RoskiES / LT 7508

hERER) 2

TNDWRL puye

VRN YT ND IPBYIaNID
VPYIVIRN N DINTD

DYT PR YOTBTI) DNR P BPMT IRI/Y R 1O BRI W
XD URUYNRI BIYN DR IPYNE DR IPIT X IR LI T 0N
DM LWIDMATHYR WM UTOXE DY LRI MR LpYNE DYDNDI9D
“XI% BM YHYDY TR WORYIIYA B — TR IR M3 DR PRy
TR M0 IYNYY VYOI RN BT MAYhH MY YuRYY T WIRYN
MDN PR ,OMO0 PR BVIUYA T BT YN UMY PITIYHYLD
DY RPN YPART 0T ND PV PR UIPIRITIVNY WNT YAy
9PN YT YHOYIIENI PR LOPIVE YT NORTNN VYIY VMRV
TXNONT BIPEMIIIME WM JARA SRIWPIR PR WY WYITR
JORYIAVT D OMpaRa
B O2NROPT JWMY ITOVIPLIR WWHET R OIRIWD IR Oy
LPIDYBIYLIN BIYN OT YN IR LOSPMVIRTBYA vINhI TRIBY
SOYDAMRDMIR T AYB YPUIBR PR LAY IBMND R 11D TRIBY 0T
T DR MWD WIRYBEIOR IR X NXX PR WLIWN PR DY Ty
YOR J2PIIPOR PR TNT P 19N BN LOEPHID PR PITYAYD T PR
PIX JBROYY PT ODYT LIV WIY YR 0T 0N 49TNRI Py
WT PR LIPPINE PR IR DINT RIBY R PN PR 0IWTR
“EIDDYT 0T LDMIED UM PITIHYLIR PR 1R p‘;xb ORT 19 vy

NYN LIYT PORD 0T XN NDIWT BROHIYT § PR PNIOYID

YPITIMD T IRTUTIIN PN OTSI/Y WIWBR 18 ANK 08T yonys
DY IYBIYN O ¥ LLVANYHY WP WIS WT M b3 88w
SDYT TMT IPYWS ANUUIRI YOPRIPY X LRAVY Dymox jag
IRDIR WD PWNR DT IPTANHN R OIYMPRI PR Pw aynr
PR MY2 X qump BT WIE AR LTAI YMp Y™ PR LJo¥INND

5T YN YPUOIX DYT PR ODNIN LAY DMYDRI PAY LY LyuNTD o1
W N0 FANTD 0T DY AWNTIPIYBE PR MORIWLH PR JRIWY IR
JOUPBIR JIRID YNNI ST I T P OPYN B Samao,

R

13-2 ‘-CML!.:; Ral_g—(t:)_w) 2 /,v/J/ N334

16

ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER

Problems of Yiddish Prose
~ in America
(1943)

KVLANGUAGE'S DECLINE first becomes evident when it ceases to
serve all purposes and is consigned to specialized functions. So it was
with ancient Greek, so with Latin, and so among Jews with Hebrew
and, later, Aramaic. These last two languages never completely died for
the Jews. They survived in religious texts and liturgy; however, their
use no longer extended beyond these areas. Only with the Hibbath Zion
movement, that is, with Zionism, and more specifically with the
renewed Jewish settlement of the Land of Israel, did Hebrew once again
expand its range. .

There is a considerable difference between an undeveloped lan-
guage and an obsolete one. The word pool of a primitive African tribe
might seem immeasurably poor when compared to that of a European
language, and yet be vital and perfectly expressive of that group or
tribe’s particular worldview. The situation is completely different when
a language moves backwards in time while its speakers and intel-
ligentsia move forward. This disproportion stems from the speakers’
‘expressing most things in another language, turning to the original
only in certain situations. Many words thus lose their earlier, specific
meanings and assume idiomatic connotations. Others are completely

. forgotten. New words fail to appear, or appear only in particular
- categories and in disharmony with the original lexicon. With time the

- The opinions expressed by Isaac Bashevis in this article on Yiddish language and
" literature in America are not those of the editors of Svive. We shall return to these matters

in the future. [Editorial note in Svive, no. 2, March-April, 1943.)
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language shows the indelible mark of history. lt belongs, one might say,
to another era.

It is sad to note that this has gradually become the case with
Yiddish, especially in America. Many Jews who speak Yiddish on this or
that occasion cannot make use of the language in other situations.
Doctors, lawyers, engineers, agronomists, technicians and factory
workers who still speak Yiddish to their fathers and grandfathers
cannot use it when speaking or writing about physiology or anatomy,
in the courtroom or in the laboratory, on the farm or in the factory.
They cannot express the relevant concepts in Yiddish, nor is it
necessary that they do so. '

Life here is so rich and varied that probably no one could name in
Yiddish .everything that his eyes perceive or his heart conceives.
Veteran journalists rack their brains to translate items and stories from
English. The most committed Yiddish speakers must fall back on
myriads of English words and expressions in their everyday speech.
Besides, many venerable words are constantly being driven out of that
everyday speech. Where we could easily make do with Yiddish equiv-
alents, we substitute anglicisms instead: shraybmashin becomes typewri-
ter; eybike-pen, fountain pen; eylbertn, olives; damentash, pocketbook;
ayzkastn, icebox; sufit, ceiling; kikh, kitchen; tepikh, carpet; shraybtish, desk;
podloge, floor; pomidor, tomato; karafiol, cauliflower; pomerants, orange; kino,
movies; fankukhn, scrambled eggs; and kimder-vegele, baby carriage. The
stubborn few who insist on speaking “pure Yiddish” are objects of
ridicule and the butt of jokes. A whole troop of Yiddish expressions and
idioms have become obsolete in America and are associated solely with
the “old country.” An asife is not precisely a meeting, nor is a rov exactly
arabbi, atsetl a ticket, a shank a closet, a lerer a teacher, a khevre-kadishe-man
an undertaker, or grits soup. Something happened here which forced
these familiar Yiddish words out of usage. “Gymnazist” evokes a com-
pletely different image from “high school boy.” “Grits” is irrevocably
bound to our homely Yiddish shtetl.

The fact that Yiddish words have been trampled down in masses by
the English language and that thousands of American concepts cannot

" be accurately rendered in Yiddish is only half the problem. Worse still is

the fact that those who speak Yiddish here constitute a separate class, a
particular sort of person. Here in America there are hundreds of types
of Jews, representing extremely varied lifestyles, for whom Yiddish is
simply not the natural language, and if a writer were to have them
speak Yiddish in a novel or story it would sound like a translation. Just
as it used to be awkward when a Hebrew writer would make a small
town coachman say “Draw hither, thou wretch!” because of the
inappropriateness of the biblical diction, so Yiddish words and idioms
sound strange coming from the mouths of those who think and speak

i
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in English. This is really why the better Yiddish prose writers avoid,
consciously or unconsciously, writing about American Jewish life. They
don’t want to falsify the dialogue, and they find it distasteful to
describe, again and again, a narrow circle of old people or coarse
immigrants. Young American Jews are automatically barred from being
portrayed in Yiddish fiction. Their speech and thought cannot be
conveyed through words that expressed the speech and thought of
other people in another time. It is undeniable that up to now good prose
works describing American Jewish life have been rare. Language is an
insurmountable barrier. A belletrist cannot work in a language that is
inherently untranslatable. It is equally abhorrent to let the characters
babble on in broken, error-ridden speech. One cannot create a liteta-
ture within quotation marks! . . .

The same factors that prevent Yiddish prose writers from describ-
ing American life conversely drive too many talents in America to seek
expression through poetry. The lyricist is beholden to no character but
himself, so he can speak just as he pleases, with his own tune. Hence,
the plethora of poetry here. The same phenomenon dominated (and
continues, to a degree, to dominate) Hebrew literature. At atime when

~Yiddish literature still had great prose writers—Mendele, Sholem

Aleichem, Peretz—Hebrew literature was distinguished mainly for its
poets. Hebrew prose was far, far behind the poetry. The real talents
were reluctant to burden their men and women with the language of
the Bible and the Mishnah. Words undermined deeds. Only in the Land
of Israel, where Hebrew is gradually becoming a living language and is
therefore no longer confined to some tiny prayer house, can an original
Hebrew prose develop. e
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The limitations of Yiddish in America, and in other countries as
well, is a fact which must be fully appreciated when discussing the
perspectives and possibilities of Yiddish prose. Critics who demand that
Yiddish writers produce fresh works, reflections of local reality, over-
look the problem facing those who must write in a language that is only
partially functional. Weapons from a museum will not do in a modern
blitzkrieg. Neither can words that each day lose more freshness and
authenticity and smell more and more of the past and of otherworldli-
ness (if one can so put it) convey a lifestyle which hurtles forth with

~such extraordinary speed that even the rich and ever resilient English

language can scarcely keep pace. Our language is becoming less and less
vital, more and more outmoded. Like the flourishes and fragments of
the holy Hebrew tongue, many Yiddish words and expressions drag
along unintended associations, ragged labels characteristic of languages
whose use is constricted. There is a tendency to place words and

_phrases within quotation marks. One often feels that one is not
... speaking, but citing.
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The Yiddish language developed in and around the Jewish home,
the synagogue, the shop and the artisan’s workhouse. The sum of its
objects and ideas remained very limited. There were hardly even any
names for birds and flowers. Many Russian and Polish words once in
usage among Jews have completely lost their legitimacy here in
America. It no longer makes sense to call a sparrow voroheytshik or vrubl.
These are words which, although used in Yiddish, never really became
entrenched in the language, an indication that other words were
spoken elsewhere. Such words as vyetshere [supper], shtsherke [towel],
podeshve [sole of a shoe), kholeve [bootleg], gortshitse [mustard] and zavyase
[hinge] sound strange when used in Yiddish books written in America,
especially books dealing with American life. A great number of Yiddish
words and phrases are so tightly bound to the old country that, when
used here, they appear not only to be imported from another land, but
borrowed from a completely alien conceptual system, half obliterated
by time. In general, it can be said that however poor the Yiddish lexicon
was on the other side of the Atlantic, here its impoverishment has
become even greater. First, scores of provincialisms which were more
or less tolerated in their places of origin have disappeared, victims of
emigration. Secondly, emigration has also harmed many widespread
Yiddish words and expressions which, here in America, have lost their
native vitality. Such familiar Yiddish words as pomshof [garbage], shevgets
[gentile boy|, dorfgeyer [village wanderer or peddler], and mekler [broker],
and such idioms as tantsn fun simkhe [to dance for joyl, hakn a tshaynik [to
bang on a kettle, i.e., to babble or pester|, hobn agmes-nefesh [to have
heartachel, csn kadokhes [to eat shit], shrayen khay-vekavem [to scream|
protest in vainl, zikh kratsn in der linker peye [to scratch one’s left sidelock,
i.e., to be puzzled or undecided], and many, many others, have
somehow remained “green’ in America. It sounds almost laughable
when someone writes: “Duvayre-Leye iz avek tsu Vanameykern un gekoyft a koftl”
[Devorah-Leah went to Wanamaker’s and bought a jacket], or: “Ven
Bunem hot zikh umgekert mit der prom fun Stetn Ayland, hot im Pese-Brayne derlangt
a vyetshere fun shepsene kotletn mit tseribene kartofl, mit arbes-shoytn, bashmoltsn mil
brotyoykh” [When Bunem returned on the ferry from Staten Island,
Pese-Brayne served him a supper of lamb chops with mashed potatoes
and string beans, smothered in gravyl. The Yiddish words and even the
names, so familiar to us, grate in our ears here. A belletrist is the first
to perceive the false tone they have acquired. Translating the English
words “lamb chops,” “mashed potatoes,” “string beans,” “gravy,” and
“ferry” into their literal Yiddish equivalents robs the sentence of all its
local color and confuses the description.
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Words, like people, sometimes endure a severe disorientation when
they emigrate, and often they remain forever helpless and not quite
themselves. This is precisely what happened to Yiddish in America.

Most of the small town immigrants brought with them a smattering of
Jewish learning, a poor vocabulary, and a tremendous desire to become
Americanized. What they did to Yiddish here had—from a linguistic
point of view—a negative effect. They vulgarized the language, mixing
in hundreds of English and anglicized words and -expressions, and
creating a gibberish which no self-respecting Yiddish writer could use
in good conscience. Literature is created when a language is ripe,
crystallized, when the linguistic lava—so to speak—has begun to cool
and harden, not when it is still bubbling and flowing and changing
shape every minute. There is a split, a division in the mindset of Yiddish
prose writers who try to write about America. The graceful words have
too much tradition; the new ones are somewhat strange and tawdry, and
ungainly to boot. Americanisms reek of foreignness, of cheap glitter, of
impermanence. The result is that the better Yiddish writers in America
avoid treating American life, and they are subjectively (aesthetically)
right to do so. Their linguistic foundations are completely undermined
here. :

When Abraham Mapu, after considering themes for a Hebrew
novel, finally chose the history that would be the basis for Alavat Zion,
he.was being artistically consistent. At that time, Hebrew was better
able to describe incidents and characters of the Land of Israel three
thousands years ago than the events and personages of Mapu’'s own
city. As I relate this now, Yiddish has proven no more adaptable. The
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ZZ Yiddish writer in America who bypasses Broadway, even East Broad-

way, and seeks his subjects in Warsaw, Vilna, Lodz, or in the times of
Kasimir the Great, does so not in order to “escape reality,” but because
in these places and periods Jews spoke Yiddish, while here they speak
either English or a jargon which no true writer can love—and where
the word is not loved, it cannot be a source of creativity. It is time to

_ make it clear that, through his language, the Yiddish writer is bound to
the past. His boundaries are, spatially, the borders of Poland, Russia

and Rumania, and, temporally, the date of his departure for America.

‘'Here he must, in a literary sense, dine on leftovers; only food prepared

in the old world can nourish him in the new.

The impossibility for the Yiddish prose writer to describe the
present, his inability to catch up with the times, often forces him to
ponder Jewish history and Judaism in general, even in cases where he
himself possesses no natural affinity for digging through archives. Just
as the Hebraist has always had to pore through Scriptures, Mishnah,
Gemara and midrash in order to grasp the sources of Hebrew, so now
the Yiddish writer is compelled to probe a vanished way of life—all the
laws, customs and mores of the Yiddish past. The dream of a secular

* Jewish culture—with the accent on “secular”—has played itself out. In
America, Yiddish literature—in contrast to American Jews—has not

grown worldly, as it did in the “old country.” Here great cities sprin
before the very eyes of the Yiddish writer. American lifestylespchagn;z
::\;L:i}ewne; ra;;xd ;;ace that an English language book describing events
. so only a fe\jv years ago is immgdiately classified as history.
owever, despite all this it seems that our Yiddish writers subscribe t
a Chinese notion of time. Space does not impress them either. T;e;
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take a short cut back across the Atlantic, skipping over decades and
centuries. Their theme is and shall continue to be the ghetto, pious
insularity, the Jewish separateness from the nations of the world. Jews
who build skyscrapers, dream up inventions, go hunting and yachting,
fly in airplanes, pursue daring love affairs and who, according to the
antisemites, control the world press, theatre and finances—these Jews
never appear in Yiddish literature and never will. Yiddish writers, for
the most part, believe themselves to live sometime before the French
Revolution.

We say this with absolutely no intention of sarcasm. The writer of
these lines is certainly in no position to play such games. We simply
wish to establish a fact which is necessary to the understanding of the
phenomenon called Yiddish literature.

Yiddish literature is a product of the ghetto with all its virtues and
faults, and it can never leave the ghetto. This is the key to the riddle.
The idea that Yiddish literature—and, indeed, Yiddish culture—can be
cosmopolitan, an equal among equals, was from the beginning built
upon misconceptions. The Jews who wanted to be one hundred percent
cosmopolitan switched to other cultures and grew accustomed to
foreign languages. Those drawn to Yiddish words, to Yiddish letters,
were bound by a thousand threads to the whole spiritual baggage of the
Diaspora. This is especially the case in a free country like America,
where no political or economic pressures force the Jew into cultural
isolation. If he willingly separates himself, he does so not for “worldly”
reasons, but because of his need to identify with Judaism and Jewish
values. Just as Hebrew has always been the language that binds us to
biblical times and teachings, as Aramaic helped us endure the first
epochs of exile, as Ladino recalls our time in Spanish lands, so Yiddish
has gradually become the language that links us spiritually with the last
several centuries of our history, which from nationalist and spiritual
perspectives were rich and fruitful years. The Diaspora—the Jewish
communities and their leaders, rabbis, ritual slaughterers, trustees and
scholars; the pious shopkeeper and the artisan, the fervent housewife,
the yeshiva boy and the child bride—this is and shall remain the subject
of Yiddish literature and the determinant of its content and form.
However, nothing here can alter the fact that this way of life is
vanishing, if it has not already vanished without a trace. This is a truth
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. with descriptions of old Russia, of rabbis, rebbes, intercessors, apus-
tates, false messiahs, bitter decrees. Even the most radical leftists, those
who rant against religion and nationalism, cannot resist the impulse to
show off their mastery of ritual law as they cover entire reams with
slander. This shows how profoundly Yiddish journalists and readers
are immersed in the old ways, in yesterday.

Yiddish is not yet about to leave us. It will continue for many more
years to serve as a means of understanding our past (and occasionally
our present). However, any attempt to push our language into the

" future is'in vain, Yiddish cannot—especially here—grow richer than it
."}{s; even now it cannot conyey a large portion of our reality, nor can it

‘teach us anything of practical significance. When turned towards
“#yniversal” ends, Yiddish becomes a caricature of a language. However,
it is filled with untapped potential to reveal our past and create art
works thematically bound to that past. There are even several Hebrew
religious texts which might help us to this end, for, although they were
written in the holy tongue, their rhythm is entirély Yiddish. We must
not forget that the five hundred years of the Yiddish Diaspora was a

. greatand colorful period. The histories of many civilized nations are no
‘.f;"-',;;mbre venerable. :

Yiddish literature must look backwards as often as necessary for
theme, plot, setting and character, but this does not mean that it must
be old fashioned. In Salambo Flaubert invested no less art, and consider-
ably more scholarship, than in Madame Bovary. Psychoanalysis can be
applied to a story from the past just as well as to a slice of life still warm
with reality. One thing, however, is certain: Yiddish literature will
become more inclined to reject the boors who pretend to “raw talent”
and “primitive genius,” so-called “Weissenbergism” [after 1. M.
Weissenberg]. Whether he wants to or not, the Yiddish writer will have
to turn to older books for material. He will have to become acquainted
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with our ancient treasures, rummage through our archives. He will
discover a rich, wide world—virgin soil from which the beautiful
literature can grow. He will find that his unliterary forebears have
bequeathed him mines from which he can draw untold spiritual wealth,
if only he is able to dig deeply. In other words, the Yiddish writer shall-
discover Judaism in all its splendour. The other Yiddish writers, those
who struggle vainly to keep up with the literary times, will either have
to gain proficiency in another language or settle in the Land of Israel
and master Hebrew, which has become a living language there. What a
paradox! Hebrew is now more a living language, with all the attributes,
than is our mother tongue, Yiddish.

We have not evaluated the situation from a sociological perspective.
That we leave to sociologists and politicians. We ourselves do not
believe that our attachment to the past has any hint of mold, mildew or
reactionary ideas. On the contrary, we believe that the Jewish attach-
ment to the past can accommodate an extremely progressive outlook,
for the history of the Jewish people is the history of an ongoing
revolution against the powers of darkness. When our professional
revolutionaries speak in one breath of rabbis and priests, of the
synagogue and the church, they falsify history. It is the noble task of
Yiddish literature to put an end to such misconceptions.

Our mother tongue has grown old. The mother is already a

- grandmother and a great grandmother. She wandered with us from

Germany to Poland, Russia, Rumania. Now she is in America, but in
spirit she still lives in the old country—in her memories. She is
beginning to forget her own language, mixing in many corrupted
English words, making comical mistakes and confusing one language
with the other. However, this is only when she tries to be modern, to
keep pace with the times and show her worldliness. When she starts
talking about the past (through the mouth of a true talent), pearls drop
from her lips. She remembers what happened fifty years ago better and
more clearly than what happened this morning.

Translated from the Yiddish by ROBERT H. WOLF

e



