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SINGER’S POLISH PERIOD: 1924 TO 1935
Moshe Yungman

Isaac Bashevis Singer’s literary activity in the period before he
left Poland for America in 1935 has not received much attention; yet it
is a period of great importance as it provides insight into his back-
ground and into the factors that shaped his later development as a
writer. Fortunately, Singer makes the work of critic and reader easier
by providing plenty of information on this period of his life. In My
Father’s Court covers his childhood and adolescence, and so do pieces in
the Forward, written under the name of Warshavsky.

From these memoirs we learn that Isaac was born in Leoncin in
1904, the third child among four. His father from Tomashov, a rabbi
descended from Hasidic rabbis, was a simple, honest man, other-
worldly, immersed day and night in Torah and Kabbalah. His mother
Bas-sheva, of a Mitnaged family, whose father was a rabbi in Bilgoray,
was herself an intelligent woman, a realist, the complete opposite of
her husband, yet also committed to preserving meticulously the tradi-
tion and the familial framework. Brother Israel Joshua, who was ten
years older than Isaac—and who, while Isaac was still a child, was
already writing and painting—was considered by his parents to be
apikoyres, a nonbeliever and therefore fallen on evil ways. Sister
Hinda, always at odds with her mother, suffered from an inferiority
complex, was always sickly, and was married early to a young man
from Brussels.

Isaac grew up in an atmosphere of unmitigated piety, of simplistic
concepts of good and evil, of fears arising from superstitions, of the evil
urge lurking everywhere. In order to discourage Isaac from following
in his “licentious” brother’s footsteps, the parents fed him stories of
Zaddikim and wondrous deeds. On the other hand, they also told him
of demons and spirits and creatures from the Midrashic worlds.

When Isaac was three the family moved to Warsaw. Rabbi Singer,
who used to be the right-hand man for the rabbi of Radzymin, quickly
became the local rabbinic judge of Krokhmalna, in the poorer district
of Warsaw. His house became a sort of “wailing wall” for poor, defeated
Jews and unhappy women who had been deserted or were about to be

Translated from the Hebrew by Nili Wachtel.
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divorced. Isaac witnessed the familial tragedies that came before his
father to adjudicate, disputes in matters of people or property that
[saac could not yet understand. But he could sense the pent-up emo-
tions and urges concealed behind them. From his mother he heard
strange stories, spiced with superstitions, that women pass amon’g
themselves in the rabbi’s waiting room. Isaac was also his father’s
assistant; he was sent to bring in all parties to the Din Torah. Later hg
collected from neighborhood Jews the meager fees that ensured }ps
family’s existence. He learned how the collectors who preceded him
cheated his father and pocketed the money they collecteq.
World War I completely shook up the family, VthC}:I had been
living from hand to mouth. No one collected contl.'lbutlons. Israel
Joshua was drafted and nothing was heard from him. The mother
traveled with her twc younger sons to Bilgoray, and there learngd that
her father, the rabbi of Bilgoray, had died. In Bilgoray Isaac befriended
local youths and became acquainted with uncles and aunts, some of
whom were rather strange. He studied and read vorapmusly. During
additional visits to Bilgoray—we read in his memoirs—he learned
Hebrew and even composed a poem in that language; thoggh he
himself ascribed no value to this poem, he had apparen_tly written a
number of other poems, which he brought out whep he wished to enter
the Tahnkemoni school. During his visits to Bilgoray he E.IISO es-
tablished with his friends a branch of HaChalutz and quhshed a
periodical (one issue only) called Salemandra. In that periodical he
published a satire of his own, written in the first person. He also did
some teaching: in Bilgoray, where he organized a group for Hebre“’/,
and in the village of Jusefov, where he taught the local miller’s
children. In Jusefov he heard from the peasants legepds of demons and
spirits from Polish folklore; from Jews he heard stories of 'the dead who
pray at night in the cold synagogue and of demons dlsgulse?d as calves
or sacks of sugar. His visits to Bilgoray gradually severe(.i hlrp from the
puritanical atmosphere of his parents’ home. Also contrlbutlpg to this
break was his visit to his brother’s studio, where for the first time Isaac
met the bohemians of that era, girls who smoked, men who were
liberated in opinions and deeds. ' '

The end of World War I and the years immediately following find
the young Isaac in both spiritual and physical straits._ Thes'e were the
first years of Polish independence, marked by severe inflation and an
extreme nationalist mood. Jews were severely mistreated .and their
economic condition- -already shaky—was further undermlped. The
flow of Jews from the provinces to the capital during the war increased
the Jewish population, intensifying the poverty, the despair, the feel-
ing of “no exit.” His parents and youngest brother moved to a small
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town near Bilgoray. Isaac was constantly pulled to Warsaw, to its rich
libraries and to the Yiddish literary life that was beginning to awaken
in it, in which his brother Israel Joshua, who had returned from
Russia, occupied an important position. Isaac’s economic situation was
bad, but he refused to ask for his brother’s help.

In his memoirs Isaac tells a great deal about his thoughts at the
time, his struggles and his fantasies. To this period probably belong his
first attempts to write in Esperanto and in Polish—attempts that were
abandoned—and also the writing exercises with which he filled old
notebooks. These writing exercises included, among other things,
principles of behavior, and even new “sayings,” of excellent originality,
accompanied by sketches of fantastic monsters. At the same time,
probably, occurred Isaac’s meetings—at his brother’s house—with
young writers and poets whose names were already known: Perets
Markish, Alter Katsizne, Israel Shtern, and others.

Two events from the time had a profound effect on Singer’s life and
creativity: the establishment of the weekly Literarishe bleter and his
acquaintance with the poet Aaron Zeitlin. What is of interest is the
fact that to the four founding editors of the periodical—Markish,
Melekh Ravitch, Nakhmen Mayzl, and . J. Singer—Isaac was added
as proofreader. His work as proofreader did not much improve his
economic situation (the economic situation of the periodical itself was
pretty sad), but the fact that he was associated with Literarishe bleter
brought him into contact with writers, gave him access to the Writers
Association—at first only as L. J. Singer’s younger brother—and soon
opened up to him, very slightly and very slowly, the pages of the
periodical itself. The editors (perhaps especially the editor-in-charge,
Nakhem Mayzl), were in no rush to publish the stories he had written,
but they encouraged him to interview Jewish VIPs who came to
Warsaw and to review books sent to the office.

His first piece appeared under the pseudonym Isaac Tse (according
to his memoirs in the Forward) in Literarishe bleter in 1924 (no. 34),
devoted to the literary monthly HaShiloakh. In this little piece the
analytical ability of the author is already evident, as is his ability to
formulate his critique in direct, concise phrases. This is the first
publication by Singer and also his first appearance as a sharp critic—
an occupation he would continue and refine in the future.

The second event that took place at that time, his acquaintance
with Aaron Zeitlin, quickly turned into a deep friendship and contin-
ued until Zeitlin’s death. According to Singer’s memoirs, this acquaint-
ance occurred accidentally in the Writers Association building on 13
Tlomatske Street. Singer probably already knew of Zeitlin, who was
famous in Yiddish circles as an original poet and an intellectual
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leaning toward mysticism. It is also pzobgble_e that he was 'famlhzrlw{nth
Zeitlin’s apocalyptic poem “Metatron,” with its Kabl).allst}c syr{1J 0 '11:°.m.,
a poem that was supposed to serve as a sort‘of anpthesm tYo rll :v1
Greenberg’s famous poem “Meﬁsto,’.’ alsp publlshefl in 1'922.f eari‘ ater
Singer characterized Zeitlin’s contribution as the infusion {))V m)I's icism
into Yiddish litemature during those troubleq, post-World War gesrs.
Yiddish literature in Poland at that time was confrontiVI : yk}e:
group of young writers: Perets Markls}}, Moshe Brodeeront,h ele "
Ravitch, Uri Tsvi Greenberg, Alter Katsizne, aqd others. 3 te nz:;n
of various isms, these writers waved slogans. cal!mg for the des ]Iiuctlori
of the old world and the old culture, preaching 11_1stead an mt}el: ic u:l
radicalism; some put the emphasis on class consciousness g.s the te},*l)i'no
everything. In their writing there was sorpethmg ahenat; ) ngf ! g
borrowed, some “imported product.” Against all these, Zeitlin too
bt(mg“rom the first, the two writers found a common language. This
friendship brought Isaac to the open house of Aaron’s f;ther, ,the 3;::::
Kabbalist and thinker Hillel Zeitlin. It a}sp 1nc¥'eased mgeli f in rest
in other metaphysical areas, such as splrltughsm .and 'occhu' 1sm',tin
helped—indirectly—to develop that Othel“ dupensmx} in ‘lshw(;lbo g;
the demonic. There is no doubt.that this friendship enn(l: f o
Singer and Zeitlin intellectllx(ally; indeed, a number of years later they
COU&X(;IAMG:‘% Osl;lis;:z]nml:d at this time (1924) to be.depresse.:d. The
reasons a);e ,both material and spiritual. Materially hlf{ '31tu§t¥on ?:ﬁ
not improve much, despite his work as a proofreader.l is ?h air gce)
his relative Gina and the fact that he had a plgce to shetep 1 e;,}; ot
offered no comfort. On the contrary, he was afral.d that 1; re z:l 1h ! a;;
with Gina would be discovered—and his conscience b(?t ereh I;n;iSh
well. Also, there was the nightmare of bemg_ dl:afted into the oThe
army: soon he would be called up, and }}e didn’t vyant to se_zfxi‘vg.him
thought of undressing in fro(nt (()if (tihe rr}le;d:ic)ailtczirrlll?(;t}tleis; t(ve:irtlh ei] Orror:
is arance, as he saw (and describe , fill . r.
illmlisnili)rpl)gc;ed hair, intensely blue eyes, a pal'lor as if he had J}lll.St l(lag}lll;:
sickbed; he is hunched up, his nose chromca_ﬂly running, }is : v
sloppy, his shoelaces always untied. Also, he is a §hy n(;a(;l who tx(')ward
cover up his shyness with an excess of braggadocio an alél_ng ard
women who, despite his repelling appearance (according to fmger . 3
attracted to him like butterflies to light. In the company qllvs'tqmen :
was at first restrained and introverted, })ut later scinti a;l ing ar11( :
funny. He also considered going to Palestine, but he knewd ﬁs wea ‘
nesses: in Palestine hard physical labor was necessary, an 1e wasre
weakling. And above all, he wanted to write. To these struggles we
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to even contemplating suicide.

The year 1925 was better. Singer began to be published, not only
as critic and interviewer for Literarishe bleter, not only as “I.J.S’s
younger brother,” but as a writer in his own right. The first story of his
to be published (under an assumed name) was “Oyf der elter” (O1d Age)

in Literarishe bleter (issue no. 60), the story he had entered in the
contest.

brother’s wife), did not work on Shabbat, and so Bashevis was invited
to serve as a kind of “Sabbath-Goy” in his place. The paper’s editors,
Yosef Haftman, Tahon, and Y. Cohen, invited him also to write Hebrew
stories for the paper. (This was after Bashevis had published his second
story in Literarishe bleter.) And 80, in the issues of Yom Kij

the Courtyard of Strangers.” These are apparently the only two stories
Bashevis wrote in Hebrew. In his memoirs Singer says HaYom’s
editors asked him to continue his Hebrew writing, but his feeling for
Yiddish was much stronger. Several factors were probably responsible

Bashevis did not continue with his Hebrew writing because, after his
two stories appeared in Literarishe bleter, his luck began to change.
His struggles and difficulties notwithstanding, his great dream began
to be realized: to be a Yiddish writer.

Bashevis’ literary and journalistic output in the years 1925 to
1935 includes essays, criticism, and translations, as well as many
stories—the crowning glory of which is the historical tale Satan in
Goray. To this output can be added work done in collaboration with
Zeitlin in parapsychology (which appeared later also in Hebrew) called
“The Other Reality,” and also the planning and beginning of The
Family Moskat. Belonging to this period too are his impressions of a

trip in Zakopane, whose rugged wilderness was lavishly described in
The Slave.
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and Sukkot Eve we find two tales signed “Bashevis”: “Candles” and “In 4
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Bashevis continued to publish critical essays at irr(?gular intsrvali
from 1926 to 1928 in Literarishe bleter, under the signature 'I. B.
These are short pieces on current Yiddish books. In them, as in the
piece on HaShiloakh in 1924, the analyticgl talents of the author and
his ability to characterize an entire book in one or twg sgntencgs are
visible. This is how Bashevis kills off a weak b(?ok: It”ls dec1df>dl.y
unnecessary to argue with the empty pages of this book.” And this is
how he exposes a second-rate poet:

The author wanted to describe a World War . . . this is why the
pages are filled with guns, bayonets, bloqd, smoke. . . . like all
those who cannot write, he paid attgntlon first of all to the
rhythm: shooting, falling, shooting, fglhpg ...yes, they shoo.t and
they fall, but the reader remains indifferent. The book is an
example of how not to write.

In a piece on the book Nokh der forshtelung (After the Performance)
by Jucob Botoshansky:

The author doesn’t seem to care whether he 15 1‘1nde1-'st0(.)d or nqt.
His irritating stories are unintelligible, }:118 1nte1:]e§t10ns d}'lp
hysteria. . . . He could have created sqmethlng really interesting
out of the plethora of characters and situations.

It is interesting to see Bashevis’ opinion of a writer who was famous at
the time, S. Miller, and of his Book Bleter faln (Leaves Fall):

S. Miller is a little too sophisticated, speaks too much2 co'nstan.tly
speaking of heroes’ thoughts. He is much more convincing with
the atmosphere he evokes than with his descriptions which are
confused, full of declarations and useless comments. An exception
to this is his story “The Meal.”

He hits the target with his concise remarks on L Kipr}is’s new work,
Months & Days: “Realism and simplicity—his talent is growing and
becoming stronger.” And on L. Olitsky’s In s.hayn fun Flamen (In the
Glow of Flames): “Some of his descriptions Ulitsky 0verdpes tq such an
extent that he forgets his intention, therel')y wegkenmg his (?ntlre
structure, and it gets to the point . . . where his storlfzs resemble sxmp!e
chronicles.” He does praise Ulitsky’s juicy Volhymc, language. He 1‘s
also right on target with an essay on Israel Rabon’s book of poems,
Hintern ployt fun der velt (Behind the Fence of the World):
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Who would have thought that through these poems a writer
speaks to us from whom Yiddish poetry can expect great things.
... In many of his poems Rabon is indeed too simplistic. . . . Both
the tone and the meter are too close to Halpern’s magnificent,
narrative, ballads. . . . Rabon must avoid this

know that in Salemandra, the single issue that he put out together
with his friends in Bilgoray, Bashevis had composed a devastating
attack on the Khalyastre poets. Possibly his friendship with Zeitlin
also helped arouse in him resistance to the “Prolet-Cult” system and to
assert the examination of aesthetic aspects as the central function of
criticism. A clear definition of Bashevis’ ideas on creativity and on
criticism came later on, when he was in America:

Every creator is a pioneer in his own right. Everyone has to start
from the beginning. In art there is no such thing as “evolution,”
no such thing as general progress. There are no guarantees that
after the giants of art there will not come the dwarfs who will sit
on their shoulders and surpass them—as it were—in greatness.
The dwarf-artist will of necessity remain small. There is no hope
for him to be thought great. . . . Criticism has the following roles:
a) to be able to distinguish between pseudo-art and art; b) to de-
sanctify, whenever necessary, sacred myths and to attack literary
traditions; c) to pave the way for a writer who has talent.
Ler 9y Cgri3
There is no doubt that Bashevis arrived at this crystallization of his
ideas after prolonged reading of works in Yiddish and in other lan-
guages and after composing other critical essays (especially in Globus
and Di Tzukunft), but the seed to this approach is already found in the
essays of 1924 to 1928,

Aiding the development of Bashevis’ aesthetic sensitivity were, no
doubt, the
Gabriel D’Annunzio, Knut Hamsun, Karin Michaelis, Stefan Zweig,
and Thomas Mann. All were done from the German. These transla-

revealed to Bashevis the difficulties facing an author, a realist, when
he needs to impart his heroes’ thoughts. The result of Bashevis’
researches into this dilemma is his essay “Verter oder bilder” (Words or
Pictures) in 1927. After establishing that the lyric poet reacts to events
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while the realist presents the events and lets the reader react, Bashevis
develops his own thesis: Does the realistic story have to present only
the visible picture? And more especially: Is it possible, in pictures only,
to present a man as he is, in all his complexity?

The answer is not simple. It is true that it is impossible to depict a

man fully with pictures that view him only from outside, But does the
realistic author really have no control over the inner experience? Is the
predilection to “outwardness” an essential characteristic of realism, or
is it perhaps only a lower stage that needs to be gone through in order
to reach a higher stage? It is certainly not by accident that the epic is
so close to the chronicle. Both epic and chronicle draw from the same
well: life. But if for the chronicle reality is an object, for the epic it
serves as a kind of model, a prototype. For that reason, the realistic
writer is, first of all, a translator of the prototype. Nature is the mother
of all art. Art is nothing but empty forms that need to be filled by life
experiences. But does the realistic writer really need to confine himself
only to events he witnessed and that actually took place? Or is it only
an accident that realistic stories stubbornly skirt what is within us
and cannot be grasped by our senses? No! It is no accident! A writer
requires a well-endowed fountain from which he can draw at will. Such
a bottomless fountain is nature, none other. Few writers succeed in
penetrating the souls of their heroes. The rest, when they wish to
transmit what their hero thought or felt, make use of their own
thoughts and feelings: and this is a poor source since the realistic
writer—by his very nature—needs to draw up a great many impres-
sions. This, therefore, is the limitation: Not everything can be de-
scribed in pictures, and as a result of that, a large part of our lives
remains in shadow. This limitation causes many writers to rebel
against realism, and they seize on other isms, for example, Expression-
ism, which tries to “storm the barricades” and reach the essence. There
are those who find compromises, others who make peace with the
barrier and try to extract the maximum within the given framework.,
The author finishes his essay with this statement: “Not everything can
be transmitted through description, but whatever is transmitted by a
realistic story must be transmitted through description.”

At that time Bashevis was not alone in struggling with this
problem. One of the subjects of the writer-lecturers who toured the
provinces on behalf of the Referentn Bureau (Lecture Bureau) was:
“Expressionism un ale ibrike izmen in der kunst” (Expressionism and
All Other Isms in Art). For Bashevis this was not merely an academic
problem; it arose as a result of his own struggles with his writing and
of his deep involvement with the books he was reading or translating.
Above all he was preoccupied with the question: What is the best
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vantage point from which the omniscient writer can penetrate his
heroes’ innermost recesses? It seems that he was not willing to accept
the iron curtains the realistic system dictates, nor was he prepared to
compromise either; rather, he strove to achieve that higher stage he
mentions in his essay. It also appears that the monologue-form he
adopted for many of his later stories stems from this same desire: to
find a way to penetrate his heroes’ souls, although even this form
presents problems of its own. Bashevis, beginning his way as a writer,
was schooled in Knut Hamsun’s and Dovid Bergelson’s lyrical prose;
years had to pass before he realized that this style was not for him and
that what appealed to him was a story in which the realistic leads to
something that transcends realism.

One should seas a year of special significance in the shaping
of Bashevis as a writer. In 1932 I J. Singer’s Yoshe Kalb appeared, and
in that same year Globus was founded with Zeitlin as editor and with
Bashevis’ active participation. Globus was intended to be a forum for
pure art and for the airing of problems absorbing the Jewish intellec-
tual world. Between Zeitlin and Bashevis there was a full conceptual
partnership in their criticism of Yiddish literature. Above all they
fought the fake leftist tendency that conquered the Jewish world and
found its way into literature. In a letter directed to the eminent critic
Shmuel Niger, Zeitlin declared that there are among us “few, very few,
who are still capable of believing to the end in a profane or a sacred of
their own making . . . truth has vanished from our house.”

As an example of falsification, Zeitlin cites “Penek,” the first part
of Baym dnieper, by Dovid Bergelson: “Penek” is “only a combination
of the artistic and the proletarian—not a fusion.” Bashevis also comes
out with an extensive critique of Bergelson. Bergelson, writes
Bashevis, is an analyst. He tries “to unmask his heroes, to show us that
which they are trying to conceal.” Bergelson never tried to Jjustify or
condemn his heroes’ deeds. With “Penek” Bergelson tries to move from
just literature to proletarian literature and decides at the outset that
Penek will be a revolutionary. But here he comes upon a serious
problem: Penek’s character is not fully crystallized. He still does not
possess those special “individual lines” that communicate the charac-
ter of a child. Two methods exist for describing children: the evolu-
tional method of Romain Rolland (Jean Cristophe) and the one used by
Tolstoy and Gorky: to describe the world through the eyes of the child.
But in order to employ the latter method, it is necessary to know the
child’s “eyeglasses.” Only in this way will the reader avoid feeling that
behind the imaginary eyes of the child is an adult who is really doing
the seeing. “As we read ‘Penek’ we feel first of all that young Penek is
seeing things exactly as Bergelson sees them today, not even as he saw
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them a few years ago.” As Bashevis analyzes Bergelson’s protagonist,
he is full of wonder:

To take such a Penek, a child of Orthodox parents, who is
surrounded for the moment by nothing but Orthodox people, and
to turn him into a full-fledged Marxist, a ripe revolutionary—

T that’s a little too naive. . . . Instead of Bergelson’s adjusting
4 himself to Penek, he makes Penek adjust himself to him.
~b- r

This same important demand that Bashevis makes of Bergelson’s
“Penek”—“to describe the world through the eyes of a child while
knowing the eyeglasses of the child’—he makes also in his critique of
the book Yidn fun a gantz yor (Ordinary Jews) by Yehoshua Perle:
“The child described is one through whose eyes Perle as he is today is
gazing upon the past.” It is almost an unavoidable error, says Bashevis,
made by those who write about themselves. Perle attempted to solve
the dilemma by ignoring himself as much as he could, but the result is
that we know next to nothing about Mendel’s spiritual life, or about his
inner world. In any case, this writer’s hidden aim is to describe life in a
darker light than it really is. This approach is typical not only of Perle,
but also of other modern realistic writers like Bergelson, A. M. Fuchs,
Oyzer Varshavsky, and others. Wishing to be “true to life,” to avoid any
idealization, they exaggerate in the opposite direction.

L A penetrating expression of Bashevis’ battle against literature-in-
service-of-a-cause, an expression that is also Bashevis’ literary credo,
is his essay “Tzu der frage vegn dichtung un politik” (Concerning
Literature and Politics). The essay opens with Spinoza’s motto: “Ha-
tred can never be good,” and the thesis discussed is the increasing
polarization between world proletarianism and fascism. This polariza-
tion causes each side (meaning politicians on each side) to recruit its
own soldiers, and also asks the writer unequivocally—Whose side are
you on? The writer must then serve that side with the pen just as the
soldier serves it with the gun. This question is directed especially to a
“valuable” writer, who has not yet decided on his stance, and for that
reason is viewed by the politicians as a deserter. The politician ex-
plains the writer’s silence as opposition, and for that reason begins
himself to “organize art. Because, after all, taste is something that can
change with time. People will get used to the substitution.”

The politician wants the writer to arouse hatred between the
classes, because hatred is “the horse on which the politician rides.” An
example: immediately after the war they spoke of peace, but not long
afterwards they began to speak of revenge. The politician wants from
the writer not books that will bring people together, but books that will
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incite one against the other. The politician hates the individual: he is
ready to murder him, and in this he is the complete opposite of the
artist. And these people—the politicians—are trying to make a match
between themselves and the artist! But it is written: “God made this in
opposition to that.” Together with the bloodthirsty beast was born also
the sensitive man. And behold, both are similar among themselves, the
politicians in their striving to rule and to oppress, and the writers—in
their own common character to open eyes to see how wretched is man.
“Every one, in his very essence, is an antithesis to the progress and
aim of history,” the prophet-poet on the one hand, and Gengis Khan,
Napoleon, and Hitler on the other. All of this applies, of course, to a
writer of distinction and not to a writer who willingly follows the
politician as the dog follows the hunter.

It is absurd to hear, Bashevis argues, how politicians of all sides
condemn the artist for his passivity. The chutzpah of the beast is so
great that it wants to draw everything into its bloody game. But the
genuine artist will never serve the killer. The artist loves man too
much to comply and go where the politician sends him. The genuine
poet will never deal in incitement. Not only will he not incite the rich
against the poor; he will not incite the poor against the rich. It would
be interesting to prove, Bashevis concludes, that the great poets, in
their moments of hatred, were no better than the mediocre ones and
that distinction came to them only when they treated the object of their
writing with love.

In spite of the extremism in his views, it is possible to see in this
essay of Bashevis’ a courageous defense of a new approach that began
to be noticeable in 1932 among Yiddish writers in Poland: a predilec-
tion to pure art, and an awakening from the intoxication of “Prolet-
Cult” that ruled the Jewish world. This awakening has nothing to do
with Bashevis’ own work. In the pieces he publishes after his first two
Yiddish stories, he continues to search for the individual, distinctive
expression that is so important to him. With all his might he tries to
preserve two essential principles: not to be drawn into the style that is
fashionable among the Yiddish writers of Poland, the “Prolet-Cult,”
originating in the USSR; and “That the plot of the story must accom-
plish something, to take man out of the routine toward something
more exalted and profound.”

From the thematic point of view, Bashevis continues to move
within the narrow circle he himself criticized in his analysis of Po-
land’s Yiddish literature. He may live in a large city, but he doesn’t
know the life-style of a metropolis. It is the extension of the provinces,
with its want, its poverty, its sense of no exit. It is the disintegration
that was already felt in the homes of the various “grandchildren,” the
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rushing about as if within a trap, that he knew so well in his childhood,
in the days of In My Father’s Court. The ugliness is exchanged for
grolesquerie, the pain for sarcasm. But even in this circle of hell on
earth, there is always the possibility of finding a surprising exception,
A story—it must never be boring; this is probably the gospel that the
young writer keeps repeating to himself,

The heroes of most of the twenty stories (including the two Hebrew
stories) Bashevis published between 1924 and 1935 (excluding Satan
in Goray) can be called losers: they lose their property, their status,
even their physical or spiritual capacities. This downfall comes as a
result of war (“Yordim”), of social changes (“Eyniklekh,” “Reshtlekh,”
“Oyfn oylem ha-tohu”), of death (“Vayber”), of physical disintegration
(“In an alt hoyz”), of old age (“A dorfs-kabren”), etc. Sometimes the
socioeconomic descent causes a moral descent (“In keler”) or perver-
sions and fantasies (“T'svishn vent”). In one story (“Tsurik vegs,” “The
Road Back”) the hero Svirsky is a real “descender.”

Wandering is a common element in many of Bashevis’ stories at
this time (“Oyfn oylem ha-tohu,” “Reshtlekh,” “Shamay veyts,” “Yor-
dim,” “In Letste teg,” “Der yid fun bovl,” “A zokn”), and it is found also
in The Family Moskat. Probably this reflects, in a sense, the experience
of the writer himself, who wandered from Warsaw to Bilgoray or
Jusefov, and back. Autobiographical elements can also be found in
“Reshtlekh” and “Sale.”

The descending heroes do not struggle with their descent or with
their disintegration. They are mo ind_fate, with which
there is no point in struggling. We also do not find in the stories any
attempt by the author to enter their innermost recesses. Instead, we
find much detail and a precise description of external situations that
move the plot forward. In this Bashevis confirms the theory he de-
velops in his essay “Verter oder bilder,” about the dilemma facing the
realist writer when he needs to communicate thoughts or feelings:

Why tell what the hero thinks? . . . It is better if I tell what my
hero does. From this you will deduce anyhow what he “wanted” to
do and what he “thought” to do, because a powerful desire moves
our senses, and a powerful thought leads to deeds.

This approach, apart from the support that Bashevis himself gives
it in “Verter oder bilder,” comes as if to admit the limitations of the
omniscient writer, and to confirm the statement, made in I. J. Singer’s
novel, by Yoshe Kalb-Nokhumtshe: “One knows nothing about one-
self.” But this is not the case. We know that in his searching he is also
preoccupied with the second question he articulated in that same
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essay: Is the predilection to “externals” an essential characteristic of
realism, or is it only a lower stage, which needs to be surpassed to
reach a higher one? We shall stil] see what additional means Bashevis
requires in order to go beyond the limitations of the omniscient realist
writer.

In his article “Arum der yidisher literatur in poyln,” Bashevis
remarks that the publication of Yoshe Kalb in 1932, after a silence of
several years, was a turning point in his brother’s writing. It is
possible to say that for Bashevis, also, 1932 was a turning point. In
that year he published, among others, “A zokn” and “Der yid fun bovl.”
To the old man of “A zokn” a strange thing happens, something
supernatural: he overcomes all misfortunes and miseries and at an
ancient age marries and begets a son.

What looks in “A zokn” like an incomprehensible phenomenon, a
result of blind determinism, acquires in “Der yid fun bovl” the mean-
ing of a visible struggle between man and Satan and his minions that
took him over. It is true that in 1928, in the story “Oyfn oylem ha-
tohu,” Bashevis shows a similar situation of a man pursued by demons.
But Shimon, the rabbi’s degenerating son, is insane., His entire behav-
lor, including the thought of completing de la Reina’s experience,
testifies to his madness; the demonic forces operate only in the back-
ground and only by implication. In “Der yid fun bovl” the demonic
forces are in the foreground. Here we find for the first time in Bashevis
the force of evil in confrontation with Providence over the soul of man.
Since this story appeared in 1932, the same year as Yoshe Kalb, it is
difficult not to suggest that there is here an influence—even if in-
direct—of . J. Singer on his younger brother.

We find signs of influence even earlier. In “Shamay vayts” there is
someone called Pan Zombak, who is a sort of “factotum” in the printing
shop, a drunk who is reminiscent of Stanislav Zomba of “Alt-shtot” by
L. J. Singer. The wedding in the story is also reminiscent of the banquet
of “Alt-shtot.” Perhaps there was also a reverse influence of Bashevis
on his older brother. It is true that they drew inspiration and influ-
ences from identical sources, but I. J. Singer’s creative world was
different. We shall not exaggerate, therefore, if we argue that during
L. J’s silent years, the forgotten world opened for him—under the
influence of “Oyfn oylem ha-tohu”—of Kabbalists and Hassidic rabbis,
of superstitions, dybbuks, and transmigrations, a world that put him
on the road to Yoshe Kalb. In “Oyfn oylem ha-tohu” we find the seed of
the impressive market scene of Yoshe Kalb. On the other hand, the fact
that his famous brother depicted the old Jewish world in his book gave
Bashevis tremendous impetus to carry on with the materials he had
been accumulating for a long time—studies and legends of the Jewish
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and Polish world—an occupation that would give him, at the same
time, the answer to his search for self-expression: the demonic world.
And if “Oyfn oylem ha-tohu” served as stimulus for Yoshe Kalb, then
Yoshe Kalb contributed in no small measure to the development of
Satan in Goray. From Bashevis’ memoirs we learn that he began to
write Satan in Goray shortly after Yoshe Kalb was favorably received
by readers; that is, at the end of 1932 or the beginning of 1933. Satan
in Goray appeared in 1935. It is no accident that Zeitlin was a sponsor
of Bashevis’ first book. The friendship between the two writers intensi-
fied because of shared viewpoints: on the one hand, the belief in
supernatural forces, and on the other, the commitment to a pure art
that draws its subjects from our people’s treasures, an approach which
had also been the cornerstone of the periodical Globus. Doubtlessly the
idea of redemption, which had been dear to Zeitlin as far back as the
days of “Metatron,” brought them closer as well.

With the introduction of the demonic world into his stories,
Bashevis found the long-sought key with which to surmount the
limitations imposed by realism and despite them to penetrate his
heroes’ souls. Feelings and thoughts are reflected in the mystical
world, the supernatural world. This does not mean giving up realism.
The mode of writing remains realistic, but a new dimension is added to
it, one that deepens the plot—the mystic dimension. Bashevis defined
his new way thus:

To build the spirits’ story on the foundation of folk life and of
rooted Judaism. . . . The more the realism compressed behind the
mystic plot, the more the story will be convincing. Miracles and
wonder deeds don’t happen in a vacuum., They happen to people of
flesh and blood, within the framework of everyday life. 955

!

And again we are reminded of Zeitlin’s “Metatron.”
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ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER AND
THE LEGEND OF THE GOLEM OF PRAGUE
Arnold L. Goldsmith

It comes as no surprise that America’s foremost Yiddish author,
with his extensive knowledge of the folklore and legends of seven-
teenth-century Poland and his love of and belief in the supernatural,
should turn to the remarkable golem of Prague as the subject of a short
novel for adolescents. Isaac Bashevis Singer published The Golem in
the Jewish Daily Forward in 1969, revised and translated it into
English in the fall of 1981, and published it in hardback in 1982.! For
those familiar with the literary treatment of this legend in the twenti-
eth century by Rabbi Judah Rosenberg, Chayim Bloch, H. Leivick,
Gustav Meyrink, Abraham Rothberg, and others,? it is interesting to
explore Singer’s debt to and departures from the original legend,
especially in light of his statement in 1981 that one of his criteria for
writing is that he be convinced that he is “the only one who can write
the [i. e., any] particular story . .. that I am saying something in my
own way.” Though Singer’s additions to the legend are not always for
the better, and though The Golem is not in the class of A Day of
Pleasure, the collection of nineteen autobiographical stories about a
boy’s growing up in Warsaw that won Singer the National Book Award
for children’s literature in 1970, it still merits close examination.

Since the late 1960s, Singer has had much to say about writing for
children.* In 1968, in his introductory note to When Shilemiel Went to
Warsaw, Singer claims that as far as he is concerned “there is no basic
difference between [his] tales for adults and for young people. The
same spirit, the same interest in the supernatural is in all of them.” To
Singer, in the modern period when “the telling of stories is becoming a
forgotten art, children are the best readers.” One year later, writing on
children’s books for the New York Times Book Review, he explains that
young readers are not interested in what the literary critics have to
say. They can “enjoy a sunset without footnotes.” Unfortunately,
modern literature has “torn itself from folklore, because folklore is so
often superstitious and conservative, but our children are not afraid to
look back. Their literature is still preoccupied with kings, princesses,
devils, demons, imps, were-wolves and other old-fashioned creatures.”
In 1975, in a New York Times review of Russian Fairy Tales, Singer
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