~rmers. 1 essees, ta vern keepers Lo and Jews were further displ aced econo"" 

mical1y by the unchecked influx of homeless peasants into the cities. 
'<' 

Moreover, the Jews had suffered a personal defeat with the collapse of the 

Po1ish Revolution of 1863. Jews in ethnie Poland, fed up with t~e 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 

7 ' In Tcherikover, op. cit., p. 75. 
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Revo1ution. 8 When the Revqlution failed, Jewish middlemen were left 
,-

economi ca 11 y destitute foll owing the coll apse of the Pol ish nobility. and 

at the same time the Jefish community h~d cast upon itself the aspersion 
{ 

of treason' in the efes of the Russian regime. With the advent of official 

reaction in 1866, Jews were readily targeted for new repression and dis-, ' -

abil ities. 

As a consequence of these political developments, a wedge was driven 

between proponents of the Haskala and the masses of poor Jews. 1 have al

ready argued that Enlightenment ideology is, historically, the property of 

an ascendant bourgeoisie, and that the Jewish H~skala in particular made 

its w~y into Russia through the expansion of trade in Galicia and Lithu

ania. Despite open collaboration with the Russian authorities (evén dur-' 

ing the brutal reign of Nicholas 1), most maskilim maintained, and no doubt 

honestly believed, that their ultimate goal was to'\nlighten the masses 
- , 

IIfor their own good. Il As, long as things 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 para11el; the l1)askilim faced no contradic,,: 

tion. Now, however, with the advent of a new reaction. the priorities of 

the bourgeoisie and those of the people began to part company. and for the 
, , , \ 

first time the maski1im were forced to choose which side they would serve~ , 

The ~scendant Jewish bourgeoisie in Russia was of a distinct charae

, ter. Concentrated increasingly in large scale, capital intensive industry 

8DJbnov, Histor1 of the Jews, v. 5 (South Brunswick, NY and London: 
Thomas Yoseloff, 1973 • pp. 328-330. In Warsaw the Rabbi Berush Mei sels 
led the local Jewish population in support of the uprising. Only in Vilna 
and other areas without a strong presence of ethnie Pôles did the Jews op
pose the Revolution and s1de with the Russians. 

.;. • lM III" l'.t'Hill 
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such as rai1road construction and textile production' for mil itary produc" - , 

tion~9 the new Jewish plutocrats had a very real stake in the maintenance 

of tpe overa11 status quo and the continued good favor of the Tsarist re

~im~._ The Revo1u~ion of 1863 prov~d a watershed of sorts, for the bour

geoisie. continued to side loyally with ,the Tsar. in contradistinction to 
. 

the masses of Poliitl Jews wh~ sided with the Revolution's progressive prp-
\ 

mise. 10 Though there was as yet litt1e direct economic re1atiopship be-

,tween Jewish rich ar)d poor ~ it was cl ear that tbe rich prospered from 

their support of the regime, whil e the poor only got poorer under a di s

placed economy and increasing pol i tical reaction. It became more and more 

difficult for thft i ntell ectual maskil im to igmin -th-is rift; in 1863 most . . 
a1igned themselves with the patriotic stance of the bourgeoisie. 

. . 
Abramovitch came up àgainst this growing polarizatton of Jewish so-

ciety at first hand in the years inmediately following ryis enthusiastic ode 

to En1 ightenment in [k)s vintshfingerl. He had been supporting himsel f 

through contracts with Mefi tse Haskala. "Th, Society f~r the Propagation of 
~ , 

En l i ghtenment Among Jews," a Sma 11 group cOl\lpr; ~'ed of very ri.ch Jewi s h flEr-

chants' i n St. Petersburg. Abrannvitch had been coomi s s i oned to prepa re a 

Hebrew translation of a classic work on Russian history. When ,the first 

9 . "' YUdltsky, op. cit.; Menes, op. cit. 

lOHistorians rai se spme question as to the exact nature of the Pol ish 
Revolution. Because Polish noblemen wère prominent, in the nnvement's 1ea
'dership, many consider it a reactionary manifestation. Within the context 
of its own time, however,' the Revel ution was generally regarded as a pro
,gressive forte, .,since it c~l1enged the imperial ism of the Russian Empire, 
which was considered far more oppressive than the rellllants of Pol ish feu
da li sm. The RevolutiOn received the contemporary endorsement of.MarJe", 
Engels, Garibaldi and others. "Engels bel ieved that it would weaken "the 
Russian Empire and therefore prove a necessary precondition for revol ution 
in Russia proper. See Tcherikover, op. cit., p., 75. 
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vol ume was finally co~leted" however, informed that he( 

~ had IItaken too many 1 iJ;Jerties" and his contract. was tenninated. It is' dif-
1 

,~çult to know how Abra~vitch regarded this affront; he d~';sn't mention it ( «,-.. 'l ~ 
\> f> l,. 

in any of his known memoirs. But whatever hi$ response, it was,definitely 
;" ..ri r 

l, 1 • 

a portent of things to come. . The same tensions soon emerged in another . 

context: Abramovitch was flatly refused when he app1,ied for fina,llcia1 âs-
1 ) 

sistanc~ to 1 aunch a new, regu1ar Yiddi sh newspaper', Ben ami. IISon of My 
j \"> . ., 

Peopl e." 
, 

. Abramovitch ~ust have been ~nderstandably naive when he first ap-

proached the Jewish pl utocrats of St. Petersburg, for support.. They were • . . 
,) 

1 

after.all, the IJX)st prominent and influential proponents of the Haskala in 
1 ,. 1 I~'- .. 

all of Rùssiâ, and it seemed only fitting that they wout'd support Abramo-. 
" ,. 

~itcho(in hi,.s' well intended: and capably executed, attempt to reach th~ \ 

comman people in their own language. But Abramovitch had fai1ed t? take 

o notice of the social roots of Enlightenment ideology. The Mefitse Haska1a 
, . 1 

nad itself be~n founded in 1863. Its original members were a1l large scale 

merchants, who ~ad been granted the right 0\ domicile in St. Petersburg 
t . 

(the capit,al city, 10cated outside the Pale) in 1859, after petitioning the 

government for special pri vil eges ".commensurate with th~ir we~l th and pos i

, l' tian." When p~oPle 1 i.ke the baronial CÙnsburg fami1y (who had ",n{tiated \ 

the original petition for special privileges) and certain apostate"Jews 
, . 

(who had converted ta expedite their business deal ings) joirfed ~ge~er to ' 

"prbpagate En 1 i ghtenment," persona l cons i derat i ons of the mos t cras s \ort 

were never ~~~eneath.the surface,of philanthropie rhetoric~ These mer

chants needed the freedom of domiti1e, movement and political expression 

appropriate to the scale of their economic enterprise. Vet as Jews t they 
" 

'. ,. 
" 

If - _______ .1(1:-_ " 
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• 
were hindered by many of the disabilities a~d prejudices which afflicted 

an Jews. Since the government ma;nta;ned that "special" Jewish legis1a-. 
tinn was necessary because of the bacijwardness and obscurantism of the 

Jewish ma~ses, the plutocrats could see no other way, of altering that le

gislation beyond cOlllTlitting themse1ves to the "education" of the masses. 

The ,"propagation of Elllightnment" was no more th an a necessary precondi

tion for their own economic success.' As L. Rosenthal, one of the founqers 

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 t~ everything 
Russian. We were assured that with the abolition of the~e peculiari
t;e~, the situation of our brothers in Russi~ ~ould improve, and that 
all of us would enjoy equal r;g~ts on· a par with tne other cit;zens. 
That fact impelled us to establish an association of educated persons,. 

• wi th a vi ew to eradi cati ng the above menti oned shortcomings by means 
of teachi n9 Russlan and useful know1 edge to Jews. 11 

Abramovitch himse1f had/1itt1e stake< in 5uch blatant class interests. 

He was committed to the spread of En1ightenment because he honestly sub

scrib~d to the ,liberal prem;se that II good ideas" would affect social 

amelioration. He had no qualms'about using Yiddish as a pragmatic vehicle 
/ ' 

, ; n the)se /-vi c~ of En l' ; gh tenmeilt 'c~use, The p 1 ~tocra ts of S t,. Peter~burg, 
howeve , were a good deal more perspicacious and a gooa deal more calculat-, , 

ring in tO,es,"matters. When Abramovitch appeared in St. "Petersburg with a 

proposal idr a Yiddish ne~spAper, the plutocrats prom~tly.refu~ any as

si~·tance. No doubt they u~derstood how threatening Yiddis~ could be to 

the political status quo which th~ saught ta preserve~ At a time when 

Tcherni~hevsky was languishing in Siberian exile and the Popu1;s~ cham-
. '1 

pions of Russian literature were under attack, it would hardly have been 
;. 

llCited by Dubnov, A History of the Jews, v. 5, p. 344. 
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appropriate for the Jewish haute-bourgeoisie to support a Ilpopu1i~tll, lit

erary endeavor within its own camp. As the new reaction took root, the 

leaders of the Mefitse Haska1a grew more and more cautious. They re

stricted their efforts to mi1d political lobbying and the commissioning 
, 

of Hebrew translations of non-controversial Russian scientific works. 

Theyosaw ta their own business, and did everything in their power ta keep 

the Jewish masses in check. 'The IIpropagation of En1ightenmentll meant that 
-

their n'poor brothers ll should not find literary (or any other) expression, 

should not embarrass them or jeopardize their precarious f;nancial securi-

ty. 

By the late 1860s it had therefore been made clear to Abramovïtch r 
that he was not dealing with a simple conflict of well-meaning'Reason vs. 

i1l-wi11ed Obscurantism. Throughout al1 of Russia a~d Galicia the Haskala 

was showing itself to be rank with timidity and bourgeois self-;nterest. \""" 

Abramovitch didn't need to read Marx ta perce ive the class basis which un- 4"')' 

derlay much of the id~ology of Enlightenment. But even as this new reali-

'zation slowly dawned"Abramovitch hardly found surcease from his ongoin9' 
, ~ ) . 

struggle with the old Jewish world. The contradictions of Russian economy 

and politics had produced a whir1pool of opposing historica1 forces, and 

Abramovitch was sucked into the fray. Yet it was precisely out of such 

contradictions and dlversity that he wou1d apply his intuitive dial~ctical 
1 

genius and open a new phase of Yiddish literature. 

Abramovitch settled in the late 1860s in Berdichev, a large city in 

the Ukraine wel1 k~own a~ bastion of,Hasidism and tradit~on aga:nst a 

toehold'of the Haskala. Ac~rding to an 1861 census, the city had a Jew

ish population of 46,683, fully 80 p~rcent of the total, makin~it the 

~ .' J 
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seCQ,d 1argest Jewish center in Russia. 12 Since the liberation of the 

serfs and the decline of the Polish nobility in 1863, the feuda1 economy 

of the city has been in great disorder. Poverty and indigence were ram

pant among a population consisting 1argely of unemployed middlemen and 

semi-skilled artisans working in tiny shops of primitive secondary pro

duction. Against this backdrop of economi~Jdecay, the wealthy communal 
, . 

leaders c1ung ever more desperately to ~ weakening structure of tradi-

tional rel;gious authority. Thus when Abramovitch entered the city with 
~.~ 

his reputation as a maski) already well known. he was met with widespread 

'opposition and-; persecution. He was unable"to find gainf~l employment as a 

teacher, and was forced to support himself and his family solely by his 

wri ti ng: a tenuous 1 ive li hood at b~s t. 

The longer Abramovitch rema inef'i n Berdichev, the more acute ly aware 

he became of the poverty.of its citizens and the in~ffectuality of tradi

tional conmunal institutions in responding to their needs,. As was the 
~ 

case in many cities of the Pale at th'e time. the cOl1ll1unal administration 
. , 

of Berdichev was demoralized and corrupt. The old Kahal (communal coun-
1 ----

cil) which once oversaw a vibrant, "autonomous" Jewish government. had 

been ~eakened by the official abolition of Jewish communal autonomy in 
'-

1844 and the supsequent horror of cantonist conscription. The "old" 

,; bourgeoisie, the rich of the city, were fighting an uphi11 battle for the 
'r>, 

preservation of their wealth and sltation amid pervasive economic chaos, 

and they did not hesitate to manipulate the machinery of commLnal adminis

tration as a tool for their privat~gain. Funds raised through ob)igatory 

12 . . 
"Berdichev,1I Encyclopedia Judaica, v. 4, pp. 589-591. 
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communal taxes on k,osher meat, candles~ burial and other essentials were 

chaneled into private coffers, precisely at a time when traditional com

munal services (such as free loans', poor houses, nominal medical care".old 

age homes and orphanages) were needed more than ever by an increasingly 

indigent population. The rich got riche~, or at least struggled to hold 
- \ 

their own,~while 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 fram a rotten system'and 

the displaced poor suffering indignity upon indignity, w;th no new indus

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 
, 

vintshfinger.f, his Enlightenment ideology derived from concern with the 

society at large. not with individual class interest. He was genuinely 

cOlTlTlitted to a better world'1far his poor fellow Jews, and was ready ta 

come ta their aid in a time of such overwhelming need, regard1ess of the 
\1 

~\consequences. A contemporary rèport tells of a public meeting in Berdichev 
~ . / 

in 1865 or 1866, at which Abramovitch was present. The report, publ,ished 

in Hamelits. calls the meetlng a "scandal," because Abramovitch "failed to 

guard hi s words. /1' He attacked the ri ch of the city for thei r corrupti on. 
\ l 

'speaking with such ardor that he 
",~, 

incensed the city's Hasidic major1ty, ... and even among the en-
lightened minority all were ~ot with him. 13 \ 

'i . -
Abramovi~ch had inadvertently entered upon a two sided struggle. He 

knew the common people at first hand, was committed to their welfare, 
~ 

13Yosef Yehuda Lerner in Hame1its, 1866, no. 39. Cited'-J,y Weinreich, 
"Mendeles onheyb," \\ 351. 
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1 
moved by their, suffering and prepared to do all in his power ta help. To-

,ward that end, he had previously contravened the literary aesthetic of the 

Haskala·by writing in Yidqish', 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 the hostile hasidim of Berdichev, an~ was 

compelled to speak to bath. of takse was his res~onse. On the surface, 

the play would be an expose of the corruption of the communal officialS'~f 
1 . ~ 

Berdichev, who ruthlessiy exploited t~e poor Jews. 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: Setting the Dialectical Stage , 

"1 

Di takse differed from its predecessors in many respects: languag~, . 
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 drafllatic fonn signaled two intriguing possibilities. 

On the one hand, it tied in with indigenous pop'ular artistic expression. 

Though no fonnal Yiddish theatre yet exi'Sted in Russit wandering min'strel 
, 

troupes- such as the accompl ished. Broder Zinger ("$ingers of Brody") had 

begun to wend their way through th~ Jewish towns of Gàlicia and Russia, 
~ 

performing rhyming tales of familia~ joys ~nd sorrows. 14 Though Abramo-, 
"'Ilot' ) 

vitch's p~ay more closely resembled Yiddish Haskala ~tece~ents such as 
- \ 

Wolfson and Euchel-s, Israel Axenfeld and Shloyme Etinger, it nonetheless 

dre~ on popular associations, and could be convincingly presented as the 
J 

work of poor Jets of Glupsk (Berdichev). Moreover, dramatic form allowed 

for greater flexibility of narrative structure. The Glupsk Jews were the 

play's purported authors; they were uneducated and inarticulatè, and it 
~ 

would have been inconsistent fo~~them to assumé the function of omniscient 

narration: A spoken Yiddish vernacular was a'ppropriate to the dialogue of 

a play, not ta narration or l,xric descriptton. In short, Di takse's , 

dramatic form makes it literari1y possible for the peop1~ ta do the talk

ing. 

i 
140n Yid~ish theatre in Russia in the 1860s s~e A. Gurshtey" ".Der 

yidisherteater 'in di 60-er yorn funem -XIX yorhundert,1I Mendele un zayn 
tsayt, pp. 179- 220. 
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The message imparted by the form is confirmed.in the play's intro

duction, a narrative frame presented by Reb Mendele. Mendelel the liter

ary persona of Abramovitch, promptly sets up a narrativè maze of his own. 

He tells us that the play' was written by poor Jews 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 aoliving, , 

he assumed th~t the package contained "talesim, yarmelkes" or other ritual 

merchandise. When he opened ; t, however, 'he was surprised te find a pile·; , 
,~ 

of idisheveled papers, accompanied by à letter. The letter, which Mendele 
~ 

proceeds ta share with us, is a desperate p1ea by a group of p~or men of 

Glupsk. ' They tell Mendele that they are. hungry and sick, opp~essed almost 

to death by a corrupt communal administration. a "band of 'de-gooders' , 
ç [baley-toyves] who have thrown their favors upon the unfortunate ci ty and 

are leading people around by the nose.,,15 The people have tried every 
"'-

possible recourse f~ redress, fram' pleading·t~petitions. but al1 to no 

avail : 

'b~9n M b'P" D~n '~J 
.'). C~,'11l }9JVr 

But do you think the world listens to us? T~ey're r;ch~ they're 
gev; rim [. . .] 

They exploit us, suck our b1ood, and 

.,,~ 'v' l'X J~"" n'~ 1~ nJt~ JlL"'lX:l 

then bury us ten ~rfs ln the ground. 16 

The pOQr are despond~nt and powerless, and have no place left te 
~ 1 ). 

1 turn. They'_ve writtel'l a play ~o tell their story', but are too afraid of 

15 ,-
Di takse, p. 3. 

ft' 
17 Ibid,,, 10c. ci t. 
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personal retribution to publish it themselves. And so they turn to an~ 

pers on whom they can trust--Mendele, the itinerant bookpeddler: 

VP"'tt' ", JP"'9\C ..,io'o J"'I( 1111.,a 'lt,Cl l~"n '~D 
O"'tUl Dt,Cn ll"l;M 1'~ 1"K J'y_:l"l''i~1) "13 ••• iU19D 
pM n";o J"M "pnfl '''''IN )9191' '''13 ,ncM t'N ~, 

ilnso t( tHO ~S1"9'lYD" .r't( JOP!. .,"13 [ ••• ] • "o"p 
.""90 " it,C op,,' III( 

We1ve 'still gotta find sorne way ta get our story published ... -. We 
~ssure you that~~ything which is written here is true--that we'd 
swear to in our prayer shawls and solemn white srrrouds. [ ... ] We be
seech YOU, Reb Mendele, do a mitsve, a good deed, a~d brtng our. story 
to print. 7 _ 

1 

Mendele is suddenly t~ into a very different role th an we have 
t~ 

seen him in previously. Until now he,was just a simple bookpeddler, a Jew 

trying to make a liv\ng like all others. He was after a fast ruble, and 
• claimed no other commitment to the material he published. Now he is 

cl-èarly asked to take a stand. There is no mon~ to be made fram the pub

lication of Di takse. It d~'Picts a fierce rlrugg1e, and Mendele knows he 

J..wîll make many enemies by getting involved. But bY)he same token o.eople . ~ J -~-

are hungry, they are counting on him for help, and h cannat bear to re-
./ "\, - / 

main silent. Assuming great personal expense and sacrifice, Mendele 

agrees ta eft and publish the work: 

Ol'sril~!. 1 "0 0\Cil , 51 D~n ,O~l n"1" "K plK' 1"M 
",sr"P9'1' 9P"t~'· ,., Jp1.,'.l8\C IE)~\Cilsrl '''0 lM 

J"'P 0"] .·0 J"'P 09"9,~l,1 0 "1 1t,Cil ,"at .nlve 91"" 
J'911 ~"'t2 te D\CD ~·tK'9' OptPVl 0') l~il pat 0.,,1 

13.9"'" l"at nl190 "" .J"'t U1'1 ~'atOI1 ','13 !:J"M 
OP', pb o:n.'091D'1N ~'l ',Dt.c ~' 1\Cil "M .ncat 
.'JlI1511 T"t( DV DHn '~l O"S1" .J'" 'ttl 0'9" ,B~P 

". 

" 4 
17 lb id., P . 4. 
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1 thank God and sing His praises, for he has granteâ me courage and 
helped me to bring this wonderously moving story to print. 1 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, 1 swear on 
my life, true. 1 didn't make up a single word of it. So just listen, 
my fellow Jews, just listen to what has happened."18 À 

In pos k1eyne mentshele and Dos vintshfingerl Mendele went to great 

lengths to assure the reader of his non-partisan relation to the material 

he p~~lished. Why does he now f~el free to make his ~n ident~fiCftion 

clear?- No doubt Abramovitch felt perso~al1y besieged in BerdicheJ and 

wrote the play in a surge of enormous pass~on. He may have been carried 

away by the urgency of the moment and'fost artistic control over his p;er

soria. Indeed, in subsequent works MeDdele returns, at least for a time, \ 
\ " 19 0 

to a position of greater detachment toward his subjects. .' It is also 

possible, however, that Abramovitch felt more confident about the authen-
't 

ticity of his persona. Mendele is arelady a familiar literary figure, his 

folksiness well attestëd'. In earl ier works he talked so much about "mak

ing a buck" in order to e~Phasize his identification with the value system 

of his readers. Now he feels that his reputati~,n and acceptance are se

cure, and so can jump right into the story, skipping the more patronizing 

overtures. Moreover, his literary language has been greatly refined: 
... 

Mendele's speech serves in and ~f, i~elf ,to affirm his folk,~rigins. ~or 

example, in Di takse's opening~paragraph (immediately preceding the pass

,age ci ted abofe). 'Mende 1 e s teps forth and an nounces h is un di sgui se d sup

port for the p~aple in their struggle against the communal officials. 

1 
18 Di takse, p. 3. 

• 1 

191n his next fp~ works (Di kliatshe, 1873; Masoes Benyomin Hash
lishi, 1878). Mendel~;estricts himself to narrow frame introductions and 
offers only ironic~llusion ta his own opinion of his subjects ... In later 

~ f ' 
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Even as he does so, his language and cultural references somehow mitig~t~ 
, 

the rad~cal tenor of his position: 

'J1P 9~SJiJSJO Olap ,00",.,0 4 ':::110 V"57'JVO '0'$ 
. 90·1'1 )EnUJH1 l:2~iT cttn N'I!. 'V'i P~'01·'''571 OC"D! 
• nt" , l' 0 ", , 1" 1 n '" il ", [ • • .] , 1 ::l''C .,,, l) , 9" 't , C "0 ' 

9'1"" 90"'1 ", lUt nlo1j)of')'57i',.n 10 le ,o57J9001 
o~n D~n ,190'l pn"" 1'" '''H 01'1"91 .PDS1"10HD 
tillac D\Cn )lN ntotH 9"H pEl D""nVlO"lle 1'" tilt 

0"0 .V"VI:20SJP H 0"0 ,9DPKO H 0'0 01'''9'°''''9 1 
0'0 ,o""'c"np 0'0 ,C'H!.l 0'0 ,D57"9D''1DV9~9 

D "D JI te. O' J .,., n" ~ 0 " n "" 1 C "" 1 1 0' 0 , D 9 l 51' sr "n Hg \ 
••• C .. l "1:2! " .... Il , sr" 't 

,-

THUS SPAKE MENDELE MOYKHER SFQRIM. 50 says Mendele Moyker Sforim. 
Praised be the Creator who has created huge seas, countless rivers, 
[ ... ] the Mountains of Darkness, the deserts, tundras, innu~able 
wildernesses and the"great Jewish City of Glupsk •. Praised by His 1 
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, admin;strato~ of justice, lobbyists 
and with all sorts of hangers-on. , , ,20 

The paragraph conti'nues in the same ve; n, after wh; ch Mende 1 e adds: 

.JC"lte '''H J"1 '57ntt Dtt' O'J, 
But thaf s a 11 bes i de the poi nt. 

Except,of course thatit's precisEri-y the point'. Mendele has thal

lenged the most basic institutions of the traditional Jewish establiJhment. 

p Vet he has done 50 with such a fri~ndly tone and ramblill9 cadence, a first 

'~. hançi fami 1 i ari ty with God and an ~asy humor, that ra ther than al i enati ng 

~eaders he has reinf~rced his comradery with them. Indeed, the struc

~ tuie ~f his social critique seems dire~tly inspire~ by the native folk 

., works (Fishke der krum~r, 1888; Sh10yme Reb Khayms, 1899), however, 
Mendele becomes a full fledg~d character in his own right. freely interact
ing and open1y siding with other characters in the story. 

20 ,,$. 
Di takse, p. 3. 
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expression which Abramovitch had encountered on the beggars' wagon. Com-
If:; 

pare, for example, Mendele ' s 1 ine, "Praised ·by His be10ved Name, Who chose 

us Jews from among"lrll the nations, 4and bestowed his favor upon uS' with a \. 

Tax ... ," with thé previous1y cited Yiddish saying, "THOU HAS CHOSEN US 

FROM AMONG THE NATIONS: So why did you pick on us Jews?"21 His disc1aim-

~ er#notwithstanding, Mendele's opening lines say exactly what he wants them 

ta. By adopting the language patterns of the people he.~einforces his 
, 

identification and gains entry into thei!, world; Ms lingUi;..tié med.;ium ;s 

itself an important part of his message • 

. Still another, and perhaps,most significant factor is indicated by 
,. '/ 

Mengele's exp1icit espousal of his cause. As much as h~s ~anguage has 

changed, so too have his politics. In earlier works the imp1icit social 

theory was tha t of cl ass i ca 1 ,En 1 i ghtenment. Si nce the proponents of En-

1ightenment were open1y comp1icit with the reactionary regime, they were 

considered heretics and traitors in the eyes of the people. Mendele 

'therefor.e let his own proponents of Enlightenment (Gutman and the LUvak, 

) and their respective protegees Takef and Hershele) s~eak for themselves. 

(He offered his taait approval, but was careful to keep his distance. If 
~ . 

now, in Di takse, he can overtly identify wit~ the cause of his charac-

ters, it is 1argely because that cause itse1f has changed. In his Hebrew 

essay of 18(i7,Ab.ramovttch had intimated a definite- ideological break from 

the c1assical Haskala. His goal now is not the simple IIpropagation fff ' 

Enlightenment," but rather defense o'f the p60r in their struggle ëlgainst 

wealthy communal officials. The new struggle, though intrinsically more 

21 /. Supra, p. 41. 
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, . 
radical, is nonetheless more acceptable in the eyes of the'pêople. It i s 

not a heretical program imposed on the people from the outside "for tneir 

own good, Il but rather addresses an ill1lleditte issue which the people them

selves regard as important. It champions their own cause} attacks their 
"',1 \ 

own enemies. Mendele is able to bri'ng his social theory out into the open 

because it now corresponds with that of the people, exp.ressed in their own o 

langÙ'age ahd on thei rt terms. ' 

A mu7h broader q stion, however, is raised by Mendele's overt poli

tical identification. f Mendele now sides directly'with the ,people, then 

to whom is he speaking, whom is he trying ta con vert? If he no longer 1 

feéls it necessary to prowl about as a "travefer dis~ised," hiding h1s 

own sympathies while slipping a dose of alien Enlightenment ta the comman 

. people (wrapped in their aNn language), then for whose benefit"is the 
.,. 

Mendele mask now intended? On one level t of course~~ele merely con-
11 

tinues his didactic haran~ue ta the Unenlighten~. If he 1S not ex-

posing the folly and hypocrisy of their religio~S o~curantism, then at 

least he is exhorting them to action in the new struggle. But in a brpad-

"er sense, Mendele's new found honesty implies that the whole thrust of the 

didactic message has now shifted. }fter all,~in 1867 Abramovit~~'made it 
cleàtr that he did not consider the people solely responsible for their 

\ lot, but insttad took cognizance of a broader political ,context. That be-. ~ 

lng sa, he now addresses not only the people, but also those who are in a 

position ta influence and improve thelr condition. He addresses not only 

. the Jew1sh masses but also his fel10w masktlim; who unti 1 n~ have re

mained bli.nd "ta the peo~le's real, struggle. Mendele is no longer, o~ at 

least nct only, the person~esigned ta speak the maskil's words ta the 

--~-_._---~----
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people; the mask has taken on a J,aous-like configuration, spe'aking not 
~ 

only to the people but f2!: ~em. If Mendele no longer need reitèrate his 

concern with llmaking a living," if he no longer need shore up his identi
(l"'~ 

ficationc'with the values and life style of the people, it 1s as JOOéh'due 

to the fact ~at~he a~dresses a different audience as ft is ta ~e re-
..... , 

finement of larrgua~ or transition of ~heory per se.' Mendéle is-asked by ~ 

the Jews of Glupsk to publish their own words and carry their story to the 

world beyond; it is therefore the lIouts~de world" which 1s" des1gnated as 
,~ , 

the new audience, and for whom Mendele, that master of disguise •• must now 
o 

refine his language and reposition his mask. It i~ true. of course, that 
-

Mendele's ~ctual audience may not have changed all that lOOch. He was 

writing in a supplement to HamelHts and read by maskilim al1 a10ng. But 

until now the maskilim ~ere colleagues with whom~ramov~tch shared his 
\ 

professianal~PF and' teChniques; now·they ~emselves are being. spoken ta. 
~ 1 

Thus we r~turn to a central question: if Abramov1tch now directs 

the thrust of his ~riting to his felloW maskili,,!, if he now speaks idèas 

less ta the people than f2!:. them;tthen why shoul-d he continue to write in 

Yi.ddish? As l have all'eady suggested, this dilenwna prov1des a large part '_-':. 
\ \ ' 

~ . 
of the play's underlying dr~ic tension. The first fnklfng of resolu- • 

tian ,..y already be apparent\: Hendele', introduction. Hen~.le tel.l, us. 

that the play has been written ~ people themselves. He 1s obviously 
~ . 

moved by their predicament. He assures us that the story "is, 1 swear on , , 

IllY li fe, true." si nce he has seen a~ much wi th hi s own eyes in the course 

of his travels. Vet Mendele 1s a.persan of wide learning, conversant with 
o , -

~ . <=) Hebre~ a~d friend1y with many German-speaktng maskilim (such as Gutmln and 
---~-

the translator of Dos vintshf1ngerl). If he really want,d to offer the. 

• -~ 1\ '.) 

, ! 
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pl~y ta a wider audience, t~ br~n~,the plight of the Glupsk p~~to the 

atteition of the world, then~why would he not prepare or cQmmission'a 
, ., '1 

164 

. Hebrew or German~ranslation of the w6rk? The answer, we may infer, re-

, sides in .the ,strength of the ori gina 1. The play is' th~ work "of comman • 
. ' >4 ~ , ~ , 

people; it derives its power precisely fram the authentic imagery and 

idiom of their native speeéh. As the ~upsk Jews·characterize t~~~ice 
\ 4 

in their caver 1etter to MendeJe:, 

I~ 0"'" u",n 'S71'll~ J~N ,~ JD~n o'no ,.~ 'ttl 
1D K ll~ ,'9~'9~ 9l9~~,a9~ 1D M 111) ~IP'~.,-K 

. d"~ 909'tt Jill "'1' 1<. r"~ D~'~ ,J'''' 9;)'''P'''10'~' 
Jill) ftK ,nl;)N"O-~~!1!l J1~ ,t'~lyl)'V'~! O~ll "El 

, Pl) ~IP ~ ,~~ D~' [ ••• ] .J~Ol!10 !1l91\t'"",V" 
,'V .. , O~" Jpo ~~U .'9'l"P JIN '!1~"n 90D'n'~D 

"'1 J~N OJ!1'SUl"'N Jltt t)IP"'Mf.) lp!V l J9l~C 
" .. VlP18~"'9' 1D.~ JUI "'i' N r~~ Dle' ,OYO'10 
c~, 9~9'~VO" 0'!1" .'9'l~P V~~, ... 90~Vl\tn~D 

.. '. [ ... l .. "J, P 
P1ease be aware that Trom Qur letter there cries out' ta you a voice 
of many broken hearts, of many unfortunate Jews. This'is a voice of 
p'oor people in dire need, of artis'ns and of downtrodden,men. [ •. t] 
This is' a voice of wretched~women a d children, whose husbands, 
nebekh, have been sent off and lock up in prison. This is a voice 
of dl§heartened, homeless Je~ish~chi dren. Listen, Reb Mendele, lis-
ten ta this voice. [. ~ ~122 ' 

'. 

Yiddish and Yiddish a~one expresses he voice of the poor. The 1an-" 

'guage ~e~fore assumes"~ differènt functi n, a different "alestheticll than 
~ l " ... (..,. 

it n'as' prev10usly. It is no longer. employe as ~,~Inecessary evil,'l a 
, \ ",J ' & 

utiiitfri4n concession to readers ~~ unders~nd no other tongue. To the 
, , . 

contrar.y. Abramovitch wants .to brtng the me~sage of Glupsk ta the world, 
,4 ~ 

and 1re considers Yiddish the most effective medÙ.IIl for so ~eighty a task. . , -

~nl~ thrd'ugh ,Yiddi~h (or\, l,ter, a Yiddishi zed Hebrew) can one acc~rate1ç: 

. portray the world of the c~Hmon Jews as they themselves l ive and see it. 
\ (1 / {'\ • 

220; takse, pp. 4-5~ / ~ -1' 1 
) , 
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The merit of Abramo'viteh's ne~ aesthetic will be born tut ,in the play it-

self, as 'well as by al' his subsequent Yiddish writings. For now<he is \ 
, 

de~enni ned to g~~ the langtge, al'fai r tri~a1. If ~e. is ass i gning Yiddish 

(. a new functi on, he wants to, make sure that i t wi 11 mus~er' ~ 11 its latent 
~ . 1 . . u " 

power, that it will weathe~ the transition from a spoken vernacular to an 

•• ! 

", , 

effective literary language. It is this fune7ion whieh he now turns over 
, \ 

to Mendele,at the close'of the frame introd~ction. 

Metrdele tells us that the manuscript he received was in a terrible 
. (] 

state, with pages out of order, torn, tattered and spat~ered with ink 

spots: ' 
l' • 

" ' , r 

[~ .. ] 113"" V'1~·~ttD 11"''''MD '.;":'''9M9 pMB rJ1U te 
-'STtl'S7 .PJ''''''S7'1 ,"', JvnVl t3'J '''te , .. ln::l ,~, 

J9l ft
' CV)ST~D '1"~ .~J·tl tl"O t3PP"B'MD ,"'n 

J "tt tll"''' ,','C:l J9Jtttl"V1 O"J o',vn'NIl JS7tVUV1 
••• 1S7'1ov"n V::lV"t39 13"90V1 '~l I3W" 'Vtl'V ,~; M 

[I recei'ved] a big burg1e of papers, scr1bbled on all sides. [ ..• ] 
The manuscrpt was not very neatly written. It was spattered in 

\ 
pla~es 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 ehoice but to take' the Ùberty of editing and polishing l

• rustl-
! 0/ d 

'ing the play into presentable' fonn. ' \ 
~ .. 

Here, l believe, Abr.amovitch presents a precise metaphor for the 
1 

\ predicament of any author who seeks to mold a literary language out of a 

pre-literate or semi-literate vem'acular. Until now Yiddish ha~ embodied , , 

il ,1inguis~ic "L" or "Law" function,24 perceived as an imprecise, . 

2301 takse, pp. 3, 5. ,1 

,-,,. .. '-' 
~ r 

~4I1L" and "H" are standard linguistic'tenns. 1 first\eard the~ ap
plied to Yigdish during a lecture by Joshua Fishman on the Tchernowitz 
Language Conference. MeG111 University, March 7, 1979. , 

J 
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grammat~cal1y and 
, r . 

syntactical1y disordered spoken lp.ngûage, full of "ink 

spots" hiding essential words and concepts. Rather than dismissing the 
-,. '" ior 

language, or the manuscript, ~s unredeemable, Abramovitcn sets Mendele to 

the task of refashi on 1ng the ilL" i nto a new "H," a "Hi gh'~ or . :~ 

function. Ttle t~sk was by no means easy, as Mendele infor.ms 
~ 

Plt'P9 l C'll'N Il'IK '1, 11J91 ''10 ~'1K DV ~,;:)" 
1l$" 1 '1K .0 ;\10"91 SI '11 J nt ll'" l;tt - lU$ii 1.N \' 'Il 
-l",ac ,"'n'yo'9 il'N 14:l"Kill"tc t3lPi'91 O') "'10 

.. ll$n 1 '1K ol$n cV' lU '90"51" "~9 K 51 P'O l'PD 
••• n19'Ol 93"'0 ~·lK tI'p~p1 J9'9 l 

1 i terary 

us: 
l' 

To make a long story short. my eyes had practically fallen out of my 
head before 1 had gotten everyting whooped into shape. 1 couldn't 
resist sticking in my own two cents worth every now and aga;n, based 
on what 1 had seen, and heard in the coufSe of my travels.25 

Mendel~ allows,himself generous editorial license, dropping a9d add-
t1 . 

ing scenes, polishing the language and adding a table of personae 

dramati s at the play' s start. We can assume that these editori al t;tsks 

consti tute the "two cents worth" ("mayne a par verter") which Mende le can

not res;st interjecting, based on the experiences 'of h~s travels, i.e., 

literary conventiôns and devices which Abramovitch is "bringing back home" 
~ l 

after his own "travels" as a reader of fore;gn literatures, Thus Di takse 
" . " stands self-cb'nscialÎsly\s an experimental work, where AbramoVïtch will 

try to fashi on a new Yi ddish aesthetic, a 1 i terary "H" out of an i nart.i <;u-
. , 

late ilL." It 1s the work's genius, as we shall presently observe, that 
~t' 

the linguistic experit,ent is i'ntimately bound to the play's story line,and 

dramatic structure. Mendele meanwhile is unable ta conceal his pride in 

what he perceives ta be an artistic succeSSj he constantly intrudes him

self in llIe text through ex'P\a~~'tary footnotes, ostensibly to set straight 

2501 t k 5 a Se. p. . ... , ' 
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" 1 
the)play'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 ir fashioning a viable nH" out of the torn and tattered "ln 
• 

wi'th whi ch he began . • 
* * * * *,* 

Thus at the end of Mendele1s frame introduction we know of two im-, 

portant changes: The social struggle which riecessitates the literary work 

is no longer that of s,i.mple Reason vs. Obscurantism, but is nowa material 
\ 

struggl e' be$Ween rich and poor. And secondly, the primary designated 
• • " 1 

audience of the play incl udes not only untutored aews who ,speak only Yid-

dish, but also fellow maskUim:' That Abramovitch gives 'us this information , 

in the opening frame implies thpt the real~ramatic development of the 
• 'tl'ro 
play will lie elsewhere, perhaps synthesizing the two. The mask~l who has 

read thus far will marvel, "Whew, Abrainovitch has gone' through big changes. 
\ 

l'wonder how he Qot there?" and the play will be able to relate that story. 

, But the mo'-e percepti\te reader will as)::, "Abramovitch sure has gone through 

big changes. But how can he continue to write in Yiddish now that he has 
• 

;ransc..ended his original didactic functton of speaking to the ma.sses~:1 

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 êLddresses ., 

the outside world and a Yiddi~h vaice which(seems inappropriate to the 

task; ,it i s time for the play ta' begin. 

-- ---:-' -~"i"'-L •• _"_'Z117.7711-1lar- ':.} 
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,. 
3. Rich and pgef 

Di takse ts structure~n five acts of four, rive, nine, six and nine 
~. ~ 

scenes respectively. The acti~n spans sixteen years, from 1856 (the ascen-

sion of Alexander II) to~1870 (the present, more or less), and focuses on 
""', 

• the admiofstration of the communal Meat Ta~ in Glupsk. Amid great plati-

tudes of "publ ic service, Il the rich have conspired to establ ish a monopoly 

· 4 over communal governance. As the years go by the rich get~ re and more 
.~ ,. 
'§reedy., "The main thing," the self righteous Reb Itsik Volf Spèdik tells 

us as he pores over an open Talmud in the first s&ne, "one-must have 
'26 money. One mus t have money, money, money." The rich "do-gooders" heart-

lessly raise the Tax time and time aga in, driving many poor Jews to desti
"ft> 

tution and the.n embezzl i ng the co ll,ected funds i llto thei r own coffers. 

Any hints of public opposition are met with by extortion, bribery, reli-
--:1 \ . .. 

gious denunéiation and, as the play progresses, outright violence. 
:. 

The salient feature of the play is the division of Glupsk into two 
, 

sharply defined and mutually 'hostil e camps: the rich and the poor. "Who 
- ~ , 

is the city?," one of the wealthy communal officials asks, "US or the pau-

pers, the arti sans'? ,,27 The li nes are drawn by crude stereotypes: ~he rich ' 

,are hypocritically pious, devious and above all gree"" while the poor 'r)' 

(ostensibly the authors of tQe play) are indigent but good-hearted. The 
~ , 

• 
rich cut each other's thtOats; the poor share" a mutual support and camara-

dérie which could"r"ivat any p~asant colJltl4.ne of contemporary Russian Popu

list 11ter~ture. 

260i takse, p. 7. 
f 

\ .-..... , 
---~ 

• 
27 Ibid., p.'I41. 
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By drawing such sharp lines be~ rich and paor Abramovitch an-

nounces an important departure.from the social theory advanced in earlier 

works. In Dos kle ne mentshele he attacked the \'litt1e menu who live off 

the weÇllth of the r, the "legitimate" rich man. "The gevir," we werer 

assured, IIhas money and is still a fine person. n28 Now no such distinc

jtions are made. All rich are lumped together, as we have seen in the ln

troductory letter: 

• • • c ., ':J. l l pl" t "'~t " .. , J Y l .. , ... \' 

They a re ri ch, they are gevi rim • . . 29 

All poor are simi1arly 1umped and labeled; they are characterized as hard 

working or unemployed artisans, "cobblers, tailors, carpenters" and the 

li ke. 

It wou1d be anachronistic to suggest that Abramovitch was.depicting 
• ~' 1 

a clàfss struggle in the strict Marxist sense; Marxist categories were not 
1 <. 

widely accepted in Russia ~ry.~~l .their introduction by Plekhanov twenty-
<1, , 

,five years later. ' If anything: Abramovitch r~flects the infl~ ~-=q 

, Russi an Populi sm, the i dea li za'ti on of the poor predOOli nant ~i n contemporary 

works by Tchernishevsky, Jltgenev, Tolstay and others. If Russian writers . .. " 
cauld s;ng the praises of the peasant commune, then Abramovitch eould 

" ~> 

turn ta his own paar; it was only incidental that the Jewish poor were of-

ten urban workers who happened to fit the Marxi st eriterian of....'lI pro l e-
• ,P j. 

tarian" producti on. 30 
, 
, 1 

290; takse, p. 3; supra, p. 161. -,,'" 

30it was only after the failure of peasant ~~pulism in the 1870s 
and 'BOs that'"Russian (and most Jewish) intellectuals began to turn their 

. attention to the urban poor, thus open1ng the way for, the acceptance of 1 

Marxist 1deology in Russ1a •. Since Jews cOOIpr1sed a disproport1onate per
centage of this urban "proletariat," they quick,ly bech a prime focus 0If 
Social-Democratie agitation., Jews play~ a leading role in ~ewfsh ~nd ' 
non-Jewish Marxist par.t1ès. through the 1.~17 Revolution and beyond. 

,1 j " "_, l -

1 
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,/ 
- " As for the po1a~ization of rich and paor which Abramovitch portr~s, 

\ 

th~s w~s wholly consistent with hi,storical facto We ha~ a1ready nated 

the perv~ive economic upheaval of the 1860s. Though Jew~h rich and 

paor generally ,~Jre not engaged in a d:ir~ect employer-employee relati.on-
• 

ship, they were. in daily contact in the synagogues and on-~treets, 

and their lifestyles came to contrast more and more sharply. Add to . 

this the fact that the rich had pretty well monopoli~ed the institutions , 

of communal administration, were ~ften corrupt and at the very least 
l ' 

were unwilling or unable to meet the needs of unprecedented nurnbers of 
( 

poor who were accustomed ta turning to the community for support~ and 
~ ~ ~ -' ~ 

the situatiôn appears explosive l~d~. In his history of the early 
1 • 

years of the Jewish(socialist moveme~t, Ab. Menes cites many examples 
1" 

• j 

of open revolt by poor Jews against communal ~ffictals. and sees in this 

~ direct precursor of the full fledged class struggle~which was to erupt 
~ ... 

three deaades later. 31 The~rise of Hasidism among poor Jews ~ften provided 
(\ g 32 ' , 

a focal pÈ)~nt Jor communal revolt.( Mahler indicates that tax resistanc7 
was so widespread among Hasidic populations in Galicia that areas w;thout 

~ ,. ,,;or ' 
seme form of resistance could·be assumed to be non-Hasidic areas. In 

one well known case, the solidarity ~f Hasidim in" L~berg in 1830 
~. 

31Menes, "Di yidishe arbeter-bavegung in'Rusland fun'onheyb 70er 
Mzn, sof 90er yom, Il H1stori she shriftn, III, esp. pp. '1-8. After the 
Holpcaust Menes bagan ta romanticize a lost world~ he reversed his position 
of the present essay and d~picted the shtetl as a place of great harmony 
between rich and p,0or. See ~'The Jewish Socialist Movement in Russia 
and Poland," The <\Jewish People 'Past and Présent, II (NY: CYCa, 1948), 
pp. 355-368. 1 

32weinryb,~The Jews of Poland, pp. 284-294, mention~ sporadic popu-
1ar uprising~ against corrupt communal officials since the 1770s. Supra, 

.p. 18. ' 
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actually prevailed over a spec4al government-sponsored Rabbinic cannis

sion and resulted in a reduction in taxes. 33 

Both the ric'h a'~d po or in Di takse are more than cOOIposite ster~o.,. 
'i ' ,~~ 

types, with only superficial differentiation of individua1 cha~cters. ' 
"' ., ) ~ 

The story line is clearly dOOlinated by the rich. Act One goes back six-

teen years and describes the se1f-serving "sacrifice" with which the 

rich assumed control of the Tax. Act ",wo tells Vt further detail of 

the growi ng greed' of the do- gooder.s, as they manage to channel more and 
~ , 

more public money into their own pockets at the expense of the poor. 
" ' 

Act Three is entitled "Acts of Rebellion," but in reality offers on1y 

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 
1 

struggle begins. In the Fifth and final Act the conf1iCt of rich and 

poor climaxes in direct confrontation. 

w~y is sa much of ~~e play' 5 attenti on given over tq the rich? 
/ .' ~ 

This is sure~ not intended to impart dept~or understanding to the indi-

vidual char6cters. Each rich man is a self-contained stereotype, whose 

disposition is fully predetennined by his n~e: Reb Itsik Volf Spodik ( 

C'Fur Hat," a traditional ,gannent of piety worn by rabbis and scholars), 
.f>. • '1 

the self-right~ous hytocrite; ~OYShe Bal Takhli s, the" master
l 

of "~raftical 
details"; Arn Knekhtbarg (IISlâve Mountainl/), the perennial lackey of 

the others~ No attempt is made to understand or curry sympathy for the 

ri ch. The ~xt i ntends ~o' more than ta expose hyp~cri sy and' iJ 1 will: 

since the purported authars are
J 

paar, th en it is obvio~usly the rich who 
, ... 

31Mahler, Der kamf tsvish~ haskole un khasid~S in Galitsie, 
pp. 31-32. 
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are under, a ttack. But a certa i il amount of the di sproporti ona te portraya 1 

may also be attributable ta the l iterary language itself. Abramavi#:h 

had honed Yiddish to a fine edge, but it was still most effectively em-

ployed fa!, satire. The sharpest, andffunniest~ language of the play • 

canes as blatant. hypocrisy and self-deception in the mouths of the rich. 
.f 

As Miron points out, Abramovitch is bound to an "aesthetic of ugliness '';" 

hfi still' perceives Yiddish as an " ugly" language which, though enormously 
'" 

"exp~essive, i5 still best suited for "cornic mimesis." Thus in a dia-
, 

metrical conflict between hypocritical rich and 5uffering poor, the lan-, . 
,{"' 

guage can l t help but impart the brunt of attack, a~â hence the bulk of 

t~e dialogue, to .. the rich. 

, 
, 1 , , 
< " 

/ 
But if an""aesthetic of ugliness" still prevaqed in Di takse, / 

( 

, 
\ \>. 

it "tas itse1 f an object of transfonnati on., Meyeefner points out tRat 

later'~ 1869, irrmediately after\ the publi~ation of Di takse; Abramovitch 

i ssued the fi rst edition of 'Fi shke der krum~, in wh{ ch emphas'ï s shif,ted 

from a t'k on the ri c~ to sYmpa thet1 c port raya l, o~ -the poo;. 34 As we 

have suggested, the evolution of this aesthetic"itself constitutes the ", 

real dramati c crux of Di takse. This is best evidenced b~ the poor who, ' 
-' 

in con;rast ta the rich, are afforded only a frac~ion of the p'layl s d!a-
logue. They do not even appear until the Third Act~, where they' are pre-

sented as good, simple folks bound in silent cameraderie by a COIIIIIon 
• • ;1! 

povertyand suffering, yet unable ta muster the unit y or voiee with whtch, 
f 

ta de'yd themselves. The ~oor actual,'y sp~ak' il only ~i9ht of the r 

playt s thirty-three scenes, and in eacb 'case ttH s f s done wi th great 
P' ' 
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hesitation and difficulty. For.,example, a typica1 stage direction. giVi!n 

parenth~ti ca lly before a poor man speaks. reads: 
, 

1 (."Hp P,"'S1tl'!i tt 0"0 ,iI~l~i1 0'0 i"N~).,: 

'(With great hlBlli1ity, with a tr~bli3g voice. )35 
t' 

If the dramatic development of the rich traces their growing greed 
~ 

and connivance,' then the dramatic development of the poor depicts their 

.. 

o"going but futile attempt ta find an effective voice of self-expression. 

At one point, lhe II pi'ous" Spodik depreca~es the poor as 
J 

,C'S'N~-'Op pM 1ytlD'" _'9'''ll1 ,n1:)N"c-'''9~_ [ ••• ] 
.01'lI10 P,g J""P 0'3 l'''~l't 117JVi' cN,n "\. 

[ ... ] artiSî~~tailors, cobblers and illiterates. Who don't ev~ 
know a si ng1 e 1 i ne of the Hebrew cOIlII1entari es. 36.. j' \~ 

The poor' âre uneducated. They have no functiona1 knowledge, of Hebrew~ 
Whatever expression they do find must therefore come in Yiddish. 

) . 
But here Abramovitch steps beyond his earlier tactical recommenda-

tions, for we see that'the use of,Yiddish, in and of itself, is not suffi

cient.!> Even in their native1.ng:age thé poor rerifain inal"ticulate. 
1 

tremf)ling andrgroping for words. The rich v;ew the inarticulateness 
• • • 

~, > of the poor'as, their ~n greatest weapon~~ as long as the people are 

'unable to speak, they are unable ta o;'g~ze and oppose the çtooked admin

As Nosn S~ifres, a parttcularly despicable communal" 
• 

istration of the Ta/ 

functi onary, boasts to the ~ and hi s crony: 

,57"\ ,Y" ,ph, Ji .... , ~JV;' .... ; T'M 1"1" r~'Vi1 'P11 t. ' 
)90.,9l,wT ,J'90ltP ""1 ".1\tJ 19 l "'1' -1' .,"te J'P .,,,"pp,' '~l ". a::nt"1 J91'11' ilVI"" q'11to' "1', 

""" l$,:"eIJ ,OlMI 'P"1 a'DtÇ!ina 'leD K '\U n"9 
, .)0"1' '."le J'te 

Il 

3501 takse, i>. 62. 36 Ibid., p. 67. 
.. 
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Who 1istens ta Jews when they ery out? 1 know my Jews, ha ha ha. 
They're just like ~osquitoes. They get together and start buzzing 
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, about, buzzing something terrible. But all you1ve gotta do is flick 
your hand and lhey scatter in a 11 di Iiee ti ons. 37 . 

Here tHe confl i ct of r.;i ch ànd poor reaches i ts bottan line: '. the poor 

• t' a~. appressed because they 1ack the sel f-expressi on w; th wh; ch to defend 
, 1 -

.; \ 

themse1ves. Until they are able ta speak--or find! \~ spokesperson to 

speak fo·r them--the dramatic confli-et set up ... between rich and poor can 
\ ' 

'., have no resoluti on. 

Thus the p,lay turns back to the underlying question of voiee. If 

the' people cann~t speak themselves, and if 1iberation depends on articu-
• ... "l.f 

latian, th en someone must do the ta1king for. them. The stage fu11y set , . 
1.. • 

as the spotlight shifts ta one Shloyme Veker (IISo10010n Awakèner ll
), a ' 

~èmi-autobiographical German maskil living in Glupsk who inadvertently 
(' 

finds ,.himself smack in the middle Qf the canf1 id between rich and paor. 

, Veker, the' only full-bodie~ character in the play, i~tagonist who 
" ~ ft e ,li 't> , • l 

, wander,~ in and out of the act1 on 1 s~rveyi ng the oPPQsi ng ranks of two-
, . . 

dimensional rich and poor. As the liman ~n the middle,1I the literary . 

projection of Abramovitch, he alone will be able ta intervene in the 
'-

v'ocative stalemate, finding resolution for"bOth ,GluPsk and himself. 
l , \. 

1 

( 

• il 

, " 

37 01 -&kse, p. 67. - r 
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4. Shloyme Veker: The Trànsformation of Voice f. 

Shloyme Veker is the protagonist of Di takse. In each of 

Abramovitch's previous works a single protagonist has served as the dr~ 

matie 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 merft§héle was buffeted between 

the oppressive childrearing 6and parasitic economy of the old world and 

the kindness ~f the mas~il Gutman, finally finding resolution ~n his 
• 1 

deathbed bY,accepting th~ truth of R~son and renouncing the explottative ~ 

\ 

eçonomic ~ole which made him rich. Likewise Hershele of Dos vintshfingerl -i 

sets off in search of p~r~on~l fortune,1moving from the superstitious 
, . 

magi c of the al d s tudy hou'se ta the Il rea l magi c , Il the power of Sei ence 
~ ( 

and rational thought' imparted to him by the L1tvak. Each story Qnds 
\, i 

just at the~ point where the pratagonist canes to accept the message of' 

En 11 ghtervnent p"eached by the maski l : -1 ts i k Avrom dies ~ and 

settles abroad. In both the se stories the. maski 1 was only 
• i, ~'!'J ' 

a single-faceted character who ~1-esentW the lIideal" towa.rd 

protagoni st would grow. The maski 1 undenrl~nt no" grCMth or" ransforma-
,. , 

tion of his own. TlTough Abram~ovitch d1d ma~e occas1onal a lusions to ' 

the tactical fnefficacy of his maskilim (particularly Gutman) that cri

tique remained more a part of the "S'tory About"a Story" than t 

'" Itself. 1I He was writing propaganda.,Jor Camion Jpws, and Wa'S umt1l1ing~ 
, ~ \ 

except in a tangent1a' manner, ta use Yiddish ta discuss his personal 
r " ~ .litt, t • 

"\ .. 1 ; ('>-~ 

'. pr~amen~ as ~ masktl 1n Russia. ' . . ~ 

ln Di ~takse, .hoWever~he des1gnated audience has changed. 

Abr~~~h_ DOW addre~ses hls fell ... œaskl1lm. It 1s therefore only 
, , 

, ,s, 
\ , Il 
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appropriate that he-.,picks up where he left off in Dos vintshfingerl, re-
1 

countiQg the story 
J 

of the maskil himself. Unlike Itsik Avrom and J 
Hershele, Shloyme Veker begins the play already "converted" to 'the d09lla 

of Enlightenment; his dramatic'course must therefore carry him through 

a~very different odyssey of personal growth, exposing him to widening 
~.'") 

social and intellectual horizo~9 and, ultimately, tel1ing thelauthorls 
, , 

own story. We recall, that Abramovitch broke frein the classlcal Haskala 

ln two separate stages: first by ~hanging his voiee fram Hebrew to ,Yid
J: 

dish, and then by changing his social theory from bo~rgeois Enli9htfnment 

ta populist materialism. Veker too must pass through each'successive 
1 

~ stage of tran5formatjon. in order to con~~y Abramovitchls story and open 
'" the way to a broader synthesis. 

t Veker l s fi ~st tran~fonn~ti on, that of "~Oi c~, eanes in the Fi rst -., - , 

Act. The time is the :,late 18505, a few years after the start of the 
" 
" 

play1s action. Veker sits in a comfortable armchair i~~~e well-
~ ,- , 

appointed home 'of Reb Itsik Volf Spodik, w~iting for the latter to return 

fram one of the interminable religious functions at which he officiates 
/ , / 

(for due pecuniary cOOIpensation, of course). At tMs"point Veke; i5 
'! 

the classical maskil: well meâning but naive, unaware of the greed and \ 
" 
corruption of Spod1k and others 1n the communal adm~nistration. Mos~ 

s1gnificatnly. he is still committed to the medium of didactic Hebrew: 

as he wa1ts, he leafs t~rough a book of melitse poetry. . -
While Veker reads, 'the door suddenly opens and in walks Geda1ye , . 

Pi kho 1 ts (" Geda 1 i a Woodpecker"), a fe 11 aw maski l who has j ~ a rr1 ved 
~, .... 

1n GluP$k fran Veker l s hanetown of Tunyadevke e'Dronevi11e")., where he 

t jl 
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~ 

~ had b~j!~Lworking as a govemment rabbi. 38 Veker and Pikholts are close ~ 

fri ends. They greet eac~ other wi th wann hugs and ki sses. But ft' s 

,_ ObV10.U~ that there i~ a grey ~eal of distance between them: Veker 1s 

soft spoken and na.ive ll :ikh01ts has the hardened tone o~ s(Jl1eo:..~ 

has "been there and bac"" and knmols better. Veker innocenYlf inquires 

about the state of affairs in Tunyadevke~ 'poking fun at the local "Litt'le 
r 

Men." 'Thus he dE!llonstrates that his social theory is at exactly- the 

. , 

" 
same place as Abramovitch' s was ten years earlier: he cOfl8E!11ns the par~- , 

- -. 
sjtes. but assœes that the econanic organism itself 1s fundamentally 

r 
sound. 'i 

p 

Pikholts for h;~art has learned d~fferently. He is filled with 

anger and frustration, and cannih restra~ himself fran a passionate 

monologue in which he portrays the real state 'Of affairs in Tunyadevek. 

He says that n~t only are the Little Men, the "parasites," at fault, 

but that the gev1r and the "1 egitimate" rich are a1so to blame. None 
'. . 

are engaged in productive enterprises. The rich get richer through their 
" --.-"''' 

crooked admi ni s trati on of cOIIII1una 1 funds, wh; 1 e the CaIIIIon people go 

hungry. 
. ') 

Veker is wide-eyed with astonishnent at Pikholts'-S)fUry. To at-
. , 

tack the rich en mass~ ;s ta admit to a mater; al) ~onf1ict which under-' 

mines. the maskil' s ~iew of a world divid.ed along the s~mple lines of 

Enl1ghtel1llent and Obscurantism. ~ Veker 15 prepared to dismiss ft a11 as 

an i sola ted phenanenon, unt~ l Pi kho 1 ts 1 as hes balk: 
~ 

381n :an attempt "to assert greater contra', aver the JewiSh" cannun
fty, thé Tsarist regime establ1shed its own "enlightened'\ rab61nical semi-' 
naries. Graduates, knClfn as rab1ners .• , were. sent to Yari~ tCMns where 
they would pl'a\lllably effect tfie iriôdem1zatiOn.·afo eventually the as-. '. 
s1m11at1ort", of the Jew1sh population." " 
,'" ~. , 

\, • '--, c~ 
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So you think that in Glupsk you·ve got it any better? 1 think~ on 
my 1ife, no~! Just take a 10ok--you·l1 see that in your city, as 
we11 as in other Jewish cities, the poor, nebekh, li; buried ten 
cubits in the ground., Oh, sure, there a re a" sorts of good, pi ous 
men, who with protestations of altruism and religiosity set aside 
all their business dealings and devote themselves on1y to communal 
affairs, worrying only about the common good. One of them is an ad
ministrator of the Tax, one is a pavierene [1], one isla lessee, one 
a trustee, one is a professional-advice giver, one a big shot, one is 
the Rabbi·s relati,ve, one a member of the gevir·s family, one toots 
his own horn, one i~ of aristocratie descent, one is a favored grand
child, one has a grandmother in Erez Yi1roel, one dances at every 
wedding, one is a town father, one is ah heir apparent, and one is 
just a hi gh type Jew. 39 " 

"1 , 
1 quote Pikholts at such great length for two reasons. On the 

one hand he sets the s t~ry li ne of the play. l ooki n9 ta the 'corrupt ion 

of the sundry"communal 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 implic;t !11essage is that YiddJ,sh is the most effec

tive mea~s of portraying that structure. What other language can convey 
~ 

39[}j tall 16 =-...;:;;;;.;.;",,;.::.s=..e, p. .• 

H 

·1 

\.. 



. 
f 
1 

J 
1 
1. 

; .' 

179 

such.a ra inbow spectrll11" of ~OOIII~na] bi 9 ,hots? It stands to reason that 

the world of East European Jews i s best understood through the; r ~n 

terms, and in this case Pikholts provides a marvelous catalogue of those 

terms. We remember, by contrast, the Gutman and the Litvak spoke a high-
.~ 

ly Gennanized Y.iddish, which aften times was barely comprehensible. New 

bath Pikhelts ana Veker are giv,n a language of enarmaus authenticity 

and 'express'veness. 1 have su~ested that the underlying dramatic theme 

of Di takse is its justification of Yiddish as a literary language with 

which to carry the plea of poer Jews to the world beyand. Thus Pikholtsls 
) 

ma~alogue sets th~ stpry line in two ways: It points up the schism of 
-

rich and paer thraugh the corruption"of the communal administration, 

and at the same time it points ta the vocative possibilities inherent 

in Yiddish. Veker1s challenge will be to rec9gnize and synthesize both 

dimensions of Pkhalts's speech. 

Pikhalts hi~self. in the meantimè, is unaware of the potential 

power of his language. His eloquence merely follows fram his anger~ , , 
as he continues his attack against the corrupt rich. We have inferred 

from Abramovitchls 1867 essay in Hamelits that Jews alone are not re

sponsible for their sufrering. Pikholts. reaching a crrendo of out

rage, now spells this out in vivid tenns: 

... , ,1511"l • P" 't$'lO, 0V" &:J'Il N Y"M 0"'11 nrD 
, J $1P' , .. , , 0 J1 "$11 0 .. l J V po " 'ft" " '1 'D .J 9 l '" l 

P;:,"57t tt 'l$l110,.,:H J"'PI l:Pl ,"., l',..n OR" ,1:I'1l1f'9 
'VllV1 .. , tlt;cn B"" ,"M .,VU !0"M n 91 .J=>p,:a'NIl 

, po J 1 M 1 51'''' 't '" 't ne Jl!O 1511' l "''' 1?te" Dten , Il ", l " 
0·1 11,,., !) np ... t i ••• YVPS'''BM '9'570DJ"1) lOM 

.,~" 57:l01. J:a," "''t, .• '91'9'' 9t:211 J:a~n ... t ,1''''''1' 
_9l'MPKI 191"" ,"" ,pD9 JM ,"'t:I""Mb "''' ,'·1191 pM 
~1I"S7n Otell '~J ,Jpll"'.B\t"M .,,,., '!7"'t 19l9P'}1M 
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People ~re always ye11ing and camplaining about the Jewish masses, 
nebekh: they're 1azy. they're unhealthy. t~ey're stubborn, they've 
got no desire to educate themselves, and all sorts of other offenses. 
Geva 1t! 1'11 scream back. What are they guil ty of? What are they 
supposed ta do, when they're stuck under such an oppressive adminis
tration? ... Jews, 1 swear to you, are not guilty, they have good 
hea rts, they have coomon sense and sensi ti vi ty. they understand what' s 
up. they' re obedient and can swal10w loads of crap. But of what 
use is it if they have no luck. if they're' just downright misfortu- l,' 

nate, if for years on end they've a1l been eramped together in one \ 
place like sheep, if they've been eut off fram other worlds and have 
no fresh ai r to breathe? 

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 i s strong, she demands her due, she'll use any means to per
petuate herself. That's why we have that whole col1~ction of per
sons [the comnunal officials] about wham we've just spoken.~ •.. 
In addition to them there are many hotsy-totsy Jews, whole packs 
of profess1onal matchmakers. teachers, God's self-appointed right
hand-men, and all sorts of other persans of rank. They all want 
to eat, and they all have a soul which they must keep alive, they 
all have nattiral hllllan instincts, they a\11 want to live! 

1 1 19 
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Against Nature [Le., the Will to Live] protést is of no avail. 
~st hèr, ~dv;ce ~nd witticisms won't help; she is om-nfPotent! 
~j't's no good, Shloyme! It's a pit y, 1 swear, upon our poor 
1 i tt î e Jews. It' s hi gh ti me that they were a 11 owed to brea the a 
little, ta snatch a b'reath of a;r. 40 

...../ .. 
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Pikho1ts's speech ~reaks enonmous gro~d. He postulates a clearfy 
, 

defined materialist understanding'of the Jew1sh experience. If Jews 

are backward ~r ecanomically pàrasitic, it is becau~e they must adapt 

and survive amid hostile conditions. Survival 1s the inalterable IlLaw" 

of Nature ll
; it is therefore the hostile conditions themselves which must 

be attacked and tra'nsfonned. Pikilolts reiterates Abramovitch' s essay 

of 1867, maintaining tha't as long as governmental disabilities persist', 

as long as Jews are restricted to the narr~, overcrC1t'#ded social and 

economi c borders of the Pale, they cannot be b 1 amed for ,thei r limited 

intellectual horizons. 

The broa~er implicatiàn of Pikholts's materialist analysis is that 

simple idealist palliatives are no longer vlable. Good ideas alone are 

not enough to transform social realities; rather, those soc;a1 realit;es 

must be transfonned b&.for~ews can begin to think about good ideas . 

Pikholts is led" by his ma~rialism to a seemingly irresolvablelparadox. 

His role as a maskil was 'ta convey the "good idèas" of Enlightenment. 

Sinee he now rea11zes that the people are materially unprepared to listen 

to Ms message, there i,s no longer any need for him to speak. Pikhalts 

has arrived at a dliëd en~. True to his name, he can "peck away" at the 

problem. but 1s incapable of a radical assault at the root.' And so, 

he conf1des to Veker with a heavy heart, he has resigned his rabbinical 

post in Tunyadevkè. 

4001 takse, pp. 17-18 . 
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Pikholts's words weigh heavy on Veker. Just as 'Itsik Avrom and 
. ' 

Hershele underwent long persona1 odysseys before they could.understand 

and accept the explicit message imparted by Gutman and the Litvak. sa 
. 

too does Veker need time to assimilate all that Pikho1ts has just told 

him. At first he can't quite ~elieve his ears. H~~ asks naively why 

the people don't rebe1. Pikho1ts answers, in the tone of one instructfng 

a schoolboy in the ASes of Jewish history: 

~'N' ~llN lN 19l~C ~t ,llN,W'9' 19191 J91~t ~ 
~ll1C 1&$1 J9P 'n1DtlC sr;M 'Vtl11K 'V" . t~~~ \ 'l'''' "11 J l' .. n Il pM J'''~ ""11 

Jews are downtrodden, they think that this is the way that things 
must be. Who among all the peoples of the wor1d can suffer and 
remain silent like Jews?4l ~ 

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 

exploited; and they're oppressed and exploited because they remain s;

lent, they have no voice~with which to fight. 'Pikholts sees no possible 

resolution; 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 bottam line dependent on language, on 

the Jews l silence. If the Jews could only be made to spaak they could 

rebel, and the impasse would be broken. Veker (and t~ reader) seems 

to intuitively understand that which Pikholts does not: that voice 1s 
, . \ -

the key to the entire social conundrum. All the wh;le that Pikhàlts 

has been speaking, Veker has sat with the mel1tse book still in his hands. , ' 

Now, at the end of Pikhdlts's lengthy monologue,. ~t the ~xact moment, ., 
of stalemate, Veker looks down and sees the book. The contradiction 

1 

41 01 takse,' p. 19. My emphasis. .. 
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of material reality and Haskala methodology swirls inside of him, the 

pressure builds. Suddenly Veker·jumps ta his feet. With uneontrol1able 

angui sh he rips the book! /,What are you doing, Shloyme?1I Pikholts asks 

with alann. Veker answers, ')with a touching voiee": 
~ 

~MQ K J~~91 lnN" J'po~P 9,pt'llK D~n DM' le '·K 
'Dpll,pn ," q·u .D~:l:t-l::l"O·' 'l'lK ~O'M' ln,," n9113. 

"" ,1~'''1) 9'9'" Jpl1Kl'fpll)-'K 0"""1:) " J!tfn JO'~' 
,'J ltt "p '~p ,,1" 'DI1 • J 51 11''' O~~1191 /:). r-iinfoplfn 

. ,_--.lJJp1 r"''7'l ,lpll'l 111pl .1'9·"'0 JIM J'PD~" 
. ,"'05'''1\f 'VliltH ,P'HD '~Jt'llK nl1tJl n'~'~Dc",'p pr"," 

[j) DilI ~ l J n 9 ., ] ,. 51 P OK "lue 'p Jl 1" 0 , 11' ~. 1 K .011 , .. ~ P "N.I) 
00'" '11) .~,·It '9""'" '9' IU'Dplno/D,,"M 'D""'ple 

.1,11'" IX ,'ttn51l 1"'2191,O'J 19J'" J', ... (Op90'" 0"0 
_I::lKl !1'90~l'9 19J" l'H lll\t", lIO J570 ••• 'l'"al1 Ile 

D9B9 p·n 51''''21 tnliD J"9n ''-'0 :"'~'l 'P'ï ! ... 'll 
- ,~, .p'" PDP't.C P'9

"
l1R 'ND .IP,·n DPBJ' ,HU:! 

I:),~ '9' '''H ", ,J~o I~ o'~ '9' '''" ~, j,n''''l 
.JP,'n IJ 

/ 

l'm doing that wh'ieh our ancestors did a long time aga; during .the 
debaele of exile by t~e rivers of Babylon. On the willows there 
the chai rsters hung thei r lyres; they had no more dèsi re to s1ng 
or play, they wantetl only to lame~t, to wail, and to give vent to, 
their sorrow. Enough of singing, Gedalye! Enough of writing verses 
of melitse, while our people, our peor people, suffers. By the River 
Gnilapiatke [near Glupsk] l too will rip the strings fr(Jl1 the Jewish 
lyre. (He rips [the pages of the book] impetuously.) Jews ~ere 
not born to sing and play .... One must have more serious matters 
in mind. Remain here, Gedalye. Together weill try to do something 
here, te accomplish something for our poor Jews. Here, Geda1~e, 
here 1s the place to do something, this is the place to act.4~ 

Thus does the play reach its first moment of climax. The maskil 

Veker has IbeJn transformed, he has rejected the melitse voiee of the' 

classsieal Haskala. From here on he is cœmitted ta action, to "more 

serious matters," to effeeting change and -help1ng the poor Jews of Glupsk 
, . 

.- in their material struggle. Pikholts listens to his, friend 1 s exciteQIent 

420" tak 20 .---. ______ s-.e, p. " 
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with the air of one who knows better., Hê responds ~atiently ~hat ,he, 

Cl want~ no part of Veker' s plans. "You want ta work amon~ Jews1" Among 

Jews, he exp;ains, you can expect nothing but' derision,"and' failure'. Vou . ,. 

wi 11 do no .more than engender the hatred of the peopU~ yau are trying ~ 
. 

ta he1p. The dr()/ming man a1ways tri'es to dr~n hi~ wou1d-be rescu~r, 
, , 

• the si ck man a lways resents his doctor. P! kha 1 ts reiter_a tes a tragi c_ 

,dilemna: as10ng a~ -the rich remain in control, ;the paor wi11 be hungry. 
\ .' 

As long as the poor are hungry they will remain llosed ta the message 

of Enlightenment. And as long as they are unerllightêned, they themselves 
, i • 

will persecute the maskil who,tries to he1p tnem: 

pu u,'pn ~, 1 J J '''~:1 J ~K ,~n K 1 --, "1. ~~pD D~ 
.,~~l 9~~~1 '9' ~'O ", O~KO 190 Jll~'~~K 9·tK 

~ 1 

You1re missing a haïr in your beard an~ the jig ,is up, your name 
becanes ,mud. 43 

ç 
Where does one go frOOl here1 Pi)'ho1ts seems justified in '.eaving 

; . 
the scene of struggle, in opting out of a battle in which he is doomed 

to failure. He goes the way of Itsik Avrom and Hershele, by leaving 
<11 ,. \ .. 

the contradictions of Russian Jewish soèiety behind ,him. But despite 

Pikholts's admonitions, Veker deci~es ta remain. He is canfronted with< 

a fundamental paradox, which P~bolts himself cannat resolve. But be-
fi C!-

cause he daesn't yet fully understand all that Pikholts has tried ta 
, 

tell him, he is not yet troubled by the latter's paradox. ~ He 1s ther~-'. . \ . 
fore willing to apply Pikholts's teachings to<the socia1 reality .of Gl~psk. 

Just.as Takef needed his own life story before he could fully understand 

Gu:tman, Veker wi 11 need' to explore Gl upsk before he can understagd the " 

,social dynamic portrayed by Pikholts. Ar:'d Just as Hershe1e fused the . , 

" . 
"43.. -Di takse, p. 21. . . 
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explicit t~achings of the 'Litvak with the ~ative voice of Kabtsansk, 0 

Veker might yet find synthesis betwèen asp~cts of Pik~olts and aspects 

of Glupsk .. and 50 find a way out of Pikholts' s impasse. ' 
., 

If Veker cannat yet understand Pi kholts 1 s angry social theory, 

l' 

he has at least been transfonned by his pronouncements regardîng vOiee., 

Veker staQds up and rip5 the book ofmelitse. As he does so he indieates , 

tha t he may al ready be a step be,yond' hi s mentor. Pi kho lts had di sca rded 
t ,-

melitse"and asslJ1led that furt~er ccmunication with the people was impos-

.. si b 1 e. Veker hasn' t yet found a new medi tJII, but, he does hi nt en; !JIIati c

ally at the possi bili ties. Hi s analogy of the'Babylonian exi le 15, ~ery 

telling., It was in Babylon that the "melitse" of more ancient Hebrew 

... poetry came to an end. Jews were outcas t and sufferi n9. and, there was 

\no room for lyrical verse.' But even though,the poets and choirsters 
- \ 

"ripped the strings frOOl,their lyres," they hardly remained silent. They 
, 

did turn ta Il 1 amen'ti ng , wailing and expressions of sorrow,': -to "more 

seri ous matters. Il But in sa doi ng they produced seme of the greatest 

art that the J'ewish world had kncNm. "By the waters of Babylon 'we sat 

dC1t'ln, and there we wept when we remenbered li on. l', So too does Veker 

pass frmm one artistic stage to the next. He has rejected the melitse of 

the elassica) Haskala and awakened to the, social reality in which he 
, . . ~. 

'lives. Out of ttfe condition at "and, '~by- the.waters of the ,River t 

Gf.lilapiatke," he too may fashion a new aesthetic',/a new vpice ta c~nsole, 

sustain and champion his people. 

, , 
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5. Sholoyme Veker: ~he Transfonnation, of tOCi,al Theory 

1 have suggested that the course of Veker's persona 1 transformation 
, 

runs alm,ost exactly parallel wit~ that of Ailfamovitch himself. Abramo-

vitch abandoned the melitse of the classical Haskala early in his career 

and'began writing in Yiddish in 1864, but it took him at 1east unti1 1867 

bef,e he underwent the ntheoretical n transfonnation which l~d him to a 

materialist understanding of Jewish experience., Thus is Veker made to 

. traverse a similar coùrse. In his encounter with Pikholts Veker's neyes 
, 

are opened" and he dramati cally rejects· the voiee of Hebrew me) itse. He 
-' ' 

is a good dea' slower, howev~r, in catching up with Pikholts in tenns of 

a rejection of claisical bo~:geois social theory. - As we have seen, when 

, the two friends f~rst met in Spodik's house, Veker inquired after the 
f • 

k1eyne mentshelekh, the "Little Men" of Tunyadevke, thus attacking the 

parasites ~hile assuming the economic organism itself to be sound. 

i Pikholts did much to dispel this assumption, saying that al1'Jewish rich 
1 

are corrupt, that even the gevir makes his wealth at the expense of the " 

poor. Veker, however, remains naively optimistic; he is too much the 
• 

empiricist to accept Pikholts's analysis at facè v~lue; he needs to find 

out the truth for himself. Thuswhen he prevails on Pikholts ta remain 
, \ 

in Glupsk, he assures his friend that he can secure him a rabbinieal post 

through the offices of Reb Yudele Shtandhaft, the.loeal gevir. Pikholts 
. 

responds with contempt: 

'" ~~n '~'kJ 'p' lpn ~, K J~t ~~K '~9n ~~O~DJ~' 
1 '0 l '1V n '''''1 '''''', J1~ cV'~ 9;K l $TU , 1 "~11 1·0 
, ~ J [...] el SI " , , tH X "9'" t J 57 P 39" ." C J1 N ll~ D 

.1C"1kl1 11 ~,"n 'y",t t 1'9"9D.tt . 1"} t ~.N D9-· 

, 
~_._ ...... _----- ''If'' ~~"_t'illi~ 

1 
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• t; , 

11 11 be a rabbi here only at such time as the masses want me, when 1 
am appointed and win the confidence of al1 the vrieh and poor equal1y. 
[ .. '.] But~thatls still a long way off.44 , 

It shou1d be pointed out t~t even Pikho1ts ls militant1y'voiced 
'. 

social theory is severely eire'wnseri.bed by a 1iberal frame. His ideal is 

politieal democracy, a free e1ection in whieh rich and poor can parti ei-. . 
pate equally. He as yet has no vis10 of social or economie democracy, 

" 

of a society'in which class disctinction between rich and poor are 

e1imin~ted a1together. Yet Pikholts was n'o the1ess radical in the con

text of his time; even the Narodya vo1ya, the most extreme of the anti-. , 

Tsarist terrorist groups of the 1870s, held out constitutiona) democracy 

as its chief demande 

Veker, for his part, -is hardly prepared to accept 50 seemingly 

,radical a social theory. He still views the Jewish strugg1e as' u1timate

ly ~ne of Reason vs. Obscruantism, in which the exploitation of the poor 

by the rich is not the cause but rather a serious consequence. ~uch of 

the play must therefore focus ~n the dea!ings of the rich in order to 

convince Vè"er, differently, Le., that the material strugg1e is itself -at 

core. Veker's tra~sformation of social theory is a long process, which 

\bui1ds from 'tlhe point of his "transfonnation of voiee" and does not reach 
. 

,its own trjlnsfortnational 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 ta fault ~rich for their irrationa1ism and re1i

gious ~retent1ons. The rich are the defenders of re1igious observance 

/ 

' .. 
41 Di takse, p. 21. 
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and the old s~atus quo. 
CI • 0 

"Jews must remain wha:t they are," says the Hasid 
. 

$podik. The rich constantly, profess a "self-less" concern with the reli- " 

gioQs virtue of tne community. 

Suspicion of religious hypocrisy was alr~a~y prevalent in the folk 

consciousness. We have observed the sort pf proverb which Abramovitch 

had likely encountered during his travels with AVrom der Hinkedikef: 

.0t$1 Jill '90"'n c~n ."U' nt 'VOJS7J c~n 

T-he closer to the synagogue, the farther fram GOd~4~ 

This same realization slowly dawns on Veker. There is an inherent im

'morality in the dealings of the rich, disguised in the robes of religious 
, ~ 

piety. The entire corrmunal adminis,tration rests on a base of religious 

sanction ~d coércion. J~wS must paya Meat Tax~because the~ need kasher 
.. -------\ , 

meat, they pay'â Candle Tax because they~ed candles for light' and 

ritual purposes. Abramovitch would not have gone so far as ta advocate 

o the abolition of basic religious practic~s'such as kashrut (dietary laws) 

and Sabbath observances. As far as is koown he kept k6sher in his own 
f 

f • 

. home. What he does attack ;s the way in which these practices are ex-

ploited by the rich" for their own profit. A'good example comes in the 

Third.Act, when a simple hand-worker leads a delegation of other poor 

J.ews before the conmunal council ~ beg mercy ,for hfmself and hi~, chil

dren. He says that the Tax on ~dles is too prohibitive. What's more, 

the persan licensed with the candle concession has been' saving money by 
. . \ 

mixing the tallO'f! with pig fat, which causes the candl~s ta spit and 

sputter. S1nce'only the, poor rely on the candles in the first place (the 

45 Supra. Part One, p. 34. 
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rich have oil lamps"}, the poor must bear the full' brunt of the burden . 
\ 

The worker pul]s out a candle to prove his point, whereupon Spodik yel1s 
o , 

. out, IITreYfenik~t", (user" of unkosher products). and chases him out the 
• G 

door. The ri ch then ,reso lye the matter bi rai si ng the Tax' even hi gher. 
1 

As Spodik concedes, 

.il,tnD N ,"tM PM "''''1'01'D 

Pi et y ;s al so a conmodi ty. 46 

Thus does Veker slowly realize that. the issue is not Reason vs. 

Obscurantism per se. 
, JI • 

Religious observance and superstition are·not prob-

i l~s in and of themse1ves, but rather the tools which the rich employ . 

to facilitate the;r exploi~ation of the poor: This represents a mar~ed 
'" shift fran the classi cal Haska la, and therefore AbramoY-'Ï-tch-t-ak-es-time - ,'-

to sJPp~rt his case with'many vivid examples. The focal point of this. 

dynam1c is the gevir. Class struggle was postponed in Dos kleyne 

,mentshele because not a11 rich people were corrupt: "The gelfjr has money 

and 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 intentions of the local 

Glupsk patriarch Shtandhaft. Pikholts had responded: 

~ D J 9 pt, • 1 , ND' V ~. J 1 lP '" D "li. ., , i'l91 ., 11 , " M 
"'DJ9P t, .":11 1""'" P'il ,"p ,'''ll I .... P ~.J 

,ODM'Cl"'" )"'P ~~'l t'M C~M "'1 .1~mMn'JM~11 ~'J 

J"l '~l "'~" 'V ,"l '~J Oll.·~ 'p ,)O'npl l''P 
.C'M 1Mb ,. t o'n ,nOl r" '" o"n .·M • JXt J 

. 
1 teli you, Shloyme; youlre still a novice in the se matters. 'You 
don't rea11y know any ~ev;r, any local rich man. You don~t really 
know Shtandhaft. For im there is no friendship, no conscience, 

'he loves only himself, he on1y looks out for his own needs. Aye, 
Shloyme, watch out, watch out for hi~.47 . 

4601 takse, p. 41. 47 . 
Ibid. 1 p. 21. 
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Thè test of the m~tebi·a1is·t social theoty set forth by Pikholts will 
, 

190 

therefore depend upon the b~avior of Shtandhaft; if t~e issue is jndeed 

one of cla~s strUggle,r:hen tne geVi~ h1msélf must be proven corruPt. 

Shtandhaft get~ his chance i~ the Fourth Act, which brings the' 
~ u 

~ r ' 

action up to the present tfme (ca. 1870). , Here all the .threads of drama-

, 1 

ti'c 'conftict beg~n ta ~onverge. A rurnQI circJte~ that the g~vernment . ~-------L_ 
is considering abolishing Jewish communa~ taxes altogeth t 

time. public opposi~ion in G1upsk is slowly beginni to, mount. Sht~ndhaft 

sees in all this his big chance. He plans to ta e over the T~x for himself 

by instal1ing h~s own front man. This would ssusage popular aisconte~t 

by shoWing a "change" in administration, an at the same time wou1d _______ ~__ 1 

, 
give Shtandhaft the chance to force out th "lesser" rich men and reap 

a11 the profits of exploitation for hjms lf. Veker, in the meantime, 

knows Qothing of this trech:ry . He is til1 naive--thou~h growing rapid1y 

more conscious--and ~~ seeks out Sht dhaft as his last resort for help 

in the impending crisis. He ma 5 a passionateplea fôr the ,stc,rving ... ' , 
chi ldren crushed under the yo of excessive taxati on, and then \mwi tting1y 

hand by asking to take personal res'po~sibi1 i-:. 

ty for the Tax "for e good of al1." This 1S Veker l s last chance, his 

;e i'n the per~na 1 di si nterest and' phi lanth~opy Qi the' 

Shtandhaft and hi~ cronies just laugh derisive1y. 

In th very next scene we are given final ~proof of Shtandhaft's 

utter\corru tion.' A poor m~n, a yoyred who has lost everyth,ing,48 ... 
, 

, . 48A 0 red i s d paor persan whd was once we 11 off. Accorcfi ng to 
the tradi fi 0 Jewi sh reckoni ng, th1s 15 the mas t d 1 sma 1 fonn of pov-
erty. The se e of betraya 1 fe 1 t by the YOlre~, who was· once ri ch, echoes 
Veker ' s (Mn fe ng af betrayal by his ,imag ne "a11y,1I 

, 
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1 
~ appears before S~tandha'ft Ja~d begs for mercy. It 1S very difficult ~r 

" , 1 

• the man ta speak. He, as'sures Shtandh~ft that he is not accustOOled to 
"'1 "~ 't #Q 

begging, but anything is better than having ta watch his OWD children 

starv~ bèfore his eyes. Shtandhaft remains unmove9, unwilling ta get 
, ~ 

i nva 1 ved. He fi na 11 y gets macf" and chas es the poor ~n out the door, 
~ , 
screaming after him~ "Go, go ta Veker. 1I He then sits d(:7im with his cronies 

\- and plots the last detai1s of his takeover. It is decided that all opposi-. . 
,1. 
f 
l-

f r 
! 
i-

l 
·1 
~; 
l' 

-.. --~~---

) 

tion will be ruthle$sly crushedl As Shifres sarcasticàl1y put~ it: 
, 1-

'6P1"" ,~9PJ1D .J""M ;O"ll",H '''l t:I'K9e' 9"IlVe' M IV" 
.pn ,"~'D~ " I1Vl '~l D9 iVc 9'K' ,'9;0"D ", O'C 

09 1"'" ,,,,,t:I~ pKl 'vo""" J .... 1 1-"t Dp 0V11 f9""',51" 
nU';) ", ,t"a ,;:C"cv " lltl Jut 1tcl .'P'''11 t:I""~ 

-~lD'I" .1...ttND"9''''1~ 'OY11 DY l'Ut l"'l~Ht C"N f,vn 
!9n .V" ,V" ,~"I'~ P"g"g 09' O'C Jl'l:C 

Wnen a little sheep begins ta tug at its tether, baas and kicks its 
hee1s, all y,ou1ve gotta do i5 give it a quick spanking, ha, ha, ha! 
After that i~'l1 become goad and quiet. And if it cries out again, 
then keep on spanking it, until i~'s sàpped of !?' its strength and 
collapses in a heap with its belly but~on to thz:skY, ha, ha, ha! 

Ta which Shinder chimes in: 

l~" no .lllll Il''a tl·J IVP JS10 ne ,l'" O"CI7'MI) D9 
• " • ,P'l tJ "0 

\ Of course. If you can1t get by with good, then get by with evil. 49 

-
The gevir and his cronies gloat over their new plan. They light up Havana 

cigars, arder imported herring, and prepare to reap the full baunty of 

, corrupti an for themse 1 ves. Of a 11 the' IIdo-gooders ,II i t i s the gevi r, 

the IIl egit1mate:1 rich ma;: who is the ve~y wor~~ o~ all. 

~us does the play set the tone of ;deo~cal conversion and pro-

gress toward its next climax. 

4901 takse, p. 68. 
t' 
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Act begins. U~l ~ew, Veker has ;ns;steq that wea1th itseJ~is' not at 

issue, that the on1y prOblem, is one of corruption and parasitisme Until 

new there has been an ,~mplicit faith that wealth "justly" acct.aDu1ated 

could be moral, proving itself by paternalistic philanthrepy~ New we 

are impliciuly told that wea1th itself is corrupt~ Even the gevir, the 

patria~h, comes to his wea1th by i11icit means. Wea1th is gained on1y 
, - /' 

at the expense of others; in order for ~ome to prosper, others must be 
, . 

made poor. Eve~ more poignant is the~fact the Veker himself has been 

192 

betrayed. Unti1 now, Veker defended the gevir, b~lievlng him ta be a 

philanthrapist and a "rational" man. New the gevir shows his true calors, 

l~wghing at the respect and trust with which the maskil regards him. 

Veker has been suckered into the role of the rich man's apologiste He 

has been made ta pick up the pieces { to ~ssuage the casualties. Now he 

can no longer rema;n blind: He knO~hels been duped. The old battle 

lines between "rational" and "irrational" are no longer applicable. Ob- 'j 

scurantism is but a tool in the conf1ict between the traditional rich 

and the traditional paer. The only strugg1e now is the class strugg1e 

betwèen those who have money and power and those.who do oot. Confronted 

with an empirically observed social reality, Veker fina11y accepts the 
, 1 

lines of conflict suggested by Pikholts. He recognizes the absolute po--. '. 
larity of rich" and poar on which the play 1S stru~tured •. 

In the first scene of the final Act, Shtandhaft's't~keever is al-

ready underway. He wants to assert his control over the re1igious insti-
~ 

-tusions, and instructs the shoykhtim, the "ritua1 slaughterers," te call r 

certain chi,ckens unkosher. A poor man, AY%ik Zaike ("ISaac StuttererU
) 

submits his hen to thè slaughterer and has it rejected: Things have gone 

n s. ---_._---_ .. __ . 
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too far, and Ayzik is unwilling to accept this injustice lying down. 

He'persists, demanding a ritual explanation. The shoy~het 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 fumb 1 es about, tri es to worm hi s way around the Law, but 

in the end can1t come up with an answer to satisfy the crowd in the syna

gogue. He backs off, and promises an acceptable explanation by that 

afternoon. 

The dayan in turn submits the case to the do-gooders. They too 

are stumped. They rea1ize that they1ve been'caught and decide to let 

Zaike's chicken pass, though they instruct Spodik to boycott any event 

at which such a hen may be served. Meanwhi1e they have bigger problems , 

in the making. It seems that the governor will be visiting the city, 
( 

and they are afraid that someone will slip him a petition protesting 

their craaked administratt6n. Suspicion natura11y fa11s on Ayzik, who 

has been raising suc~ a row, ~nd on Veker, ~he naive f~ol who refuses 

ta be corrupted. They contemplate violence and other means for dealing 

with Ayzik. As for Veker, Shtandhaft is willing ta paya bribe of 20,000 

rubles to be rid of him. But the others tell him to save hts money; 

,if Veker decides ta cross them, then they'" simply denounce him as an . 
apikoyres, a religjous heretic. His German appearance and accent effec

tively discredit his proteste 
1 

~ They still must deal with Ayzik, who refuses to ~e scared 'or boùght 
-

off. They go put and manage ~o ex tort a pr.omissory note signed by Ayzik, 

1ssued against a loan,which was long since repaid. They plot ta use 

the bogus note to frame Ayzik and get htm ar~sted as a debtor. 

, 
.' 



l 
1 
\ 

i , 
l 

iQ 

.I ____ .. " .. ..,.,._~- • 

Veker meanwhile is still reeling fram his disillusionment with 

Shtandhaft. He decides to come to the defense of the poor, enjoining 
1 .' c 

19~ 

struggle himself against the çrooked rich. All night long he stays awake, 

revi ewi ng the camluna l accounts. By daybreak he has uncovered conc 1 us ive 

evidence of gross embezzlement. Just then, in runs Toybe Leye, the wife 

of Ayzik, who blurts D'ut the news that Ayzik has been framed and arrested. 

T~is is the last straw for Veker, the ultimate proof of the perfidy and 
. , 

ruthless greed of toe rich. The class struggle is inescapable. Here 

then comes the s~cond climax of the play, the point of Veker~ idealogical 

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 ta accept'the new ideology. Hè 

underscores the magnitude of the transition by contemplating suicide: 1 

OY'N .nlltt oalp Dy ,,"N l~l IP"tlll' M C))'lp 
'9D91 lJ~tl1l" nll'po M '~l ,"t 9PN~ ,D'lN 

'57'''N ,n"x P;)"9~N Hn ,,~ 'P'''N 0'"10 '9' 
!n,'u JW"" J'V t111 D9' Pl) " .. ., nr 

Someone buy ~e a rope! l'm telling you. we're done for, it's just 
tao painful! Better ta die than ta see such troubles, than ta suf
fer under the heavy yoke of the Jewish exile. 50 

The play reaches its second point of climax. Veker sinks ta the 

pit of despair, but it 1s not he who dies but the social theory of the 

classical Haskala. Th~ transfonnation 1s complete. Abr~ovitch, more 

and more the artist, sets the scene at dawn, when the grey is dispe'1ed 
1 

-and a new day bursts forth. Materialism has replaced bourgeois idealism, 

class struggle has replaced the struggle of rational vs. irrational 

ideas. Al1 that 'remains is to implement the new social theory in praxis. 

5°01 takse, p. 83. 
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'6. A Final Climax: From Theory to Praxis .. 
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Vekèr has fin~lly accepted the social theory shared with him by 
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1 Pikholts in the F.irst Act. He has now passed through two climactic trans

fonnations: he has rejected first the voiee, and now the social theory' 
\ 

of the classical Haskala. He now faces an enonmous challenge. How ~es 

one defend people who are too ignorant to appreciate outside he1p? And 

how does one implement a materialist social theory and defend the commOn 

peopie in the face of an omnipresent reactionary regime? Pikholts,had 

no answers to these dilemm~s; and so abandoned the J~_ish sphere. New 

Veker final1y faces the same impasse as Pikholts. But the moment is 

too urgent, and his dedication 'too great, for him to con~ider 'leaving. 

Just as he passes his second climax, when he rejects suicide and emb'races 

a materialist theory, a new and final drama begins to unfold. 
, . -, 

As the sun rjses, the door bursts open,and a poor Jewish woman 

-r runs in ta beg help for her sick husband and starving childr~n. Veker, 

now fu1ly aware of the context of class struggle, is at first inéensed: 

!nl~lo-""srl ", nr C"'l IO"'''ll "-r Ilt tI"'l 

Go to the rich! Go to the do-goodersl 51 

he screams. But ,the poor woman responds with equal passion. She says 

that she'd rather die than go before the rich men: 
~ 

tt"D J9 ... ,tr }1tt c,~n j'"!" j-r""D"'H tI"l l Ttt; [ ... ,.J 
q"'l( 0"'1 fllL~" t'111M JlD ,"lt D~"l1 C\tl1 :n5)l 

'I.~n t-rllM Jlm "1( D~'n c~n 

They don't let you get.a single word in,'they Just scream with anger: 
'Whàt do you want fram us? Get out of here! What do you expect 
fran us?'52 

51 01 takse, p. 84. 52 Ibid., loc. c1t. 
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The woman goes on with a wrenching appea1, tel1ing of her cold, damp 

hOUS;) her hungry children, her poor husband who 1s dyimg of tuberculosis 

yet who tries to force a smile 50 his fami1y will not know how much he 

suffers: 
, 

1.lVD 01 D ,"lM ,n.'~ ,MII '57111n 'Mm ~.,w 
151!.SJl R51 ,nlnl:l J\C JI'''!,'l "151 1 'PK ''1 

'~·nK l"~" l~D OOIP 'U 

, 
-\ 

Poor thing, he lies there without strength, he is weakened by hunger 
and troubles! Oy, wha t i s to be done? HCM can 1 retum hane empty 
handed?53 . 

Veker is deeply shaken by the wanan l s WOrd;., There is no abandon- ,r-

ing the stru9g1e now. He reaches into his pocket, but hasn't a penny. 

He searches through the house and finally finds a small sum that his 
t 

wife Basye has hidden away' for food for th~ family. He takes the money 

and gives it ta the paor woman. "Here J /1 he says, 

.pif K JMD '51"'te 'tell 11l"1!' '''K' o9u n'"te oàu 
no·"v ~"lK D~' l,M .Iln te ~"lM '''K o~n ON 

. .O"Pl 

Here 1 S enough money to buy a chi cken for your husband and to paYï 
the fee for ritual slaughtering. 54 . 

:./ 
The wanan takès,the money a~ her due. Lea~ng, she adds: 

•.•• 'V'9"'0 O"YllC"T 0)"" PK O"51l n13""" 

The slaughtering fee is nCM twice as much as it was •• 55 

There is great p thos. and great significance, in this scene. 

Veker has rejected the vo ce of Hebrew melitse and recognized the open 

class conflict between r ch and peor. He wants to help the'peor in their -struggle. The big question nCM is "How?" The encaunter with the poor 

53 Di takse, p. 84. 54Ibid., lac. cit. 
55 ... Ibid., p. 85. 
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woman underscores the futility of individual solutions. Philanthropy, 
" 

a palliative in which Veker once believed, i.s nC1W sh~n to be bankrupt., 

Veker was able to help the poor woman only at the expense of his own 

family. NC1W his wife and children have,nothing to eat, and what's more 

he has nothing left ta offer the next poor woman who comes along.~ ~e 

is forced tO'acknowledge the social scope of the problem of poverty; 

he is' thus po1iticized, forced to seek a more far reaching and lasting 

solution • 

The search for that solution, the need ta translate a new theory , 

to praxi s twill consli tute the 'remai ning dr:'a of Di takse. The praxi s 
~ 

will be found at the juncture of Veker's dual transformations~~ theory 
; , 

and voiee. The poor waman herself issues the challenge of synthesis , , 

wifen psbe says that she can expect no help fram the r\ch because "they 

d~n' t 1 et you get a si ng1 e ward in. 1/ She corrobora tes Pi kho lts 1 s ana ly
sis, tha t the poor (re ~nab le ta 1 .defend themse 1 ves because they 1 ad 

the wherewi tha 11 wi th wh; ch ta s eak. Th; s time Veker "wakens' Up" to 

the hi nt. their material struggle, then 

he must step ta the fore and c.hide th 

the time for praxis has come: 

ta protest. The time for action, 

, 
l3"l pU' ,'Y JVi' JVI'3 .tn:~1t~~ O'9n 'ml ", \IJ") / 

o~" D~n '9' l""t '1ln t3:)1~"'~1 !JO"MiTl'lltM '9Q 
'l" I .. t "~t OJt,"a'KD fOl""., 11~ nl"n~ J7:l?VTM/ 
tnDM CV" Jl~' nr M',D Ot(lT D~n ,1:11'0 le Y"M D\l11) 

tl'3 J"IM " 09t1:lt1'ND Dttn "IV" 1"" "Ml O::Jl "131Mb 
-"""lOIM, ", AIl 'J9SJ9'P D~" J1~ t,,"'" ., l'V" ,~ 

,el::Jt".'MII .sYi"01l'S"N10"1) JIN VOV'''.IN JU ,,:l~" 
, V"" ,0Dyn\CD '9'" lll"l "'MI3 Ottn , V"M Jo""",ttl) 
13'0 JQ?sY" 1! .,lNO' "M IVJ""' Dttn 9"tt ,JD''''''l 
'90~O ,Jo"" 11D IV"O. pM JJ18 '9' 0'0 ,el'ltU,M 
bl.tn ••• 1 J9'lUI 9I::1D',3"0 0"" D919 11."""" .. , °9 11 
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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 blacks 
h1s ears and remains deaf to the wail1ng and moaning of the unfortu
nates, of the exploited and' bf those in dire need. Oamned 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 
detached, af~id, God forbid, of getting hurt a little. Why should 

,1 hide? l have a heart, 1 have feelings, 1 can1t keep it all to 
myself anymore. 1 cannot be silent! r must go out and proclaim 
the truth without restraint, no matter if the who1e world knows!56 

Veker resolves to carry his struggle te the street. There he will 

forge h;s synthesis. So far Veker has undergone a transformation of 
.) 

voice and theory which has'brought him ùp to par with Abramovitch's own 

pronouncements. In the, balance of the play. ln the s.arch for ~s. 
Veker and Abramoyitch wi 11 break new ground together. Thi s is-Cl- hemc 

'i" ~ , 

course for both the author and his protagonist, frought with much self-
" sâcrifice and the danger of attack tram alfsides. As Abramovitch had 

written to his friend Leyb Binshtok in 1866: 

1 have bec orne so obsessed wiih being of service to'my people that 
1 have fargotten ta worry about my own small children. And now, 
when l am Yividly aware of the great sin which 1 have perpetrated 
against my own household, l am struck wi th the fear that des.Qite 
all my energies and al1 my work no one will come' to ~ aid.57 

'" 

-t 

AbràmoYitch underscores the autobiographical element of the present work 

by interjecting a poignant scene between Vèker and his wife Basye, just 
1 ~ • 

before V~ket heads out to the streét for his final confrontatio~. Ba sye 

56 01 takse, p. 85. 
57...· , Ci ted by Wei nrei ch, "Mendel es onheyb, Il p. 350. Ori gi na 11y pub .. 

lished in Sh. Ginzbur~, ~endele ,un zayne briv,1I' Tsukur,tt, no. l (1923). 
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berates her husband for his se1f-neg1e~t and self-sacrifice. for his 

obsessive concern with the we1fare of the whole city while his'own famiJy 

goes hungry. Veker answers in a humble tone, addressing his sleeping(,'~; 

children in words that ring-remarkably simi1ar ta ~br~~itch's letter 

above: 

. ' 

I1V'''51'l'P 9'9"~ 9'1"0 CD~"" ! 19"91"'., ~Illt"" 
J'lot 9"lot 151lL91 ~D~"" '''lot DJ$n i'''''''' 1'1 t .. lot 

1'1 ,'lot [00.] !17'J"teDO '9119 l-lot l'lot ,c17 l "'}t 

"1" ')7' 'Il 0'1 "\t Cll" '9"'1< DI$11 'I<D p"'" RT 
t1"" plot J>!O'''l 1:)'0 ,n"""" ,'9~'1,,,, ,) ... " ,"'0 

,"'''Sll J"P ,r~teil J"'P JllC i1 C'J "\Ct l"H ISl 11 [0"] "H )9" .CX"K "" 119" ~19P91 '9°91 10 te ,'toC 0"~11 
, J 1"'11117 J' K 1117 '/J 0" l 1'" ,n' 11 ., \7 J 9 l' 1 X l 9 l 51 P "~1' . 

[ •• 0] !Cl"'" '11 '9l"ltP1'~" 10 te 1:)157"91 "K O"ttll 
13:19"117 '51 .. t ,C:l9"RT tlV"17'l"P 9J"0 ""'0 '''0 13 .... ' 

KUt C'O ,',.I51l 0"0 ,rr' t:J'C J~KI:) 1< J1te" lX 
. ~ !'S7CP~'N:l 

Sleep. little bi rds. Sleep. my beloved little children. It l s my 
fault that YOU a11 have to sleep crowded together. in one little 
cot. [ ... ] It's my fault that your childhoods are so far fram thê 
month of May--beautiful, bright, happy, with flowers~roses. ~ 
[ ••• ] If only l didn't have a heart and feelings then you ' 4 be 
able to live a lot better off than you do now. If 1 could only 
overlook injustice, mind my own business and keep quiet, th en 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
ther with a heart, with human feelings, with such a character as 
r. 58 

For the first time Abramovitch openly employs Yiddish to portray his 
1 

, ... , , persona 1 predi cament, to te 11 hi s own story. Perhaps therei n 1 i es a 

clue to the synthesis which Veker will find as he heads into the street 

ànd prepares finally to speak. 

Veker takes .his walking stick in hand (a reminder of his "out

sider ' Sil appearance) and walks out into the main street àf Glupsk. There 
( 

r-

. the paor Jews are all astir; bunched up Jn tight little groups, they ,... 

580; takse, p. 87. 
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whisper and gesticulate frantically. The news of Ayzik's arrest has 

spread rapidly, and all ar,e aghast at how far the criminality of the 

do-gooders has gone. But despite the feverish agitation of the crowd, 

no one speaks out, no one acts: if Ayzik was arre~ted today, then 

who will be next? Veker looks upon this scene of pathetic inaction 

and is outraged. "What are you afraid of?" he asks, 

',")oC tl9n ,1l'C ,J9Jl'Cn '''! !racIV ?tt'ID '''M Ottl1 Dtcn 
JY'D D,n JtJtl ,"'lt 0'''0 "tn J~o ,J'''II,ttD P\t" '''' 

?t:I',..n 
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What are you afraid of? How much lon~er will you let yourselves be 
misled, allowing peop)e to treat you as they please?59 

Veker plunges into the struggle with all his might. He speaks to the 
. " 

people in the;r own tongue, trying ta arouse them fram their'conditioned 

fear and si lence. 

Veker recognizes the fierce struggle between rich and poor. He 

understands that the poor must 'speak out in order ta shake free of 

the yake of oppression. And, 50 far, he believes that, the sil'ence 
, .. 

of the paar is their own fault. He screams at the assembled crawd: 

!J ... .,ac yptttl ,"N 0") nrn 'lp",,,,,, JV' '''N ,~n 
1 

\ 

Who then 15 guilty if not you yourselves?! !60 

He rises to full stature and harangues the people with all the eloquence, 
~ 

passion, reason and conviction he can mU5ter: 

'''l'C 0'9" h,'10 ,"N ~ ... , ( ••• ] ''''ll''''n '''N 0'" 
" 'pD nl'"p .. , .c"'g-n"a cY' 'lUI n';li' ., t3.J 

Jll'C '91-n .'YlVD .DV'''·DND PDV" '9~lt~10 
., ·11 l,"apl ,),.'"C.,,,10"'" 'Pl'" D\tn .'51'J'P 

.,MD ll" ".lJlil 'IU ,9'9'\t~ 'p' 1 J "l'C ~.'V -, Jl"" 

5901 tak 90 ""-'-___ .;.;s ..... e, p. • 60 Ibid., p. 91. 
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Are' you b li nd 1 AY'e you deaf1 Don' t you hear the voi ces ca 11 i n9 
to you from}the cemetery, the voices of thousands of paor families, 
men, women and chi1dren, who have died out, fal'en like flies, 
the first ta perish in the cholera epidemic because of hunger and 
cold? Don't you hear the voices of the unfortunates, who, a pit Y 
upon them, haCf' never known the tas te of mea t rsi c], who in the 
course of the; l? , i fetimes qui etly went hungry, withered, became 
sick and suffered, until-their bitter torpor finished them off? 
Are you bl ind, are you deaf?6l . 

Veker's words sear through the docile crowd. Some of the people, 

with great trepedation, begin to stir. Veke~ forges on. What we need, 

he tells the people, are not more crooked charitable institutions 

but rathe,r lia means to reduce the number ,of poor in the first place .. ' 
Il . . . 

JIll J" Jno~ cV' ,IP"o~', CV" JC'n 1~ t:I"~ J'l11 
Ofl,~n JVD o~n I:I"D~V' ,~ lD"n nt O"~ l"" ,i1p,lt 

0"'1. JO'1 ~ ,o ... lt t~ O~lt PD .J,,0190 N 'WD 'VOll~ 
'KD ,l"Ol K '~D .Ol1" l( ,ttl) S7PNO C·JC 190 0~t(0 

.O"N 01"57'''1'9 J90 ,n"X1 ~ W" l"N 

• It's hig~ time to recognize the'just, the true sense of charity. 
It is high time ta realize that paltry handouts of~a litt1e bread 
fram time ta time only serve to reduce a person into a dog, a beggar, 
a n'er-do-we11, just humiliating aQd demeaning him. 62 

Veker's wards seem '~adical indeed. He has given up hope in the 

benevolence of the gevir. He rejects the s:fmple palliative lof bourgeois 
" \ 

Philanth~opy and exhorts the people, to a,c,tive struggle. But the "popU_ 

"'1ist" uprising wh1ch he envisions has:its definite limits. Even as 
,,;, 

he urges the people ta throw off the yoke of tn- ric~, he preaches 

a new al~e9iance to the Tsaristregim~: 

6tOl takse, p. 91. 62 Ibid., p. 93. 
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See here, the Govemment is good and merciful. She liberated twenty
some-odd million peasants, she wishes happ1ness for everyone, even 
for"'tls Jews. S~, seeks every means to improve our lot. She wants 
Jews, nebekh, t9-'t.b~ able ta eat, ta be healthy, and ta attain their 
due as human be~~.63 . 

For Veker, the Government is the people's last al1y against the 
q 

oppression of their communal off1c1als. He ends his speech with a 

dramatic crescendo: 

JV1JN" cV' JID 9"N 0·011 ,J'" ~"lK 9"t 0"011 
"'n ,t)lO 0"'0 ,"ll1 0"'0 Jr101PO o·t [ •.•• ] !~~"l' 
•••• 10~nV1 tlM" llt''''lP' 9'9"tl "', JIN tl~l 

"', Ol"~D ,nl01"" lI191 ,JD~"" 11 111571 
!~"'nt. 0"011 ;J'" 9'Ut tl"'Ol1 }lN 11''''19' 

R1se"up Jews, rise up from your long sleepl [ .•. ] 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!64 

What are we to make of su~h an absurdly equivocal ,battle cry? 

"Obey the Governnent and rise Up!" At first glance it appears that 

Abrrunovitch is simply falling back on a last bastion of liberal faith. 

Patr10tism was a central t~net of the bourgeois Haskala as preached 

~y Gotlober and others. Having rejected faith in the benevolence of , 
the rich; the support of the Governmenf is the last hope Abramovitch 

can cling to. It 1s tru , of éourse, that the regime of Alexander 

II was a ~1 i bera l one, heri ng in the peri oc! of Great Refonns. As 

r1:tlliHill'Rlul e that the same Govemnent whi ch 

630i tak 90 ___ ..... s ...... e, p. . 64 Ibid., p. 94. , 
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- liberated twenty. million peasants wou1d.he1p the Jews out as we1l. 

And it is true that Alexander did loosen m n of the'draconi~ 1aws of 
~... ,. 

his father. But by the same token, 1869, whe Di, takse was written, was 
~ 

not 1861, when the serfs were emancipated an the Great Reforms initiated. 

The intervening decade witnessed mounting reaction. Whi1e some of the 

Great Refonn measures continued into the 18705, Abramovi.tch cou1d hard1y 

have remained b1ind to the overa11 darkeningf of the po1itica1 c1imate . 

. Fran this perspective the equivocation of Veker' s batt1e cry mig"t 

itself be interpreted as a tacit aCknaw1edgement of, or concession to, 
1 1 

the new réacti on. Abramovi tch was pre~enti'ng a radi ca l vi ew of Jewish 

soc1etYt and had enough enemies as it wasJ' Not on1y was he attacking 
, 1 

the establishment of Berdichev, but he was a1so chiding his fe110w mas-. . 
kilim. The sheer act of writing in Yiddish wasV'ficientli suspe,st ta 

: .arran t c.uti <?,,,:"',, The un ly Way, he was goi ng to l:-:~ze hi s b\:Jolc through 

the Russian censor waS ta cloak his radicalismlon a guise of effusive 8. , 

patriotisme Indeed, the play itse1f.was dedicated to a government offi-
" 

cial in Odessa. But the protestations of allegiance are a1most too ef-
• 

fusive. In the work of ~ stylist as precise as Abramovitch the eq~ivoca

ti on of "0bey the Government and ri se up! Il ri n§\ a note of ~uch hear~y reas

surance that it borders on the satirica1~ The Government, for its part, 

was apparently bl1ssfuÎly u~suspecting of overstatements of al1ilgance--

the book passJ the cehsor intact. \ 
,/ 

) 

Abramovitch himse1f used the story 1ine of the final scenes ta 

push the playon to a less oyertly stated, but more ideo1ogica11y tenable, 

conclusion vis a vis the Government. When Veker makes his appearance . ( 

on the street he has passèd through two importa~t'stages of transforma-

tion. He speaks ta the people in their own votee. and he preaches a 
'., 

..... _--------------''---~- ~._-- -'-- -
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c which addresses their own immediate social struggle. One may think, 

then, that the masses wou1d r.11y .round him in • tri~h.nt procession 

and reclaim Glu~sk as their own--loyal ta the Governm~nt or not. But ' 

Abramovitch was not disposed toward such a simple and improbable 
. / 

tion; and sa-he pushes the playon to i~~nal climax and synthes;s. -
Despite expectations,. Vekér ~~s not meet with resounding support 

> 

As he speaks, two strong-arm cro~ies of the do-q~rs appear upon the 

scene. The poor Jews, who havt b~-W;~erfrlg';'i ~dec~ si ve ly duri ng > 

Veker's speech, moved yet nO~1ing or able to act, now fear qnly 

for their own lives. They don!t want ta be implicated in open oppositi~n 

to the communal administration. And 50 just.as Veker finishes his pas- ., .. 
ionate'harangue, the ranks,of his supporters thi,; Q!!b The "strongman" 

Men l der Geler ("Mendel the Yellow") steps ta the fore, Q.énouncing 

Ve~er ,s an apikoyres, a heretic: 

,nt TV b~, J'~ ~'9n, 
!;'n 'V 

~ 

Jews, 6g his impudence! Listen ta the apikoyres, listen ta 
wants! " 

appearance is 
, , 

doned by,t frightened crowd. 
Il) 1 

veke~ ,tands a 11 al one in the A new, thor-

aughly hastil crowd begins to ga er 'Pefnd. Egged on by the do-goo4ers 1 

gOI'D l1K 9~11 9~;9'K 
n'::I.1J:1~ ,., Jl'~t· DlCn 

••• !J'''''KI "on 

~65 
Di" takse, p. 94. 

~ 

for his unorthodox appearance and ideas: 
, -

1 --' 
~""K J'~' IX 9T..,n K llC1 "M D9 
,nlp,x-"V_ 9~;9'M ~"K J'~l,O 
l""PO 1919 l 1·' JS7l ... t IlIt "":ln 

?Dl'IP'IK '57"'f ,'57 t'M 11 
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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, wh~ 
concern'themselves only with the good of us all and always make sacri
fices for the sa~e of the Jews! ... Wherè 1s he, that apikoyres, 
that heretic?!166 . 

The crCMd"presses menacingly. 'Veker is in physical danger. Just then, 

as the end seems near, a das hi n9 Russ i an offi'cer--a representati ve of 

the "dear Goverllllent"--pu~hes hfs way through the crowd. The filasses who 

are so ready to atta~k Veker CCMer and b~ck off at the sight of a unifonn. 

The ofricer reaches a hand' tà Veker; he is none other tryan,Ged ly; J 

Pikholtsl' The crowd disperses in f~, and Pikholts -and Veker a left 

alone. 
, , 

Standing there in the street. the two friénds look each other over. 

The play has come full circle. In the First Act Pikholts already knew , 

'J 

that you couldn' t reach Jews through melitse. _ And he already knew that ' 

the gevir was' not ta be trusted, that an irrevocable schism prevailet:l 

between rich andJPoor. It has taken Veker the first four acts of the 
., 1 

play to come ta 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 whoeve~ 

tried to reach out ta them would himself be drawn under. He nOil reiter

ates that point: 
CHJ·l'lt'l '1301" }, .... 'a ~"lCll tt lltl ,~tt lt,M ,)., .. "'3. 

1;19' '1'l'M J""M '" q~ltt pay"Vl 1'" [ ••• ] .1)~~ 
r n 1 ., l -c P" , ni'" , 

~ong Jews, I say to you once more, among.Jews you will accomplish 
nothiJlg. [... ] Jews bri?,s upon themse 1 ves the; r poverty. thei r 
exile [dem doles, dem goles . 7 '. 

-----
~6Di takse, p. 95 • 
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Veker. on the other hând. had tried to steer a different course. 

He steadfastly insisted that he could, help the Jews, if only he could 

devi se the correct tacti s'.' When Pi kho lts saw, the i neffi cacy of me 11 tse, 

he concluded that there was no ether way te spèak to the people. Veker, 

on the other hand, was wi 11 i ng to keep ,'ooki n9. Wh en Pi kho l ts saw the 
'-

corruption of the gevir, he concluded that liberal solutions were bank

rupt _ and the Jews were beyond sa 1 va,ti on.. Veker. on the other hand. perse-
l 

vered ta a more radical social 'theory, not content to wait for some distant 
, , 'II! 

day when ri ch and poor would have. "equa l ri ghts,n but pressi ng for broader 

social amelioration, for the elimiriation of class distinction between 

rich and paar, (ar an,end ta paverty altageth~r. He had spaken ta the 

people directly, rowsing them to action. New, however. Veker seems de

feated. He has cOOle up with the right "voice" and the right "theory." 

yet he is still ineffectual, he still meets with the derision of the masses. 

Pi kho lts has l eft the Jews behilld a nd a t 1 east found an answer for himse l f. 1 . 
He has ali$ned himself with the govemment and become a doctor. As he 

tells Veker: 

lWOl90 ~pJM'P ~l~O 'MD ,'~o 'MD C~·M yll ,~K 
tI~n JSlo .• 'JK~'9t1lCl) '9'P"'O'J"o '~II l1K :1919l 

., .. M l\~à J"M l'tite:! 1""" '''0 
\ 

l am useful n()tl tomyself, tomyDsick patien,ts. nebekh, and tomy 
beloved Fatherland. And in turn l am loved and respected, even though 
Iam a Jew. 68 ' , 

It looks- like Pikholts was right all a10ng. Yet even as lle J'Proves 
" , 

his pOi~t, he b~lies h~ aNn success. For all the protestatfons of faith 

in the Govemnent, "j1ther ,Veker nor hi,;; reader could have failed to ta~e~ -

cognizance of one of the important palitical issues of the day: the oew 

6801 takse, p. 96, 
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reactionary climate had imposed an unstated numerus clausus which effec

tively eut off the universities to most Jewish students. Even if he wanted 

ta, nei ther Veker nor any other maski l stood much of a chance of entering 

R~ssian university and becOOling a doctor anymore. Furthennore, there 

was something intrinsically despicable, though understandable. about 

Pikholts's position. The entire play had underscored the terrib1e'exploi

tation and suffering of the poor Jews. By what moral standard could Veker 

now follow Pikholts's example and abandon these poor people, when he had 

seen their suffering at such close nand and wh7n'they needed him more 

than ever? Ta leave now, to worry about his own future and abanaon_the 

people in their hour of need, would be no more defensible than the aétions 
, \ 

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 long as the Mefitse Haskala, or Pikholts, 

could remain convinced tha.t Jewish suffering was the fault of the Jews, 

that "Jews bring upon themselves their poverty, their exile," then they 

could rat~onalize their abandonment of the people by ca'ling the cause 

hbpeless. Yet in the context of the story. even as Pikholts is vindicated 

by Veker's apparent defeat, he is condemned by the implici~ value struc-

ture as a traitor who cuts out on his people when they ~eed h1m most. . ' 
According to the internal judgment of the story, there are no rationali-

" 

1 zati ons. no persona l salut; ons. 

1 And so Pikholts's personal s~ccess only bespeaks his social failure 
1 

and betrayal, and further enhances' the heroic posture of the protagoni st 

Veker. Veker stands in the street confused, facing a ~eemingly irrecon-
~ 

cilable quandry: he 1s more committed than ever to helping the people s 

.. 



.. 

208 
, 

yet for the first time he seems to have exhausted all his means for dOing 

so. He is caùght in the nexus between theory and voiee: he recognizes 

the class 'oppression of the poor at the hands of the rich, yet is unable 

to communicate with the poor in order to help them. He had Iberated the 

people for their silence but could not move them to action. Is Pikholts 

right, do Jews really bring ~heir suffering upon themselves? 

Standing forlorn'at this dramatic juneture, 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 gendarmes, 

Ayzik is being dragged away to Tsarist prison. See how the stage bel1es 

Veker's patriotic overtures! Two sorts of representatives sfthe "dear 

Govermnent" nOtl stand on the set: one, Pi kho lts, has l eft hi s people 

behind to save his own skin; the others, the soldiers, are leading an . 
innocent poor man to prison at the bidding of the rich. It is difficult 

to know exaètly how conscious Abramovitch was of the link between social 

and political power, between the rich and the government. Certainlyone 

look at the stage shows that his implicit political theory is as radical

ized as his social theory. 
L 

Veker, meanwhile, is left in the lurch on two fronts. Despite his 

Yiddish voiee he is unable to rouse the masses. And.despite his avowed 

patr10tism he is unable to halt the complic1ty of the Government soldiers 

ln abetting the criminalïty of ~he ric~. The final climax has come. Just 

at that manent Zaike raises his head and, above the hostile jeers of the' . , 

:: gathered crowd, manages to spit out in ·his stuttering voidl': 

tl 'V'~N ,o't~ 'V' J'~ l1V~'~ 'VDvn-vn-vn 
" [ ... l 1$' J"'Ol1 

! 

1 

t 
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[ • '. ]69 B-b-better, on my life, to go to jail than to remain here '. 

The crowd screarns back with anger and insults,. the do-gooders 1 men .denounce 

Zaike as a "Sheyegets!," a non-Jew. He is led away by the soldiers, and 
-

the scene' canes to a close. ~ 

******** 
In the last instant of despair the dialectic of theory and voiee 

finally works itself out. Standing sll1ack in the face of a seemingly ir

resalvable paradox, Veker looks up~and sees the quiet, homegrown nobility , 

of the geritle Ayzik. Stuttering, ilHterate, Ayzik is unable ta move 

the crowd. Th~y look at him with derjsion. Vet he is the sacrifite for 

Veker's education, the catalyst for a final dia1ectica1 leap. _ 

Unti1 now Veker has spoken to the people in their own language, 

urging them On ta protest and struggle. Frustrated by their unresponsive

ness, he has ultimate1y blamed the people themselves for their silence. 

"Who then is guilty if not you yourselves?" He had tacitly accepted the 

position of Pi kho1ts , that Jews bring their suffering upon themselves. 

But the accusati on was unwarrimted. 'We reca 11 that in every scene where 

the poor appeared they had had difficu1ty in expressing themselves. Only 

now, when Ayzik is led by in chains, does the truth be~ome clear. It 

ls'not that the poor do not want to speak, nor even that they'are afraid; 

the fi na 1 truth 15 that they are unab l~ to speak! Wh en ~ i ke wa 1 ks by 

stutter1ng, a champion of popular rebellion, we know that his politics 

are right. But be~ause of'his stùttering he is unable to exp~ess those 

politlcs. Pikholt ' s appearance seemed to bring the play full circle fram 

the First Act to the last; now Zaike's stuttering brings the.lar~er,1 
, . 

69 Di takse. p. 97. J 
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IIfr,ed" play full ci rcle. frOOl Mendele 1 s /introducti on to the denollilent. 

A~i~ stuttering is directly analogous to the torn manuscript received~-
, , 

by Mendel e. The man.uscrfpt had represented the li ngui S'ti c "L," the "1 OW U 

or spoken Yiddish whiéh, by itself, was not yet suitable for literary 

function. Zaike's stuttering is likewise metaphorical for the voice of 

the cœmon people, the "L" of the Yiddish vernacular which cannot yet 

speak for itself. In the frame introduction Mendele had realized the 

limits of the people's self-expression and ass~ed for himself the edi

torial responsibility of rendering the ilL" into a literary "H." New, 

in the final scene o~ the play, Veker seems to make the sam~ realization 

and cœmi tment. • 

The cOIlITIon. people are not at fault; they are simply un.able to speak. 

The task which Mendele assumed in the introduction--helping the people 
" to tell their own story--is now also assumed by Veker (the autobt~aphical 

Abramovitch). It is simp1y not enough to use Yiddish to speak to the 
, 

people, even if to berate.them for their silence and urge them on te mate-

rial struggle. Instea~, the outsider has a responsibility to speak for 

the.people, to help them té cultivate their tattered, disheveled, stut

tering ,vernacular into,lan effective literary medillll. Only the iintellec

tual can help the people bring their message to t~e world, and so save 

them fram the vocative 'impasse of their oppression. 

1 
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7. A Farewell to Glupsk 

Here then is Veker's resolution in the closing'scene. In the final 

ana~s, the course of his transformation has related Abramovitch's own 

s tory. At first, Veker wanted ta brl ng En 11 ghteJ11lent 1 deas to the people. 

That theoretical stance neeessitated a change ln "voiee," causing him 

to ri p up t~e me 1 itse book and addres s the people 1 n the; r ~n 1 anguage. 

Yet the morè time Veder spent preaching to the people, the more acutely 

a~are he became of their very social prediemnent. The more Veker saw 
1 

<#>- of the people, the more he was forced to abandon his bourge;is idea~ism, 
his perception of a eonflict between Reason and Obscurantism, and to take 

note of the base line of social struggle, the material conflict between 

with the poor and tried to aid them in their 

c~use. At first ,believed that it was enough to simply exhort the 
, 

people to speak. t was not until the very end of the play, when the 
, " 

stutterl~ Ayzlk ~as led by in chains under the guns of the Government l 

soldiers. that Veker rea.ehed the final stage. of his synthesis: He mus 

use Yid.dlsh not on1y to speak to the P~OPl~, but also to speak for them. 

He must assUlJ1e responsibillty for fashioning a literary IIH" fram the 

people' s ilL." 
~ 

How exactly he will refashion th1s literary language--on which all 

.e1se depends--is hinted at in the play' s final seene. Veker has b~ 
1 

expe11ed fram Glupsk for his radical agitation. He stands with hi~ wife 

and children at the gates of the city, all theirworldlygoods--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, rfnown in all these parts! 
Farewell you unfortunate ci ty, in whi ch there are many ccmnunal 
agencies, many collection fUQds, many trustees, many persons of 
distin9uished ancestry, many do-gooders, and many Jewish paupers! 
[ ... ] 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! Fa"ewell you forlorn section of the 
city, where l used .to visit 50 often ta catch a glimpse of the 

212 

way people languish in conditions worse than Hell! 1 used to observe 
the bitter lot of the po or man, how, nebekh, he sits, how he sleeps, 
what he eats, how hi-s wi fe-benaves in pregnancy, how his chi ldren 
wander about, how they're,dr~ssed and how they group up!70 

, 
In his farewell Veker assesses the meaning of his time in Glupsk. 

Above a11 else his sojourn has provided an ethnographie education. He 

has met the comno~ peop'l e in thei r own el ement and Jn . thei r own terms, 

in much the same w~y that Abramoviteh did aboard the beggars' wagon. He 

has learned the everyday details of the people' 5 lives: (how theyeat 

and hCAri they sleep, how they dress and h~ they bear children. Sueh know

ledge will serve him well in future travels. 

From Glupsk Veker héads out into the world, where he will continue 
d 

ta champion the poor against the oppression of the rich. He has learned 

( 

7°01 takse, pp. 97-98. 
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t 

his lessons welle Next time.he enjoins the struggle he will draw on his 

accumu1ated ethnographie observations. Rather than speaking to the people 

as a German maskil who is too easi ly denounced as a hèreti c, he wi 11 be 
. ; 

able to disgui se himself and travel among the pe.ople as one of their C7tin~' 
1 

Thus Abramovit~h justifies his own use of the Mendele persona. Moreover, 

Veker realize that the suffering of. the Jewish poor results. fram o~tside 

political and economic oppression. Next time he enjoins struggle he will 

speak not 50 m ch to the people as for them. By drawing on' the details 

of ~heir langu ge and life style, ~e will be abl~ to tell their story 

with al' othe artistic authenticity and power it deserves. 

Thus has the play told Abramovitch's own story and affirmed his 

las ti n9 ccmni 'bnent to Yi dd<i sh writi ng. The more· he champ; ons the people 1 s 

cause, the greater will grow the eloquence of his artistic voiee. 

The play ends with a rather heavy-handed finale. As Veker looks 

back wi th tears in hi s eyes, the "w; cked Il eity of Gl upsk, 1; ke Sodan of 1 
old, is consumed in flames. The ending remi~ds us of the supposed fol~

authors~ of the play, ~s the people revert to the nati~e literary fo~ 
of the biblical story. B~t 'he excess of the ending merely reiterates 

the play's central premis~ the need for outside literary intervention 

and artistic control. While the cit~bums. Veker joins his wife and chil

dren and sets out down the road fram ~lupsk. Much work awaits in other 

Jewish cities, where the pocr suffer and are in desperate need of assis

tance. In Glupsk Veker learned why and how ta ,speak in the people's 

voiee; in other cii)es he will pick up the people l s story for them, and 

carry their struggle to the world. G " 
******* 

, 
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Meanwhile Abramovitch has told his own story better than he himself 

eould have known. After the publication of Di takse., he was permanently 
. . 

expelled fran Berdichev. New it wa$ he who brought "poverty and exile" 

. upon himself. He has bound himself with the people ' s struggle, adopted 
/ 

thefr voiee and enlistied as their spokesperson. His own ~tory was new 

organically bound with the story of the people. He was now a Yiddish 

arti st. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis h~s 1imited itse1f to the first five years of 
Abramovitch's Yiddish career. It has examined his ~evelopment from simple 

propaganda to self conscious art, and concomitantly, from bourgeois ideal

ism to popu1ist materialism. 1 have presented Abramo~itch's transfonna

tion in terms of a dialectical interplay of sociological and literary 

factors, beginning with the diverse i,nfluences of his youth, fueled by 

intervening historica1-events and finding final synthesis in the literary 

process itse1f. It is regretab~e that 1 must conclude my study with Di 
1 -

takse. Th'e three worlc!s consldered in this paper--Oos k1eyne mentshe1e, 

Dos vintshfingerl and Di takse--are all quite primitive, sig~ificant more 

as li terary process ~han product. The seeds of transfonnati on sown and 
1 

cultivated in these works would cane to fu'l1 1iterary fruition only in 

the later opus of Abramovitch and his successors. 

When all is said a~d done, the key to Abramov;tch's achievement ~ 
. 

rests in two unique personal features. O~ the one hand he was possessed 

of an innate artistic sensibility. He was k~enly atuned to details of 
. . 

native lifestyle and la~guage, and strove for stylistic perfection i~ 
, , 

his rendition of the Yiddish vernacular. On the other hand he was a pro-

foundly consc;ous human being. He refused ta be trapped in ideological 

dogma; he saw people for what they were and recognized their inalienable 
. ~ 

right ta survive. He enlisted himself in the ongoin9 struggle of 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 

weap6n was his pen. By bringing the p~ople to voiee he ereated great 
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art; in so doing he intensified his coomitment to their strugg1e. His 

art and poli tics were tnseparable. 
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Di.takse had told' Abramovitch's own story, exp1aining and affinning 

his de~ermination ta· continue writing in Yiddish. He moved to nearby 

Zhitomir in 1869, following his expulsion fram Berdichev. There he issued 

the ffrst edition of Fishke~krLDner, "Fishke the Lame." On1ya short 

pamphlet of sane forty-five pages, it told the story of a" crippled beggar 

who wandered through the netherworld of the Jewish Pale. As Mayer 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 portraya1 of the humanity of the Jewish poor. l His protag

otist was not manipulated into some misfitting corset of Erilightenment; 

Fisheke was al10wed his own 1anguagè ànd 1ifestyle, patterned after Avrom 

der Hinkediker rather than Avrom Baer Gotlober. 

In 1871 fierce pogroms broke out in the Russian port city of Odessa. 

The Jewish rich were able te buy themselves protection, leaving the wrath 

of an angry populace to fall on the poor. For four days Goverrunent troops " 

did nothing te interfere. A Commission was 1ater convened ta study the 

"incident," and cyn;cally conc1uded that the Jewish victims were themselves 

to blame. ~ramovitch was now confirmed in his worst misgivings; the 

last vestiges of hope l in the generosity of the rich or the beneficent 

des; gns of the Govemment were sha ttered. Hi s coomi tment ta the Jewish 

pdor was complete. 

rn '1873 Abramovitch published Di kliatshe, "The Nag,U his first 
• 

real1y mature work. Here he explic~tly denounced the obtuse self-interest 

'Viner, Tsu der geshikhte fun der y1disher literatur in 19-tn 
yorhundert, v. II, pp. 139-140. d ' 
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of the Haskala and affi nned thë people ' s absolutell ri ght to bread and sus-, 
• 

tenance, 'regard l ess of their 1 evel of "Enl i ghtervnent. Il As the' battered 

Kliatshe, an allegorical representatJon of the Jewish people, makes clear 

to a would-be masld l : " 

,Jill J~P ."'l10n, J~P J"n O"l'~l ,-" 1"M 
I1"J9 D91nt!. VP""91V" ~ V'9'lN V"N ~n J "!. '''M 

.J19" nt I3:lV" Otc" ,9n~'1 lot "t '" J.ltn lue 
,V:'I9"lM 'ln '''''1 JllY" '9:1.lt ",,, l~M [ •• ~] ."0 '~D ~"JV)l9I1M! ~ ~"lM J,'l '''M ., .. " t::IM'l 

-X'MnO'M1,J"0 ,'111" r"10 1"0' ,'''0 II3D"t::Il1,'lotD 
Y'Mn '57P"'9 

-;;. 
1 don ' t want· to hear about pit Y or "soci al useflness. Il 1 am a 
living creature like all others, and like them 1 have a right to 
live. [.,~ .] l want to live as much as others, for 1 am also. 
a being in, my own ri ght. Do yOlt und~rstand me, my eloquent interces
sor, my merciful 10rd?2 

Abramovitch accepts the Kliatshe ' s chall,enge. For the rest of his life 
1 

he wou 1 d embrace the' Jewi sh peop le on the; r own tenns, not on ly soci 010-

gically and politically but also ethnograp.hically. linguistically and 

artistièally. Twoyears la~~r he issued his Zemires Yisroel, a collection 
" 

of traditional Hebrew prayers and songs translated into Yiddish in order 

that "each and every Jew should be able ta understand'their preciQus 

worth, how beautiful they really are, the wonder of God." 3 The dene-
, 

grated ver~cular of ~he people was now deemed,appropriate for the ~xpres-

si on of such beauty. " ' . ' 

, (l(i s true' tha t ; i ddi sh' mal nta 1 ned 'a di s ti nct aesth;tl: functi on 

~amoVi tc~. 1 t was never a l'Ieu1;rà 1 ca tegory, a 1 anguage li ke a 11 

others. It represented the hi stori ca l experi ence and cogni ti on 1 of the 
\ l 

---'-,"--
20î k1iatshe, in Ale shP>iftn fun Mendele Moykher Sforim (NY: He-

brew publi~hing Co., 1920), v. l, p. 80. ' 

3Zhitani r, 1875. 
full t1tle. 

The present citation is taken fram the work's 
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Jewish people in exile, and as such dietated a narrative style and implicit 

social t,heory all its ~n. According to Miron this so-ca1led lI aesthetic 

~ of ugliness ll proved ~ liability, limiting Abramovitch to social issues 
~'/ 

... and sa ti ri ca 1 moti fs. As ea r1y as 1888 Y. L. Perets had al ready can-

plained about the limited scope of Mende1e and his "grandsonll Sholem 

Aleykhem, complaining that 

1 

you write for the people, while l write for myself, for my own 
artistic pleâsure. l write in a moqern languag~, consistent with 
European li.erature. 4 , . 

Abramovitch made no claims to literary,"modernism.". He wrote ln 

times of enonnous historiea1 tunnoi.l, and chose tg merge his ~n identity 

with the historical ~xpeftence of his people: His writings are devoid 

r of psychological drama, sexual 'tension, mysticism or impress;oni.slJl. He 

w~s a realist, for which he makes no apologies. But though he did 1imit 
\ , 

himse1f to a social' canvas, Ms social theory by no means remained static. , 

/ He under~tood that the Yiddish lan~uage had developed beyond the mainstream 

ins;itutions of wealth and power, and he drew on its unique éognition 

to chal~enge those in~ In 1878 he published the novel Kitser, 
~ \.-

masoes Benyanen hash li shi'" IIThe Abri dged Tt-ave 1 ogue orf Benjami n the Thi rd, Il 
, 

a 100se parody of Don Quixote. Its hero, Benyomen, is a shtetl Jew'who 

ventures OLtt il'lto the world for the fi rst time. After a 10119 seri es of 

misadventures, he and his sideki~k Sender1 are waylaid and inducted into ' 

the Russian army. the pair come in for thèir faire share of criticism • 

They are,caIlpJetely inept at the IIways of the wor1d ll ; they plot an unsuc-
, , 

y ..... ,ce.ssful escape 'and are finally hauled uP_ bef~re, a military court-martial. 

~ 4At the time perets~was a .ewcomer to Yiddish literature, and coo-
,·fused Mende1e wfth Sho1em'A1~khem. The 1etter was pub1isbed in Sho1em 
, A1eykhem ' s Y1dishe fo1ks-biIù10tek. \. 
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Here the i'ugliness ll of Yiddish is somehow twisted around as BenyOOlen steps 

to the fore: 

~'lN JOtHI5110"'N l 'r.qlll. 0~1l '!9"~'~1~":J. prnt", 
-'~!l ll~ 11:C0 1"9iJ JO'o J't( 111039 0 lIUC:l, ','Ii' ~ 
1 Ht , J 51 0 151 0 Ote' , P'N 0 J D' 1 ~ , 11 3 'Il "n '" p)' , P 
~ J\10 131)1' Otc' ,J'51" ;I3t'l J"" ,1513)13 , .. , r~ 

.!:l;51" tt 'i'lIii 51PMO ON' t'~ ,'lUt !.'1~ !'''111 /'lo: 
OO"iJ O~" ,0W'l .'10~ .J'IW "I3W'ND l'M Jl~ '\ 

, .. ~ J51J"" "13 L •• l 1l19tl ~I'J J1~ ppo Ol'1lM 
UI1'J "13 JlI.~n iTO";O·'O'O:l13 JIll ,~ ,iT9"C '010 
.Io'n 017"] l"'n "0 JIN 13"') }0""11 "0 ,001119 1 

J.51J" J'IIM Jll~iT ,901""nM1. ,Cl'1iT 1"1 ,HlJ""' "13 
l""lSJ:lM' 51:;,"\1'H 1:)'0 !lN ."'9'JM '~l 0)1B51 

Jl1""l '" • J3SJ1Btt 1l17'3 ,'t l'OI;n; "0 19391' 
, M ',. 13 , tU "'n • tH1'l B ~ i' J" M , ~Cl 1; , BM t 1 li M 

,," tM .,', O:lN' '''13 'l, ... ~ '·0 0l"10 o~n r 

'.}'l1D nt '101 l1'57t'Jl~ 1"9" ,"""M t:lD'M1H!. 

IYour hOnOr!'''Ben·~lIIvoCiferated. -'TrapPing people in broad ~ay
l1ght a~d th en ~f;ng them 1ike chickens in the market p1ace-
that's pennissib1e? But when these sarne people try to escape, " 
you ca1l it a crime? If that's the case, the world must be cooing 
to an end and 1 fail to understand what you call II pennissible"or 
II not pennissible!" [ ..• ] We want to tell you that we don't 
know a th1ng 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 ~hen, what do you want with us? Ygu 
yourselves ought 'to be glad to get rid of us, 1 should think!' . , . . 

The officers of the court-martial conc1ude' that the two are crazy an' 

let them go free. But who is really crazy7' The cognition of the Yiddish 

w~rld is indeed different. To quote Benyomen literally, IISuch matters 

[as warfare]'won't even'go into our heads." Yiddish flout~ the nonns \ 

of bourgeoi s propri et y and fai 1 s to comprehend t.he aGcepted ,Ill ogj Cil of 
. 

po1itical power and warfare. But, objectively, do es that make if crazy, 

aoes that make it uglY? 

5Masoes Be~~en hash1ishi, ed. by Shmue1 RozhanskY (Musterverk 
edition; Auenos ~lres:' Yoysef lifshits Fund, 1973), pp. 162-163. The 
translation given above is taken fram Moshe Spiege1, The Tr.avels and Ad
ventures of Benjamin the Third (NV: Schocken .Boôks, 1968), p. '23~ 
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Abrarnovitch's genius lay in his ability te synthesize. He was an 

accanpli'shed Hebrew writer, versed in Russian and European languages, 

who turned to Yiddish by conscious design. He began as a spokesperson 

for bourgeois Enlightenment, using Yiddish to speak to the masses of poor 

Jews who understood no o.ther language. But the more he spoke Yiddi sh 

the more he awakened to the real social struggle of the people, and as 

he did sa he came te understand the potentia1 of Yiddish as a weapon in 

that struggle. \ He took on first the rich and then the Gevernment, using , 

thë people's language to deflate the rhetoric of eeonomic exploitation 

or military-politieal immora1ity. By virtue of its historical perspective 

Yiddish exposed the lies and absurdities of the mainstream culturè. 

Abramovitch drew from the we11 of the people ta de fend tbe people, and ~ 

the result was great Yiddish literature. 

Abramovitch himself did not go much further with his socio10gieal 

innovation after the publication of Benyomen hashlishi in 1878. ~e was 

profoundly demoralized by the brutal pogroms and reaction which followed 
- , 

the assassination of Alexander II in 1881. Oistraught over personal'prob-
l , 

lems as wel1, he remained sil~nt for the next six years. His output after 

thi"s peri od is characteri zed by a ) i ngeri ng pess im; sm, noteworthy" l ess 

for social criticismJhan'for rich ethnographie detail. Abramovitc~ was 

intent on chronicling and eulogizing a world-which he perceived was doomed 

t~destruction. He spent much of h1s time reworking earlier writinqs 
, i 

into expanded versions and tra,nslating a large part of his Yiddish opus 

into Hebrew. 

Perhaps the final fruit of Abramovitch'.s literary process came not 

in his own work but in that of his successors.. Sholem Al~Ykhem, who 
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debuted in Yiddish in 1883, hailed Mende1e as "tbe zeyde," the grand

father. Abramovitèh's influence is manifest throughout his work. Like 

Abramovitch, Sholèm Aleykhem also concerned himself with social issues~ 
- 1 

championing the commori people against enemies of class and politics, 

through the power of their own language. By reinterpreting the outside 

wor1d fnto their own cognitive frame, hi~ characters were able to win \ ' 

out, morally if not physically, against immense power and insurmountable 

odds. Sholem Aleykhem's inf1uence extended in turn ta a long 1ine of 

Jewish writers, both in Yiddish and other languages. 'The Russian master 

Isaac Babel and the American Saul Bellow bath translated or edited Sholem 

A1eykh~"and incorporated many of his motifs inta their own works. It 

is in this way that Abramovitch's literary accomplishment lives on. 
1 

From ~is inauspicious beginnings in 1864 Abramavitfh lived to see 
, 

the f10urishing of a vibrant modern Yiddish 1iteratyre. He was hai1ed 
. 

as the "grandfather" well within his own lifetime, and the anniversary 

6f his birth became a major,literary event •. But for all that, he died 

with a heavy heart. He out11ved many of, his "grandcni1dren," including 

Perets and Sho1em Aleykhem. He remained most of;:his 1ife in Ode;sa, where 

he worked as a scheel principal and 1ived to see the cataclysmic events 

which ushered 1n the twentieth century. He'greeted the sprin9time of 

Revolution in 1905, on1y to see it,d~shed i~ an orgy of Jewish blood. 

He witnessed the pogrom in Kishinev in 1903, and th en saw hundreds of 
\ , 

thousands of defenseless Jews massacred in the Ukraine during the First , 

Wor1d War.ln 1917, just before his death, he embraced the March RevoJu

tion. As he wrote to a gathering of revolutionary Jewish workers: 

\------~;~F~' ______ ~----- , " 



f 
i 
! 
j , 
L 

, ' 

-,-,- -----'----------- '---'-~.--"--"-" ===============~~ 

1 raise my glass fran afar and offer_ my blessings. 1 drink as \ 
though 1 were an inlaw to you all. 5 

~ 

<P'" But he had bound hi s CMn fortune to that of hi s people, and had 

223 1 

seen too much al ready ta have much cause' for hope. He had used Yi ddi sh 
" 

to reinterpret and sa challenge the institutions of mainstream power; 

but deep in his heart he knew thSt th~ ruthlessness and brutality of rul

ing classes andlnations were just too ~ig, bigger even than words. 

/ 

, " * * * * * * * * 
Leon Trotsky once wrote, IIthat literature ; s revolut; onary which 

; s true ~o i tse lf. " Abramovitch fu 1 fi 11 ed thi s adage. He refused to 

becane ossified, to shackle himself to a single ideologicâl d0911a •. He 
• 

remained sensitive to the artistic dictates and potentialities of his 

Yiddish medium, moving from the bourgeois Haskala to materialism to his 

CMn brand of Jewish nationalism. He was a revolutionary. He took on, 

in turn, irrational~sm, feudal economy, the Jewish rich, bOUrg~ois mas

ki li'm , the Tsarist Government and mainstream consciousness. Quite intui

~ively, through the dialectic of his own literary process, he moved fram 

11 bera l i dea li sm to soc; al mater; ~ fi sm to ,a fi na l concern wi th the issues . 
of consciousness and cognition which underlie the mainstream power. 

1 

1 règret that 1 am not able to end this paper with an in-depth 

ana lysi s of those works whi ch consti tute the frui ti on of Abramovi tch ' s 

llterary deve10pment. , Today his writings are all but forgotten. His 

cuHural context is wonderously ri,ch in the peculiarities of East Euro-
tH 

pean Jewish life,.and doesn·'t fare well in translation. Still, Abramo-
c, 

vitch was i ndeed Il the fi rs t. Il He was the fi rst to turn to the people in 

6l1Der '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 thei~ voice and carry 

their message ta the world. He was the first to present Jews as human 
, . 

Qeings/wi~h an irrevacabJe right ta ,survive, and ta celebrate the style 
- ., - 1 

wfth which they did sa. He was the zeyde of modern Yiddish literature, 

and of a ,n~generation of Jews. 
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