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EFFECTS OF ASSIMILATION

by J. SOLVEY

The holocaust in Europe has not only deci-
mated the Jewish communities there, but it has
been largely responsible for the complete re-
grouping of Jewish settlements all over the
world. The process or regrouping started well
before the holocaust, but it was slow, progress-
ed by the process of attrition rather than by
design.

The process started when, as a result of eman-
cipation, assimilation began to penetrate further
and further into Jewish communities in Europe,
particularly into the small settlements in Eastern
Europe.

Until the evolvement of assimilation a Jew
could ‘survive’ even in the smallest community.
A sole Jew in a Polish village — a Yishuvnik —
could maintain his Jewishness without any vis-
ible strain. Although his children had as play-
mates Christian children, there was no hint of
them marrying out. For Yom-Tov he would
assemble his family and go to the nearest shtetl,
to take part in the festivals. He would find the
marriage partners for his children and continue
to live as a Jew amongst Gentiles. This type of
Jew could exist not only through unlimited de-
votion to his religion, but also because of other
barriers such as language and type of occupa-
tion.

PARTIAL ASSIMILATION

Even partial assimilation has broken through
all these hurdles and left the isolated Jew ex-
posed to its full attack. A very good example
can be found here in Australia. It has been
statistically assertained that starting with figures
of Jewish settlement in Australia in the eighties
of the last century, the numbers of Jews in Aus-
tralia in the forties of this century, should have
been two hundred thousands. Yet prior to World
War 1II, the total Jewish population in Australia
was less than forty thousand.

These very significant figures are the result
of the inability of a single Jew (or even a
couple of families) to withstand the onslaught
of assimilation. He was forced to adapt himself
to local conditions. The Australian Yishurnik,

usually the storekeeper, could not prevent his
children from marrying out. You will find today
many Australians who have at least one Jewish
grandparent. There are still today single Jewish
families surviving in a country town, pretend-
ing not to be Jewish.

It is quite obvious by now that in the ‘free
countries’ Jews cannot survive in small settle-
ments. Only Jewish communities of considerable
size have the necessary strength to stand up to
to the temptation of assimilation.

TO SURVIVE

The modern Jew requires not only a syna-
gogue to survive as a Jew, he needs also a
Jewish school, social amenities, such as clubs,
sports organizations and some purely Jewish
activities. These can only be had if the com-
munity is large enough to procure them. Thus
the disappearance of small communities started
before the holocaust.

The best example of this process started be-
fore the advent of Hitler in the Argentine. After
a comparatively good start the villages, created
by settling Russian Jews on Argentinian soil, be-
came affected by the same ‘disease’.

The young generation showed very little en-
thusiasm to stay on the land, they went to town
in the literal meaning of the word. Even with-
out the holocaust the trend was already in full
swing. And then came Hitler!

DESTRUCTION

The extermination of the Jews, as conducted
by the Nazis, started even before the creation
of ghettos. The destruction of the small Jewish
communities was only continued by Hitler's
stooges. Latvians, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, etc.,
who carried out the butchery of East European
country town Jews before the Germans had oc-
cupied these places.

And when Germany was defeated (as far as
the Jews were concerned this could hardly be
termed as defeat), there was no return back to
the old shtetl. Not only was there no ‘home’ to
return to, but it was dangerous to do so, because
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of the ‘locals’ who succeded to acquire Jewish
wealth and would not give it back. There was
no protection for the ‘survivors’ in the country
towns. Those who survived were determined
to stay alive and went to the big cities (and to
more security). Thus in post World War II,
Jewry found itself concentrated mainly in big
cities, leaving the country side ‘Juden Frei'l
This trend continues to this very day. The
danger undoubtedly facing us is the concentra-
tion of the Jews in one narrow domain, that of
the middle class. The Jews are mainly profes-
sionals, doctors, lawyers, economists or merch-
ants in their various branches. Academic careers
will be swamped by the Jews, and this in turn
will produce animosity of the Gentiles profes-
sionals, as soon as they realise that their com-

petitors are Jews.

ANATOMY OF

INVERTED MIGRATION

In spite of the loss of six million Jews,
post-war Jewry is more anomalous (the inverted
pyramid) than before World War 1I. We are
even more exposed to the dangers of head-on
collisions in the fight for positions in the pro-
fessional field. This cannot be averted by the
‘inverted migration’, i.e., moving from place to
place. It will therefore be necessary to ‘syphon’
off to Israel considerable numbers of the Jewish
surplus academics.

Slow as the process may be, it will neverthe-
less become a continuous stream which will
ease the pressure in the Diaspora and at the
same time feed Israel’s need for manpower. And
above all, maybe, slow down the process of
assimilation.

ANTI-SEMITISM

by NIEL HIRSCHSON

Sometimes towards the end of the 19th cen-
tury a journalist invented the term anti-semitism.
It soon achieved a fairly wide currency, signal-
ling also a renewal of modern anti-Jewish senti-
ment. This was no accident, for Jewish influence
and power as such was then probably at its
Jlowest ebb. Those were the decades that pro-
duced the Dreyfus Case in France, the Protocols
of the Elders of Zion forged in Russia, pogroms,
the foundation of anti-semitic societies in Ger-
many, and countless other expressions of fashion-
able and infectious hostility towards Jews.

Pamphlets on the subject were circulated,
books written, men, women and children inculc-
ated with its doomsday message; art, literature,
science, music and even chess were assessed in
terms of its directives. Soon responsible people
became alarmed at the prospect of their social
fabric being irreparably damaged. The church
tried halfheartedly to dissociate itself from the
whole business, but even the New Testament
seemed to sanction an adversary interest in Jews.

So, the misbegotten library of anti-semitism
kept growing, authored by a variegated body of
writers, some of considerable talent, including
Hilaire Belloc, Madison Grant, Gobineau, Hous-
ton, Stewart Chamberlain, Otto Weininger, even

Karl Marx, and countless others. Widely circu-
lated and publicised through the press and later
the radio, anti-semitic writings in fact betrayed
the growing hysteria of a Europe alarmed and
confused by unforeseen change.

Of course, a recurrent frenzy like anti-semit-
ism is by no means a unique phenomenon. If it
does not manifest itself in Witch Mania, or a
crazed obsession with the philosopher’s stone, it
can emerge as Tulipomania, a belief in miracul-
ous curds, a terrified expectation of the “appro-
aching day of judgement’, a search for relics, a
fear of haunted houses or the ‘tokolosh’, a love
of duelling, poisoning, anarchism, assassination
and random terrorism.

A EUPHEMISM

The anti-semitic phenomenon in particular
did not begin in the 19th century, nor did the
term imply hostility towards semites in general.
A euphemism, it was specifically directed at
Jews, as is anti-Zionism today. In some instances
it became a kind of password for disorientated
Europeans seeking a basis for fellowship in a
world where the ideas of yesteryear seemed to
have become irrelevant.

Finally, anti-semitism reached its climax in

2 [ Melbourne Chronicle

® July 1976 ]




World War 11, at whichf juncture its primitive
and occult nature was clearly disclosed through
the ritual murder perpetrated to placate the in-
scrutble forces of modern history and reality.
Auschwitz, Treblinka, Maidanek became places
where human beings, mostly Jews, were de-
humanised, then transformed into vermin, and
finally put into gas chambers and furnaces in
accordance with an official extermination pro-
gramme organised along industrial lines, but
more suited to the paleolithic age than to the
postures of the 20th century.

NAZI PROGRAMME

The defeat of the anti-semitic monstrosity,
however, brought only a lull to the enterprise.
Ukrainians and Arabs among others who had
supported the Nazi programme bided their time,
and finally came to light again in the present
decade in which they estimated that circum-
stances favoured a renewal of the programme.
Russia led by an Ukrainian and Egypt by an
ex-supporter of the Nazis, joined forces for a
while and succeeded in pushing through a
United Nations resolution ratifying the anti-
semitism of yesteryear as anti-Zionism today.

But this very brief sketch of modern anti-
semitism as an example of crowd madness can-
not really enable us to deal with it, or even just
grasp its essence, for unlike similar madnesses
it has a persistence which puts it into a some-
what different category.

We must rather look at it from another angle,
and begin our analysis with the observed fact
that defeated and helpless people often become
victims of atrocity. Foreign soldiers finding civil-
ians at their mercy have been known to commit
shocking crimes in an excess of triumphant
hysteria.

Nevertheless, the Jews were not a defeated
people in Europe, in the sense that a Jewish
army had fought European soldiers. In fact there
is no record at all of Jews having fought as
Jews in a Jewish army in any kind of military
action in Europe. At least in this respect the
delusions of anti-semites seem among other
things basically irrelevant to the problems of
Europe.

Obviously we are not dealing with an ordinary
outbreak of popular mania, nor with the fairly

standard type of inter-group hostility, such as
one might encounter between the Irish and the
English, or between the Germans and the
French. On the other hand, it has been argued
that anti-semitism goes back to earliest antiqu-
ity, that it is perhaps ineradicable, and that
evidence for this view can be found in ancient
-ecords.

Actually this is quite untrue, for the expres-
sions of an earlier day of dislike directed at
Jews are just about counterbalanced by expres-
sicus of esteem from non-Jews. Furthermore, as
it nyust by now be obvious, anti-semitism is not
simply an expression of dislike or animosity,
nor can we simply categorise it as a fairly com-
mon manifestation of inter-group conflict.

MODERN ANTI-SEMITISM

At least one thing argues against such a con-
clusion. Modern anti-semitism, with its Protocols
of the Elders of Zion, its Mein Kampf, its count-
less pamphlets and documents amounts to a
kind of world outlook, a kind of religion or phil-
osophy. The expression of a bankrupt conscious-
ness clinging to the negativities of another age,
it is also a coherent doctrine in some respects,
for it explains everything that happens in terms
of something relatively familiar, the Jew. Anti-
semitism, for those who have lost their sense
not only of direction but proportion as well, is
actually a means of assessing the world around
them. That it only compounds confusion in a
way that is nothing if not diabolical is beside
the point. In the final analysis, it provides an
answer of sorts to many if not all problems.
Moreover, it shifts responsibility for most of our
troubles to the Jew. That is to say, the solution
of our cardinal difficulties requires that the Jew
must cease to exist.

And it is this doctrine which clearly identifies
anti-semitism, and is its core. But this doctrine
is not something that emerged mysteriously out
of the fogs of the past. Rather, it has a begin-
ning in a particular time and place.

First, it is highly' significant that no ancient
or pagan writer ever called for the elimination
of Jewish people as the solution to man’s mis-
fortune. Nor has any hostile writer of antiquity
tried to explain the workings of universal human
society in terms of the Jewish character. Such
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an idea would have been laughable, for the Jews
were scarcely known outside of Judea and feel-
ings among those who knew them were just
about evenly divided.

In short, if we are to trace the origins of anti-
semitism we must uncover the first manifesta-
tion of a developed and coherent, if mistaken,
doctrine that the world’s difficulties are bound
up with the Jewish people, with what they do
or do not do.

Such a doctrine did first appear in outline,
after Jewish defeats in two serious wars, in, the
year 70 c.E. and in 132 C.E., the years respectively
of the fall of the temple and the defeat of Bar
Kochba. We are now in a position to suspect
that anti-semitism arises out of Roman history
and that it entered the West, like the Roman
alphabet and Roman law, as a historical legacy,
from another time, another people and under
almost forgotten circumstances.

The first known document which clearly and
coherently calls for the dismantling of Jewish
identity as an answer to man’s distress is known
as the Book of Acts. Addressed to a Roman
nobleman, it carefully’ records those attributes
of Jewish consciousness and history which are
to be called into question. T orah, circumcision,
Messianic expectation are all not merely nulli-
fied, but presented as an obstacle to world
salvation.

But this startling document, written in terms
of Roman requirements, is no mere statement
of hostility towards Jews, but a carefully for-
mulated programme obviously intended to fol-
low up the Roman military triumphs of the
years 70 and 132 C.E.

That is why this book does not represent a
passing fad, nor was its publication simply an
event of the day, soon to be forgotten. In fact,
the Book of Acts became part of the official
scripture of Rome in the 4th century.

But a knowledge of the beginnings of anti-
semitic teachings does not necessarily enable us
to deal with its modern manifestations. It does,
however, provide us with a clear idea of what
it is, with an ability to recognise it, although we
must also recognise that the present has over-
taken the past and now has an independent
momentum of its own.

It enables us to see how it perpetuates itself
and justifies itself. Above all, it also shows us
that anti-semitism brought not only the madness
of the Kristalnacht to Germany, but defeat as
well in World War II.

Moreover, although the gas chambers and
furnaces of Auschwitz consumed Jews, vast
numbers of non-Jews perished there as well,
though for the latter and their descendants no
one speaks with any kind of real thought or con-
cern. They have become engulfed by the silent
grave.

And it is here that our task as Jews becomes
clear, namely to represent man and 'the spirit of
life. Today the anti-semitic scourge touches us,
tomorrow the world. Faceless men in secret
places quietly plan another Holocaust for both
Jews and non-Jews, knowing they can rely upon
the frenzy that seizes the human spirit in dark
days and the deadly silence that comes after.

— Acknowledgement to Jewish Affairs.
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INTEREST IN YIDDISH

by BORIS SMOLAR

The Yiddish language — the origin of which
goes back to the earliest Ashkenazic communi-
ties of the Jewish people on the Rhine some
1000 years ago — is now becoming more and
more a prestige language in the United States.
Its acceptance in the academic world is becom-
ing wider with every year.

One finds now an increasing number of
scholars studying Yiddish not only as a language
but also as a source of Jewish cultural, economic
and social life of about 30 generations of Jews
in the various countries of their dispersion. The
number of Yiddish literary works being trans-
lated into English, and published by modern
American publishing houses, is growing and at-
tracting more and more interest on the part of
American-born Jews who never learned to read
Yiddish. Among the translated works is the
Tzeenah U-Reenah — the Biblical book in Yid-
dish which was written in the 16th Century
primarily for women who did not understand
Hebrew. This 400-year-old Yiddish book popular
among women, was translated by Norman Gore,
a [scholar-priest of the ‘Episcopal Church; in
Atlanta, Georgia.

The U.S. government is aiding in the pre-
servation of Yiddish as a language and a source
of Jewish history and culture. Through its
National Endowment for the Humanities it has
been financing during the years some projects of
the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Now it
has awarded $75,000 for the Great Dictionary
of the Yiddish Language as an outright gift. At
the same time, it offered to increase this award
by $149,200 on condition that a half of this sum
be matched by private and institutional dona-
tions by February 29, 1976.

The interest that the U.S. government has in
helping the publication of the Great Dictionary
of the Yiddish Language — which is to appear
in 13 volumes, the fourth of which is now in
print — testifies best to the quality of this monu-
mental project. The dictionary has been ac-
claimed by mational Jewish personalities and
experts in lexicology.

The National Endowment offer to increase its

award by $149,200 on a “matching funds” basis
comes at a time when the group engaged in
carrying out the dictionary project faces an acute
financial crisis. Its financial situation will become
even more desperate should the group not suc-
ceed in securing from private and institutional
sources the donations needed to match the
National Endowment’s generous offer.

AN ENORMOUS TASK

The Great Dictionary of the Yiddish Langu-
age is not an ordinary dictionary. Its scope is
encyclopedic. It does not limit itself to defini-
tions of words; it provides also the derivation
of each word, the region where the word origi-
nated, the various dialects. It records and pro-
cesses every Yiddish word of every time and
clime — from the earliest communities in the
10th Century along the Rhine and Danube to
the Yiddish-speaking communities of all con-
tinents today.

In addition to the usual linguistic and seman-
tic history of a word — and to an exhausting
listing of precise interpretations for all possible
meanings of this word — the dictionary also
documents the word with proverbs and cita-
tions containing the word, to show cultural, re-
ligious, social and political developments and/
or characteristics of the Jewish way of life. It
also brings in all the words from other langu-
ages adopted by Jews in their Yiddish conver-
sations through the ages, including Hebrew
words and expressions that became part and
parcel of the Yiddish language.

At its present stage, the dictionary is already
considered worthy of comparison with the best
all-inclusive dictionaries in modern lexico-
graphy. When completed, it will have more
than 200,000 words, testifying to the richness
of the Yiddish language as compared with other
languages. Some large European nations — like
France, Russia, Spain and Italy — have only
from 140,000 to 210,000 words in their langu-
ages.

Hundreds of collaborators in many countries
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have voluntarily helped the editors of the dic-
tionary — Judah A. Joffe and Yudel Mark — in
the assembling of this huge collection of words.
None received remuneration except the office
staff. Even the editors worked without any re-
muneration. To them it was a labour of love
and of preservation of an exhaustive inventory
of the lexical wealth of historical dimensions of
the Yiddish language. Prof. Nathan Susskind,
director of the Department of Jewish Studies
of the City College of New York, who is the
co-editor and principal investigator of the dic-
tionary, similarly works without remuneration.

URGENT PROBLEMS

To undertake such an enormous task like the
publication of The Great Dictionary of the
Yiddish Language would have taxed the re-
sources of any established academy in any
country. The Yiddish Dictionary Committee
which seeks support from foundations, organis-
ations, lsynagogues, and individual friends of
Jewish culture, is having no easy task.

In addition to the financial problems which
the dictionary faces, it also faces the problem
of the diminishing of Yiddish linguists and au-
thorities on Yiddish. Many of its collaborators

have perished in the Holocaust. The surviving
few are very young; when they will retire from
active participation in the project there will be
no one to assemble, classify and interpret the
linguistic and cultural riches which comprise
the treasure-trove of Yiddish.

The urgency to complete the project while
lexicographers who are native experts are still
available is, therefore, emphasised by the New
York City College which takes an interest in
the project. The college has established an In-
stitute for Yiddish Lexicography to help pre-
pare the dictionary, with Prof. Susskind as
rector. The college also encouraged the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem to join as co-sponsor of
the dictionary project.

Neither the Hebrew University nor City Col-
lege are able to underwrite the dictionary’s total
budget. The gift ithis year coming from the
National Endowment for the Humanities is of
very great assistance. However, the full sum of
the generously offered award will never be ob-
tained unless a part of it is matched by private
contributors. The future of the entire dictionary
project may depend on such contributions this
year.

— Acknowledgement to Jewish Affairs.

ABRAHAM REISEN

CENTENARY OF HIS BIRTH

A few years before he died a collection of
Abraham Reisen’s poems appeared in a one-
volume edition, sixty years of creative achieve-
ment (1891-1951) in one book; 700 poems and
songs. If we add his numerous stories and
sketches, it gives us a rich store of work by a
Yiddish poet of the Peretz generation, one of the
first, after our classics — a man who influenced
Yiddish literature over a period of many years,
and left his mark on the younger men who fol-
lowed him.

But Reisen hadn’t much luck with our literary
critics. They dismissed him as shallow, and too
realistic. He argued that though his stories ap-
pear realistic they are not only lyrical but also
symbolic. As for being shallow, that was a
quality found more often in the complex writ-

ings, while depth is found in simplicity, as we
see in Scholem Aleichem.

Reisen’s work must be approached with the
measure of being the first stage in Yiddish
poetry, and the role played in it at that time by
the ordinary simple Jewish man of the folk.
Reisen came to him as a deeply ethical person,
sometimes with a soft-hearted humour, under
which shone the light of a man with great com-
passion. His ‘leitmotiv’ was to look for human
values in quiet nameless people, to elevate the
simple to the all-human character of the un-
known heroes. He planted the quiet heroism of
the non-heroes, planted it like a banner in his
work. He did not idealise. He produced them in
a kind of realistic innocence and modesty and
simplicity, with a lyrical tenderness.
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‘There is no doubt that Reisen is the singer
of compassion, of pity for the poor and the
weak, for those who are wronged, who suffer
from injustice. Not to cover up and hide their
pain and sorrow with romantic screens, but to
bring them comfort and solace, to strengthen
their belief in life and in man. This he held to
be his mission.

Reisen had an eye for the smallest, the un-
conscious movements of the human soul, and an
ear to capture its flimsiest silences. And with all
this, a warm heart open to human kindness. Re-
member how Zorach in Old Time Folk hides his
grief from his wife over the loss of his last few
saved groshen in the fire in the town’s rich man’s
house. Like a lightning conductor he drew to
himself all the worry over what had happened,
pretending to his wife that he had previously
withdrawn his money. “And lying in bed Zorach
felt happy that his wife doesn’t know that the
money was still in Grunim’s house. It would
have made her miserable.”

Reisen lets the dream of his quiet people go
in stockinged feet; wherever possible he holds
back the clash between dream and reality, even
though his effort is not always successful. Lisa,
in The Gypsy sees that, after the fancy dress
ball when she is taking off her gypsy costume,
sobering up from the intoxication of the carnival
night. But the very attempt by Lisa to break
out of the drab surroundings, the dream of all
the Lisas to_be different, that alone is enough
to bring a lyrical outburst from the poet, trying
to find in his little people a glimmering of indi-
vidualism. True enough, individualism too with
Reisen is social. The individual is not an inde-
pendent person, standing by himself. He is one
of the people. But Reisen wants to show him as
he is, with his own face, with some characteristic
feature, which will gladden the Lisas, will up-
lift them, and free them from dejection. Long-
ing for something, even if you are not clear what
it is you long for, is in itself positive. So Reisen
seeks a poetic expression for the longing in the
heart: “Inside, the ruin is full of mysterious
sounds, songs, quiet weeping; and the soul is
full of longing. It wants something which has
no name.”

* *

From his earliest childhood years in Lithuania
Reisen had encouraged human wickedness, so-

cial and national wrongs which influenced his
work:

How do I come to sing? How would 1 know?
The way to the fields through Gentiles and
dogs and to go.

So he can't take delight in natural beauty and
leave his people petrified with grief and sorrow:.
He looks into their homes, and puts a shine, a
radiance on the inner beauty of their miserably
poor lives. Can he sing the beauty of the land-
scape as a background to the sadness of a pen-
niless bride? He leads us by the hand into these
poor homes, into the Kingdom of dire poverty,
and shows us a rich gallery of his heroes —
workmen and shopkeepers, Yeshiva students and
servant girls, elementary Hebrew teachers and
wandering Synagogue preachers, a collection of
people who on the surface seem to be a drab
grey mass; but as soon as you scrape away the
dust and the ashes you uncover the embers still
smouldering, and ready to burst into flame. Each
individual in this seeming grey mass reveals
suppressed feelings and hidden desires.

Reisen’s people do not belong to any socially
defined class, but to the whole nation in a transi-
tion period. On the threshold of the new era,
of the political, social and cultural transforma-
tion of Jewish life. New songs are heard in the
street, and new redemption ideas knock at the
gates of world history. But so far they are the
possession of only a small section of the awaken-
ing mass of the nation.

The Messianic ideas of redemption for Jew
and the world, for all mankind, have become
a basic motive in Yiddish literature, which seeks
to raise the deeper human values hidden in the
literature run parallel wtih the process of in-
creasing social-political awareness among the
masses. The creators of our literature help with
what they are doing to rouse belief in their own
strength among these who are “our own folk™.

Reisen has told us somewhere that he used to
frequent Peretz’s house, and that he was much
influenced by Peretz. But you will seek in vain
in his writings for any echo of Peretz’s great
figures. He was attracted not by individual out-
standing personalities, but by the ordinary
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simple man, with his soul acquired, with his
dreams and hopes, his comradeship and friend-
liness. Therefore Reisen felt at home in the
shtet], among Jews of all the year round, whom
he got to sing with his own melody. He looked
at the world through the prism of the grey drab
ordinary folk, and he found what he saw good,
notwithstanding all the wickedness there is.

Reisen believed in man, but not in the man
who has no love, no belief, no pity. A born
Litvak, a hard-headed man, he looked in the
human heart for beauty for nobility. He was sad
to see how “a generation has arisen all head,
small hearts, hearts the size of peas, who never
loved anyone, never believed in anything, and
had no idea of the meaning of pity. Instead of
a heart they have head, logic, and so thinking
logically — they kick their old father into the
street.”

* %k ok

Somebody has compared Reisen with Chec-
hov. They have of course something in common,
their singing not of the great hero, but of the
little man, whose life does not shine out all
round. Both avoided the great theme, and both
were reproached for it by the critics. I am not
going to compare the greatness of the two
writers. Chechov is Chechov. And Reisen wrote
according to his powers and his possibilities.
But on the question of the great theme and the
small (in the same genre) it is to the point to
recall Chechov’s answer to his critics about the
non-heroes:

“People don’t go to the North Pole to fall off
an iceberg. As a rule people go to their busi-
ness, quarrel with their wives, and eat cab-
bage.” His critics rightly replied that office work
too can be a good subject for a work of art,
and that people don’t need to climb icebergs
for dramatic tension. They may eat cabbage and
may quarrel with their wives. But there must be
emotion and significance in what they do. Cac-
bage eating with emotion can go well together
with an idyllically contented domestic life; on
the other hand, with a meaningless life and a
tragic end. Then cabbage eating can be as
dramatic and catostrophic as falling off an ice-

berg.
Abraham Reisen knew as well as Chechov

did that individual people in the course of their
life go through all sorts of perilous experiences
(including journeys to the North Pole) as
material for a literary theme. But he sought out
among the gay colours only the grey and drab,
with all the ordinary everyday limitations in the
life of the little man. Chechov so illumined the
grey and ordinary with his artist pen that it
began to shine and sparkle. Reisen tried to do
the same within his powers and possibilities.
There is a saying that there can be no poetry
without a lie. Israel Stern explained it in this
way: A great and deep truth must be expressed
quickly. If it is not said with haste then over-
sophistication and invention may find their way
in. Whatever we may say about Abraham Reisen
over-sophistication was completely foreign to
him. His entire life and creative work is simple
and naive, child-like. There is a story told about
Reisen that when he was visiting a Yiddish folk-
school he asked a girl, “Where does the child
go when it grows big?” The girl answered very
simply: “The child stays inside the big one.”
That answer fits Reisen and his way in litera-
ture. The grown Reisen never let go of the child
within him. He took childish innocence to the
people; his bright smile brought sunshine into
the dark lives of his heroes. You see it in his
poems and stories. Incidentally, there was never
any great division between Reisen’s poetry and
his prose. He said to himself: “A poem must be
a bit of a story. And a story must be a bit of a

poem.”

L
* *

I. L. Peretz remarked to Peretz Hirshbein
that in Yiddish literature we walk around in
heavy high-boots with iron-shod soles. He cer-
tainly didn’t mean Reisen, who walked around
among us with the quietest tread. His soft lyric
songs were often accompanied with the haunt-
ing sad melody of a Sabbath twilight in the
shtetl, when our mothers waited for nightfall, to
say God of Abraham prayer for the departing
Sabbath. In this mood Reisen sings the mourn-
ful melody of those who are wronged, whom
fate did not give a chance to develop their per-
sonality.

This is the music that Reisen wove into the
orchestra of our literature. It blended with the
other melodies, with Peretz’s Folk Tales, with
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Sholem Ash’s shtet] romanticism, with his
Shlomo Noggid, and with Nomberg's Fligelman.
To mention only these few among the early
giants of our literature in the Yiddish folk-
tongue, who brought out the melody of the in-
dividual as well as of the folk-soul. Reisen be-
longs to these pioneer giants. He followed and
served our literature like a gallant knight; and
he was given length of years, and the privilege
of seeing with his own eyes how our great cul-
ture blossomed between the two world wars.
He knew how limited were his possibilities to
make himself take that long leap which Yiddish
literature has made. Some leap from Reisen’s
song to Sutzkever’s! Reisen himself accepted his
poetic destiny with a kind of philosophic gallan-
try, realising that Time was overtaking him:

One bird begins, another finishes, my friend.
Quietly now, your son’s at an end.

He did not make too much of it that he could
not join the voyage with the big ships:

How they hurry, how they chase!

But I must stay here with my small boat,
At my place.

There are endless stories of Reisen’s kind-
heartedness. How warmly he would receive a
younger colleague! 1 once heard Israel Stern
talk about the way Reisen had helped a writer
who was in need. Reisen had just received
several thousand dollars from a publisher, with
a note: “I know your habit of getting rid of
any money you get — issuing literary maga-
zines and giving loans to poor writers. Don't
do it! Put this money in the bank!”

Reisen took the advice so far as the literary
magazines were concerned. He used all these
dolars to give loans to poor writers. It went on
so long till one young writer presenting Reisen’s
cheque in the bank was told that Reisen had no

more money there. The account was overdrawn.
All gone in loans.

Reisen was a man full of human kindness,
full of the simple good-heartedness of a child.
And these were the qualities also in his writing.

With Compliments from . . .
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