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Abstract

Literarishe  Bleter was  distinctive  in  the  history  of  Yiddish-language

publications: it was Warsaw's longest running, Yiddish-language weekly literary

journal,  appearing  from 1924  to  1939.   It  was  not  affiliated  with a  political

organisation; and Nakhman Mayzel, one of its four founders and later its sole

editor,  relentlessly  committed the publication to the furtherance of the broad

scope of Yiddish literature, language and culture.  Prior scholarly attention has

been generally confined to the extraction of the journal's literary content, with

little attention paid to the publication's historical interest in understanding the

scope and depth of Yiddish cultural production and development.

This thesis will provide the first documentation of the history of the journal:

the  historical  contexts  which  promoted  its  creation;  its  key  editors  and

contributors;  and  its  ongoing  quest  for  a  broad  national  and  international

readership.  The focus of the thesis will be upon issues pertaining to Yiddish

language itself  as presented in  Literarishe bleter and within a wider context.

Mayzel's passionate interest in Yiddish resulted in continuous articles about the

shifts in language and culture throughout the period of publication.  Although

many  Yiddish-speaking  communities  existed  throughout  the  world,  the

emphasis in this study is on the Yiddish-language cultural  centres frequently

represented in  Literarishe bleter  such as: Poland,  Soviet  Russia,  the United

States and Mandate Palestine.  All four centres presented distinct challenges to

the  survival  and  growth  of  Yiddish,  to  which  Mayzel's  editorial  policy  of

intellectual openness was well suited.  Moreover, this policy often resulted in a

kaleidoscope of opinions which fostered lively debate among the readership.

Although  Literarishe  bleter was  intended  as  a  literary  publication,  as  a

historical  source  it  provides  invaluable  information  on  cultural  and literary

trends, Yiddish pedagogy, artistic expression, Yiddish book production, and the

nature of  the Yiddish language itself  both in Poland and beyond during the

interwar period.
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Note on transliteration and references

All translations are my own unless otherwise specified.  In general, I have

used the Encyclopaedia Judaica and YIVO standard transliteration systems for

Hebrew and Yiddish respectively, except where a different spelling is indicated.

Literarishe bleter's  numbering system is not consistent and therefore issue

numbers sometimes run from 1 to 52, one for each week of the year, but in

some years a continuous numbering system is used in addition: issue number

10 (253).  The same system is sometimes used for page numbers in the journal.

The spelling of Nakhman Mayzel's name in English is that which he and his

family preferred.

Illustrations in this work are reprinted either from Literarishe bleter or are in

the public domain.  Paris  Congress photographs are by permission of YIVO

New York.
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Chapter 1  Introduction

1.1  Introduction to the Yiddish Press

The  Yiddish  press  may,  from  one  perspective,  be  seen  as  an
expression of linguistic self-assertion.  In a larger historical context it
may  be  viewed  as  a  reflection  of  a  profound  cultural  change  in
Jewish  life  and  a  means  by  which  that  change  expressed  itself.
Zionism,  socialism,  territorialism,  folkism,  anarchism,  communism,
Yiddishism,  Hebraism,  cultural  autonomism,  Polonism  (and  other
varieties of assimilationism) can all  be seen as varying forms of a
single process whose origins lie in the industrial revolution and its
complex effects.  A highly integrated centuries-old traditional culture
which Max Weinreich has termed derekh hashas (“the talmudic way
of life”) was severely shaken by urbanisation and secularisation. …
The Yiddish press both facilitated this modernisation process and is
evidence of it.1

The Yiddish press at the beginning of the twentieth century was a flourishing

medium of cultural and political exchange.  It  took many forms.  There were

journals  and  daily  newspapers  as  well  as  publications  devoted  to  politics,

culture and literary production.  Literarishe bleter (1924-1939), the weekly most

pre-eminent of the Warsaw literary journals, holds a unique place in this wide

spectrum.   It  was the only  Yiddish-language literary  journal  to  be published

continuously during the interwar period in Poland, and its editorial stance stands

out  in  the  fact  that,  while  Yiddishist, it  was  without  any  professed  political

affiliations.  The publication is singular in its adamant solicitation of articles from

its international readership regarding the situation and problematics faced by

Yiddish as a viable cultural tool in the tense and strife-ridden interwar years.

The contributions thus reflect, in a way not found in any other publication, the

response of a widely-dispersed Yiddish-speaking population to its historically

determined linguistic situation.  This fact has necessitated the geographically

ordered presentation of the material.  Given that  Literarishe bleter has never

1 L. Prager with the help of A. Greenbaum, “Yiddish Literary and Linguistic Periodicals and Miscellanies:
A Selective Annotated Bibliography”,  p.  2.,  http://yiddish.haifa.ac.il/reference/Biblio/introduc.htm,  site
visited 18.09.10.

10



been  studied  as  a  publication,  It  is  my  intention  to  rectify  this  omission  of

historical  research  through  an  examination  of  the  journal's  focus  on  the

problems and predicaments of the Yiddish language during its long period of

publication.2

The  distinctive lack of  historiography on the topic  of  the Yiddish press is

highlighted in  Leonard  Prager's introduction  to  an  annotated  historical

bibliography of the Yiddish press worldwide.  Such a wide scope is unfortunately

rare in scholarly research on the topic.  Almost all  scholarly attention on the

Yiddish press has been directed towards its national  contexts or  compared to

the Jewish press in Hebrew - and non-Jewish-languages.  This is the first study

of  its  kind  to  analyse the  ongoing international  exchange of  ideas between

Yiddish  speakers  regarding  Yiddish  by  tracing  the  debates  among  a  base

readership  of  a  literary  journal.3  This  present study focuses  on  Literarishe

bleter's concern with the sociolinguistic problems surrounding Yiddish, and has

necessitated a detailed examination of the entire publication.  Given the fact

that the publication addressed a wide scope of cultural issues, I have had to

select those articles which pertain specifically to issues of Yiddish survival and

development in the various geo-political contexts in which they occurred.  As

well as providing an historical inquiry into a journal which has long merited this

attention,  it  is  also  my  intention  to  make  available  some  of  the  content of

Literarishe  bleter to  those  scholars  for  whom the  texts  would  otherwise  be

2 Many  scholars  have  used  its  rich  content,  among  them:  G.  Estraikh,  N.  Cohen,  J.  Fishman,  D.
Fishman, B. Wasserstein, Ch. Shmeruk.

3 “The  Yiddish  Press:  Select  Bibliography”,  prepared  by  H.  Denman,  University  College  London,
England,  http://www-sul.stanford.edu/depts/hasrg/jewish/yiddish-press.html, site visited 15,08.12.  Di
yidishe prese vos iz geven, Veltfarband fun di yidishe zhurnalistn, ed. Dovid Flinker, Mordecai Tsanin,
Sholem Rozenfeld, Tel Aviv 1975, is dedicated to individual publications and centres of publication.
Literarishe bleter is  mentioned only twice and in passing.  Polish Jewry:  Bibliographical  Series,  2,
Preliminary Inventory of Yiddish Dailies and Periodical Published in Poland Between the Two World
Wars,  prepared  by  Y.  Szeintuch  with  the  assistance  of  V.  Solomon,  The  Hebrew  University  of
Jerusalem, Israel, 1986.  They demonstrate how wide the field of Jewish press at the inter war era was
and  highlight  even  more  Literarishe  bleter's  uniqueness.  These  bibliographies  are  not  all
encompassing and serve only as an introduction to the field.
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inaccessible.   In addition, the surveys of readership preferences and opinions

carried out by the journal in 1925 and 1928-1929 have never been  noted or

studied (see chapter 4.2: What the Readers Think), and they provide some of

the very few primary sources of information about Yiddish cultural literacy of the

period.

In order to demonstrate the importance of Literarishe bleter, we need to see it

in the context of the history of the Yiddish press.  There have been studies of

the Yiddish press in various countries but there has been little attention paid to

the Yiddish press  as a whole.4  Nevertheless,  some generalizations  can be

made.  Its roots date back hundreds of years.  The first Yiddish journal, Kurantn

started in 1686 in Amsterdam5 and Hebrew papers started to be published in

Warsaw in 1797.6  Yiddish periodicals in the Tsarist Empire date back to 1862

with  the  publication  of  the  weekly  Kol  mevaser (The  Voice  of  the  Herald,

Odessa  1862-1873).   This  was  initially  published  as  a  supplement  to  the

Hebrew  Hamelits  (The Mediator,  1859 in Odessa to 1904 in St Petersburg).

The first Yiddish newspaper in the US, Yiddisher Tagblatt (Jewish Daily News)7

was published in New York in 1885 and quickly spread to other cities.  By the

1920s it had a paid circulation of 750,000.8  From the beginning the Yiddish

press supplied more than news.  It included commentaries on passages from

the  Tanakh and  covered  politics  and  Jewish  causes.   It  aimed  to  provide

4 For example to cite just a few: Nathan Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers: The Jewish Cultural
Centre in Warsaw 1918-1942; Jonthan L.  Dekel-Chen,  Farming the Red Land:  Jewish agricultural
Colonization and Local Soviet Power, 1924-1941; Yael Chaver, What Must Be Forgotten: The Survival
of Yiddish in Zionist Palestine;  Tony Michaels,  A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York;
David Shneer, Yiddish and the Creation of Soviet Jewish Culture 1918-1930; Chone Shmeruk, 'Aspects
of the History of Warsaw as a Yiddish Literary Centre' in Studies from Polin.

5 Mark R. V. Southern,  Contagious Couplings: Transmission of Expressives in Yiddish Echo Phrases,
Praeger Publishers, Westport, Connecticut, 2005, p. 44.

6 J. Fishman, Never Say DIe!, p. 28.  See also Ch. Shmeruk, “Aspects of the History of Warsaw As a
Yiddish Literary Centre”, in Studies From Polin: From Shtetl to Socialism, ed. A. Polonsky, The Litman
Library of Jewish Civilisation, London, 1993, pp. 120-133.

7 M. Soltes, Ph. D., www.ajcarchive.org/AJC_DATA/Files/1924_1925_5_Special Articles.pdf., site visited
09.10.11.

8 J. Fishman, ed. Never Say Die! :   A Thousand Years of Yiddish in Jewish Life and Letters  , Mouton, The
Hague, 1981, p. 32.
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information, education and literature.

By 1905, Warsaw had started to become a major centre of the Yiddish press

in Eastern Europe.  Warsaw had undergone rapid urbanisation of the Jews in

Poland in the  nineteenth  century through the internal migration from shtetlekh

and provincial Poland, and, in fact, from the entire Pale of Settlement.  1905

was a key year for Jewish Warsaw: the Russian revolution of 1905 saw a flood

of  new arrivals  there,  including new groups,  in  particular  revolutionary cells.

New community organisations arose to fill the need for order on the one hand

and culture, often political, on the other.9  Chone Shmeruk cites official statistics

from 1906 in Warsaw to indicate how quickly the daily Jewish press developed.

Five Yiddish newspapers published in Warsaw had a combined daily circulation

of 96,000.  In the same year three Hebrew daily newspapers appeared with a

circulation  of  12,000.   The  single  Polish  Jewish  daily  newspaper  had  a

circulation of barely 10,000.  The Yiddish weeklies published in Warsaw in 1906

had  a  combined  circulation  of  38,000.   The  two  biggest  daily  Yiddish

newspapers in Warsaw, Haynt (1908-1939) and Der moment (1910-1939) were

founded in the period prior to 1914 as part of the general growth of the Yiddish

press  and in the wake of the  flurry of activity fostered by the 1905 Russian

revolution.  They  remained  the  most  popular  Yiddish  daily  newspapers  of

Warsaw Jewry until the Holocaust.10

In addition to newspapers, the importance of the periodical press in Yiddish

cannot  be  overstated.   These periodicals,  while  certainly  a  commercial

endeavour, introduced the  achievements of broader European culture into the

language of the Jewish Yiddish-speaking masses who were eager consumers

9 S. Ury,  Barricades and Banners, The Revolution of 1905 and the Transformation of Warsaw Jewry,
Stanford University Press, 2012, pp. 45-141.

10 Ch. Shmeruk, “Aspects of the History of Warsaw as a Yiddish Literary Centre”, p. 128.
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of culture.  As such, the press in general became a force for education and

enlightenment  and,  in  effect,  produced the massive  Yiddish  readership later

concentrated in Warsaw.  These publications established the economic base for

the Yiddish writer by producing a modern Yiddish intelligentsia.  They catered

amongst  others, to  a  literate  working  class  thirsty  for  knowledge.   “The

extremely sharp competition between newspapers and their struggle for readers

… also broadened the possibilities for publishing literature in daily newspapers.

Every  newspaper  endeavoured  to  see  that  amongst  its  contributors  should

figure the most resonant names of contemporary Yiddish literature”.11

J. Fishman claims that  the fact  that the Yiddish press in  interwar Poland,

“represents the acme of mass Yiddish literacy” has been largely overlooked.  He

explains further:

With the double exception of a very few most popular Yiddish authors
on  the  one  hand  and  Yiddish  commentaries  and  translations  of
religious staples, on the other hand, the masses of Yiddish readers
associated reading Yiddish with the newspaper and the newspaper
alone.12

This is not to say that the Yiddish-speaking masses did not read books; on

the contrary, published literature in book form was exceptionally prolific in the

interwar period.13  However, whereas books reached thousands, newspapers

and periodicals regularly reached millions of readers.  This circulation brought

about an interdependent relationship between the press and book publication,

as  quite  often  the  press  subsidised the  publication of  books and  the  same

writers were regular contributors to the press.  In addition, in both Europe and
11 Ibid. p.128-9.
12 J. Fishman, Never Say Die!, p.32.  However, Irving Howe, claims that the centre of Yiddish literacy was

located in New York,  with  its massive Yiddish speaking population;  the press found its acme with
Cahan's Forverts and led the Yiddish-speaking masses to literacy.  World of Our Fathers, Simon and
Shuster, New York, 1976, Chapter sixteen, The Yiddish Press, pp. 518-551.

13 Evidence of that can be seen in Yiddish libraries throughout the world, where Yiddish books published
up to WWII  have been continuously held up to the present.  Literarishe bleter  allocated a weekly
section entitled 'Naye bikher' (New Books).  Many books were written in Yiddish, but a vast array of
books  were  translations  from world  literature  as  well  as  science,  education,  psychology,  general
knowledge and the like.
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America  it  was customary  to  publish novels  in  instalments  in  the  daily  and

weekly press.

The Yiddish literary press, therefore, was forced to compete with the daily

press and its enormous circulation.  “...(I)t  cannot be sufficiently emphasised

that the literary journal in Yiddish was cultivated by a minority for a minority …

literary journals were necessary handmaidens of a conscious worldwide effort to

cultivate the Yiddish language as a serious literary vehicle”.14  Literarishe bleter,

while facing the same competition, survived for as long as it did because of its

impassioned readership and editorial policies dedicated to the dissemination of

a unified  Yiddish culture.   For  its  editor,  Nakhman Mayzel,  Yiddish was the

instrument  of  this  culture,  and he  was  determined that  the  topic  of  Yiddish

should evoke interest on the part of the journal's readership.  Literarishe bleter

covered the subject of Yiddish in all of its manifestations, nationally as well as

internationally,  politically as well as linguistically, as part  of its programme to

acquaint  its  readership  with  the  wealth  of  Yiddish  culture  and  its  linguistic

expression.  The comparable problems encountered in diverse locations and

periods  and found within the pages of  Literarishe bleter,  allow the scholar to

reconstruct the rich tapestry of the life of the Yiddish language in the  interwar

period.  Of course, such an editorial policy is double-edged: we are compelled

to see only the problems as they are presented through the prism of editorial

viewpoint.  This study will  therefore  devote considerable attention both to the

particularities of the editorship as well as to the specific sociolinguistic problems

of Yiddish as seen in the pages of Literarishe bleter.

It is difficult to ascertain the precise circulation figures for  Literarishe bleter

because  the  figures  varied.  Its  editor  Mayzel  tended  to  exaggerate its
14 L.  Prager,  “Yiddish  Literary  and  Linguistic  Periodicals  and  Miscellanies”  p.  6.

http//yiddish.haifa.ac.il/reference/Biblio/introduc.htm, site visited 15.10.11.
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circulation, but the most reliable figures indicate a readership of about 20,000

per issue, about five times its production.15  Warsaw's other four Yiddish literary

periodicals – Ringen, Albatros, Di vog and Khaliastre – had made significant but

short-lived  appearances  on  the  Warsaw  literary  scene.16  They  ceased

publication before Literarishe bleter began its existence.  That lack of a literary

publication motivated the creation of two different literary journals serving two

Jewish readerships with separate linguistic preferences.  The appearance of a

new Polish Jewish cultural weekly Wiadomosci Literackie (Literary News, 1924-

1939) a few months prior to Literarishe bleter's first issue was indicative of the

vacuum that had been created and provided the impetus to initiate a Yiddish-

language counterpart.   There were differences between the two: the Polish-

language  journal  was  oriented  toward  Jewish  culture  in  general,  whereas

Literarishe  bleter  focused  specifically  on  Jewish culture, inseparable from its

Yiddish expression.

Literarishe  bleter was published  in  a  newspaper  format  initially  of

approximately eight pages  (explaining more about this later), with illustrations

and photographs.  Its illustrations were a significant aspect of its appeal, and

later,  the  editors  took  great  pains  to  change  the  format  to  accommodate

readers'  tastes.  It  covered  a  vast  cultural  range,  including  literature  and

criticism,  art,  theatre,  education and literacy,  and the state of  the language.

Although it was self-consciously a Yiddish literary publication, it also included all

manner of international cultural news and information.  Moreover, it was a self-

styled forum for debate, intellectually open, and it  allowed cultural controversy

of all kinds within its pages.  Its contributors comprised Yiddish writers, poets,

15 N. Cohen, http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Literarishe_Bleter, site visited 16.08.11.
16 Ringen (1921-1922),  Albatros (1922-1923),  Di vog (1922,  three issues),  Khaliastre (Warsaw 1922,

Paris 1924)
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critics and journalists.  Literarishe bleter's prime editor was Nakhman Mayzel,

whose main concern was to uphold high professional standards in the creation

of a literary journal of quality.  He was able to  deliberately  put aside his own

political  views in  order  to  create  an all  embracing  literary  publication.   This

intellectual  openness was one of  the main guiding policies which separated

Literarishe bleter from other  more  politically  oriented  literary  and journalistic

publications of the interwar period.17

Mayzel was also its first publisher until Boris Kletzkin took over its production

after approximately sixty issues.  Mayzel was both a professional and shrewd

editor,  exploiting any avenue to survive in the difficult  economic and political

times, pleading with his readership to renew subscriptions, to pay the quarterly

fees in a timely fashion,  and to canvass for new subscribers and donors in

particularly  difficult times.  However, his commitment to one subject remained

unchanged during the life of Literarishe bleter: the Yiddish language in all of its

manifestations, be it survival or improvement, the changes in orthography or the

threat of assimilation.  Mayzel's keen interest in the Yiddish language  meant

that Literarishe  bleter would  become  a  socio-historical  register  of  language

shifts and alterations.

1.2  Bibliographical Survey

The most recent comprehensive study of Yiddish press in Warsaw during this

time  was published by Dr. Nathan Cohen, first as a Ph.D. thesis (1995) and

later  as  a  book  entitled  Sefer,  Sofer  Ve'iton,  Merkaz  Ha'tarbut Ha'yehudit

Be'varsha, 1918-1942    (Books, Writers and Newspapers: The Jewish Cultural  
17 For example:  Haynt (Today: 1908-1939) reflected the left wing of the Zionist movement,  De moment

(1910-1939) leaned toward Revisionist  Zionism  in its last years.   Dos yudishe togblat (The Jewish
Daily; 1929-1939) affiliated to Agudas Yisroel.  Folks-tsaytung (The People's Newspaper; 1921-1939)
was  a  Bundist  publication .   Der  emes (The  Truth,  1920-1938).
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Newspapers_and_Periodicals,  site  visited  01.04.13.
Forvets (commonly  known as The Jewish Daily  Forward;  1897-)  affiliated to  the Socialist  Party  of
America, among many others.
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Centre in Warsaw 1918-1942).18  He provides comprehensive research on the

interwar period as well as an excellent overview of Polish Jewry and its literary

and political struggles in the great cultural centre of Warsaw.  Cohen's study

attempts  to  rectify  the  situation  which  Chone Shmeruk  has  extensively

catalogued,  describing it as 'a field needing much more research'.  Shmeruk

states in his article, that the history of Warsaw as a great literary centre in the

interwar period  is  well  known  from  personal  memoirs,  but  there  is  little

comprehensive  research.19  Nathan  Cohen's  book  has  thus  far  not  been

translated into English.  Other historians interested in the Jewish press have

carried out  research in  this field,  but  Shmeruk's  contention  that  much more

needs to be done remains accurate.

A study of the various bibliographies of the Yiddish press (e.g.  Szeintuch,

Inventory of Yiddish Periodicals Published in Poland Between the Two World

Wars,  1986.   Prager,  Yiddish  Literary  and  Linguistic  Periodicals  and

Miscellanies,  A Selective  Annotated  Bibliography,  Norwood  Editions,  Darby,

Pennsylvania-Haifa, 1982.) confirms that much of the periodical press was short

lived.  Although there undoubtedly was overlap in subject discussed in a variety

of dailies and periodicals, the fact that  Literarishe bleter published continually

between  1924-1939  attests  to  its  uniqueness.   This  means  that  the

development and continuity of subject can be observed over a longer period,

suggesting that some reliable conclusions can be drawn; more so than in the

18 N. Cohen,  Books, Writers and Newspapers: The Jewish Cultural Center in Warsaw, 1918-1942, The
Hebrew University Magnes Press, Jerusalem, 2003.

19 Ch. Shmeruk,  'Chapters  of  Yiddish  Literary  History',  Historical  Impressions  of  the  Yiddish  Literary
Centre in Warsaw, Chapter 7, 'Shtrikhn tzu der geshikhte fun dem yidishn literarishn tsenter in varshe',
pp. 292-308. "Di firndike role funem varshever idishn literatur-tsenter erev dem khurbn iz in algemeyn
anerkent un gut bakant.  S'zet ober oys, az akhuts a gor breytn shtrom shrayberishe memuaristik, der
iker  fun  der  tkufe  tsvishn  beyde  velt-milkhomes,  farmogn  mir  nit  afile keyn  eyntsikn  pruv  fun
arumnemikn sakh-hakl fun der geshikhte fun dem dozikn tsenter."  ("The leading role of the Yiddish
literary centre in Warsaw on the eve of of WWII, is generally familiar and well known.  Unfortunately,
apart from a wide range of written memoirs, with regard to the importance of the interwar period, we
do not possess even one comprehensive study of the history of this centre").
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case of for instance a periodical with only two year life span.  The volume of

material contained within Literarishe bleter is so significant and extensive that it

is beyond the scope of this study to make detailed comparisons with other press

publications.  It is hoped that an outcome of the present study will be that further

research in the future will draw comparisons between the contents and focus

revealed in Literarishe bleter and the orientations to be found elsewhere in the

Yiddish press.

The only work published to date  with regard to  Literarishe bleter  itself is a

catalogue  of  subjects and  writers,  organised  as  a  search  engine.20  This

instrument is a very useful research tool completed by the Hebrew University in

Jerusalem under the supervision of  Professor Avraham Novershtern and  Dr.

Vera Solomon.  It is invaluable to scholars researching the writers whose works

appeared in the pages of the journal.  The  prospect of digitalising the entire

publication at the Hebrew University in Israel has been discussed, but no final

decision has been taken as yet.  Dov Mayzel, one of Nakhman Mayzel's sons

carried out a similar project approximately thirty-five years ago.  It consists of an

unpublished card catalogue, compiled together with his brother, which was still

at the family home in Kibbutz Alonim in Israel, when I interviewed him.21

A  preliminary  comparative  study  of  Literarishe  bleter  (May  1924  to  June

1939) and Wiadomosci Literackie (January 1924 to September 1939) has been

carried out  by Aleksandra Geller,  Warsaw University.   A paper on this topic,

which she presented at a conference at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem,22

20 To  access  the  online  index  to  Yiddish  Periodicals  (IYP)  at  the  Hebrew  University:  yiddish-
periodicals.huji.ac.il

21 This interview took place in Summer 2004 at his home.
22 Aleksandra  Geller,  'The  twin  weeklies  -  Wiadomosci  Literackie and Literarishe  Bleter',  Between

Coexistence and Divorce: 25 Years of Research on the History and Culture of Polish Jewry and Polish-
Jewish Relations,  International  Conference, The Hebrew University of  Jerusalem-Jewish Relations,
March 17-19, 2009
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revealed the duality in language and culture within the Jewish community in

Poland:  Wiadomosci Literackie was a weekly newspaper targeting the Polish-

Jewish readership in Polish and  Literarishe bleter was its equivalent  for  the

Polish Yiddish-reading population.  Both periodicals ran from 1924 to 1939, with

Wiadomosci Literackie comprising a total of 829 issues and Literarishe bleter,

which  started  publication  a  few  months  later,  a  total  of  782  issues.   Both

publications  aimed  to  promote  literature  and  high  culture  for  the  mass

readership.  The paper is brief but suggestive, and Geller emphasises the need

for further research.  Given the comparative nature of her paper, however, she

does allot significant attention to  Literarishe bleter's literary and educative role

as well as to the political climate that the papers shared and with which they

struggled in their commitment to non-partisanship.

It should be clear at this point that no historian has researched  Literarishe

bleter as a historical document and topic in its own right; any scholarly historical

treatment of the topic in its specificity has remained quite sparse.  However, this

is an important resource that  should not be overlooked.  Chone Shmeruk has

pointed out that most of the secondary sources available are personal memoirs,

written  by  individuals  in  memory  of  a  lost  world,  and  not  by  historians

researching the past.  The vast majority of those memoirs were written at the

end of, or after the Holocaust, when memory was fresh but most of the people

and documents already lost.  There can be no doubt as to the sincerity with

which  they  were  written,  but  they  had  very  limited  resources  for  the

substantiation of facts.   One of the most interesting accounts of  this kind is

Melekh  Ravitch's (1893-1976)  personal  and  rather  eccentric  reminiscences

organised as a lexicon and entitled Mayn Leksikon (My Lexicon) - a recollection
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of well-known personalities.  The work was compiled from memory and notes

that he had kept meticulously over the years.23  It  is a reconstruction of the

world he left behind, portraying episodes about more than four hundred people

he had known.  He had begun work on it in 1936 in Melbourne, little knowing

that  it  would  eventually  become  a  long  gallery  of  figures,  most  of  whom

perished in the Holocaust.  When it was finally published, Ravitch decided not to

change the text, but rather to add the date when each entry was written and the

approximate date of death, where it was known, of the person figuring in the

entry.  The original, meticulously- collected archive kept by him (and others) as

the secretary of the 'Literatn farayn' (Jewish Writers' Union), was bombed and

completely destroyed at the beginning of WWII.  Ravitch's is one of the few

significant personal recollections on these events that can be of some value to

the historian, given his precision and scrupulous attention to detail.

In  this  study  then,  Literarishe  bleter  is  the  primary  source  and  point  of

reference.   For  background  information  and  for  historical  accuracy,  other

primary sources include a combination of personal letters and documents held

in  various  archives:  the  Melekh Ravitch  archive  held  in  the  Israeli  National

Archives at  the  Hebrew  University  in  Jerusalem  also holds  personal

correspondence between M. Ravitch and N. Mayzel;24 and the YIVO Institute

(Yidisher visnshaftlikher institut, Yiddish Scientific Institute) in New York,25 which

also has a vast collection of relevant holdings, such as the 'Bund' archive that

includes  a  fair  amount  of  correspondence  by  M.  Ravitch.   As  would  be

23 M. Ravitch,  Dos mayse bukh fun mayn lebn, yorn in Varshe 1921-1934, band 3, Y. L. Perets, Israel,
1975:  Mayn leksikon, (Yidishe dikhter, dertseyler, dramaturgn,  in Poyln tsivishn di tsvey groyse velt-
milkhomes, band 1, Aroysgegebn fun a komitet in Montreol, Kanade, 1945.

24 Melekh Ravitch was one of the original editors of  Literarishe bleter as well as a contributor of many
articles and poetry published over the years in that  publication.   He was also a life-long friend of
Nakhman Mayzel, another of the original editors and later the sole editor of this publication.

25 YIVO - Yidisher Visenshaftlekher Institut [Institute for Jewish Research], established in Vilna, Lithuania,
officially opened in January 1926, and later, in New York where it became and still is one of the most
important Jewish archives.
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expected, the YIVO Institute in New York also holds relevant information with

regard to the strong connection between Literarishe bleter and YIVO in Vilna as

well as documents and correspondence on the First Yiddish Culture Congress

in Paris in 1937.  Information about Mayzel, the Yiddish press and Literarishe

bleter is found, first of all, in his memoir,  Geven Amol A Lebn, (Once Upon a

Life).26  Although the bibliography of Mayzel's published work is extensive, since

he was a prolific writer, it is his autobiography which provides the only detailed,

lengthy account of his life and work in Warsaw,  which all scholars have been

compelled to utilise, despite the fact that some of its details cannot be verified

elsewhere.  Additional primary information on Mayzel can be found scattered in

the  books  and  articles  published  by  Mayzel  himself  and  further  materials

published after  his  death on Kibbutz  Alonim by his  family,  according to  the

aforementioned interview I conducted with his son, Dov Mayzel, who was in his

late eighties at the time.  It was my understanding while interviewing him that,

along with the assembled card catalogue which he had compiled, all personal

documents and letters were to be donated to Tel Aviv University after his death.

After a thorough investigation on my part, it appears that only a full collection of

Literarishe  bleter  was  delivered  to  the  university.  The  disposition  of the

remainder of his post-war personal documents remains unclear.

The  process  of  gathering  information  and  piecing  together  the  history  of

Literarishe bleter was far from easy as sources are very limited, despite the fact

that the period of research is not so distant.  For obvious reasons many sources

have not survived, and some of those that are available need to be approached

with caution.  Most sources are in Yiddish;  some of the finer  research is in

26 N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, dos y  i  dishe kultur-lebn in Poyln tsvishn beyde velt-milkhomes  , tsentral-
farband fun poylishe yidn in Argentine, Buenos Aires, 1951.
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Hebrew  and  extensive  material  remains  in  Polish  archives.   Moreover,  the

scattered location of most of the surviving material throughout various archives

worldwide increases the difficulties for the researcher.

1.3  Scope of Research

The corpus of  Literarishe bleter fortunately  is available in its entirety.  As a

multi-thematic  journal  with  international  circulation,  it  has  been  utilised  by

scholars as a literary archive from which to extract articles pertaining to specific

research.  My contention in this study is that Literarishe bleter can be used as

an instrument  for  historical  research,  rather  than simply  as  an  archival  and

textual source.  Specifically because of its essentially literary nature, Literarishe

bleter always welcomed studies and contributions which addressed language

itself as well as the literary efficacy of expression.  In addition, the historicising

tendencies of Yiddishism then current prompted Mayzel to consider Yiddish as a

cultural glue which had held Ashkenazi Jewry together in the past but which

was now undergoing shifts and alterations.  The focus on Yiddish thus became

one of the cornerstones of the journal.  It has therefore been possible to trace

interwar sociolinguistic  shifts  in  Yiddish  in  diverse  geographical  and political

locations through the pages of Literarishe bleter.

I have selected the four major Yiddish centres of the time in which Yiddish

was subject to alteration and change and where its survival became an issue:

Poland, Soviet Russia, the United States and Mandate Palestine.  Through the

examination of each location and then the comparison of specific problems and

solutions, I will demonstrate the use to which Literarishe bleter can be put as a

historical primary source, in this case for the examination and comparison of the

problems endured by the Yiddish language in its political and social contexts.
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The articles also demonstrate this journal's engagement in the discussion of

Yiddish language and culture outside of Poland.  The articles chosen from the

corpus of  Literarishe bleter for this work have been selected  to  highlight this

approach.  In  addition,  in  order  to  improve accessibility  to  scholars  without

Yiddish at their command, I have included summaries as well as translations of

texts previously untranslated.  By so doing, I  hope to encourage the use of

Literarishe bleter as a historical source as well as a literary one.

1.4  Historical Context: Polish Parameters

There is, however, a real need to contextualise Literarishe bleter in its Polish

world as well as to provide some description of the linguistic methodologies of

interpretation which attempt to  situate the changes that occurred in a socio-

political and historical context.  In the first instance, it is  necessary to address

the general socio-political and economic conditions of interwar Poland faced by

Literarishe bleter and the Jewish press in general and in which they fostered

Jewish culture wherever possible.  In the second instance, it is necessary to

establish  an  accepted  common  terminology  which  can  contribute  to  an

understanding of the changes which took place in the Yiddish language.

Political  conditions  in the  interwar period in Poland,  were very different to

those in pre-WWI Poland.  Whereas Poland had been a part  of  the greater

Tsarist Russian Empire and subject to its laws and mandates, now Congress

Poland was an entirely new  and  autonomous entity.  The peace treaties that

occurred between 1919 and 1921 re-drew the map of Europe.  For the Jewish

world, this meant that Vilna was cut off from Minsk, Lutsk from Kiev.  Vilna and

Warsaw saw themselves again as part of one government along with Lvov and

Krakow, and Czernowitz and Kishinev were now part of Rumania.  In 1914 there
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had  been  three  states  in  which  the  Yiddish  linguistic  community  was

concentrated: Russia, Austro-Hungary, and Rumania.  Now there were eight:

Soviet  Russia,  Estonia,  Latvia,  Lithuania,  Poland,  Czechoslovakia,  Hungary,

and Rumania.  The shift in boundaries and national alliances meant a shift in

civil  status  and  treatment  of the  Jews  of  Eastern  Europe.27  Poland  itself

emerged from the Paris Peace Conference (1919) as the fifth largest state in

Europe.  It inherited peoples as well as territories: more than 11  million non-

Poles, including 6 million Ukrainians and Belorussians and more than 3 million

Jews.28  Massive Jewish internal immigration to Warsaw and the other large

cities  of  Poland  encouraged  the  development  of  new  social,  cultural  and

informational  organisations to  serve  the  growing  and  impoverished  Jewish

population and stimulated the proliferation of newspapers and journals.  At the

same time, life in the countryside was marked by extensive violence against the

Jewish population.  As a result of Pilsudski's Ukrainian Expedition which ended

in 1921 with the Treaty of Riga, “...perhaps thirty thousand Jews were killed, ...

and tens of thousands were wounded and violated.  The mass murders ended

only after the Allies threatened to intervene.”29

The  interwar period  of  the twenties and thirties did  not  offer  much relief.

Although the twenties saw moments of respite and encouragement, the period

taken as a whole saw Poland  teeter on the brink of bankruptcy.  Traditional

Jewish  sectors  of  the  economy  were  particularly  hard  hit.   Tariff  barriers

deprived the crucial Polish textile market, in which Jews were prominent, of its

customary  markets  (Germany,  Russia,  Austria,  and  the  Baltic  States).

Commerce in Poland had been largely in Jewish hands.  For example, in 1931,

27 M. Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, University of Chicago Press, 1980, pp. 298-306.
28 H. M. Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish History, Dell Publishing, NY, 1977, pp.355-6.
29 Ibid. p. 356.
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3.7% of Poland's total population was engaged in commerce, but about 34% of

these  were  Jews,  often  small-scale merchants,  easy  targets  for  anti-semitic

agitation.   Moreover,  in  the  Twenties,  the  government  had  resorted  to  the

nationalisation of the tobacco, alcohol, salt, and match industries, together with

all branches of public transportation; these were  all  areas  of the economy  in

which Jews had largely figured.30  As a result, as thousands found themselves

without  livelihood,  the  Jewish  population  was  driven  to  an  economic

marginalism from which it never recovered.  In addition, the wild inflation and

world Depression following the American stock market crash of 1929 plunged

the  country  into  a  devastating  economic  condition  which  fostered  agitation,

unrest and anti-semitism.  It was in this context that Literarishe bleter managed

to survive and in which it attempted to stimulate Yiddish culture.  Its history is

marked  by  solicitations  for  funds  and  campaigns  for  subscriptions  whilst

upholding the highest of literary standards from its contributors.  Its readership

was often  compelled to  share copies of  issues due to  the lack  of  ability  to

purchase them.  That the publication survived for sixteen years is yet another

mark of its uniqueness and testifies to the obstinacy of Nakhman Mayzel in the

face of such enormous hardships.

1.5  Linguistic Context: Language, Politics, and Theories of 
Sociolinguistics

There have been several comprehensive studies of Yiddish language shifts

which link changes in the language to the political currents and problems of the

times.  Specifically, Tony Michels' study of Yiddish-speaking socialists in New

York offers an interpretation of the history of the Jewish Socialist movement in

New York, the cradle of modern Yiddish in the United States.31  He maps the

30 op. cit., pp. 357-9.
31 T. Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York, Harvard University Press, Cambridge,
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changes  which  occur  in  Yiddish  as  the  first  working-class  Yiddish-speaking

immigrants confronted multiple problems: integration into American society, the

politics of Jewish socialism, the clashes with Yiddish Nationalism, the need for

education,  a  press  and  a  public  culture,  all  under  various  Jewish-socialist

political umbrellas.  He states:

From the start the Jewish labor movement – and the broader Yiddish culture
it fostered – contained its own tensions and conflicts. How could it have been
otherwise? Socialists espoused universal principles, yet created a movement
consisting entirely  of  Yiddish-speaking Jews.   The Jewish labor movement's
dual  character – its  universalism  and  particularity – wrestled  with  itself
constantly.32

Michels' assumption here is clear: the various Jewish socialist currents and

struggles  in  the New York labour  scene condition the use of  Yiddish  in  the

cultural arena.

Barry Trachtenberg's study of the development of modern Yiddish focuses far

more on the subject  of  the  Yiddish  language  itself,  not  simply Yiddish as a

cultural  instrument.33  His  concern  is  the  origin  of  the  Yidishe  visnshaft34

movement,  locating the origins of modern Yiddish scholarship in the volatile

days of the 1905 Russian Revolution.  The seminal work accomplished then, he

believes, is not simply a prelude to the more well-known Yidishe visnshaft of the

interwar period. He states:

By expanding the definition of  Yidishe visnshaft beyond the field of
linguistics,  and  considering  the  full  scope  of  Yiddish  scholarly
activities conducted in the first decades of twentieth-century Russia,
it  becomes apparent  that  the route traversed by its  founders was

Massachusetts, 2005.
32 op. cit., p. 253.
33 B. Trachtenberg,  The Revolutionary Roots of Modern Yiddish 1903-1917, Syracuse University Press,

New York, 2008.
34 Ibid.,  p.13.  Trachtenberg  is  at  pains  to  differentiate  his  definition  of yidishe  visnshaft (Yiddish

scholarship) from prior usage, which linked it primarily to language studies.  He uses the term to refer
to  the  scholarly  and  critical  literature  written  in  Yiddish,  whose  subject  is  Yiddish-speaking  Jewry
irrespective of  discipline,  and on behalf  of  Jewish national  development.  He regards Dovid Katz's
position as too linguistic, and Alexandre Metraux's as too exclusive of popular sources.  He cites Katz's
article, 'On Yiddish, in Yiddish, and for Yiddish: 500 Years of Yiddish Scholarship,' in Identity and Ethos:
A Festshrift for Sol Liptzin on the Occasion of His Eighty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Mark H. Gelber, NewYork,
Peter Lang, 1986, and Metraux's article, 'Opening Remarks on the History of Science in Yiddish,' in
Science in Context 20, no. 2, (2007), pp. 145-162.
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much more intricate, and cannot be compressed so neatly into a few
particular  moments.   An  investigation  into  its  origins....identifies
Yidishe visnshaft  as one of the achievements of the generation of
Jewish  political  and  intellectual  leaders  who  rose  to  the  fore  of
Russian-Jewish society in the first decades of the twentieth century.35

Trachtenberg identifies as his subjects one-time revolutionaries such as the

literary critic Shmuel Niger, the Marxist Zionist leader Ber Borokhov, and the

linguist Nokhem Shtif as crucial in the creation of the new Yidishe visnshaft, the

new “Yiddish  Scholarship”  which  incorporates  Yiddish grammar,  orthography

and word corpus in an attempt at standardisation.  His emphasis is upon their

attempts to transform an outdated religiously-based language into a modern

language of scholarship and culture. Trachtenberg's claims are two-fold:  firstly

these efforts  pre-empt  YIVO reforms by  several  decades;  and  secondly  the

emphasis on the revolutionary issues of autonomy and cultural nationalism by

these figures ties Yiddish reform inextricably to political issues.  Trachtenberg's

study places him squarely  within the arena of  what  one critic  has named a

period of “post-ideological scholarship”.36  What is meant here is an approach

which challenges the truisms of Yiddish scholarship of the past, with its links to

what  it  perceived as a unique cultural  heritage,  by  a  more  recent  group of

scholars less  tied to  its  various political,  cultural  and linguistic  assumptions.

Such a liberation, it is claimed, allows scholars a more reflective attitude toward

the work of Soviet Yiddishists, partisan politics, and the larger context of Jewish

and East European Nationalism.37

The move toward a more intensive and objective reconsideration of Soviet

Yiddish  has  been  developed  most  recently  by  scholars  whose  origins  and

35 Ibid., p. 14.
36 M.  Krutikov,  'Reading  Yiddish In  a Post-Modern Age:  Some Trends  in  Literary  Scholarship  of  the

1990s,' Shofar: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 20, no.3 (2002): p. 4.
37 B.Trachtenberg, The Revolutionary Roots of Modern Yiddish 1903-1917, p.7-8. See also David Shneer,

Yiddish and the Creation of  Soviet  Jewish Culture:  1918-1930, Cambridge University Press,  2004;
Gennady  Estraikh,  In  Harness:  Yiddish  Writers'  Romance  with Communism,  Syracuse  University
Press, 2005.
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experiences  lie  within  the  borders  of  the  former  Soviet  Union.   Along  with

Krutikov,  Gennady  Estraikh's  work  in  this  field  has  focused  upon  topics  of

language planning and linguistic development in Soviet Yiddish, which, in his

opinion, has been condemned or praised,  but rarely studied.38  As such, his

work bridges the gap between social history and linguistic studies.  He asserts

that, given the dearth of oral language research into Soviet Yiddish, he has had

to have recourse to literary texts as sources of sociolinguistic change.  The

American  scholar  David  Shneer  has  further  developed  the  aspect  of  social

history and its relationship to Yiddish studies in Soviet Russia.39  He focuses on

the process of  the  creation of  Soviet  Jewish culture rather  than its  demise,

giving voice to those activists – writers, publishers, cultural critics, scholars and

communist party members – who created a vibrant Yiddish culture in the Soviet

1920s.  Shneer asserts that “(T)he turn to culture allows scholars to see Soviet

Jewish history as a history of production rather than as a history of destruction,

and gives agency back to Soviet Jewish intellectuals”.40  A discussion of these

contemporary scholars is followed by my further consideration of some aspects

of  linguistic  theory  as  a  fruitful  tool  in  the  analysis  of  the  texts  found  in

Literarishe bleter.

In order to better illustrate the significance of the descriptions of changes in

language found  in Literarishe bleter  but  which  are  not  analysed  there,  it  is

necessary  to  consider some  of  the  theories  of  language  developed  in  the

twentieth century.  Max Weinreich, one of the great sociolinguists of Yiddish,

has asserted that Yiddish is a fusion language whose components include, but

38 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish: Language Planning and Linguistic Development, Clarendon Press, Oxford,
1999, pp.1-4.

39 D. Shneer, Yiddish and the Creation of Soviet Jewish Culture 1918-1930, Cambridge University Press,
United Kingdom, 2004.

40 op. cit. p. 4.
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are not limited to, Hebrew, German, and Slavic.41  Yiddish is a language highly

influenced  by  the  traditional  culture  of  Judaism  alongside  its  co-territorial

language context.

From its beginnings as a product of the peculiar cultural proximity
and  cultural  distance  which  marked  Ashkenazi  Jewry  in  Western
Europe, Yiddish has accompanied the proud and tragic procession of
the Ashkenazim, first, through what is now Southwestern and Central
Germany, Bavaria, Austria, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, then from
the thirteenth century on, through Poland, Lithuania, White Russia,
Ukraine and Rumania: and, finally, since the nineteenth century, to
North and South America, Israel, Australia and immigration centres
throughout  the  world.   As  a  result,  Yiddish  became  inextricably
intertwined  in  every  historical,  cultural  and  social  experience  of
Ashkenazi Jewry during a millennium of literate existence.42

Sociolinguistics is the descriptive study of the effect of any and all aspects of

society on language and the effects of language use on society.  Therefore, it is

particularly adapted to the study of a fusion language such as Yiddish, whose

linguistic  absorptions  are  greatly  determined  by  its  co-territorial  language

context.   Some  background  in  the  development  and  terminology  of

sociolinguistics is therefore necessary.

Modern language theory has its beginnings with Frédéric de Saussure (1857-

1913),  a Swiss linguist  who is widely  considered as the father of  twentieth-

century linguistics.  It was Saussure who isolated the elements of language in

his  description  of  linguistic  form,  characterising  it  as  composed of  linguistic

signs differentiated both from acoustic sounds and mental processes.  Sounds

and concepts are referred to respectively as signifiers and signified, and they

make up the complex known as the sign.  For example: the sound images and

the conception of a glass differ from the sound images and the conception of

water.  In neither case, however, is there a referent, a particular glass or body of

41 M. Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, pp. 28-9 and pp.166-7.
42 J.  Fishman,  Yiddish:  Turning  to  Life, p.  83,  John  Benjamins  Publishing  Company,

Amsterdam/Philadelphia, 1991.
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water.   Whereas Saussure  admitted  the  existence of  referents,  he  was  not

concerned with them.  What did concern him was his perception of language as

arbitrary  because  of  its  very  nature:  it  depends  on  function  rather  than  on

inherent qualities.  Saussure was essentially a descriptive linguist, but it is that

latter interest  in the arbitrary and contingent  nature of  language as a social

product which broadened the study of linguistics to include historical context.

One of the major thinkers on language in history in the twentieth century was

Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975), usually classified as a literary theorist because of

his  association  with  the  critical  school  of  Russian  Formalism.43  Bakhtin's

general principle is that all forms of language, from the smallest units such as

morphemes and signs to the national language, are permeated with social and

historical  conflict,  meaning that  language can be theorised from a  historical

perspective.   It  can,  thus,  be  viewed  as  the  result  of  a  specific  social  and

historical struggle in which status, legitimacy, and position are always at stake.

For the study of language, this is a revolutionary principle, because it means

potentially doing away with Saussure's privileging of the internal over external

concerns.  In the Saussure model, the  relationship between internal linguistic

events  and  the  external  world  of  politics  is characterised  by  a  split:  pure

language on one side and language and political history on the other.

For  Bakhtin  … such relations are taken to  embody the conflict  of
social forces which will produce particular linguistic forms, effects and
representations … it means that the static conception of language, in
which  any  particular  language  moves  from  one  state  to  another,
owing nothing to the past and having no concern for the future would
have to be replaced by the view that the very concept of a language
is already the product of historical conflict.44

43 T. Crowley, Language in History: Theories and Texts, Routledge, London, 1996.  Crowley's comparison
of the theories of  Saussure and Bakhtin,  in his book on the revival  of  Irish,  has been a constant
reference in this discussion.  Russian Formalism was a critical school of literary analysis developed in
the 1920s in Soviet Russia whose focus was on language usage.

44 op. cit.., p. 33.
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Bakhtin adapts the key words of monoglossia (one language) and polyglossia

(more than one root language merging with another to create a fusion), terms

which will be utilised by sociolinguists after him.  Monoglossia is superseded by

polyglossia  when  the  self-enclosed  language  becomes  aware  of  linguistic

otherness and incorporates it.  Moreover, Bakhtin conceives of a polyglot world

that has its birth in the industrial revolution which fosters geographic and social

class mobility.45  Language groups and registers within a single language are

placed in conflict and dialogue with each other.  At the same time, he identifies a

movement to conserve and to isolate a certain form of language, often in the

name  of  nationalism.   He  calls  this  tendency  centripetal,  as  opposed  to

centrifugal forces which aim to decentralise and to rupture, acting as forces of

change.46  This  kind  of  historical  linguistic  thinking  provides  a  descriptive

framework for the impulses behind the Czernowitz Conference of 1908 and its

later repercussions.  It is also relevant to the process of establishing Hebrew

primacy over Yiddish in Mandate Palestine.  Bakhtin's concept of polyglossia is

applicable  to  the  struggles  against  language  assimilation  for  Yiddish  in  the

United  States as well  as the  pressure  for  Russification of  Yiddish  in  Soviet

Russia.  Yiddish sociolinguists would continue to refine and develop this theory.

Sociolinguistics in the West first appeared in the 1960s.  For Yiddish studies,

Max Weinreich (1894-1969) is the unchallenged originator of Yiddish historical

linguistics.  His detailed studies of the historical origins of Yiddish linking it to its

interaction  with  co-territorial  languages  provided  the  impetus  for  Yiddish

sociolinguistics,  and  his  work  is  widely  considered  as  a  model  of  historical

linguistics  as  well  as  of  cultural  history.   Weinreich's  History  of  the  Yiddish

45 M. M., Bakhtin. Epic and Novel, in The Dialogic Imagination, p. 12, University of Texas Press, 1981.
46 Ibid., p. 39.  See also M. M., Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, In introduction by Holquist M.,  p. xviii,

University of Texas Press, 1981.
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Language is, in the words of Joshua Fishman, his student and colleague, not

merely a scholarly work but rather a life work which Weinreich envisioned from

his very first publications.47  Weinreich asserts that the language of a community

is a system comprising many formations: spoken language, written language,

standard language, cultivated language and of course, regional differentiations.

The criteria in the history of a language must first of all be linguistic
ones,  but  it  is  necessary  that  the  purely  linguistic  criteria  should
correlate  with  sociolinguistic  ones,  and  the  chronological  scheme
becomes even more convincing if  the linguistic and sociolinguistic
facts  can  be  correlated  with  extralinguistic  ones –  new  boundary
demarcations, new economic and juridical relations.48

Joshua Fishman's amplification of Yiddish sociolinguistics, built in large part

on the cornerstone of Weinreich's research and scholarship, is without equal in

the  field.49  Fishman  claims  that  Weinreich's  magnum  opus  provides  an

unsurpassable example of how Yiddish sociolinguistic study could be enriched

by contributions from the language sciences and as a result could enrich them

through its  own contributions.   Fishman's  own contributions to  this  field  are

manifold.  In particular,  he argued that language has been used variously in

order to help construct historical formations such as national identity, class and

cultural  pride,  which Fishman  refers  to  as status  planning.  Language

standardisation, Fishman's corpus planning, is an essential part of that process.

The two together form the major branches of  language planning.50  Fishman

47 M. Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, Introduction by J. Fishman p. ix. 
48 Ibid. p. 20
49 J. Fishman, Yiddish Turning To Life, John Benjamin's Publishing Company, Philadelphia, 1991, p. 2.
50 Fishman, op. cit., p. 280, clarifies his definitions as follows: 'Corpus planning is one of the two major

branches of language planning: the authoritative allocation of resources (attention, funds, manpower,
negative  and  positive  sanctions)  to  language.  Corpus  planning  entails  modifying,  enriching  or
standardising  the  language  per  se,  often  through  publishing  and  implementing  orthographies,
nomenclatures, spellers, grammars, style manuals, etc. Its counterpart is status planning, i.e., attempts
to require use of a language for particular functions: education, law, government, mass media, etc.
Corpus planning is frequently engaged in by language academies, commissions, or boards. Status
planning  requires  governmental  or  other  power-related  decision-making  and  sanctions-disbursing
bodies:  political,  religious,  ethnocultural,  or  economic.  The  two  processes  must  be  conducted  in
concert if they are to succeed and take hold across a broad spectrum of uses and users. Yiddish has
constantly suffered due to deficiencies in the status-planning realm and, as a result, its corpus-planning
successes are also limited.'  See also D. Katz, Words on Fire: The Unfinished Story of Yiddish, Basic
Books, New York, 2004.
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utilises these concepts in his analysis of the Czernowitz Conference of 1908.  I

would argue that this model is applicable to the various language debates and

struggles found in the pages of Literartishe bleter.

There are two younger scholars who have utilised this  approach together

with other structural concepts in order to further develop sociolinguistic modes

of analysis.  Itamar Even-Zohar (born 1939) is an Israeli cultural researcher and

linguistic socio-historian; Benjamin Harshav (born 1928) is primarily a cultural

literary critic of Jewish texts.  Harshav has based some of his more interesting

analyses  on  Even-Zohar's  polysystem  theory.   Even-Zohar  defines  a

polysystem as a dynamic social  “heterogenous open structure … a multiple

system,  a  system  of  various  systems  which  intercept  with  each  other  and

partially overlap.51  Harshav clarifies this concept, defining a polysystem as a

network of interrelated texts, social and cultural institutions, each one of which

is a flexible system in its own right.   It  is, in effect,  a structural definition of

community,  a  dynamic  “system  of  systems”.   Harshav  proceeds  to  give

examples: traditional Jewish life in the past was not merely religious but was

grounded in a social and cultural polysystem exclusive to the Jews under the

aegis of religion but covering every aspect of life.  They had their own religious,

cultural  and administrative system,  tax  collection,  various community  mutual

help societies and a trilingual culture (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Yiddish).  In sum,

they were not simply a national minority, but rather, as a polysystem, an entire

totality,  lacking  only  territorial  power  for  a  complete  national  system.   The

modern  Jewish  revolution,  however,  was  expressed  not  only  by  its  new

ideologies but also by new social, political and cultural institutions, becoming a

Jewish Secular Polysystem.

51 I. Even-Zohar, 'Polysystem Theory', Poetics Today 11, no.1, 1990, p. 11.
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It was a classic example of the idea of an ethnic or national cultural
autonomy, based on language rather than on territorial power … this
autonomy was legally reinforced between the two world wars by the
rights of the minorities protected by the Treaty of Versailles and the
League of Nations.  Poland, Lithuania, and the Soviet Union, where
these  principles  were  implemented,  became  the  centres  of  world
wide Jewish culture.52

What is explicit in Harshav's reading of Even-Zohar and his expansion of that

theory is that Yiddish as a language is co-dependent upon the other members

of the polysystem.  Thus, whenever any feature of the polysystem is weakened

–  for example, in the destruction of close-knit neighbourhood communities, in

the  denial  of  education  in  the  mother  tongue,  in  religious  repression,  in

censorship of publications in the mother tongue - all contribute to the weakening

of  the polysystem and its  consequent  repercussions on language.  In  other

words,  language  as  a  system,  in  the  fullness  of  its  linguistic  nature,  is

dependent upon all the other members of the polysystem for its survival and

growth.   We  have  here  a  sociolinguistic  theory  of  language  under  stress,

applicable to Yiddish under the pressure of assimilation or annihilation.  It  is

thus a conceptual vocabulary which helps to explain the problematics of Yiddish

in Mandate Palestine as well as in the United States.  It can contribute to an

understanding of the pressures of the Russification of Yiddish in Soviet Russia

through an elucidation of the campaign against Hebrew as  a  relic of religious

obscurantism.   In  contrast,  the  situation  in  Poland  had  little  to  do  with  the

destruction of the secular polysystem until the Holocaust.

1.6  Thesis Organisation

This study, then, has a double focus: Literarishe bleter, its publishing history,

relationships and policies in the specifically Yiddish cultural centre of Warsaw;

and  the  continuing  problematics  that  Yiddish  historically  faced  in  various

52 B. Harshav, Language in Time Of Revolution, University of California Press, 1993, p. 34.
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geographical localities as a linguistic and cultural medium, as seen through the

filter  of  Literarishe  bleter.   I  have  chosen  to  frame  my  research  by  a

consideration of the linguistic controversies that occurred prior to and during the

period in which Literarishe bleter was active.  In this way, it is possible to see

the publication in the light of  a wider  linguistic,  cultural and political  debate.

Chapter 2 sets the stage in Czernowitz, at the Czernowitz Conference of 1908.

It is here that the formulation which linked nation to language for the Yiddish-

speaking world  was established,  but  not  without  controversy.   The linguistic

nature  of  that  controversy  was  a  consequence  of  differing  opinions  of

nationalism whose banners, Hebrew and Yiddish, signified the polarisation of

the debate.  Although there was ultimately a rather weakly-worded compromise,

the  debate  continued,  and  the  issue  of  language  politics  found  its  way

prominently to  the pages of  Literarishe bleter fifteen years later.   Chapter 3

introduces  Warsaw  post-WWI,  as  the  future  founders,  editors  and  major

contributors find their way to the city which has become the world centre of a

burgeoning Yiddish culture: Yiddish, enjoying its growing status, has called forth

talent and innovation from all parts of Yiddish-speaking Europe.  This chapter

presents their varied literary and cultural backgrounds as they formulated the

world-view of the journal which would become  Literarishe bleter.  Chapter 4

discusses  the  establishment  of  Literarishe  bleter,  focusing upon  Nakhman

Mayzel, the mainstay of the journal throughout its entire history.  His function as

editor, after the departure of his first collaborators and co-editors, left him in a

position of autonomy for the duration of the publication, although from 1938

there was another editor in situ.  Mayzel's officially proclaimed political position

of intellectual openness, despite his personal political affiliations, allowed him
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freedom  in  the  development  of  a  literary  journal  of  the  first  rank.   His

relationship with YIVO in Vilna, which features in the pages of the journal, is an

indication of his insistence upon the importance of Yiddish, his ambition and his

economic straits throughout the period of publication.  His concern, on the other

hand,  with  his  readership,  manifests  itself  not  merely  in  campaigns  for

subscriptions.  He conducted periodic polls of his reading public and adjusted

his literary policies accordingly.  Conducting readership polls and publishing the

results within the pages of the journal itself provided Mayzel  with feedback on

readership preferences and they give us a unique insight for scholarly research

today.  These surveys provide a glimpse into the relationship between the editor

and his readers and the results have never before been published.

The next four chapters comprise the core of the study: the problems facing

Yiddish and Yiddish culture in various locations as seen through articles and

editorials published in the journal.  Furthermore, it will demonstrate how deeply

Literarishe  bleter was  engaged  in  the  discourse  surrounding  Yiddish  in the

global context.  Chapter 5 considers the topic of Yiddish in Poland, specifically

in Warsaw, with its vibrant Jewish life.  Warsaw saw itself as the pole star of

Yiddish and Yiddish culture, the guide in issues of language and literature, to

which the entire Yiddish-speaking world contributed.  The concentration of so

many diverse political and cultural groups created an atmosphere for debate in

which the subject of Yiddish played a central part, because of its centrality in the

national issue as well as its status as a culture-bearer.  Chapter 6 addresses

Yiddish in Soviet Russia and the circumstances which contributed first of all to

the creation of a Yiddish-speaking oasis and thereafter to its destruction.  The

part played by  Yevseksiya, the Jewish Affairs Bureau run by Jews, forms an
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essential  part  of  its  history.   The  combination  of  cultural  and  educational

encouragement with heavy-handed censorship lies at the heart of the Socialist

paradox that was the Soviet-Russian experiment.  The gradual Russification of

Soviet Yiddish, along with a campaign of de-Hebraisation of its religious Hebrew

component, its increasing isolation from the rest of the Yiddish world, and the

growing persecution of its literary talents, mark the course of Yiddish in Soviet

Russia as seen through Literarishe bleter.  Chapter 7 provides a contrast, and

deals with the story of Yiddish in the United States.  While Yiddish had been a

political issue in Soviet Russia, a fact which led almost to its virtual demise, the

problem  of  Yiddish  survival  in  America  took  on  a  different  cast.   Yiddish-

speaking  socialists  in  Soviet  Russia  collaborated  with  linguistic  and

orthographic  shifts  but  were  vehement  in  their  desire  to  preserve a  Yiddish

culture,  albeit  with  a  socialist  slant.   Yiddish  speakers  in  America  saw the

acquisition  of  English  as  the  necessary  door  to  another  dream,  economic

success and integration into the larger society.  Assimilation and its threats are

a constantly recurring subject  in the pages of  Literarishe bleter.   Chapter 8,

Yiddish  in  Palestine,  introduces a  different  opponent  to  Yiddish  and Yiddish

culture: Zionist linguistic policy.  In Czernowitz in 1908, the battle had ended in a

draw;  in  Palestine,  affirmation  of  the  ideological  link  between language and

nation  necessitated  a  new  Hebrew,  language  and  person,  for  a  new  land.

Yiddish  in  the  Yishuv  (Settlement)  was  almost  completely  annihilated  by  its

former linguistic bedfellow, Hebrew.  Language assimilation in Palestine was not

voluntary, despite the attempts of the new Yiddish-speaking immigrants to keep

language  and  culture  intact.   World  Jewry  looked  askance  at  the  continual

erosion of Yiddish in the name of the protection and furtherance of Hebrew as
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the  new  culture-bearer  of  the  Zionist  state.  Literarishe  bleter, from  distant

Warsaw, registered its dismay.

Chapter  9 has as its subject  the First  World  Yiddish Culture Congress in

Paris, 1937.  It closes the frame on the controversies surrounding Yiddish which

had  appeared  in  the  journal.   Originally  organised  as  a  follow-up  to  the

Czernowitz  Conference  of  1908,  this  Congress  was  to  have  dealt  with  the

problems of unifying Yiddish culture through the creation of a worldwide network

under the rubric of a centralised organisation.  Internal dissension, however,

marked the entire project, from the planning stages to the actual event itself.

Nakhman Mayzel  had been an active promoter of Yiddish culture during his

entire public life, and here he took a leading role as well. YKUF, the Yiddish

Cultural Union, was one of the consequences of the 1937 Congress; this project

from its inception was, naturally, followed extensively in the pages of Literarishe

bleter.  Mayzel left  Warsaw soon after  for  New York,  where he became the

enthusiastic editor of YKUF's monthly publication, Yidishe Kultur.  Less than two

years later, with the advent of WWII, Literarishe bleter ceased publication.

Chapter 10 concludes with a summary of the main themes of the thesis as

well  as  the conclusions  drawn  from the  research itself.   It  will  examine the

methodologies used in this work and assess their  merit.   It  will  highlight the

importance of this work as well as its limitations and finally, propose themes for

future research.
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Chapter 2  Czernowitz Conference of 1908

2.1  Historical Background

Language and nation have been definitively linked since the Enlightenment.

In his study of Saussure, Bakhtin examined the ways in which language has

been used to construct social and cultural identity.

We are talking language not as a system of abstract grammatical
categories, but rather language conceived as ideologically saturated,
language as a world view, even as a concrete opinion, ensuring a
maximum of mutual understanding in all spheres of ideological life.
Thus a unitary language gives expression to forces working toward
concrete verbal and ideological unification and centralisation, which
develop in vital connection with the processes of sociopolitical and
cultural centralization.1

Tony Crowley asserts that the relationship between language and nationality

as discussed by the German Enlightenment philosophers, specifically Kant and

the  post-Kantians,  is  of  historical  importance.2  “Cultural  nationalism was  a

European phenomenon with a philosophical basis, and was grounded in the

belief that language was the key to human history”.3  Crowley cites Humboldt's

definition of nation as “that of a body of men who form language in a particular

way”,4 concluding that language was not simply a guarantor of nationality but

the  repository  of  national  identity.   “From  every  language  we  can  infer

backwards  to  the  national  character”.5  Those  theories  support  the  idea  of

connection  between  language,  national  identity  and  nationhood.   They  also

suggest that national identity can exist without a national geographical territory.

The  Jewish  world  also  experienced its  own Enlightenment  known as  the

Haskalah which, like other aspects of  modernisation, came to Eastern Europe

1 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, p.271.
2 T. Crowley, Language in History: Theories and Texts, Routledge, London and New York, 1996, p. 4
3 Ibid. p. 124.
4 T.  Crowley,  (citing Humboldt:  Humboldt,  W. Von,  On Language: The diversity of Human Language

Structure and Its Influence on The Mental Development of Mankind (1836), trans. P. Heath, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988, p. 153), p. 125.

5 T. Crowley, (citing Humboldt p.154), p. 125.

40



from the west, from Germany.  The  Maskilim,6 under the influence of Moses

Mendelssohn (1729-1786)  in  Germany,  advocated  modern  knowledge  and

behaviour which would bring about major changes in Jewish East  European

society.  The focus of the Maskilim was to promote change within Jewish society

internally and within its co-territorial contexts.  Jewish intellectuals were seen to

be central in the process of modernisation.7

Fishman differentiates between the goals of the Haskalah in Germany, which

he claims were mainly concerned with integration, and the Haskalah in Eastern

Europe,  which  was  more  concerned  with  political  rights  and  cultural

modernisation.  The impact of the Haskalah on language usage within Jewish

communities gave rise to a number of different views or approaches.  Some

believed that Yiddish could be central in the initial stages of modernisation but

would eventually be replaced by Polish or the co-territorial languages.  Others

maintained that Hebrew should serve as the language of modernisation but that

German  might  need  to  be  used  for  an  interim  period.   A third  approach

maintained  that  only  Yiddish  should  serve  as  the  language  to combine

modernity  and  tradition.8  What  Fishman  points  out  here  is  that  there  is  a

divergence in viewpoint between the proponents of modernisation, and what

must  be emphasised is  the notion that  language is  an integral  issue in the

progress of modernisation which will  lead to the building of a Jewish nation.

Thus, one might state that the proponents of modernism differ in their approach

to language which, as we shall see, represent different political modernisms.

The  Maskilim continued  to  debate  the  issue  of  language  throughout  the

6 Maskil, meaning a “scholar” or an “enlightened man”, part of the Haskalah movement (1770-1880), the
European  Jewish Enlightenment that sought to reeducate Jews so they could integrate into modern
society.

7 J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, p.40.
8 J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, p.40-41.

41



nineteenth century.   In  this  connection,  Mark  Southern  claims  that  the  only

groups that seemed to have viewed Yiddish as explicitly Jewish and bound to

Jewish  identity  rather  than  simply  another  vernacular  were  these  same

Maskilim, who eventually intended to move away from the language.  One such

Maskil was Moses Mendelssohn himself who loathed Yiddish, considered it a

“debased or primitive form of German and encouraged Jews to speak German

instead”.9  Western and central European Haskalah quickly became completely

Germanised  and  most  Hebrew  publications  ceased  to  exist.   The  Jewish

Haskalah in Russia and Lithuania initiated a Hebrew revival,  which included

Hebrew publications, under Tsar Alexander II who ruled with a liberal hand and

allowed this modernisation to take place.10

The reality of the  Haskalah was extremely complex and  differed by region.

Whereas Jews in the west identified primarily with their co-territorial  German

culture,  the  Jews  in  Russia  and  Lithuania  generally  supported  a  Hebrew

Haskalah  and Hebrew publications within the Yiddish-speaking areas,  and a

growing Yiddish cultural awareness.  David Fishman also claims that, for the

most part, the Maskilim in Imperial Russia spoke German amongst themselves

during the first half of the 19th century and Russian thereafter.  From the 1860s

they published in both Russian and Hebrew.11

The  linguistic  uneasiness  and  controversy  regarding  Hebrew/Yiddish

diglossia as well as debates concerning the other languages such as Russian

and German,  set  the  stage for  the subsequent  conflicts  which  arose at  the

Czernowitz  Conference.   Kalman  Weiser  accounts  for  the  intensity  of  this

conflict  by  asserting  that  these  aforementioned  rival  linguistic  ideologies

9 M. Southern, The Road to Czernowitz and the Golden Age, p. 234.
10 Ibid.
11 David E. Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005, p. 5-6.
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emerged as part of a complex web of responses to the decline of religion-based

identity and to the challenge of integration at a moment in history when many of

the smaller peoples of Europe with no tradition of statehood were campaigning

for  national  languages.12  Symbolic  of  this  national  dilemma with  regard  to

language were the twin launchings of Herzl's Zionism in Basel and the Socialist

Bund in Vilna in the same year (1897).

Yiddish-vs.-Hebrew and Bundist-vs.-Zionist battlegrounds, notorious
for  their  bitter  antagonism,  had  intersected  centrally  with  Jewish
nationhood  and  conflicting  currents  of  folk-identity  …  especially
during the years of the growing Jewish  Yishuv in Palestine.  In the
decade  immediately  following  1897,  burning  issues  of  linguistic
status and Jewish bilingualism informed the roilingly (sic) competitive
Yiddish-vs.-Hebrew  language  debate  preoccupying  Jewish
intellectual  circles  leading  up  to  the  1908  Czernowitz  Yiddish
Conference.13

This explosion of new ideologies concerning the creation of a new Jewish

national identity within a variety of host countries was accompanied by an equal

burst of Yiddish-language creativity manifested through a new wave of Yiddish

literature and press.  According to David Fishman, the Russian revolution of

1905 with its promise of liberalisation and democratisation was a turning point in

the development of Yiddish culture.  The Tsarist authorities lifted the almost-total

ban  on  Yiddish  publications  enforced  in  1836  and  permitted  theatrical

performances in Yiddish; the result was a flood of literature and journalism into

the cultural marketplace.14  The initiative of Yiddishism which was launched after

the 1905 revolution  and generally considered a turning point in the history of

modern Jewish politics, continued through the Czernowitz Conference of 1908

and provided the impetus for the literary currents and debates which later gave

birth to Literarishe bleter.  In addition, Literarishe bleter became a forum for the

12 Czernowitz at 100  , p. 2.
13 M. Southern, The Road to Czernowitz and the Golden Age, p. 236-7.
14 D. Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, pp.1-82.

43



continuation  of  that  linguistic  and  cultural  discourse.   In  the  course  of  its

existence, Literarishe bleter assiduously documented the shifts and divergences

which occurred in this Yiddish linguistic culture.

2.2  The Conference

Three different positive arguments in favour of Yiddish were in existence by

the first decade of the twentieth century, and a fourth was actively developing.

The earliest function was that of traditional utilitarianism, utilised primarily by the

ultra-Orthodox  for  moral  teachings  and  halakhic15 educational  purposes,

particularly in publications for women, the uneducated and children.  Another

function was that of modern utilitarianism: Yiddish should be used in political

and social education to motivate the masses towards more modern attitudes

15 Halakhah in its entirety comprises Jewish religious and civil law based on Torah and rabbinic sources
and traditionally legislates the codes of Jewish religious and civil conduct.
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and modes of behaviour because Yiddish was the only widespread common

language.  A third function was that Yiddish was a distinctly indigenous and

representative  language  and,  therefore,  had  a  natural  role  to  play  both  in

expressing and symbolising Jewish cultural-national ambitions.  The fourth and

final  function  was comprised of the fact that  modern Jewish culture needed

Yiddish as the only  main instrument of an expressive and symbolic nature.16

Yiddish was the natural  choice of artistic,  literary and cultural  expression for

modern Jewish culture.

Yiddish  needed  to  be  established  as  an  official  language  for  the  Jewish

people in the diaspora in order to progress with advancing the various cultural

goals.  In retrospect, the Czernowitz Conference was a milestone in the process

of elevating the status of Yiddish from a mere 'Jargon'17 to a language of pride

and celebration, a rich language for literature, scholarship and culture.  This

was “...the moment when the movement known as Yiddishism crystallised”.18

The main initiator of the Yiddish Conference was Dr. Nathan Birnbaum (Nosn

Birnboym), who said that in order to save Jews, the question of Yiddish needed

to be solved.  The encouragement of Yiddish as a language was vital in order to

prevent assimilation.  It should be used “...as a preferred vehicle of a kind of

modernization that would also be particularly attuned to the simultaneous need

for continuity of Jewish culture, traditions and values”.19

16 For a full treatment of each of these four distinct and interacting functions of Yiddish, see Fishman's
article 'The sociology of Yiddish: A foreword' (Never Say Die! A Thousand Years of Yiddish in Jewish
Life and Letters. The Hague, Mouton 1980), pp. 1-97.

17 The word Jargon is used frequently as a derogative word by Jewish people to describe the Yiddish
language,  especially  at  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  and  the  beginning  of  the  twentieth  centuries.
According  to  E.  Partridge,  it  means:  “The IE  [Indo-European]  s  [single]  garg-  (para  1),  has,  in  F
[French] the var arg-, as in OF-F [Old French] jargon, OF var gargon, any noise made in the throat, as
the warbling of birds,: ”  Origins, An Etymological dictionary of modern English, Routhlege, London,
1991.

18 D.  Shneer.  'Review  of  Emanuel  Goldsmith,  Modern  Yiddish  Culture:  The  Story  of  the  Yiddish
Language  Movement  '  ,  H-Net  Reviews,  July  1999.  http://www.h-net.msu.edu/reviews/showrev.cgi?
path=7053933099740, site visited, 20.09.12.

19 J. Fishman, 'Attracting a Following to High-Culture Functions for a language of Everyday Life: The Role
of the Tshernovits (Chernowitz) Language Conference in the Rise of Yiddish.
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The call for the  Conference was a significant moment in the history of the

Yiddish language.  Birnbaum, on a short visit to New York, formed an alliance

with Dovid Pinski and Chaim Zhitlovsky and together  issued a resolution for a

World  Yiddish  Conference.20  They were  an unlikely  trio:  a  neo-traditionalist

tending towards orthodoxy, a labour Zionist and a philosophical secularist.  The

official invitation to the first Yiddish Language Conference of 1908 in Czernowitz

was written by Ch. Zhitlovsky.  After great debate the agenda agreed upon was

divided into several categories: Yiddish grammar, economic conditions of actors

and writers and recognition of the Yiddish language.21

The invitation to take part in the Conference appeared as a press release in a

number of  newspapers and included the name of  Mendele Moykher  Sforim,

which gave it extra weight.  A few personal invitations were extended to other

important personalities: Sholem Aleykhem, who was ill  during the  Conference

and could not attend, Mendele Moykher Sforim, in his seventies at the time,

who did not respond to the invitation, sent no excuse and did not attend and I.

L. Peretz, who took part and played an important role in the event.  “The press

releases announced that all individuals in agreement with the purposes of the

Conference could attend as delegates, whereas others would be welcomed as

guests”.22  The goals of the  Conference recognised the need to standardise,

codify and systematise Yiddish in a practical way in order to further develop and

elevate the  language,  but  the first  and foremost  point  of  agreement  was to

officially recognise Yiddish as a representative official language of the Jewish

people by the Jewish people themselves.

20 For  more  information  on  Birnbaum,  Pinski  and  Zhitlovsky  see  J.  Fishman,  Never  Say  Die!,   E.
Goldsmith, Modern Yiddish Culture, D. Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, Leksikon fun der
nayer Yidisher literatur, Ed. Sh. Niger and J. Shatsky.

21 Di Ershte Yidishe Shprakh-Konferents (Vilna, 1931), pp 2-3.  As translated and cited in 'Modern Yiddish
Culture', Emanuel S. Goldsmith, Fairleigh Dickinson University Press and Associated University Press,
USA, (1976), 1997.

22 E. Goldsmith, Modern Yiddish Culture, p.185.
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According  to  Goldsmith,  Czernowitz  was  chosen  as  a  venue  for  the

Conference because of the multinational character of the Austrian empire and

its  close  proximity  to  Russia  and  Romania,  two  countries  where  Yiddish

flourished.  This area was not without tension as the 1910 census was looming

and the authorities expected Jews to list German (in Bukovina) or Polish (in

Galicia)  as  their  mother  tongue.   There was  much dissatisfaction  and even

unrest  felt  by  the  younger  Jewish  population  who  were  planning  to  assert

themselves by claiming  as their mother tongue  Yiddish or Hebrew, languages

which were  not  on the approved census forms.   This  added tension  to  the

Conference organisation  and  the  President  of  the  Czernowitz  Jewish

Community, Benno Straucher, refused to allow use of community properties for

fear of official repercussions.  J. Fishman claims that it was not only a matter of

geography but  rather one of symbolic  importance that  made Czernowitz  the

preferred choice of venue.  Firstly: “(the) Germanised Jewish intelligentsia were

already  struggling  to  revise  their  attitudes  towards  Yiddish”,23 and  secondly

Birnbaum made the decision to move to Czernowitz and his young followers

from the University in Vienna provided voluntary support in all  organisational

matters.24

The Conference was organised on a shoestring budget and even the minimal

participation fee of 5 Kronen for delegates and 1 Krone for guests prevented

many  from  taking  part.   “Although  approximately  seventy  persons  were

registered at the Conference, only forty were voting delegates.  The others were

the twelve members of  Yidishe Kultur, local dignitaries, and representatives of

the Yiddish and Jewish general press.  The composition of the delegates was

23 J. Fishman, Attracting a Following to High-Culture Functions for a Language of Everyday Life: The Role
of  the  Tshernovits  Language  Conference in  the  'Rise  of  Yiddish”,  in  International  Journal  of  the
Sociology of Language, 24 (1980), pp. 48-9., republished in Yiddish: Turning to Life, pp. 255-283.

24 Ibid., p. 49.

47



as follows: fourteen Russian delegates mainly from Poland, fourteen or fifteen

delegates from Galicia, six or seven from Czernowitz (Bukovina), and one each

from the United States,  Romania, and Switzerland”.25  Many institutions and

individuals were invited, some more important than others, and the ones that

attended were those who could afford the fare, rather than representatives of an

establishment or organisation.

Throughout the Conference many items on the agenda were adopted without

opposition, but the tenth item on the agenda was contentious to all participants

and therefore:

...constantly came to the fore in the form of an increasingly growing
antagonism  between  those  (primarily  Bundists)26 who  wanted  to
declare  Yiddish  as  the national  Jewish  language  (Hebrew/loshn
koydesh – being a classical tongue rather than a mother tongue –
could not, in their view, qualify as such) and those (primarily Zionists
and traditionalists) who, at best go no further than to declare Yiddish
as  a national  Jewish  language,  so  that  the  role  of  Hebrew/loshn
koydesh – past, present and future – would remain unsullied.27

Despite  the  heated  debates  to  which  the  Conference gave  rise,  it  was

permeated with an air of optimism and hope for the future, not only for Yiddish,

but for the whole Yiddishist movement.  The compromise formula of Yiddish as

a but  not  the national  language at  the  Conference was proposed by Hersh

Dovid Nomberg,28 who also coined the term Yiddishism.  Scholarly and cultural

opinion is  still  divided as  to  what the  1908 Czernowitz  Conference  actually

achieved.  The contributors to the Conference each had their own hopes for and
25 E. S. Goldsmith,  Modern Yiddish Culture: The Story of the Yiddish Language Movement, Fordham

University Press, N.Y., 1997.
26 Founded in Vilna in 1897 by Aleksandr (Arkadii) Kremer (1865-1935) and a small group of Jews with a

strong Marxist influence.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Bund, site visited, 18.09.12.
J. Fishman, Turning to Life, p. 280, The Bund (full name: Jewish Workers Bund (Alliance) of Russia,
Lithuania and Poland).  A socialist organisation, it  adopted a Jewish cultural-autonomous, Yiddish-
oriented platform in 1905, as a result of which it clashed with Lenin, Trotsky, and other early Bolshevik
leaders.   The Bund actively  promoted secular  Yiddish  educational,  literary,  and cultural  efforts  in
interwar Poland.  For further details and an entry to a huge bibliography see E. Mendelsohn,  Class
struggle in the Pale, Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1970.“

27 J. Fishman,  'Attracting a Following to High-Culture Functions for a Language of Everyday Life: The
Role of the Tshernovits Language  Conference' in “Rise of Yiddish”, in  International  Journal of the
Sociology of Language, 24 (1980).p. 54.

28 op. cit. p. 54.

48



opinions on its outcome.

I.  L.  Peretz  had  hoped  that  Yidishe  kultur, the  first  student  organisation

devoted to Yiddish culture, which was founded in Vienna in 1905 by Nathan

Birnbaum,29 would  produce tangible  results  such as  new publishing houses,

children's  schools,  folk  choruses,  libraries  and  a  united  world  organisation

capable of bridging political and party differences.30  Peretz and Zhitlovsky were

the  central  personalities  of  the  Conference and  although both  shared  a

Yiddishist perspective, their outlooks diverged.  Fishman calls Peretz a national

romantic,  stripping  the  Bible  and  rabbinic  literature of  their  status  as  divine

revelation but canonising them as national repositories of aesthetic and ethical

values.31  Peretz emphasised the importance of the ties of Yiddish to Hebrew

over its ties to German: the delegates were at pains to assert that Yiddish was

more than a debased German dialect.32  Peretz essentially believed that: 'Jews

live in three tongues: the people in Yiddish, the part-assimilated intelligentsia in

the  local  vernacular  (the  co-territorial  language),  the  Jewish  intelligentsia  in

Hebrew  which  is  the  national  language  of  the  past.   Yiddish  must  rely  on

Hebrew,  not  German:  “without  Hebrew  the  People  have  no  past –  without

Yiddish Jews have no people”'.33

Other delegates at the Czernowitz  Conference also held strong views.  For

Zhitlovsky  the  primary  aim  of  the  Conference  was  to  forge  Yiddish  into  a

national  language.   Zhitlovsky  affirmed Jewish  nationality  while  asserting  its

total separation from the Jewish religion.34  For him religion was contradicted by

29 See E. S. Goldsmith, Modern Yiddish Culture: The Story of the Yiddish Language Movement, Fordham
University Press, N.Y., 1997, p. 109.

30 H. Bass, 'The First Yiddish Language Conference (1908)', in Yiddish 12/1 p. 225.
31 D. Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, pp. 98-102.
32 See also the discussion of B. Wasserstein, On the Eve: The Jews of Europe Before the Second World

War, Profile Books, United Kingdom, 2012, p. 227.
33 M. Southern, Road to Cernowitz, p. 244.
34 D.  Fishman  terms  this  viewpoint  “radical  Yiddishism”.   D.  Fishman,  The  Rise  of  Modern  Yiddish

Culture, pp. 101-2.
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modern science and philosophy.  In addition, the Jewish nation had no territorial

integrity or political power at the time.  What remained was Yiddish as the basis

of Jewish national unity and a modern Yiddish culture as the basis of Jewish

enlightenment.  For Birnbaum Yiddish opened the door to Jewish self-esteem

and  cultural  authenticity.   For  Esther  Frumkin  Yiddish  was  to  be  the  only

national language of the Jewish people and Hebrew was to be regarded as a

historic monument.  Ahad Ha'Am (the Zionist ideologue), refused to take part in

a protest by Hebrew writers at the Conference and rather dismissed the whole

Conference as a purim shpil and “convention of bores” and Yiddishism generally

as muktse makhmes miyes (“loathsomely ugly”).35  The compromise formulation

was to  accept  Yiddish  as  an ethno-national  Jewish  language and to  regard

Hebrew as another.  These opinions and the polarity of the vociferous debates

found their way into the pages of Literarishe bleter more than fifteen years later.

Literarishe  bleter became  the  unconscious  register  of  linguistic  secularism,

romanticist nationalism and Soviet anti-Hebraism amongst others.  It  helped to

reveal the nuances and complexities in the landscape of Yiddish speakers.

Years  later,  in  1931,  Nakhman Mayzel  published  an article  in  Literarishe

bleter36 reviewing the long-awaited book Di ershte yidishe shprakh-konferents:

barikhtn, dokumentn un opklangen fun tshernovitser konferents 1908.37  At this

stage,  twenty  three years  after  the  actual  Conference took  place,  piecing

together  a  comprehensive  and  accurate  account  was  almost  impossible.

Mayzel goes into great detail  to explain to the reader the importance of the

Conference of  1908,  claiming  that;  “Through  Czernowitz  'Jargon'  became

35 M. Southern, Road to Cernowitz, p. 246.
36 N. Mayzel,  'Dos bukh vegn tshernovitser shprakh-konferets' (The book on the Czernowitz Language-

Conference) Literarishe bleter, no. 27 (374), pp. 516-517, 1931.
37 The  First  Yiddish  Language    Conference  :  Accounts,  Documents  and  and  Impressions  of  the  

Czernowitz   Conference   1908  , YIVO, Vilna, 1931.
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Yiddish”.38  In 1928 when YIVO suggested publishing the book, an attempt was

made to find the original protocols but they had been lost.  It  was therefore

decided to gather and edit  information from  various  available sources.   This

process was undertaken by Z. Reyzin and M. Weinreich.  It was both lengthy

and complex, requiring the collection of information scattered in press reports

published at the time of the  Conference, together with personal lecture notes

and correspondence.  Mayzel announces in Literarishe bleter that the book has

finally been published and praises YIVO's efforts on its behalf, emphasizing the

importance of this book for those interested in the history of the promulgation of

Yiddish.

Mayzel's article demonstrates  his interest in Yiddish and the importance he

attached to it.  Although this particular book was of obvious significance, and it

was  not  unusual  for  Mayzel  to  write  articles  on  various  topics,  when he

occasionally  needed to fill  some pages for the next issue of  Literarishe bleter,

his authorship here indicates satisfaction with the outcome of this project.  It is

clear from the text of the article that he was deeply involved in the process of

publication of the book,  especially  in view of his connection to YIVO and the

importance he placed on it coming to light.

Given  that  Literarishe  bleter appeared  almost  fifteen  years  after  the

Conference, we would not expect such a lively debate on the subject to appear

in its pages.  And this is indeed the case: there are many references to it, but as

an earlier, very important event in the struggle for the recognition of Yiddish.  Its

results were seen as symbolic, rather than practical.  In terms of tangible socio-

political  results  from the  Conference,  many  Yiddish  speakers  had  hoped  to

38 N. Mayzel,  'Dos bukh vegn tshernovitser shprakh-konferets' (The book on the Czernowitz Language-
Conference) Literarishe bleter,  no. 27 (374), p. 516.  1931:  \“Durkh  tzernovits iz 'jargon' ariber tsu
yidish”.

51



obtain state support for Yiddish culture, a dream which was never fully realised.

In the Soviet Union (Soviet Russia) official recognition was granted to Yiddish

as the national language of the Jewish proletariat but, ideologically-controlled,

Communist Yiddish culture39 received state support  only  until  the late 1930s,

when most remaining Jewish cultural institutions were closed by the State.40  In

other  countries,  especially  in  Eastern  Europe  and  America,  the  dream  of

contemporary  liberalism  partnered  with  Yiddish  nationalism  had  a  brief

renaissance; Warsaw, New York, Vilna, Moscow and others had a thriving daily

press, (erratic) state supported education, theatres, academic and pedagogical

institutions and a rich and diverse literature.  In order to accomplish the building

of a modern Yiddish culture, an educated, literate Yiddish-speaking community

was vital.  Literarishe bleter was instrumental in furthering these aims and with

Nakhman Mayzel as its editor, was fully committed to this programme.  By the

time  that  a  Yiddish  World  Congress  was  being  planned  in  Paris  in  1937,

Literarishe  bleter had  become  an  integral  part  of  the  literary  and  cultural

landscape.  Thus it was only natural that it should take an interest in reporting

the progress of  the  Congress preparations and its  actualisation.   Moreover,

debates about Yiddish standardisation and general Yiddish literacy had been an

essential part and a constant presence  in its pages since 1924.  The editors

were committed to promoting  a united world Yiddish culture and reporting  on

progress to  its  readership.   Much had been encouraged,  accomplished and

documented within its pages and by the time the First Yiddish World Congress

in  Paris  was  organised  in  1937,  significant  achievements  as  well  as

disappointments were documented in this sphere.  High hopes were expressed

39 More on Soviet Russian Yiddish culture can be found in D. Shneer's Yiddish and the Creation of Soviet
Jewish Culture, 1918-1930.

40 K.  Weiser,  Introduction,  Czernowitz  at  100,  The First  Yiddish Language    Conference   in  Historical  
P  e  rspective  , Ed. K. Weiser and J. A. Fogel, Lexington Books, USA, 2010, p. 4.
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for the  First  Yiddish  Culture  World  Congress  in  Paris,  but  world  events

intervened  and  the  outcome  was  less  than  satisfactory  as  can  be  seen  in

chapter 9.
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Chapter 3  Literarishe bleter - Historical and
Cultural Background

3.1  Historical Background

Warsaw played a leading role in Yiddish culture in the twentieth century.  Its

importance is rooted in the unique history of the territory.  Poland had existed as

an enormous medieval state.  It disappeared as an independent entity  in the

partitions of the late eighteenth century and only gained its independence after

WWI and the Treaty of Versailles.  Because so much of the territory was under

foreign domination and foreign legal systems, it is difficult to define what one

might  call  the  history  of  Polish  Jews.   It  is  clear,  however,  that  Warsaw

exercised  a  magnetic  pull  on  Jews  in  the  entire  area  of  Congress  Poland,

including  the  Prussian  and Austrian  territories  as  well  as  the  entire  Pale  of

Settlement to the East.  Chone Shmeruk cites Jewish population statistics for

Warsaw: in 1795 there were 6000 Jews; in 1861, there were 43,000; in 1882,

there  were  130, 000;  and in 1914, there  were  337,000.1  There were several

reasons  for  this  increase.   These  included  the rapid  industrialisation  and

urbanisation of the Jews of Poland, repression in the Russian zone following the

assassination of  Alexander  II  in  1881,  which  drove Jews westward  and the

enormous 'repatriation' of Ukrainian Jews who found themselves to be Polish

after WWI.  'Awarded vast expanses of Ukrainian, German, and White Russian

territories, independent Poland emerged from the Paris Peace Conference as

the fifth largest state in Europe... she also inherited the people who lived there'.2

1 Studies from Polin  , ed. A. Polonsky, The Littman Library of Jewish Civilisation, 1993, Ch. Shmeruk,
'Aspects of the History of Warsaw as a Yiddish Literary Centre', p. 120 as well as in the introduction of
N. Cohen's book Books, Writers and Newspapers, The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942.

2 The Jews of Eastern Europe were not in a position to fight for their rights as a minority and it was the
American-Jewish  delegation  at  the  Paris  Peace Conference that  secured the  formulation  of  basic
provisions for minorities in December 1919.  Those rights included full legal and civil equality, use of
their own language in court, adequate provision for education and the establishment of religious and
welfare institutions.   These provisions and more have been incorporated into  the  various treaties,
including the Romanian and Polish, both of which recognised Yiddish as an 'official' language.  See
Howard Morley Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish History, Delta Publishing, 1977, pp. 354-5.
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The  situation  in  which  the  Jews  found  themselves  in  newly  independent

Poland was not particularly  favourable.  Poland, which had been part  of the

Russian empire until 1918 and had just regained its autonomy after more than a

century  of  foreign  domination,  looked  with  suspicion  upon  populations

considered alien within its new territory; the state held an anti-Semitic attitude,

or at least an uneasy and even negative view,  of the Jewish population.  The

Polish  national  'warrior  hero'  Jósef  Piłsudski  took  advantage  of  the  post-

revolution civil wars in Soviet Russia, and in 1921, the Polish army invaded the

Ukraine, moving through vast areas populated by Ukrainian Jews, devastating

the landscape and butchering tens of thousands.3  In the early twenties the new

Polish government began the systematic elimination of Jews from the economic

life of the country.  Jews found themselves without livelihoods, and the collapse

of their purchasing power affected almost every area of Jewish life.  As a result,

the combination of Polish policy and the repercussions of WWI and the Soviet

Civil War reduced the Jewish population in Poland as a whole to devastating

poverty.  In 1926 Piłsudski marched on Warsaw, overthrew the government and

established  a  virtual  dictatorship,  with  only  the  parliament  remaining  as  a

vestige of its former more democratic institutions.  Curiously, one of his first acts

was to end 'official' government anti-Semitism, allowing Jews to participate in

Polish economic and  political life.  The  thirties would put an end to this brief

enjoyment of civil rights for the Jews of Poland.

The difficult conditions of Polish life, however, did not prevent the expansion

of  Jewish  publications  in  Warsaw.   The  astonishing  growth  of  the  Jewish

population  of  Warsaw  had  brought  with  it  the  growth  of  the  Jewish  press.

Hebrew printing had been developing in Warsaw since the end of the eighteenth

3 H. M. Sachar, The   C  ourse of Modern Jewish History  , pp. 356-7.
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century; the ban on Hebrew and Yiddish printing houses in the Russian Empire

in the mid-nineteenth century certainly stimulated the development of Hebrew

presses in Warsaw.  The Hebrew press published Yiddish as well and served

authors and publishers beyond Warsaw.  This growth was accompanied by an

expansion of Polish presses and trade in Polish books, in which Jews were very

prominent.  On the eve of the Holocaust, there were 25 Jewish printing houses

in addition to the presses of the Jewish newspapers in Warsaw.4  The Yiddish

press  in  all  of  its  manifestations  —  political,  ideological  and  commercial  —

reflects the emergence of a massive Warsaw readership and the writers who

wrote for them.  As Leonard Prager has written, the phenomenon is not simply

one of the expression of linguistic assertion;  rather,  it  testifies to a profound

cultural  shift  from  traditional  Jewish  society  to  that  of  a  modern  industrial

proletariat after the industrial revolution.5

The  Holocaust  and  its  disastrous  consequences  for  European  Jewry

effectively wiped out  Yiddish cultural  traditions which had taken hundreds of

years to cultivate.  In 1939,  on the eve of World War II, the Yiddish language

had secured a status of legitimacy and a position of respect in the hearts of

East  European  Jewry:  from  a  'Jargon'  it  had  evolved  into  one  of  the

representative languages of Jews for communication and scholarship, as well

as a vehicle for national pride.  The history of East-European Yiddish literature

and  culture  developed  in  the  first  decades  of  the  twentieth  century  is  well

documented  and  accessible.   The  Yiddish  press  provides  us  with  an

irreplaceable  source  for  this,  and  Literarishe  bleter was  one  of  the  more

4 Ch. Shmeruk,  'Aspects of the History of Warsaw as a Yiddish Literary Centre' in  Studies from Polin,
pp.120-131.

5 L. Prager with the help of A. A. Greenbaum, Yiddish Literary and Linguistic Periodicals and 
Miscellanies, A Selective Annotated Bibliography, p. 2, in 
http://yiddish.haifa.ac.il/reference/Biblio/introduc.htm, site visited 09.10.10.
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significant  organs  of  publication.  It  tells  us  much  about the  rich  literature,

culture  and  Yiddish  language  in  its  host  countries.   The  destruction  of  the

Yiddish-speaking world meant the disappearance of the greater part of its press

as well.  At their peak, up to the eve of WWII, Jewish publications had swept the

Jewish  world  with  journalism,  literature,  poetry,  theatre,  original  scholarly

research,  philosophy  and  many  other  fields  of  endeavour.   This  cultural

enterprise was published in Yiddish, often accompanied by texts translated into

Yiddish  from  other  languages.  The  decline  of  Yiddish  in  the  past  seven

decades,  apart from an interest on the part of  a few  stubborn individuals and

groups, gives no real indication of its former cultural richness.

The historical and political shifts which had occurred in Eastern Europe had

had a decisive influence upon the Jewish population, stimulating a flowering of

culture heretofore unimaginable.  The unprecedented freedoms following the

First World War offered by the victorious powers to the minorities of Eastern

Europe resulted in a vast diversity of political activism.  Ruth R. Wisse claims

that it is important to recognise the prevalence of socialist ideas in the aftermath

of  WWI and the Russian Revolution as well  as the consequent  attempts  of

various groups to adapt or incorporate radical ideologies into social practice.6

Moreover,  the independence of Poland had been granted as a result  of  the

Treaty of Versailles, and in compliance with that Treaty, Poland was  forced to

grant  cultural  rights  to  its  minorities.   The  Polish  state  could  not  officially

sanction discrimination;  however,  the considerable turmoil,  social  unrest  and

even  violence  which  accompanied  its  new  independence  created  such  a

situation of instability that, after 1926, it was ultimately ruled by Marshal Józef

Piłsudski in a semi-autocratic fashion and amidst a hotbed of political activity.
6 R. Wisse, The Modern Jewish Canon: A Journey Through Language and Culture, The Free Press, NY,

2000, pp. 99-130.
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Literarishe bleter first saw the light in 1924, in the heat of this unrest.

The  Polish  political  crisis  with  its  potential  threats  to  Jewish  cultural

autonomy,  provoked  various responses from a  politically  and  culturally  split

Polish Jewry.7  Some Zionists demanded greater autonomy within the Polish

Parliament and co-operation with other minorities in order to maintain Polish

democracy.   Jewish  Socialists wanted  this  autonomy  to  be  based  on  the

teachings of socialist visionaries, whereas the religious Zionists wanted it to be

based on the teachings of the Torah.  Revisionists preached in favour of mass

emigration  to  Palestine.   The  Jewish  Socialist  'Bund'  supported  a  secular

Yiddish-speaking Jewry which was to unite with the Polish proletariat.  Jewish

Communists  wanted the spread of the Russian Revolution to Poland and the

socialist  transformation of  the  entire  world.   The Folkists/Yiddishists  were in

favour of local secular Yiddish culture, and the vast  majority of religious Jews

followed the  approach  of  ‘live  and  let  live’.  Warsaw's  press  in  the  period

between WWI and WWII  brought  all  of  these debates into  high relief.   The

centrality of Warsaw had become of paramount importance in Jewish cultural

life, demonstrated by its vast and vital literary scene.

The Yiddish press played an important role in the modernisation of Yiddish

culture in  urban and secular  Yiddish-speaking society  in  the interwar  years.

Cultural,  political  and  educational  developments  in  Jewish  society  were

reflected  in  and  conveyed  through  the  Yiddish  press.  A  similar  process

occurred in the Jewish press in other languages, but it is the Yiddish press and

Literarishe  bleter which  will  be  discussed  in  this  work.  Literarishe  bleter's

sixteen years of continuous publication is unique in that unstable landscape.  It

was  a  labour  of  great  passion  and optimism on the  part  of  its  editors  and

7 Ibid. p.133.
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contributors alike, who felt that the time was opportune for the appearance of a

weekly literary newspaper (from issue number 66 it became a weekly journal),

full  of  what  virtually  comprised a cultural  encyclopaedia.  It  included literary

news, Yiddish-language progress in various countries, lists of published books,

poetry, theatre news, cultural events, reviews of other published literary works in

Poland and the rest of the Jewish world, as well as a variety of other strands of

art, social issues, YIVO news, essays on Yiddish as a cultural topic, and much

more.

The history of Literarishe bleter is intertwined with Mayzel's efforts to spread

Jewish culture in Yiddish through this publication.  The chronology which led to

its  birth  in  1924  begins  with  the  Writers'  and  Journalists'  Union  and  its

eponymous address at Tlomatski 13 and continues with the  Kultur-lige,8 and

Bikher-velt.9  The  story  of  the  earlier influential  institutions  and  literary

publications which is told here gives an indication of the various motivations and

contexts  for  the  later  appearance  of  Literarishe  bleter.   Moreover,  the

professional activities of Nakhman Mayzel, Peretz Markish,10 Melekh Ravitch11

and Israel Joshua Singer, the future most significant contributors to Literarishe

bleter from the beginning of the 1920s when they came to Warsaw to the time

when  Literarishe bleter  came into being, provide a living literary link between

the Writers' and Journalists' Union,12 Khaliastre,13 Kultur-lige, and the publishing

8 Kultur-lige: A Yiddish cultural institution and a publishing house, established in Kiev in 1918, whose aim
was to promote contemporary Yiddish culture, including education, literature, theatre, art etc.  Several
members (including N. Mayzel) of the Kiev Kultur-Lige central committee moved to Warsaw in 1921 as
a result of the Bolsheviks establishing themselves in Kiev.  N. Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers:
The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942, p.p. 20-21, The Hebrew University Magnes Press,
Jerusalem, 2003.

9 Bikher-velt:  A publishing  house,  established  in  Warsaw  in  1921.   It  was  part  of  the Kultur-lige
organisation.  Nakhman Mayzel was one of the founders of Kultur-lige in Kiev and later the chief editor
of Bikher-velt in Warsaw.

10 For short biography see Appendix F.
11 For short biography see Appendix E.
12 Literatn un zhurnalistn farayn, Writers' and Journalists' Union.  Established in Warsaw after the death of

I. L. Peretz, the spiritual leader of modern Yiddish literature, in 1915.
13 Khaliastre A movement established by a group of young poets with progressive views at that time.

They also published a literary journal under the same name, see a more detailed explanation in the
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of Literarishe bleter.

3.2  Tlomatski 13

If Warsaw was the centre of Yiddish culture up to the beginning of WWII, and

especially during the inter war period, its heart was without doubt 'Tlomatski 13',

home of  the  Writers'  and  Journalists'  Union,  and  probably  one of  the  most

famous addresses in the world of the Yiddish press.  Although  it  moved to a

different  address  later,  Tlomatski  13  was  the  address synonymous  with  the

Writers' and Journalists' Union.

A union for writers might strike one as a curious concept, and yet there is an

historical  context.   The  general  development  of  unionism  in  this  period  is

significant.  During WWI all the existing trade unions in Warsaw were placed in

an extremely difficult and complex situation: many members were drafted into

the army; there was a vast influx of refugees into the city, and the high rate of

unemployment required the unions to channel energy into relief work instead of

their former activities.  As an indication of the severity of the problem, much of

their  time was spent providing hot meals (for nominal  amounts of money or

even for  free to  union members and their  families)  rather  than dealing with

union issues.  After Poland's occupation in 1915, the new German authorities

granted all unions total freedom in the regulation of their internal affairs.  This

new found freedom led to unprecedented growth of existing and new unions,

and  the  number  of  union  members  grew from 7,300  in  November  1915  to

11,000 in May 1916.14

In this context, it was not surprising that the new generation of writers and

journalists  should  want  to  establish a professional  union  of  their  own.   The

section entitled Khaliastre.
14 N. Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers, The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942, pp. 17-

18.  See also Z. Kratko, Di yidishe profesionele bavegung in kongres Poyln in der tsayt fun der ershter
velt-milkhome, Gilad, 1975, pp.124-125.
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concept of writing as a profession rather than simply a moment of individual

inspiration was a major  breakaway from the commonly-held opinion  of  I.  L.

Peretz's and Sholem Aleykhem's literary form.  A union was a first step toward

the creation both of a more inclusive literary style of writing as well  as of a

professional organisation which  could  regulate  its  own conduct.   Up to  this

point, during the lifetime of I. L. Peretz, a transitional period of 'salon' culture

had existed  at  his  home,  where  many  writers  and aspiring  writers  came to

present their work and to seek his approval.  After Peretz's death in 1915, the

Literatn farayn (The Writers' Union) found the need to expand into a larger and

more  diverse  operation.   This  step  was  significant  in  professionalising  the

Yiddish literary world in Warsaw.  Later the Literatn farayn expanded once again

by incorporating a separate section for journalists.  This addition created one

large unified union intended to include both writers and journalists.  It was re-

named the Literatn un zhurnalistn farayn.  Quite often the two were inseparable,

as the same writers contributed to both worlds.

On 9th March 1916 an announcement  in  both  Haynt  (1908-1939)  and in

Moment (1910-1939)15 spread the news that the Farayn fun yidishe literatn un

zhurnalistn in Varshe was to be established.16  The main concerns of the new

venture were to clarify the qualifications for membership of the Writers' Union',

decide  on  the  role  of  the  Union,  and whether  it  would  have a  non-political

ideology.  The first meeting was held on 24 March 1916, with an attendance of

sixty  participants.   The  first  elected  Chairman  and  secretary  was  Jacob

Dineson,  an author  and close friend of the late I.  L. Peretz.  After the initial

15 The two most popular Yiddish daily newspapers in Warsaw at that time.
16 Literatn un zhurnalistn farayn (The Writers and Journalists Union) or Literatn farayn, (Writers' Union), in

short.  The founders were J. Dineson, H. D. Nomberg, Sh. L. Shalkovitch (Ben Avigdor), N. Prilutzky, B.
Karlinsky, A. Gavse, M. Kipnis, H. Zagoratzky, J. Heftman, F. Lakhove, H. Ish, and D. Druck.  This list is
given in N. Cohen,  Books, Writers and Newspapers: The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-
1942, p. 18.
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meeting,  there  was  an  announcement  that  the  Writers'  Union had  received

formal authorisation from the Polish authorities and that, for the time being, it

would be located at the 'Central' Theatre, No 1 Leszno Street.  In June of that

year the Union moved to No 11 Tlomatski street and it was not for another two

years, on 25 October, 1918, that the union moved to its famous address at 13

Tlomatski Street.17  The frequent change of address is an indication that even a

culturally important union suffered from  a constant struggle for funds and the

necessity to move from one location to another.  In fact, although Tlomatski 13

is synonymous with the Writers' Union, it underwent a final move to a nearby

address, at Gronichno 11, which was bombed at the onset of WWII.

There were strict requirements for membership of the Writers' Union.  One

needed to have published either ten poems or two stories, fifty articles, or a

printed translation of a book of at least 300 pages in length.18  These publishing

requirements  are a  considerable  demonstration  of  the  strict  professional

standards which were intended and to which members had to adhere in order to

join.  Very quickly the Writers' Union became the social and professional venue

of  the Jewish literary community.   For  many,  it  became a home away from

home; for some, it was the centre of their lives.  Its atmosphere was something

of a club: it was a place to voice opinions, deliver speeches, exchange ideas,

indulge in leisure activities such as a friendly game of chess, to dance to the

music of the gramophone and on occasion to attend formal dinners held for

guests  from  abroad  and  local  members  alike.   Some  members  even  had

preferred tables where they would congregate to discuss common interests.  It

was also a platform for free expression, and even though the organisation was

non-political,  there  were  often  fiery  outbursts  of  a  verbal  and  sometimes
17 N. Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers, The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw 1918-1942, p 18.
18 B. I. Rosen, Tlomatski 13, Tsentral-Farband Fun Poilishe Yidn In Argentine, Buenos-Aires, 1950.
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physical nature.19

Naturally,  such a vociferous professional group was in need of leadership

and administration.  During its years of existence there were more than one

chairman  and  secretary,  and  although  each  had  his  individual  style  of

administering the union, one stood out  far  above the rest  - Melekh Ravitch.

Ravitch was recommended to the Writers' Union members by the poet Peretz

Markish, who had already become the toast of Warsaw.  Markish was a Yiddish

poet and a communist; intelligent and observant as well as a loyal friend.  He

was worried that Ravitch was not earning enough money to support his family.

He felt that it was the Writers' Union's responsibility to assure members of a

respectable living from their writing or from any ancillary activity.

The Union's secretary at that time was one Anatoly Gelberg.  He emigrated

to  America  and  left  the  organisation without a  secretary  or  a  suitable

replacement.   It  was  at  this  point  that  Melekh  Ravitch's  name  arose  as  a

suitable candidate for the post.  Hersh Dovid Nomberg, the chairman of Literatn

un zhurnalistn farayn from 1925 to 1927, was very sceptical;  he did not like

Ravitch's  modernist  approach to  poetry,  as he himself  was part  of  an older

tradition.  The desperate  need  for  a  new  secretary  made  him  open to

suggestions, and after questioning Ravitch about his knowledge of languages

(Yiddish, Polish, Russian, Hebrew, and German, among others) and his ability

in  accountancy  (Ravitch  had  worked  for  ten  years  in  a  bank  in  Vienna),

Nomberg became more amiable and offered him the post.20  This appointment

led Ravitch to ten years as secretary of  the Writers'  and Journalists'  Union,

19 There are many publications which discuss Tlomatski 13. For example:  B. I. Rosen, Tlomatski 13; Z.
Segalovitch, Tlomatski 13; M. Ravitch, Dos mayse bukh fun mayn lebn, yorn in varshe 1921-1934, vol.
3; N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn; I. I. Trunk, Po  y  ln zikhroynes un bilder  , vol. 7; Flinker D, Tsanin M.,
Rosenfeld Sh. (Editors), Di Yidishe prese vos iz geven; B. Kutsher, Geven amol Varshe.

20 M. Ravitch, Dos mayse bukh fun mayn lebn, yorn in varshe 1921-1934, Y. L. Peretz, Israel, 1975, book
3, pp. 81-86.
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garnering  much  success  and  respect  from  his  established  peers  and

professional  colleagues  as  well  as from  younger  writers.   Because  of  his

enormous literary talents,  enthusiasm, and close friendship with Mayzel, while

secretary he would also become one of the editors of Literarishe bleter in its first

year.  Moreover, aside from his boundless energy, he was an organised and

methodical person, and when he took over the role of secretary, he immediately

began to  reorganise the affairs  of  the group.   One of  his  more challenging

projects  was  effectively  to  create  an  archive  because  the  Writers'  and

Journalists'  Union  continued  to  accumulate  a  vast  amount  of  otherwise

uncatalogued documents, letters, drawings and other data over the years.  In

Ravitch's words there were more than a thousand different files when he left

both his post as secretary and Poland in 1934.21  None of it survived, because

the last address of the union was bombed at the beginning of WWII and its

entire contents destroyed.

There  were  other  secretaries  after  Ravitch's  departure  who  were  less

notable,  but  life  at  the  Writers'  Union continued nevertheless  up to  the last

possible moment following the Nazi occupation of Poland.  However, Tlomatski

13 and its association with Ravitch and the Writers' Union remains the spiritual

home  synonymous  with  the  considerable  Jewish  literary  achievements  in

Warsaw of that time.

3.3  Khaliastre22

The Writers' and Journalists' Union functioned like a central clearing house,

where the editors and contributors  to  Literarishe bleter  would meet, develop

friendships and alliances, evaluate and review each other's work and criticise

21 op. cit.
22 Meaning 'The Gang'.
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each  other's  personalities.  There  were  other  opportunities  for  furthering

partnerships and friendships but the Writers' Union was always at the centre of

any professional activity and, as such, it became the birthplace of many projects

at the proverbial corner table of the Writers' Union hall.  Some ventures were

more successful than others; the establishment of Khaliastre as a group and as

a publication was one of the more daring projects of the time.

Khaliastre evolved from a spontaneous artistic brainstorming by a group of

Yiddish poets and writers who met initially at the Writers' Union.  These young

avant-garde expressionist poets had come to Warsaw with new ideas about the

nature of poetry and were not afraid to express them, pitting themselves against

earlier  styles  of  poetic  expression  in  East  European  and  American  Yiddish

poetry.

Khaliastre was a groundbreaking poetic group in Poland, but its members

were greatly influenced by the  Inzikhistn ('Introspectivists'),23 a group of poets

established in New York in 1919 with the desire to look 'within themselves' and

to create poetry drawn from the depth of their own souls.  The emergence of

this poetic movement was a response to another group of poets, Di yunge ('The

Young Ones'),24 also founded in New York in 1907-1908.  They in their turn had

been  preceded  by  a  period  of  sweatshop  and  revolutionary  poetry

(approximately  1880 to  1905).  Morris  Winchevsky,  the central  figure  of  the

sweatshop school, was a brilliant propagandist in verse who had worked both

with the German socialist movement as well as with William Morris in London.25

Di yunge rejected what it perceived as the social stylistics of poetry in favour of

23 B.  and B.  Harshav,  American Yiddish Poetry,  a Bilingual  Anthology,  University  of  California  Press,
Berkeley, Los Angeles, USA, 1986, p. 38-39.

24 R. Wisse,  A little Love in Big Manhattan,: Two Yiddish Poets, Harvard University Press, Cambridge,
1988. and B. and B. Harshav, American Yiddish Poetry, a Bilingual Anthology, p. 38-39.

25 Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers, pp. 420-425.
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a  more  poetic  stance,  through  a  refinement  of  style  and  an  enrichment  of

vocabulary  in  Yiddish  poetry.  Di yunge thus  became  a  Yiddish-language

participant  in  the  so-called  Art-for-Art's-Sake movement  then popular  on the

contemporary  artistic  scene,  seeking  beauty  and  mystery  through  literature

without political undercurrents.  The Inzikhistn, a group founded in 1910, were

not  satisfied  with  the  poetry-for-poetry's-sake  espoused  by  Di yunge and

embarked  upon  a  different  approach,  producing  their  own  manifesto  and

another more expressive style of poetry.26  Their creative effort was focussed on

an expressionistic reflection of the growing urban environment, welcoming the

international literary modernist movements of the time.

Khaliastre as a poetic movement drew upon the style and philosophy of the

Inzikhistn in  America but  their  inspiration  also  came  from  different  East-

European  experiences.   This  included  the  post-WWI  pogroms  of 1919,  the

Russian Revolution and its messianic mood of a future utopia, and artistic and

cultural  movements,  such  as  European  Expressionism  and  Futurism.   The

Khaliastre group used the Writers' Union's facilities to present lectures and to

promulgate their aesthetics, even though many of its members were expressly

against  a  poetic  philosophy  that  they  found  too  tame.   The  leader  of  the

Khaliastre group and another future editor of Literarishe bleter very different in

personality  and  literary  style  from Melekh Ravitch, was Peretz  Markish,  the

same man who would nominate Ravitch as secretary of the Writers' Union.

Peretz Markish was Kaliastre's natural leader.  He conceived the initial idea

of a poetic group and by using his excellent powers of persuasion, convinced

Israel Joshua Singer and Melekh Ravitch, and later Uri Zvi Greenberg,  to join

26 The  'Introspectivists'  manifesto  was  written  in  1919,  and  published  as  the  opening  of  In  Zikh,  A
Collection of Introspective Poems, Max N. Maisel, New York, 1920. For an English translation see B.
and B. Harshav, A Bilingual Anthology.
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the editorial  board  and  became  the  main  contributors of  this  short-lived but

extremely influential publication.  The story of Khaliastre's birth is an indicative

one,  both  of  the  personalities  and  of  the  literary  and  political  friendships

involved.   The idea of publishing a journal  came about  in  1922 at  a  social

evening of a small group of friends, after a night of  heavy drinking, discussion

and merriment.   The group marched straight  to the  Kultur-lige offices in the

middle of the night and asked Mayzel  (as editor) to publish the journal.  They

created  quite  a  commotion,  but  the  Kultur-lige,  not  surprisingly  under  the

circumstances,  declined the proposition.   Later,  Mayzel  would publish these

writers and poets, even convincing them to become co-editors of  Literarishe

bleter for the first year.  Initially, however, Mayzel was not receptive to the idea

that the Kultur-lige should involve itself in the publication of such an avant-garde

venture.  The two Khaliastre journals (Warsaw 1922, Paris 1924) would become

ground-breaking  in  Yiddish-speaking  Europe  in  their  approach  and  content,

paving the way for a new and different style of writing in Yiddish.  “Opposing

both social realism and romanticised depictions of Jewish life, and familiar with

the language of passion, alienation and doubt,  Khaliastre announced a new

energy”.27  In time some of the contributors became more accepted by the less

modernist writers as well as by Mayzel, but many Union members who upheld

traditional  literary  values  and  styles  of  writing  remained  adamant  in  their

conviction  that  even  Khaliastre's  moderates  were  too  extreme.28  Mayzel,

characteristically and to his great credit, was able to entertain a broader vision.

The name  Khaliastre came from a poem by Moyshe Broderson from Lodz.

Markish chose a stanza  for the title  page of  the new magazine  and  as the

27 A. Norich, The Homeless Imagination in the Fiction of Israel Joshua Singer, Indiana University Press,
1991, p. 10.

28 N. Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers, The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942, pp. 50-
51.
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slogan  of  this  group.   Singer  had  doubts  about  this  undertaking,  as  it  was

definitely  not  his  literary  style  but  Markish  was  very  persuasive  and  Singer

finally agreed to participate.  Two issues of Khaliastre were published, the first

in Warsaw in 1922, and the second and final issue in Paris in 1924.  Both

included illustrations by Marc Chagall in his distinctive naïve style.  It addressed

a rather narrow audience comprised of the literary intellectual reader interested

in and  familiar with contemporary artistic currents, and in retrospect it is clear

that  the  public  was  not  entirely  receptive  to  an  approach  it  perceived  as

extreme.  The presentation of  the first issue was assertively expressionist:  it

was bound in journal  form and the cover  lettering was almost  abstract  and
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Illustration 2: First page of Khaliastre 1, 1922

We, the young, a happy, boisterous gang,
We're treading on an unknown path,
Through deeply melancholic days,
Through nights of fright,
Per aspera ad astra!



heavily stylised, having been designed by W. Weintraub.29

The second and final  Khaliastre journal was published in a slightly smaller

format in Paris, edited by Peretz Markish and Oyzer Varshavski,30 with the same

contributors and illustrators.  As soon as it appeared, writers and critics were

disparaging, accusing the Khaliastre participants of discarding the aesthetics of

the Yiddish language and creating a brutal modernist Yiddish.  The influence of

German  Expressionism  and  Russian  Cubo-Futurism,  the  two  artistic,

architectural and cultural movements then very popular in Europe, were more

than apparent.   Nevertheless, the two issues made a significant impact and

exerted a strong influence on the new generation of Yiddish poets, along with

other innovative literary papers and journals (such as  Milgroym 1922 to 1924

and Albatros 1922 to 1923).  In addition, Markish brought his experience with

Khaliastre and his aesthetics to the pages of  Literarishe bleter, both as editor

and  as  contributor.   His  imprint  was  different  from  Ravitch's  but  no  less

significant, giving us an indication of the many hands who formed the journal.

The most dominant of them all was, of course, Nakhman Mayzel,  Literarishe

bleter's most enduring editor and an encouraging and inspiring force.

3.4  Nakhman Mayzel, Kultur-lige and Bikher-velt

Nakhman Mayzel was born in 1887,31 into a wealthy religious family of rabbis

from  Galicia  on  his  father's  side,  and  to  wealthy  industrialists  (glass-work

proprietors) from Kiev on his mother's side.  Until the age of about 19 he lived

29 Wladislaw Weitraub,  (1891-1942),  artist  and stage designer.   http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/,  site
visited 03.06.12.

30 Oyzer  Varshavski,  (1898-1944),  writer,  painter  and  art  critic.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/,  site
visited 03.06.12.

31 For more information on N. Mayzel see: N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn.  Mayzel N., Bleter zikhroynes
(dapei zikhronot), mayne tsvey zeydes, di bobe Etl, Beit Mayzel, kibutz Alonim, Israel, 1978, Mayzel N.,
Bleter zikhroynes, simkhes-toyre bay mayn zeydn in Kievo (Dapei zikhronot, simkhat-torah beveit saba
bekiev),  beit  Mayzel,  kibutz  Alonim,  1983.   Mayzel  N.,  Bletlekh  zikhroynes,  Di  gloz-hute,  (dapei
zikhronot,  kivshan  -hazkhukhit),  Beit  Mayzel,  kibutz  Alonim,  Israel,  1981.
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Mayzel_Nakhmen, site visited 10.01.12.
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in the family home in Kiev and was educated there by  melamdim (traditional

religious tutors).  Like many others of his generation, he then broke away from

his traditional Jewish education and began to read literature in Russian and

Hebrew,  and then later  in  Yiddish.   His  first  published work  was a  Hebrew

translation  of  traditional Yiddish stories  in  Y.  B.  Levner's  Haprakhim  (The

Flowers) in 1905.  He also published an article in a children's journal Hashakhar

(The  Dawn),  in  which  he wrote  about  the  importance  of  Hebrew in  Jewish

schools.  It is a significant although little-known fact, that his first works were in

Hebrew.

Mayzel's career in Yiddish literature and Yiddish publishing began four years

later,  with an article entitled 'Notitsn fun a yidishn lezer' (Notes from a Yiddish

reader)  on  David  Bergelson's  novella  Arum vokzal (At  the  Depot)  in  the

Yiddisher almanakh.   This  was  published  by  himself  in  partnership  with S.

Gorelik and D. Bergelson.32  He subsequently ran the Kiev publishing house

Kunst  farlag between 1912 to  1914,  and together  with  Bergelson published

there  the  literary  anthology  'fun  tsayt  tsu  tsayt'  (From Time to  Time,  1912).

Because of a ban on publishing in Yiddish during WWI, the work of the Kunst

farlag ceased.  During that time Mayzel worked in a military factory in the Urals

and translated Yiddish literature into Russian.  After the February revolution of

1917  he  returned  to  Kiev  and,  together  with  D.  Bergelson,  S.  Dobin,  Y.

Dobrushin,  M. Litvakov,  and Z.  Melamed, helped establish the  Kultur-lige,  a

Yiddish cultural organisation in Kiev.33

During its short existence, the Kultur-lige encouraged a very varied spectrum

of activity, producing Jewish-history publications in Soviet Russia, educational

32 Published by “Kunst farlag", Kiev, 1909.
33 Z. Reysen, Leksikon fun der yidisher literatur, prese un filologie, volume-2, Vilner farlag fun B. Kletskin,

1930, (1927), pp. 380-384.

70



materials for the teaching of music, and pedagogical journals devoted to the

study of literature.  It housed a separate department for pre-school education,

ran teacher-training seminars and organised diverse cultural activities.  It had its

own printers, a central library and its own offices in Kiev and in other towns in

Ukraine.  The fact that Ukraine came under Bolshevik rule  from 1919 to 1920

probably prompted its move.  The future seemed less than certain.  The obvious

solution was to go to Warsaw, where the largest Yiddish speaking population

resided at that time, and to launch it there.  Mayzel went to Warsaw from Kiev in

1921, with a number of other writers and organisers from the Kiev Kultur-lige.

In Warsaw they found a large Jewish community in need of benevolent relief

in the wake of the Great War (WWI).  At this time, Polish Jewry consisted of

local Jews and those who had come to Poland, and to Warsaw in particular,

from outside the country.  Poland's new independence held a great attraction for

Jews who wanted to establish themselves in the capital and seek a better life.

From what we read in the newspapers Haynt and Folkstsaytung (1921 to 1939),

the percentage of non-Polish Jewish workers in Warsaw far outweighed that of

Jewish workers born in Poland.  A similar situation existed in other professional

areas  such  as  the  theatre  and  the  literary  community,  thus  creating  a

heterogeneous and contentious environment not particularly propitious for the

beginnings of the  Kultur-lige  in Warsaw.  Through dedication and hard work,

new participants were eventually convinced to join and to put aside their various

ideologies in a spirit of cultural unity.  Even at this stage we can see Mayzel's

attempts to overcome political  differences in order to create a solid cultural,

literary entity.  He would ultimately achieve this objective with Literarishe bleter.

The Kultur-lige, however, became political  in spite of Mayzel, and the Bund
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played  an important  part  in  it.   Mayzel's  efforts  were  initially  regarded with

suspicion but on 4 April 1921 the first Kultur-lige conference finally took place in

Warsaw,  with  representatives  from  thirty  cities  and  towns  including  Wolin,

Bialystock, and Vilna.  The conference had very clear aims, the most important

of which was to create a letter of intent.  After much deliberation and heated

argument, it was eventually published in full.  In synthesis, Kultur-lige had four

main aims, two of which were socialist, and two organisational.  The first stated

aim was to aid the further construction of Socialist culture in Yiddish  for and

through the working masses.  The second aim was to unite the Jewish working-

class in all human and national cultural achievements and to seek out ways and

means  for  socialist-proletarian  growth.   The  third  point  was  to  accept  only

members  who  complied  with  the  first  two  aims,  and  the  last  goal  was  the

creation of one unified organisational body under the name of  Kultur-lige, and

the election of a temporary central committee.34

It is important to bear in mind that the  Kultur-lige came into existence after

WWI and the Russian revolution when all of Eastern Europe was being swept

along  by  ideas  focused  on  the  improvement  and  elevation  of  the  working

classes.  The Jewish working classes were no different.  However, funds were

very limited, contrary to the belief of Kultur-lige members prior to their arrival in

Poland that there were extensive funds available to invest in this venture.  An

announcement was made at the conference that, in truth, there was no money

other than a loan provided by friends of the  Kultur-lige, and that those funds

were already allocated to launching the Warsaw branch.  In addition, according

to Mayzel, life in the  Kultur-lige was full of disruption, hardship and cramped

working conditions: the  farlag un tsentraler bikher-lager (publishing house and

34 N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp.23-34.
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central book distribution centre) was also the home of the Kultur-lige tsentral

komitet, (Central Committee Headquarters).

Once  established,  the  Kultur-lige gathered  momentum  very  quickly,  and

before the end of its first  year,  it  had already published seventy books and

booklets.  It was the first Warsaw publishing house to publish Peretz Markish.

Mayzel was very impressed with this young passionate poet and the Kultur-lige

published his first book Stam (Just So), which was printed on very low-quality

paper in a simple style.  The second book was Di kupe (The Heap), printed in a

larger format with large letters, a black halo and a tower reaching upwards on

the  expressionist  frontispiece.   Mayzel  had  been  instantly  enchanted  and

captivated by Markish and when asked for a contribution to the forthcoming

Passover issue of Ringen, Mayzel had proposed an article on this young Soviet

poet.

In the first issue of Bikher-velt, published by the Kultur-lige in January 1922,

Mayzel  welcomed  another  young  poet,  M.  Ravitch,  and  his  book  of  poetry

entitled  Nakete  lider  (Naked  Poems),  which  had  been  published in  Vienna.

Mayzel published an article under the title  "dem gezang fun der tsayt"  (The

Song of the Times) in which he said that Ravitch's  poetry was modern and

contemporary in theme and that it heralded the future of Yiddish poetry.  Clearly

by  this  stage (1923  to  1924)  Mayzel  had begun  to  accept  the  new literary

currents at Bikher-velt; later, after the demise of Khaliastre's final Paris volume,

the young poets would become his co-editors at Literarishe bleter.

At this point, the literary world was divided, as it so often is.  Whereas many

of  the  established  writers  refused  to  abandon  traditional  approaches  and

folkloric  themes,  the  new  generation  of  writers  and  poets  wanted  to  push
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beyond established stylistic and thematic boundaries, to explore new subject-

matter and to write original works reflecting the modern era in which they were

living.   They  read  Yiddish  poetry  by  the  Inzikhistn from  America,  Russian

literature and poetry, and some wrote works dictated by fiercely radical political

views.  They saw the possibilities inherent in this, their new creative endeavour,

and they were eager to experiment and take risks in order to help bring about a

'new world'  abounding in  new social  ideologies  and hope.   Not  all  talented

writers were politically motivated.  There were many successful writers who did

not espouse a particular ideological or literary approach.  Their work lies beyond

the scope of this dissertation.
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Chapter 4  The Establishment of Literarishe
bleter

4.1  The Publishing Story

Literarishe  bleter  was  a  uniquely  successful  publication  and
managed to  survive  for  more than 15 years,  until  that  time when
Hitler's killers annihilated a large part of Jewish Europe, destroying
Jewish life, including its writers, artists and Jewish cultural institutions
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Illustration 3: Editors of Literarishe bleter with Opatoshu in the centre.

(from left to right, N. Mayzel, P. Markish, J. Opatoshu, I. J. Singer, M. Ravitch)



and publications.1

It  was no rare occurrence for a new literary publication to last only a few

issues,  but  this fact  did  not  deter  other  optimists,  literary  enthusiasts  and

cultural idealists from founding other new journals and newspapers.  The aim of

Bikher-velt, Mayzel's first publication in Warsaw in January 1922, was to include

writers from various political and social backgrounds and to judge them only on

their literary merit.  The January-April 1924 issue was a double one, combining

issues 1  and  2,  and  at  that  point  it  seemed that  publication  would  cease.2

Following the demise of  Bikher-velt, Mayzel initiated an ambitious new literary

publication, Literarishe bleter.  His enthusiastic approach to yet another journal

was characteristic; in fact, from the moment Mayzel had arrived in Warsaw, he

had initiated and realised project after project with unlimited energy, passion

and effort.  Literarishe bleter was no exception with regard to the energy and

determination that he devoted to it.

In describing the origin of  Literarishe bleter, Mayzel explained that the idea

for a Yiddish literary periodical  came from a Jewish-Polish literary periodical

entitled Wiadomosci Literackie (1924 to 1939).  The first issue of this periodical

had  appeared  only  a  few months  earlier,  on  6  January  1924,  from a  very

respectable publishing house, in large newspaper format on very good quality

paper, and it quickly gained wide spread respect for its sophisticated style and

quality.  In April  1924, the 'Central  Yiddish School  Organisation'  (TSYSHO),3

keen to publish a special issue to commemorate the 9th anniversary of I.  L.

1 N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, p. 83. 
"Literarishe bleter, di vokhnshrift, vos hot gehat a gor spetsieln derfolg un iz dershinen iber 15 yor, biz
der tsayt, ven di merder - hitleristn hobn farshnitn a shtik yidishe eyrope, un umgebrakht dos yidishe
lebn tsuzamen mit di shrayber un kinstler un ale di yidishe kultur - institutsyes un oysgabes."

2 In 1928, publication was resumed.  It was published in Warsaw by Kultur-lige between 1922 and 1924
and again from 1928 to 1929.

3 TSYSHO was a secular Yiddish school organisation active in Poland from 1919 to circa 1940.  Based
in Warsaw with a large branch in Vilna, it maintained a network of elementary and high schools, and
organised teacher-training seminars.
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Peretz's death, approached Mayzel and Israel Rubin to commission articles and

prepare publication.  The printing house chosen was Hatsfira (The Herald) at 52

Leszno Street.4  In the course of preparing articles for publication, Mayzel and

Rubin agreed that a new weekly literary periodical was needed.5  Mayzel then

approached the owner of the Hatsfira printing house, Noakh Shapiro, and asked

him his fee for putting together and printing such a publication.  Shapiro, who

had  seen  more  than  one  failed  publication,  responded  with  caution.   But

Mayzel, who saw the need for a literary publication in Yiddish, could not let the

idea rest.  He approached his colleagues Ravitch, Markish and I. J. Singer and

together they decided to publish a literary periodical themselves, through their

own funding efforts.  With great effort they raised one hundred million  Polish

marks (the currency of Poland at that time)6 from their own pockets and started

work immediately.  Several names for the periodical were proposed; eventually

they all agreed upon Literarishe bleter.  Melekh Ravitch (the pseudonym of Z.

Bergner) gave  Mirowska  1  as  the  official  address  on  the  application  form

submitted to the police.  The first issue was prepared for print on 9 April and

was published on 9 May 1924; it was sold for 750,000 marks (8 US cents, the

equivalent of 1.10 US Dollars today).  Later, because currency changed in the

unstable Polish economy, the price became 45 groszy and slowly rose to 60

groszy.  During the second half of the 1930s the price per issue dropped to as

low as 30 groszy.  Although the price per issue in itself is of little significance,

the fact that it fluctuated can be attributed to the varying state of the economy

in Poland.

The whole enterprise took on an organic life of  its  own, because all  four

4 Literarishe bleter's first printing house.
5 Further details can be found in N. Mayzel's, Geven amol a lebn, p. 143.
6 One hundred million Polish Marka in 1924 were 10,7 US Dollars, the equivalent of approximately 144

US Dollars today.  www.finaldestination.herobo.com/?media=Polish_marka, site visited 01.09.12.
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editors were very well acquainted and familiar with each other's needs, ideas,

political outlooks and literary styles.  Division of labour, official titles, share of

profit and even purpose were left untouched; the main task was to publish the

periodical.  Mayzel stated that the whole enterprise felt so right that there was

no need to have a statement of intent as 'the reader would work it out on his

own after  one or  two issues'.   Moreover,  as  it  was a  direct  continuation  of

Bikher-velt, of lectures which had been given in Warsaw and of other written

contributions by the editors,  Mayzel held the opinion that he was sufficiently

acquainted  with  his  target  readership  and  their  probable  expectations  of

Literarishe bleter.  This was a very brave approach but editorial clarification was

not  long  in  forthcoming.   On  the  last  page  in  issue  4  (30  May  1924),  an

announcement to the reader was inserted outlining the new publication's literary

goals and aims.7  These were  to introduce the reader  to Yiddish and world

literature, to provide news of Yiddish theatre in Europe and America, to provoke

interest in improving the Yiddish book, to publish news and a critique of literary

works  in  Yiddish  and  other  languages,  to  fight  for  modernism  in  literature,

theatre and art, to unite Yiddish culture, and to expand the cultural horizons of

the readership. It was quite a project.  Clearly, even at this early stage, Mayzel

was  interested  in  the  development,  expansion,  education  and  unification  of

Yiddish culture, and he used Literarishe bleter to achieve this goal from the first

to the last issue of the publication.

7. N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp. 145-148.
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Illustration 5: First style of title lettering, example from 1924

Illustration 6: Second style of title lettering, example from 1925

Illustration 4: Letter of intent (last page issue no. 4)
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Illustration 7: Third style of title lettering, example from 1939



The first issues of Literarishe bleter appeared in large newspaper format and

were six pages in length.  From issue no. 18, it consisted of eight pages, with

the exception of issues no. 25-26 which contained 16 pages and was published

as a double issue.  The title was designed with the same type of lettering as the

Bikher-velt  journals.  The lettering of the title was changed several times,  as

shown in illustrations 5, 6 and 7 and it underwent a stylistic transformation from

an artistic,  free-form rounded  lettering  to  a  very  simple  more  readable  and

recognisable square-print form.

All four original editors'  names, Mayzel,  Markish, I.  J. Singer and Ravitch,

were written on the title page. Alter Katsizne8 joined the editorial group after a

few months, although according to Reyzin,9 Katsizne was an editor for the entire

first year as well as one of the founders of Literarishe bleter.  Although his name

does not appear with those of the other editors in the first  issue, it  is there

subsequently.  Katsizne's association with Literarishe bleter came about through

his friendship with Markish, Ravitch and I. J. Singer.10  The fact that he was also

one of the original editors and founders of Literarishe bleter is often overlooked.

The enthusiasm and optimistic feeling of  Literarishe bleter was short-lived;

from issue no.  44,  6  March 1925,  due to  financial  difficulties,  differences in

opinion and changing priorities, publishing was transferred to the capable hands

of Boris Kletzkin, whose publishing house had moved from Vilna to Warsaw.11

8 Alter-Sholem Katsizne (1885-1941),  born in  Vilna.   A professional  photographer  and writer,  whose
photographs document Jewish poverty in working class Poland.  His archive was  destroyed in the
Holocaust but YIVO has successfully preserved several hundred.  Katsizne published his photographs
regularly in Forverts as well as in Literarishe bleter.  He was a regular contributor to Literarishe bleter
as  well  as  its  theatre  critic  and  one  of  its  editors  for  a  short  time.
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Katsizne_Alter-Sholem,  site  visited 02.08.12.  For  short
bibliography see also Appendix C.

9 Z.  Reyzin,  Leksikon fun der yidisher literatur, prese un filologye, Vilner farlag fun B. Kletskin, 1929,
volume 3, pp. 531-536.

10 M. Ravitch,  Dos mayse bukh fun mayn lebn, bb. 390-398.  Ravitch describes a story of a journey to
Katsizne's villa in the vicinity of Vilna undertaken by Ravitch and Markish.  It is clear from this story that
there was an easy friendship between Ravitch and Markish. 

11 More on B. Kletzkin see Appendix D.

81



Kletzkin played a key role  in  the publication of  Literarishe bleter, instigating

major changes from this point onwards in format and suggesting contributors. In

retrospect, his most important innovation, was to convert Literarishe bleter from

a newspaper format into a journal:  the editorship was transferred to Mayzel,

who shared the task with Ravitch for another year (until 1926) and was the sole

editor thereafter until his departure for America in 1937.  From 1937 to 1939,

Literarishe bleter was edited by Moyshe-Mikhl  Kitai12 until  it  closed down in

1939.  In these final years, Mayzel's name appeared as editor on the last page

of the journal, even though he was not editor in situ at that time.

The  journal  became  Mayzel's  personal  crusade,  and  under  enormous

difficulties each issue went to press weekly without fail.  He contributed many

articles, interviews and reviews himself,  sometimes under the title 'redaktsye'

(editorship),  sometimes  under  his  initials  (N.  M.).  Moreover,  Kletzkin's  and

Mayzel's  experiments  with  format  and  newly-solicited  contributors  were  all

made  with  an  eye  toward  improvement  and  an  increase  in  the  journal's

readership.  For example, Issue 65 in 1925 was the last to be published in large

format.  The journal format after issue 65 was probably Kletzkin's initiative.  The

first page contained the announcement: "from the next issue the format will be

changed to  a journal  with smaller  pages".   In  addition,  in  order  to  increase

circulation,  Kletzkin  suggested  the  publication  of  several  factual  pages  of

YIVO's progress in all fields, categorised according to the various internal YIVO

departments.   Mayzel,  with  Kletzkin's  approval,  contacted  both  the  newly-

established YIVO Institute in Vilna,  with which he had a special  relationship

through his own efforts and those of Kletzkin, and also the Yiddish P.E.N. Club

(Poets,  Playwrights,  Editors and Novelists).   The association with these two
12 Moyshe-Mikhl Kitay born in Riga, 1886-1942.  Journalist,  translator and later editor.  Contributor to

Literarishe bleter from 1934.  http://archive.is/4J4V, site visited 12.05.09.
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organisations continued until the end of the 1920s.  Several pages of YIVO and

P.E.N. Club news were published at the back of the publication, usually every

fortnight.  However much a literary improvement it might have been, it did not

provide the economic boost  that  Mayzel  had hoped for.   On 25 May  1925,

Mayzel  wrote  to  Shmuel  Niger13 that  the  influence  of  the  publication  was

constantly growing, but because of the difficult economic situation, circulation

was not increasing accordingly: '50 groszy, the price of one issue, is considered

a fortune here'.14  The fact that every issue purchased was passed from hand to

hand, a practice popular with all papers and journals at that time, compounded

the difficulties.

YIVO, was an important organisation in the eyes of both men. Mayzel and

Kletzkin had established a good working relationship from the outset, and the

bond between them lasted until Kletzkin's death in 1937; it is probably  not a

coincidence that Mayzel left Warsaw for New York a few months later in the

same year.  Both had a similar standard of excellence and a tireless energy and

passion for Yiddish culture and literature.  As a result, they brought not only their

personal  expertise  to  Literarishe  bleter,  but  also  a  firm  commitment  to  the

newly-established YIVO Institute.   Kletzkin  was very happy to  publish  YIVO

Nayes (YIVO News) in Literarishe bleter.  According to Esfir Bramson, Kletzkin

even re-mortgaged one of his two houses in order to pay for the land (costing

two  thousand  dollars  at  the  time)  on  which  the  YIVO  building  was  later

erected.15

The reason for the deliberate inclusion of YIVO and its progress in the pages

13 Shmuel Niger (1883-1955), Literary critic.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Niger_Shmuel,
site visited 28.10.12.

14 As cited in N. Cohen,  Books Writers and Newspapers The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-
1942, p. 50.  From the Niger collection at YIVO, New York.

15 E.  Bramson-Alperniene,  'Der  Vilner  yidisher  farlag  un  zayn  grinder  Boris  Kletzkin',  in  Jiddistik-
Mitteilungen, herausgegeben von der Jiddistik im Fachbereich Sprach- und Literaturwissenschaften
der Universitat Trier, 54286 Trier,  Nr. 27/April 2002, pp. 1-7.
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of Literarishe bleter deserves attention.  According  to  Mayzel,  YIVO, now a

world-famous  institute  and  the  most  important  repository  of  documents  and

research for Jewish culture, started as the idea of one man, Nokhum Shtif. 16

Shtif published his views in 1919, in an article 'A yidisher bibliografisher institut',

published  in  the  journal  Bikher-velt  (Kiever  Farlag).   The  same article  was

reprinted and included in 1921 in a  Kultur lige collection, where the need for

such an institution was reiterated.  Over the next few years, Shtif worked as a

translator as well as an historian in Kiev and in Berlin.  He continued to pursue

the idea by appealing to writers and friends in Berlin and abroad, as well as by

writing to  Literarishe bleter and to Kletzkin's publishing house.  On 31 March

1925 he wrote a letter in which he promoted the idea of a 'Jewish institution for

scholarship'.17  He reproached  Literarishe bleter and Mayzel  himself  for  the

previous lack of response, requesting that the matter of establishing the future

YIVO Institute should be taken up by Mayzel himself, explaining that the idea

was already well developed and asking the editors for journalistic coverage on

the subject.   The letter arrived just  as the 49-50th double Peretz issue was

already in print, but an article titled 'Vegn a yidishn visnshaftlekhn institut' by A.

Litvack was published later, on 30 April in issue no. 52.18

The new YIVO started its official activity in 1925.  Literarishe bleter played an

important role  in  YIVO's  early  life by  including  articles  on  its  activities  and

achievements  over  the  next  12  years.   YIVO  news  pages  were  a  regular

feature,  usually  fortnightly,  from  issue  no.  77  on  23  October  1925.   An

16 N. Shtif (1879-1933), Linguist, literary historian and political activist, see more in B., Trachtenberg The
Revolutionary  Roots  of  Modern  Yiddish  1903-1917,  Syracuse  University  Press,  New  York,  2008,
Chapter 5, pp.135-157, as well http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Shtif_Nokhem, site visited
10.10.12.

17 See in N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp. 237-239, and Literarishe bleter no. 476, 1933, p.422.
18 Over the period of publication of Literarishe bleter, many issues have special YIVO bleter (YIVO pages)

as a separate section at the end of the journal  and in those pages one can follow the research and
achievements of this important establishment.
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announcement published in  Literarishe bleter by YIVO on 6 November 1925,

no. 79, stated that all material concerning YIVO would be published according

to an exclusive agreement with YIVO.19  The fact that YIVO was located in Vilna

was no deterrent to the interest aroused in it,  an interest which had spread

rapidly throughout the world.  Its activities elsewhere were notable, especially in

Berlin, New York, and later Buenos Aires, where YIVO had established other

branches.  YIVO's international presence increased its visibility worldwide and

concomitantly its noteworthiness in the pages of Literarishe bleter.

The inclusion of YIVO news in the pages of  Literarishe bleter elicited the

response from readers they had hoped for.  Shimon Shpigl writes an article in

the journal several years later, in 1927,20 in which he reminds the reader of the

importance  of  supporting  YIVO,  both  financially  and  personally,  through  the

contribution of time and effort.  Shpigl's intention is to convince the reader that

this institution, although still in its infancy, has the potential to become one of

the most valuable assets to Jewish studies in the diaspora in all  disciplines.

Having asserted this, he continues under the guise of an editor: he goes on to

direct his advice to YIVO, suggesting that the  Institute  should  not distance its

studies  from the  general  population  and  keep  to  a  level  which  is  generally

comprehensible.  As a case in point, he cites YIVO's department of Folklore.  It

is imperative, according to him, to draw upon the knowledge of the masses and

to involve them in new projects.  He advises YIVO to publish its findings in

folklore  regularly either  through  periodicals  or  special  publications,  using

announcements that are short but interesting and varied.  Shpigl's letter is an

19 N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, p. 245.  The announcement stated 'biz vanet es vet onhoybn aroysgeyn
dos “informir-blat”  fun  dem organizir-komitet,  veln  ale  materyaln fun  dem institut,  loyt  an opmakh,
publikirt vern in di Literarishe bleter... '.

20 Shimon Shpigl,  Varshe,  'Vos s'iz  noytig tsu ton:  etlekhe verter  dem Yidishn visnshaftlekhn institut'
(What needs to be done: a few words on YIVO), Literarishe bleter, no. 7, 1927, p. 130.
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indication of reader interest, encouragement and participation in the journal's

continuing  dialogue.   Even  more,  it  suggests  the  complexity  of  readership

expectations to which Mayzel constantly had to respond.  The surveys that the

journal undertook, whose results we shall examine at a later point, demonstrate

this.

Despite the strong bond between Literarishe bleter and YIVO, it is important

to add that this was not the only cultural institution to take advantage of the far-

reaching circulation of  the weekly.   Space was  given to  forthcoming theatre

productions as well as to a curious section entitled 'referatn krayz',  a catch-all

category announcing forthcoming lectures about every imaginable subject by

poets, writers and journalists who happened to be in Warsaw at the time.  This

section  appeared  only  in  the  early  years  of  Literarishe  bleter,  disappearing

gradually  as interest  in these lectures  waned.   More significantly,  the  many

publishers in Warsaw,  including  Kultur-lige and,  of  course,  Kletzkin's  Farlag,

took  advantage  of  Literarishe  bleter's readership  in  order  to  advertise  their

publications.   Thus,  at  the beginning of  every  year  there appeared a list  of

Yiddish books published and sold throughout  the world,  always compiled by

Mayzel, who stressed that the accuracy of this list depended on the accuracy of

available  information.   He considered promoting new literature  and sales  of

books in Yiddish to be of utmost importance because in his  opinion Yiddish

literature  held  the  key to  the  future  of  Yiddish  culture.   Naturally,  then,  the

interest  in  literature  and  a  literate  public  incorporated  an  interest  in  the

importance of  the Yiddish  language.   Yiddish  was of  national  as well  as of

cultural importance, but the lack of a unified nation or culture was apparent to

him.  It was clear that the specific problems Yiddish encountered in its various
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locations reflected cultural differences in the treatment of Yiddish as a Jewish

language.  For example, as we shall see, in Soviet Russia, a new Yiddish was

created;  the  case  of  Palestine  consisted  in  the  denigration  of  Yiddish.

Literarishe bleter, therefore, took on the task of informing its readership of the

sociolinguistic situation and of eliciting dialogue on it.

Literarishe bleter remains to this day an inexhaustible resource of literary and

cultural material for the researcher on the interwar period.  The literary focus of

Literarishe bleter  is indeed predictable: literary reviews, new publications and

promising young authors as well as articles which focus on earlier authors and

the great literary creations of the past.  N. Mayzel prided himself on his ability to

identify new talent and became increasingly receptive to innovative approaches

in Yiddish literature,  although his  literary commitment  was to  encourage the

present without disregarding the past.  His general cultural  commitment was

equally broad: the initial lack of a stated ideology for the new enterprise was a

tentative  strategy  for  discovering  the  basis  upon  which  to  create  a  literary

journal open to the entire spectrum of cultural activity.  Indeed, for Mayzel the

Yiddish language was both a vehicle of Yiddish culture as well as an intrinsic

part of it.  In this sense Literarishe bleter was a unique publication in the vast

compendium  of  the  Yiddish  press,  almost  entirely  due  to  Mayzel's  modern

approach to all strands of culture in Yiddish and his willingness to take risks in

publication.  Thus, Literarishe bleter always included notification of any and all

new books published in Yiddish, often those by B. Kletzkin himself because of

his special role as publisher of  Literarishe bleter, but also by other publishers

from around the world.  Mayzel expended tremendous effort in assembling a

yearly table of book production statistics, struggling constantly with inaccuracies
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in the data.

Mayzel's political stance, as has been noted, was a different matter.  Despite

his personal alliances and convictions, he had focussed his attention on the

creation of an apolitical literary journal, and he strived to maintain a position of

neutrality in the context of the heated political debates of the time in Poland and

abroad.  Therefore, the type of article that leaned towards a particular point of

view, although nominally informative, which regularly appeared in newspapers

(e.g., articles from Soviet Russia which appeared in the Communist-oriented

American based  Morgn Frayhayt) did not appear in the pages of  Literarishe

bleter.  When he published informative articles from such sources, he did so

only if he deemed them to be truly newsworthy.  His criterion for a newsworthy

article  was  whether  it  was directly relevant to  the  Yiddish-speaking  cultural

world.  Thus, articles about events in Soviet Russia, for example, were only
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published  if  he  considered  them  to  mark  extremely  important  cultural  and

linguistic events.  That they appeared at all in the context of a literary journal

rather than in a popular newspaper as one would expect, is one of the unique

characteristics of this publication.

Despite  its appeal  proffered  to  such  a  variegated  readership,  Literarishe

bleter had  an uncertain existence throughout  its  period  of  publication.   The

determination and dedication of Mayzel, who from 1926, issue 122, was the

sole editor, somehow enabled the weekly publication of every issue for over

fifteen years.  It was only in its final year, when the end of Jewish life in Eastern

Europe  was  imminent  and  the  financial  situation  of  the  publication  became

equally difficult, that publication  became irregular.  Literarishe bleter struggled

with financial  difficulties from its first  issue, which consisted of 2000 copies.

These figures doubled after the first year.21  However, increasing the readership

was no easy task: publishing was expensive, particularly if high standards were

to be upheld.  For every issue sold, there were on average four readers who did

not purchase a copy of the journal.  When the number of subscriptions reached

1000,  there  was  an  announcement  in  issue  no.  5,  stating  that  although

circulation  numbers  of  Literarishe  bleter totalled 3000,  1000  of  these  were

regular  subscribers,  indicating  the  difference  between  committed  supporters

and a wider readership.  The surveys conducted by the journal provide further

clarification, as we shall see.

The  difficult  financial  circumstances  suffered  by  many  in  the Jewish

population at that time clearly contributed to low sales.  According to Nathan

Cohen, there was another, more political reason as well: the fact that Kletzkin

and Mayzel were considered by Bundists to have communist tendencies, and
21 'tsu undzere lezer, fraynd un simpatiker!' (For our readers, friends and supporters!), Literarishe bleter,

no. 44, 1925, front page.
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as such were enemies of the Bund.22  As a result, he says, those readers who

associated  themselves  with  Bundist  ideology  might  have  shunned  the

publication.   If  the  belief that  the  two  leading  lights  of  the  journal  were

communist  was  sufficiently  widespread,  Cohen's  assumption  that  Bundist

readers most likely rejected this could indeed account for some lack in growth,

given the strength of the Bund.

There were other attacks as well, not necessarily so overtly political, upon

Mayzel's editorship of  Literarishe bleter; understandably, someone in Mayzel's

position  was  particularly  vulnerable  to  such  scrutiny.   In  1931,  J.Rapoport,

literary critic and journalist, felt it necessary to publish a pamphlet containing his

criticisms and complaints concerning Mayzel's fulfilment of his editorial task.  He

accuses  Mayzel  of  unintelligible  commentary  as  well  as  favouritism  in  the

exercise of his profession of editor.  He suggests that Mayzel's editorial status is

directly tied to Boris Kletzkin's protection of the journal.  Rapoport's attack is

ostensibly  on the  issue of  professional  integrity,  but  the suggestion that  the

journal  could well  be improved by a more educated editor  certainly touches

upon the problem of continuing financial well-being.23

The problem of  financial  support  for  Literarishe  bleter was  endemic  and

certainly  broader  than political  blackballing.   During its  entire  existence,  the

pleas from the editors continued, urging readers to subscribe and to bring in

new subscribers, to expand the readership and the number of subscriptions in

Poland and abroad.  In addition, the journal had to tackle the problem of late

payment by its subscribers, compounding its struggle to attract new subscribers

and to elicit renewals from the existing ones.  People were not quick to part with

22 N. Cohen, Books, Writers and Newspapers, The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942, p. 51.

23 J.Rapoport, 'Literarishe “bleter”, zeyer redaktor un undzer literarishe svive', Flit Farlag, Varshe, 1931.
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their  money  and  the  editors  often  found  themselves  in  debt,  even  when

publication  figures  looked  healthy  on  paper.24  Administrative  work  and

advertising  took  up  enormous  and  continuous  effort.   Further  work  was

necessary  to  make the  journal  more  attractive  and,  over  the  years,  Mayzel

actively sought out articles for publication, calling in any favours he could from

the many literary colleagues and friends he had all over the world.  He regularly

asked for donations, and when needed he took out loans to help with cash-flow,

using any  means  to  keep  the  publication  afloat.   There  were  many  letters,

especially  between  Mayzel  and  Ravitch  when  Ravitch  was  already  in

Melbourne, Australia after 1934, asking him on the one hand to send his latest

works for publication and on the other, requesting him to canvass on behalf of

Literarishe bleter.  The final issues are studded with reminders and pleas for

more subscriptions and payment of outstanding debts, such as the one on 21

May  1939,  issue  no  14:25 'Dayne  pinktlekh-eingetsolte  4  gildn  farn  kvartal

rateven di "Literarishe bleter"' (Your punctual payment of 4 gilden per quarter,

will save the Literarishe bleter).

The last and most desperate plea for subscriptions was published on the first

page  of  the  same  issue  no.  14,  on  21  May  1939  titled:  'The  destiny  of

Literarishe bleter', the article was written by the 'editorship', which most likely,

was Mayzel himself.26  It  begins with a statement that  Literarishe bleter was

Warsaw's  longest  published  weekly  literary  publication,  that  it  was  greatly

appreciated and respected by its readership, and that the editors did not wish to

cast  blame upon those same readers  for  the difficulties experienced by  the

24 There were continuous reminders and requests to the readership to expand the  Literarishe bleter.
Occasionally Mayzel resorted to writing articles, usually on the front page where he blatantly asked
'Zoln mir vayter aroysgebn di  Literarishe bleter'? (Should we continue to publish  Literarishe bleter?)
See a typical article in no. 33, 12 August 1932, which contains another plea for more people to take out
a subscription and to recommend it to others.

25 Literarishe bleter, no. 14, 21 May 1939, p. 197 (front page).
26 Ibid.
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publication during such difficult times.  The article explains further that because

of a drastic reduction of the readership in various countries and because of the

feeling of uncertainty in Poland, there was no choice but to cease publication.

The author asserts that although there had been no decline in readership in the

previous two years, in those countries that have suffered under Nazism, the

settling of payment has become irregular.  This economic fact combined with

the worsening of the general political situation has contributed to the irregular

publication of the journal in the past year.  Ceasing publication altogether has

thus  become  almost  a  foregone  conclusion;  nevertheless,  the  editorship

maintains the hope that this solution might be a temporary one.  The article

further adds that if publication is to continue, existing subscribers must each

bring  an additional  subscriber:  the  future  of  Literarishe bleter is  now in  the

hands of the readers who will decide whether it will continue to publish.

We  know  now  that  the  circumstances  did  not  improve;  instead,  they

worsened, and the last issue of  Literarishe bleter was published on 30 June

1939 no. 19 (782).  But Mayzel made one final effort, even at that late stage, to

solve  their financial  difficulties.   He  tried  to  repay  the  debt  and  continue

publishing.   A  standard  letter  to  that  effect  was  sent  to  subscribers,  and

Ravitch's copy has survived.  The letter states that the debt, in American terms

several hundred dollars, is relatively small and if subscribers help by committing

themselves to  another  year's  subscription,  then it  would survive.   The letter

continues with an explanation about the vital importance of continuing to publish

Literarishe bleter:

Friends, the only Yiddish literary periodical among the Jewish world
press (sic) must not be allowed to fail.  It must not be allowed to fail
because it would be a heavy blow for the Yiddish literary centre in
Warsaw, and for all  those young people who derive pleasure from
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Literarishe bleter as readers and also as writers. Literarishe bleter is
a springboard for almost all young literary talent in Poland.  To allow
Literarishe bleter to be terminated means to diminish spiritually the
magnificent Polish-Jewish collective, the heir to and guardian of the
Peretz tradition.27

Literarishe bleter was one of the most important publications of its time.  That

we have access to such an important and long-lasting historical and cultural

source and tool for research is testimony to the vital role that Nakhman Mayzel

played  in  establishing  it  and  in  keeping  it  alive.   It  was  his  energy  and

determination that kept the weekly journal  in publication long after the other

editors had departed due to differences of opinion and literary tastes.  Even in

the final stage of its existence, when Mayzel was already in America, in the last

few months  prior  to  WWII,  he  continued to  rally  support  and  to  solicit  new

subscribers.

4.2  What the Readers Think

Mayzel stressed that Literarishe bleter was a journal for the masses and not

solely  for  the  intelligentsia.   The  proclaimed  goal  of  the  journal  was  the

maintenance  of  a  high  professional  and  intellectual  standard  while

concomitantly providing a publication accessible and attractive to all social and

political  strata.   Because  the  target  readership  was  so  broad,  the  task  of

consistently  achieving  this  goal  required  the  constant  monitoring  of  the

readership base as well as a good understanding of their preferences.  The type

of expertise necessary for such an evaluation was eminently suited to Mayzel's

editorial skills and experience.

27 Letter written in July 1939 in New-York and sent to M. Ravitch from the committee of Literarishe bleter.
Held at the M. Ravitch archive, Hebrew University in Jerusalem.  (This is a photocopy of the original
letter and although the photocopy bears the official stamp of the archive of M. Ravitch, there is no other
number for this holding.) : "Fraynt, men tor nit lozn untergeyn di eyntsike durkhoys literarishe tsaytshrift
oyf dem Yidishn velt-prese-mark.  Men tor zi nit lozn untergeyn vayl dos volt gevezn a shverer klap far
dem  yidishn  literarishn  tsenter  in  Varshe,  far  di  fiel  yunge  mentshn,  vos  lebn  zikh  oys  durkh  di
Literarishe bleter say als lezer un say take als shrayber. Di Literarishe bleter zenen dos shpringbret far
kimat ale yunge literarishe koykhes in Poyln.  Lozn oysgeyn di Literarishe bleter heyst oremer makhn
gaystik dem herlekhn Poylish-Yidishn yishev, dem vos iz der yoyresh un hiter fun der Perets-traditsye".
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Finding out readership preferences was clearly linked to a more economic

concern,  that  of  increasing  the  number  of  readers,  particularly  that  of

subscribers, to guarantee the journal a working budget.  To obtain a response

from his most committed readers, the joint editors in 1925, and subsequently

Mayzel alone from 1928 to 1929, created two surveys (Illustration 9).  Questions

for the first survey were published on the front page of the journal, and in both

cases questionnaires in the form of flyers were inserted into Literarishe bleter.

The results  of  those  surveys  were  published in  later  copies  of  the  journal.

Although the data is partial and subjective, it nevertheless provides an overview

both of the opinions and cultural preferences of the readership in its responses

and of the editorship in the posing of its  direct and on occasion, even bold

questions,  especially  with  regard  to  Literarishe bleter's open political  stance
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(See question 6 in 1925 survey).  Such a glimpse into the interaction between

reader and editor is particularly illuminating and fortuitous in a publication where

an original, founding statement of intent was not provided with the first issue

and  the  journal  was,  in  Mayzel's  words,  'left  to  speak  for  itself.'   The

programmatic  statement  of  intent  mentioned  in  previous  discussion  was

published only later, inserted on the final page of the fourth issue in 1924 and

sharing space with a variety of advertisements and other announcements.  This

statement and the two surveys provide the main source of information available

about the relationship between reader of Literarishe bleter and its editor.

The first questionnaire, then, was added to issue no 59 in 1925 as a flyer and

consisted of fifteen questions printed on one half of the sheet, with blank spaces

on the other half opposite each question in which answers were to be written.

Evidently,  this  large  piece  of  paper  was  inserted  into  the  middle  of  the

publication,  folded  in  half.28  The  flyer  questionnaires  themselves  did  not

survive; however, the questions were printed on the front page of the issue.

Moreover, a list of the questions was repeated, along with some responses, in

issues 65-72 as well as in Mayzel's later autobiography,  Geven amol a lebn.

Completed questionnaires were returned by the hundreds from 184 towns and

villages  in  Poland  as  well  as  from  abroad.   There  were  602  completed

questionnaires  returned within  the  first  couple of  weeks;  subsequently  more

forms arrived, with the final total reaching 617.

28 N.Mayzel, Geven Amol a Lebn, p. 217. This is the only description available for the format of the first
survey, and it is somewhat sketchy.
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The  following  are  the  questions  as  they  were  posed  in  the  1925

questionnaire:

1 Are you a regular or an occasional reader of Literarishe bleter?

2 Are you generally satisfied with the journal?

3 What issues and problems interest you most in Literarishe bleter?

4 Which contributors of Literarishe bleter do you prefer? (List no more

than ten names)

5 Which additional  writers,  in  your  opinion,  should  be  featured  in

Literarishe bleter?

6 Are you satisfied with the unaffiliated, non-political policy adopted by

Literarishe bleter?

7 Are  you  satisfied  with  our  position  with  regard  to  the  language

question?

8 a) Do we need to enlarge or diminish our fiction section? b) Would

you like to see serialised novels in the journal?

9 Should  we publish more articles on world  literature,  or  should  we

concentrate more on Yiddish literature?

10 Would you like to see longer serious discourse, or short informative

articles?

11 Are  you  satisfied  with  the  large-newspaper  format  of  Literarishe

bleter?  Should we convert it into a smaller journal format?

12 Do you think we need to extend our illustrated section?

13 Do you think that we should enlarge Literarishe bleter and increase

the price proportionally?

14 How do you like the style of presentation of Literarishe bleter?

15 What  tactics  should  be  employed  for  expanding  the  number  of

subscriptions, purchases, readers and friends?
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The answers for the first 1925 questionnaire given here are based on the 602

to 617 questionnaires returned.  Because the data arrived over a period of time,

Literarishe  bleter  published  amended  versions  of  the  survey;  therefore,

discrepancies in numbers for various questions occur in the collective data.  In

addition, the problem of evaluation is a significant one.  Mayzel points out that

only one reader of a single copy of the paper was able to respond, because

there was only one copy of the survey inserted within its pages, this despite the

fact that the survey itself testifies to multiple readership per copy.  Moreover, the

survey was not  constructed in a  scientific  manner:  some questions required

short  answers,  some, yes/no answers,  some, graded answers,  and the like.

Some questions have no recorded response, either in the pages of the journal

or in Mayzel's memoir.  I have therefore separated the answers according to the

type of response that they called for.

The following questions required the reader to provide short answers:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Comments

1 Are you a regular or an 
occasional reader of 
Literarishe bleter?

602 Responses published included the 
following: 'Because of high unemployment, 
I am only an occasional buyer but I am a 
constant reader of Literarishe bleter'; 'Not 
only am I a constant reader but a very loyal 
one'; 'I have switched from Wiadomosci 
Literackie and became a loyal and regular 
reader'; 'I am a regular reader.  I will  go 
hungry in order to purchase Literarishe 
bleter.'

3 What issues and problems 
interest you most in Literarishe 
bleter?

610 literature-240, Yiddish literature-79, theatre-
161, art-128, criticism-134, modern Yiddish 
literature-39, (visnshaft) science-68, 
Yiddish culture-40, Yiddish language-
27,philosophy-23, music-18, education-
9,library organisation-8, cinema-7, cultural-
in general-3.
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Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Comments

4 Which contributors of 
Literarishe bleter do you 
prefer? (Name no more than 
10 names)

No Data N. Mayzel-365
A. Katsizne-349
M. Ravitch-324
P. Markish-252
Dr. A. Gliksman-247
Dr. M. Vaykhert-218
I. J.Singer- 211
A. Litvak-160
A. Tsaytlin-131
M. Erik-129

5 Which additional writers in your
opinion should feature in 
Literarishe bleter?

No Data Sh. Ash-241
H. D. Nomberg-221
Sh. Niger-133
Dr. Kh. Zhitlovsky-115
Z. Segalovich-110
H. Leyvik-96
D. Bergelson-79
J. Opatoshu-77
D. Aynhorn-67
J. M. Vaysenberg-56

The following questions required graded responses:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Positive 
feedback

Negative 
feedback

No 
response

2 Are you generally, satisfied 
with the journal?

602 558 (93%) 30 (5%) 14 (2%)

6 Are you satisfied with the 
unaffiliated, non political policy 
adopted by Literarishe bleter?

617 486 (79%) 48 (8%) 83 (13%)

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Yes Not 
entirely

No Did not 
understand 
the 
question

7 Are you satisfied with our 
attitude with regard to the 
language question?

554 330
(60%)

69
(12.5%)

94 (17%) 61 (11%)

The detailed responses to these questions are as follows:

Question 2: Are you generally, satisfied with the journal? 93-very satisfied, 322-

satisfied,  34-satisfied on the whole,  10-partially  dissatisfied,  30-not  satisfied.

14-did not respond to this question.

Question 6:  Are you satisfied with the unaffiliated, non-political policy adopted

by  Literarishe bleter? 486 (79%) were satisfied with this approach.  Only 48

were totally dissatisfied, although a further 48 were only partially satisfied with
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the non-political approach.

The following question is a combination of a graded response and a yes/no

response:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Yes No 
change

Make 
smaller

8(a) Do we need to enlarge or 
diminish our fiction section?

528 213
(40%)

157 (30%) 158 (30%)

The following question required a yes/no response only:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Yes No No 
response

8(b) Would you like to see 
serialised novels in the 
journal?

528 91 (17%) 420 (80%) 17 (3%)

The following questions  required  the  respondent  to  choose categories  of
preference:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

World 
literature

Yiddish 
literature

Both

9 Should we publish more 
articles on world literature, 
or should we concentrate 
more on Yiddish literature?

591 151
(25.5%)

222
(37.5%)

218 (37%)

Question 
no.

Question (1925) No. of 
replies

Serious Short 
informative

Both No answer

10 Would you like to see 
longer serious discourse, or 
short informative articles?

610 403
(66%)

81 (13%) 63 (10%) 61 (11%)

The following questions have no reported responses:

Question 
no.

Question (1925) Comments

11 Are you satisfied with the large-newspaper format of Literarishe bleter? No Data

12 Do you think we should extend our illustrated section? No Data

13 Do you think we should enlarge Literarishe bleter and increase the price
proportionally?

No Data

14 How do you like the style of presentation of Literarishe bleter? No Data

15 What  tactics  should  be  employed  for  expanding  the  number  of
subscriptions, purchases, readership and friends?

No Data

This survey is singular in the annals of the Yiddish press of the time: on the

one  hand,  the  inquiry  into  readership  preference  is  extraordinary,  and  in

addition, the fact that even partial results were published for the enlightenment
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of that same readership is without precedent.  Mayzel himself provides some

commentary and further information about this 1925 survey in his later memoir.

In order to substantiate the accuracy of the survey, Mayzel lists all of the 200

places, 184 in Poland and 16 outside, from which responses were sent.29  His

first concern is the satisfaction of his readership, and he comments that most of

those who were partially dissatisfied with the journal, (in question 2 (105 out of

602  i.e.  17.4%)),  mentioned  their  dissatisfaction  with  the  treatment  of  the

language-question  in  Literarishe  bleter.   Mayzel  attributed  this  response  in

particular  to  the  extremist  supporters  of  Hebrew  and  the  'leftists'.30  His

interpretation of this particular question about readership appreciation is very

telling: it highlights the problematic of covering Yiddish in the Literarishe bleter,

given the nationalist controversies on the left over the use of Yiddish.  It also

supports Nathan Cohen's contention that political boycotting might have had an

impact upon the journal's circulation.  Mayzel states elsewhere that the only

party  with  which  the  journal  is  affiliated  is  'the  party  of  literature'.31  It  is

significant  in  this  regard  that  Boris  Kletzkin,  known  for  his  leftist  political

affiliations, had taken over publication of the journal in the previous issue, and

Mayzel had already received a complaint voicing the fear that the paper might

degenerate.32  However, he had included question 6 (Are you satisfied with the

unaffiliated non-political  policy adopted by  Literarishe bleter?)  purposefully in

order to address the question of political neutrality.  In effect, it was a signal to

the readership that the editorial policy of the journal meant to accentuate its

unaffiliated stance.  Out of 617 questionnaires, 486 (79%) were satisfied with

29 N. Mayzel, Geven Amol a lebn, pp. 219-221.
30 N. Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, 'Di redaktsiye git tsu: “Tsvishn di teylvayz tsufridene zenen dos rov nisht

tsufridn mit undzer shtelung tsu der shprakhn-frage.  Fun ekstrem-hebreyistishe krayzn iz men nisht
tsufridn, ober oykh fun links vern mir oft falsh oyfgefast un men iz nisht tsufridn...”.' pp. 221-222.

31 Literarishe bleter, No. 66, 7 August 1925, p. 15.
32 op. cit., p. 15.
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this approach.  Only 48 were totally dissatisfied.  These figures constitute both

an endorsement of Mayzel's political  openness as well  as demonstrating the

readership's interest in a non-political cultural journal.  The fact that question 4

confirmed  Mayzel's  popularity  with  the  readership  (Which contributors  of

Literarishe bleter do you prefer? (Name no more than 10 names)) can be seen

as further appreciation of his general editorial policy and professionalism, and

he admits to being encouraged by it.33  At this stage, by the time the responses

were published in 1925, the editorship consisted only of Mayzel and Melekh

Ravitch.

The second survey was conducted three and a half years later, in 1928-1929.

The results of this survey were published in three instalments in issues dated 8

March  1929,  22  March  1929  and  12  April  1929.   According  to  Mayzel,

approximately 400 forms were returned, but many of them were filled in by more

than one person.  This practice is within keeping with the fact that each copy

purchased was shared by multiple readers.  Interestingly, in comparison with

the previous survey, this one contained approximately  200 responses fewer.

Mayzel  offered  a  clarification,  claiming  that  although  the  number  of  forms

returned had diminished, many of them were signed by several people, and

therefore  the  general  response  to  this  survey  encompassed  thousands  of

readers.34  The  three  articles  in  Literarishe  bleter are  the  only  information

available for this 1928-1929 survey; moreover,  not  all  of  the questions were

answered  or  even  referred  to  in  those  articles.   Therefore,  some  of  the

questions and answers are missing in this section.  These are the questions

from the 1928-1929 survey as they can be reconstructed:

33 N.Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp.224-225.
34 (Editorial  on  front  page),  'Vos  undsere  lezer  hobn  tsu  zogn  (sakh  haklen  fun  undser  ankete)',

Literarishe bleter, No. 10, 8 March 1929.
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1 Are you a subscriber of Literarishe bleter?  Do you buy your copies or

do you read them elsewhere?

2 Are you a regular or an occasional reader?

3 What issues and problems interest you most in Literarishe bleter?

4 Do you always read the poetry and short stories in Literarishe bleter?

5 Are you more interested in Yiddish literature or in world literature?

7 Should the theatre section be enlarged?

?8 What sections of the journal should be expanded?  (the number of

this question is not indicated in this article.  It is my assumption that it

follows from the previous question)

9 Are there enough illustrations in the Literarishe bleter?

10 Would you like to see a novel serialised in Literarishe bleter ?

13 With how many readers, approximately, do you share your copy of

Literarishe bleter?

14 Does your local library carry copies of Literarishe bleter? If not, why?

15 Can the number of subscriptions and reader be increased, according

to you?

(?) Would you like to see longer, serious discourse, or short informative

articles?

(?) Are you satisfied with the price per issue of Literarishe bleter?

(?) Which  additional  writers,  in  your  opinion,  should  be  featured  in

Literarishe bleter?

The following questions required the reader to provide short answers:

Question 
no.

Question (1928/9) No. of replies Comment

2 Are you a regular or an 
occasional reader?

403 The responses include: 'I was a subscriber 
but had to stop for lack of funds'; 'I would 
subscribe but the yearly subscription fee is 
too high for me'; 'Send me the journal, but at 
a lower price'; 'When a journal arrives a day 
late, it spoils my Shabes'.
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Question
no.

Question (1928/9) Answers Description Comments

3 What issues and 
problems most interest 
you in the Literarishe 
bleter?

407

169 
(42%)

Everything

127 
(31%)

Critique of Yiddish and world 
literature

33 (8%) Yiddish Theatre (some would like 
to see articles on cinema)

30 (7%) Yiddish cultural issues (Schools, 
YIVO, Philology

7 out of 30 
interested in the 
Yiddish – Hebrew 
Question

21 (5%) Yiddish Literature For world literature 
they read non- 
Jewish periodicals

14(3.5%) World Literature  

13 (3.5%) Modern Yiddish Literature

Question 
no.

Question (1928/9) No. of 
replies

Comments

8? What sections of the journal 
should be expanded?

381 Many respondents said that all sections 
should be expanded.'Expand it all, but don't 
raise the price'.
113 want the literary criticism and art 
criticism expanded with emphasis on 
contemporary Yiddish literature.  74-
theatre, music and sculpture, 64-literature, 
39-Bikher-velt section, 31-popular culture, 
29-world literature, 18-news, 28-science, 
12-essays on art and philosophy, 11-
Hebrew literature translated into Yiddish.

The  following  question  required  a  combined  short  answer  and  yes/no
response:

Question
no.

Question No. of
replies

Yes No Do not
know

how to
answer

Do not
know

Comments

14 Does your local 
library carry copies 
of Literarishe 
bleter? If not, why?

No Data 125 137 123 60 60 short answers,
of which the ones
published  are:
'Lack  of  funds';
'No  readers'.
“'There  is  no
library  here  in
Bessarabia
because  it  is
forbidden';  'The
librarian  is  an
ignoramus';  'Our
library  is  an
assimilated
Jewish  library,
without Yiddish'.
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The following questions required a yes/no response:

Questio
n no.

Question (1928/9) No. of replies No Yes

9 Are there enough illustrations in
Literarishe bleter?

360 180 (50%) 180 (50%)

Questio
n no.

Question (1928/9) No. of replies Yes No

10 Would you like to see a novel 
serialised in Literarishe bleter?

400 98 (25%) 302 (75%)

The following question required a tabulated response:

Questio
n no.

Question (1928/9) No. of readers 
per issue

Number of 
issues 
purchased

Comments

13 With how many readers, 
approximately, do you 
share your copy of 
Literarishe bleter?

335 replied. The figures do not 
total 335 because the remaining 
readers share their copy with 20 
to 60 additional readers. The 
larger numbers are attributed to 
public library usage.

1 58

2 68

3 88

4 39

5 25

6 8

7 4

8 3

10 13

The following questions required the respondent to choose categories:

Questio
n no.

Question (1928-29) No. of 
replies

Subscribers 
and regular 
buyers

Reading in 
libraries or 
from renting 
from 
newsagents

No response

1 Are you a subscriber 
of Literarishe bleter? 
Do you buy your 
copies or do you read 
them elsewhere?

403 350 (87%) 33 (8%) 20 (5%)

Question
no.

Question (1928/9) Answers Description Comments

4 Do you always read the 
poetry and short stories 
in Literarishe bleter?
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253 
(64%)

Short stories and poetry

60 (15%) Short Stories

17 (4%) Poetry

54 (14%) Occasional fiction reader 

12 (3%) Against a fictional section Because they 
consider it a 
publication about 
literature and not 
consisting of 
literature

Total 396

Question
no.

Question (1928/9) No. of replies Yiddish World Both

5 Are you more interested in  
Yiddish literature or world 
literature?

392 185 (47%) 65 (17%) 142 (36%)

Questio
n no.

Question (1928/9) No. of replies Serious Short informative

? Would you like to see longer, 
serious discourse, or short 
informative articles?

375 308 (82%) 68 (18%)

What is significant about the second survey of 1928-29 is that Mayzel does

not mention it at all in his memoir.  Our only source of information, and of his

analysis and interpretation of the results, lies in the pages of Literarishe bleter.

There are several observations to be made based on this information which

suggest that changes occurred in the interval between the two surveys. First of

all, Mayzel, who has become the sole editor of Literarishe bleter, has designed

what he terms a 'general'  survey, whose questions pertain to literary issues

alone; other questions of a more social, political, or linguistic nature are to be

postponed for a later survey.35  This later survey never takes place.  Secondly,

in  introducing  the  subject  of  the  second  survey,  Mayzel  makes  a  point  of

indicating the great significance of the first survey for the publishing policies of

the journal.  During its first year of publication, he emphasises the fact that the

35 Literarishe bleter, no. 10, 8 March, 1929, p.185 (front page).
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journal contained no fiction but concerned itself solely with questions of literary

criticism and problems of publication.  With issue no. 44 in 1925, the editors

decided to include a fiction section, and the first survey was designed, at least

in part, to ascertain reader response to this addition.36  The second survey was

intended  to  focus  in  on  the  literary  questions  that  occurred  as  a  result  of

converting the journal into a more belletristic one.

It begins with a question which did not occur in the earlier survey, asking the

reader to indicate where and how he obtained a copy of the journal.  There are

several questions on the topic of issue acquisition, the most significant being

question 13 (With how many readers, approximately, do you share your copy of

Literarishe bleter?).  Only 58 of 335 readers who responded did not share their

copy.  Therefore, circulation figures for Literarishe bleter are not indicative of the

circulation of the journal, since the readership far exceeds the number of copies

published.   On  the  one  hand,  this  response  clearly  substantiates  Mayzel's

claims  of  a  readership  greater  than  circulation  figures  would  indicate,

exonerating him of the charge of exaggeration of his readership which was later

often levied against him.37  On the other hand, it is possible to see the influence

of the great economic world crisis under way at that point and its effects on

what  constitutes  a microcosm,  Yiddish  readership of  a  literary journal.  The

number of shared copies is a notable indication of lack of purchasing power as

well  as  of  the  resourceful  cohesion  of  a  tight  Yiddish  literary  audience.  In

Questions 1 and 2, whose results are combined in the article reporting them38

(Are you a subscriber of Literarishe bleter?  Do you buy your copies or do you

36 Ibid., p.186. 
37 N.Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, p. 218. Mayzel states there that the initial number of copies printed was

2,000 and that it rose later to between 7,000-9,000.  He claims that this figure indicated a readership of
25,000.  It was this figure that incurred criticism, but from the  practice of shared copies indicated in the
survey of 1928-29, it is clear that readership and printed copies are not the same.

38 Literarishe bleter, No. 10, 8 March, 1929, p.185 (front page).
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read them elsewhere?  Are you a  regular or an occasional reader?), whereas

350 of 403 indicated they were subscribers or permanent readers, 33 added

that they always read someone else's copy, went to the library, or rented a copy

from the  news-stand.   This  last  practice  is  an  indication  of  the  widespread

nature  of  the  economic  depression,  touching  purchaser  and  seller  alike.

Moreover, when readers were asked which, if any, sections of the journal should

be  expanded  (Question  8?,  Which  sections  of  the  journal  should  be

expanded?), the response was overwhelmingly in favour of expanding at least

one, if not all, sections.  But, in response, Literarishe bleter printed a comment

which must have been disappointing: 'In the last year, without raising the price,

we have augmented the journal from 16 to 20 pages, and occasionally to 24.

We are the only publishers in Poland not to raise the price of our publication,

despite the higher cost of printing and paper.  More than that we cannot do'.39

Mayzel  consistently  attempted  to  accommodate  his  readership,  but  the

economics  of  publishing  such  a  complex  journal  increasingly  threatened  to

defeat him, and the subject of funding became a recurrent theme in the years to

come.

Question 14 (Does your local library carry copies of Literarishe bleter? If not,

why?) is interesting  also in this regard, especially since it was not a question

posed in the first survey of 1925.  In the first survey, the journal had only been

in circulation for a year, and it can be assumed that libraries had not yet begun

to subscribe and were waiting to gauge the paper's success.  Equally important

is the fact that the economic situation was not so grave, and there was hope

that readers could afford to purchase a copy, even at an increased price for an

enlarged journal, as the survey indicated in its question directed to this topic.

39 op.cit., No. 12, 22 March, 1929, p. 230.
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By the second survey, the fact that the readers were sharing copies was well-

known, and the question of where the sharing took place became the salient

one.  In 1929, according to the survey, a significant number of libraries now

stocked copies of Literarishe bleter.  Of those that did not, we see two types of

short answer.  Either the library was non-existent or lacked funds at this point,

or there was opposition to carrying the journal.  One library's lack of copies is a

censorship issue, according to a reader who writes from Bessarabia.  This is a

subject which I will address further on.  The other reasons for opposition are not

elaborated in reader response, although one reader suggests that Yiddish is not

welcome in his assimilated Jewish library.

Mayzel included a curious item in his reporting of the results of the second

survey: a list of every respondent, including his place of residence.  The list was

partial, dependent upon his receiving the responses in time to publish them in

the current number.  The entire list encompasses 391 names out of a total of

407 respondents, and is published in no. 51 (1928), no. 52 (1928), no. 2 (1929),

no. 4 (1929) and no. 6 (1929).  He gave no indication of his motive for the

inclusion of such a list in the pages of the journal.  We can only surmise that

either  he  wanted  to  substantiate  the  verity  of  the  survey,  or  that  he  was

appealing to the reader's vanity in seeing his name in print, and in this way he

hoped to encourage more responses as well as purchases.  I have included the

list as an appendix (Appendix H) to this study.

Despite the fact that the questions in each survey are not entirely identical

and  that  the  number  of  reader  responses  is  different,  some  attempt  at

comparison is possible.

a. The  questions  regarding  subscribers  and  regular or  occasional
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readership (1925, question 1; 1928-29, questions 1 and 2) have a similar

general response in both surveys  but the 1928-29 variant indicating a

worsening economic situation.

b. The questions  on reader preferences (1925 and 1928-29,  question 3)

also do not indicate real change, with the addition of the subject of YIVO,

which had been included in the journal after the first survey had taken

place.  The breadth of interest remains remarkable.

c. The questions regarding a preference for Yiddish versus world literature

(1925, question 9, 1928-29, question 5) indicates a significant change.

Interestingly, readers in 1928-29 indicated that, if they were to read world

literature in translation, they could read it in Polish periodicals, and that

therefore they preferred to see only Yiddish literature in the publication.

As a result, the percentage of those who prefer Yiddish literature rises

from 37.5% in 1925 to 47% in 1928-29.  Literarishe bleter readers are

thus less interested in seeing world literature in its pages, although those

who desire it cite the need to embrace world literature and culture as part

of the quest to become part of a world community.

d. The questions regarding the readers'  wish for serialised literature in the

journal  (1925,  question  8(b),  1928-29,  question 10)  touched upon an

issue which was the mainstay of many literary and non-literary papers.  If

a novel were serialised, it would encourage, if not guarantee, the sale of

future issues in which its continuation occurred.  What is curious about

Literarishe bleter is that the readership was not in favour of such content.

In  1925,  80% of  readers  answering  the  question  were  against  the

inclusion of a serialised text, and in 1928-29, 75% shared that opinion.
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This  was  a  live  issue  in  1929 in  part  because  a  book  published  in

instalments the  previous  year,  Maxim  Gorki's  My  Universities, had

elicited a myriad of letters from readers.  Some claimed that there was no

need to  publish the  book  in  instalments,  occupying  two pages which

could be allocated to something else, because the whole book could be

purchased and read; others held the opposing view and requested more

of the same.

e. The  questions  regarding  a  choice  between  lengthy  complex  articles

versus  short  informative  articles  (1925,  question  10,  1928-29,  no

number)  indicate  the  journal's  commitment  to  the  education  of  its

readership  while  at  the  same  time  voicing  a  concern  about  the

accessibility  and  readability  of  such  articles.   In  fact,  both  surveys

indicate  a  preference  for  longer  more  educative  articles,  and  the

percentage of those approving such content actually increases, from 66

percent in 1925 to 82% in 1928-29.  This fact highlights the calibre of

readership of  Literarishe bleter.  It does not indicate the level of formal

education but rather, the level of openness and the thirst for information.

f. On the subject of illustrations, (1925, question 12, 1928-29, question 9),

an insertion which often appealed to readers and encouraged purchase,

Literarishe bleter's readers were divided, insofar far as we know from the

second survey (the first survey has no data).  Some readers thought that

illustrations  occupied  important  space  needed  for  articles,  whereas

others appreciated it, in particular, fine art illustrations.  The nature of this

preference indicates the public for whom Literarishe bleter published.

These surveys taken together give a picture not only of the readership, but
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also of the editorial policies and dilemmas which arose in the publication of such

a unique journal.  Mayzel is seen here as an editor immersed in the question of

his readership's interests, but also as someone who would refrain from fulfilling

their desires if he considered them deleterious for the journal's well-being.  For

example, he could not conceive of a way of enlarging the journal further without

raising  the  price,  despite  his  readers'  wishes,  nor  would  he  dispense  with

serialised  fiction,  in  part  because  of  his  commitment  to  literature  but  also

because  of  the  economic  advantage,  although  a  significant  percentage  of

readers felt it occupied too much space.  In addition, his commitment to Yiddish

and language studies kept  the subject  well-represented in  Literarishe bleter,

despite the fact that only 60% approved of his language policies in 1925 as well

as the fact that he did not repeat the question in the second survey.  From an

historical  point  of  view,  this  data clearly  provides an insight  into the Yiddish

reader's reality, preferences and practices during this crucial period in Poland.

Economic pressures have an admitted effect,  but  what  is  remarkable is the

continuing  commitment  to  and  passionate  interest  in  a  Yiddish  literary  and

cultural journal by an increasingly impoverished Yiddish-speaking public.

4.3  Censorship in Poland

The same interwar period in Poland which saw the publication of Literarishe

bleter was one of great contradiction for Jewish life in general: there was prolific

cultural  and  literary  development,  encouraged  by  the  demands  of  an

increasingly  urban,  concentrated Jewish  population  thirsty  for  education and

culture.  In contrast, state censorship combined forces with the local police in an

attempt  to  control  and  even  to  put  an  end  to  literary,  artistic  and  cultural

freedom.  For  Literarishe bleter, censorship presented a challenge during the
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entire course of its publication, despite the fact that  its editorial policy insisted

on the non-affiliated  political  nature of the weekly journal and  was  emphatic

about its Yiddish literary and cultural character.40  The precarious situation was

compounded by the internal political and ideological struggles within the Jewish

community, creating an arena of conflict which found its natural expression on

the printed page.  What N. Cohen calls 'the politicisation of the Jewish literary

sphere',41 where left and right wing political opinions clashed, often presented a

confusingly  political  picture  of  the  Jewish  press.   The  Polish  authorities

considered this political debate and turmoil to be a threat to an already unstable

Polish political and social reality.

However,  the situation was not  unique to  Literarishe bleter: all  press and

literature,  including  Polish  publications,  were  subject  to  censorship,  often

resulting  in  the  withdrawal  of  articles,  whole  pages,  sections,  and  even

cancellation of an entire issue or publication.  This was a constant challenge to

editors and publishers alike, resulting in imaginative and often not entirely legal

solutions.   Aside from being altogether  too common,  it  was also not  a  new

occurrence; censorship of the press had always been a means of restraining

and controlling opposition to governmental policies.  'Since Poland's partitioning

between Prussia, Russia and Austria in the eighteenth century, censorship has

been  an  important  element  of  rule'.42  The  period  after  the  signing  of  the

Versailles  Peace  Treaty  brought  Poland  independence,  but  censorship

remained a powerful instrument of control for the Polish government, despite

the new constitution.  According to Article 105 of the Polish Constitution of 17

40 N.Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn,. Mayzel claims that in his opinion, the police and the censorship board
were one and the same, p. 291.

41 N. Cohen,  Books, Writers and Newspapers: The Jewish Cultural Centre in Warsaw, 1918-1942, The
Hebrew University Magnes Press, Jerusalem, 2003, see chapter 18.

42 J. L. Curry, The Black Book of Polish Censorship, Random House, New York, 1984, p. 11
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March 1921:

Freedom of the press is guaranteed. Censorship, or the system of
licensing printed matter,  may not  be introduced.  Daily papers and
other matter printed in the country may not  be debarred from the
mails, nor may their dissemination on the territory of the Republic be
restricted.

A special statute will  define the responsibility for the abuse of this
freedom.43

The application of this article was literal: publications could not be banned, nor

could their distribution be limited, but the concept of the 'abuse' of freedom of

the press left government censors free to challenge the content of a publication.

Freedom  of  expression  was  thus  limited  to  the  expression  of  acceptable

opinion,  leading to the conclusion that  '[F]or the press,  the shift  to a  Polish

government was not totally liberating'.44  Bernard Wasserstein has suggested

that the Yiddish press was subject to more stringent official censorship than the

Polish press and that 'editors learned to anticipate the official blue pencil and

exercise a measure of self-censorship'.45  There were three Jewish censors in

Warsaw  whose  job  it  was  to  oversee  the  Yiddish  press;  they  have  been

characterised as two right-wing Zionists and a third permanent inebriate.46  As a

result, many publications sometimes published blank pages where censors had

banned articles.  Literarishe bleter occasionally resorted to a similar practice, as

we shall see.

As  the  general  political  instability  in  Poland  grew  worse,  the  resultant

continual tightening of  the  rules left Jewish as well as non-Jewish editors and

writers in trepidation each time texts were reviewed by the censors.  Piłsudski's

government  presented  the  Siem  in  1926  with  a  'press  bill'  requesting  a
43 http://edpa.tripod.com/poland/k1921.htm,  site visited 01.09.12.   This is the English translation of the

Polish Constitution of 1921.
44 J. L. Curry, Ibid, p.12.
45 B. Wasserstein, On the Eve: The Jews of Europe Before the Second World War, Profile Books, 2012,

pp. 250-251.
46 A. Brumberg, 'On Reading the Bundist Press', East European Jewish Affairs 33:1, (2003), p.115.
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tightening of censorship and severe punishment for those editors who publish

articles containing content considered harmful to the country or critical of the

government.  Among its provisions, the Bill recommended the transfer to police

agencies  of  the  former  role  of  the  judiciary  in  the  assessment  of  possible

transgressions  with  regard  to  freedom  of  the  press.   The  purpose  was  to

circumvent legal review.  This press bill was not adopted by the Siem, in large

part because of strong vocal opposition from both  the  Jewish and non-Jewish

press.  Five months later the Siem passed a similar bill, but this time the press

was not consulted nor was it notified.47

Literarishe bleter had, in effect, a double identity which made it particularly

vulnerable to the censor's scrutiny: it was a weekly journal full of debate as well

as a publisher of other literary works, both under the auspices of Boris Kletzkin's

publishing  house  after  1925.   Because  Kletzkin's  leftist  politics,  unaffiliated

though they were, were well-known, they must have weighed heavily against

the journal's protestations of cultural openness and political neutrality.  Mayzel

himself had been part of  Kultur-lige in Kiev, and his sympathies were also no

secret.  Thus,  Literarishe bleter had its share of encounters with the censors,

and Mayzel recounts several of these incidents in his memoir.  He distinguishes

between the attempted seizure of copies of the journal and the actual alteration

of  text.   In  the  first  case,  it  was  Mayzel  who  often  had  to  confront  police

authorities  personally  and to  extricate  himself  and  his  publication  from their

hands.

On one such occasion, Mayzel himself travelled to Vilna to set and print the

journal (no. 68, 1925) there in Kletzkin's printing house.  As he himself was very

familiar with the whole process, he stayed there and helped bring the issue to

47 Article by N. Cohen, ibid, pp. 63-64.
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print.  In order to save time, he carried the newly-printed issues to Warsaw in

his personal luggage.  He was stopped by the local police after disembarkation

from the train and asked to accompany the officer to the local police station.

Mayzel explained that he was carrying a literary journal, already in its second

year of circulation.  The commissioner of police detained Mayzel until his press

credentials  were  verified and the  nature  of  the publication determined,  after

which he was eventually released.  Even such a short delay was sufficient to

arouse fear in Mayzel,  but  it  also postponed the distribution of this issue of

Literarishe bleter.48

Occasionally  a  surprise  search  was  instigated  by  Polish  authorities.   If

'suspicious'  material  was found on the premises, it  was confiscated and the

members  of  the  establishment  were  fined  or  prosecuted,  depending on the

severity of the crime.  On one such occasion, Kletzkin's publishing house, which

shared its premises at that time with Literarishe bleter,49 was subjected to such

a search.50  The premises were thoroughly examined, bookcases searched, and

freshly-printed material packed and ready for distribution opened.  All persons

present at the time were detained on the premises and released only after the

hour-long search was completed.  However, nothing was found, and the police

left without providing a reason for the search.  They had not needed an official

justification or a legal search warrant.  In this particular incident the authorities

could discover  no illegal or politically offensive content, but in other incidents,

issues were confiscated or articles withdrawn from publication.  This constant

threat loomed over every publisher and editor.

The alteration of a text in order to avoid seizure was a strategy adopted by

48 N.Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp. 291-294.
49 Ibid., p. 299.
50 Literarishe bleter, no. 121, 27August 1926, in the section entitled “General News”.
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the press in general.  Literarishe bleter was no exception.  Peretz Hirshbeyn

had written a story entitled “der hiltserner fus” (The Wooden Leg), a story which

the  censor  in  Vilna,  where  Literarishe  bleter was  printed  for  a  period,  had

rejected  because  of  the  revolutionary  ideas  of  the  main  character.   Mayzel

recounts with satisfaction that at a later period he printed the same story under

a different title, 'Ozer der stoler' (The Carpenter's Assistant).51  The change of

title was sufficient to evade the Warsaw censor.  It was published in Literarishe

bleter, no. 47, Warsaw, 1931.

On another occasion, one of the regular contributors to  Literarishe bleter,

Kadye Molodovski, was about to publish a collection of poems entitled “Dzhike

gas” (Dzshike Street).  Some of the poems touched upon the serious economic

situation and the suffering of the poor in Poland, as well as the less than gentle

approach  that  the  police  took in  these  circumstances.   Because  she  was

apprehensive about approaching the censor herself, she enlisted Mayzel's aid,

asking him to  submit  the material.52  The censor  crossed out  three poems,

deleting  them  from  the  collection.   One  of  them,  'Nakht'  (Night),  which

concerned a night search by the police, was particularly important to Molodovski

and she wanted to retain it, despite the fact that the subject could easily be

misconstrued as an expression of anti-authoritarian opinion.  Her fears were not

misplaced.   Abraham  Novershtern  comments  on the  political  dimension  in

literature in Poland at the time, pointing out that '(D)espite the striking quantity

of so-called  social motifs in Yiddish poetry in Poland between the wars,  the

range of political themes expressed could not fail to be severely limited'.53  In his

51 N.Mayzel, Geven amol a lebn, pp. 294-295.
52 op. cit., pp. 295-298.
53 A. Novershtern, 'Yung Vilne: The Political Dimension on Literature', in  The Jews of Poland Between

Two World Wars, Ed. Y. Gutman, E. Mendelson, J. Reinharz,and Ch. Shmeruk, University Press of
New England, Hanover and London, 1986, pp. 383-398.
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view, one of the functions of censorship in Poland was '(to) limit the possibilities

for direct political expression'.  In Molodovski's case, although she considered

her poem an expression of a social rather than a political opinion, it could have

been considered nevertheless as critical of the Polish authorities.  In addition,

she was funding publication of her collection herself, and she was determined to

keep the meaning as she saw it.  The solution suggested by Mayzel was to add

'Berlin' after the name of the poem, as if to suggest that the poem referred to

Berlin and not Poland, a compromise Molodovski accepted, as did the censor.

The book was published through the  Literarishe bleter publishing house, and

the poem was presented as 'Nakht, Berlin, 1933'.  This incident demonstrates

that  imaginative  solutions  had  to  be  found  in  order  to  outwit  the  severe

restrictions of the censor.

On  occasion,  Literarishe bleter resorted  to  tactics  which  were  more  than

evasive  and,  if  discovered,  would  certainly  have  been  punishable.   Mayzel

published  an  article  written  by  Aleksandr  Granakh  on  the  actor  Aleksandr

Moysey after the latter's death.54  The censor found nine offending lines toward

the  end  of  the  article  which  he claimed  were  critical  of  Germany,  Poland's

present ally.  He threatened to confiscate the entire issue.  Mayzel panicked at

that  point,  because the  issue  had  already  been  printed  and  was  ready  for

distribution.  The financial loss at that time would have been significant.  Mayzel

thus asked whether another possibility existed for the resolution of the problem,

one which would make distribution possible.  The censor replied that the lines

could  be  physically  cut  out  or  taped  over.   Mayzel  accepted  the  latter

suggestion, and the censor agreed that if Mayzel would send him the eleven

copies required by law with the offending lines taped over as an indication of
54 Literarishe bleter,  no.  15,  2 April  1935, pp.  225-226.  Mayzel  recounts the incident in his  memoir,

Geven amol a lebn, pp. 300-302.
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compliance,  he  would  not  confiscate  the  issue.   Mayzel  complied  with  the

censor's suggestion and indeed sent him eleven taped-over copies, but he then

distributed  the  remaining  copies  of  the  issue  in  its  original  form,  taking  a

tremendous risk.  The reasons for the lack of further action on the part of the

authorities are unknown; it remains as one more incident in the history of fear

and oppression which constitute the life of the press in Poland during the inter-

war  period.   It  is  one  of  the  anomalies  of  history  that  such  authoritarian

censorship, constraint and pressure could go hand in hand with the flourishing

of Yiddish culture.
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Chapter 5  Yiddish in Poland

5.1  Variety in Literarishe bleter

Mayzel fulfilled his readers' expectations for Literarishe bleter exactly as the

front cover promised: 'Literarishe bleter: Ilustrirte vokhnshrift far literatur, teater

un  kunst (Literary  Pages:  an  Illustrated  Weekly  Publication  for  Literature,

Theatre and Art).  The gradual journal's development, however, created a much

more  thematically-varied  journal,  incorporating  a  large variety  of  social  and

linguistic  themes which  must be  considered  in  the  light  of  the  corpus as  a

whole.  As an indication of the vast scope of topics entertained by the journal,

let  us consider as exemplary two which can be considered almost  as polar

opposites.

First of all, the focus on language which involved itself in established literary

texts  and  authors  often  entailed the  invention of  new  subject  matter  and

categories  to  stimulate the  reader's  interest  and  involvement.   The  page

devoted  to  letters,  published  mainly  at  the  beginning  of  Literarishe  bleter,

proved to be of great interest for a short  time.  There was, for example, an

occasional  page  of  letters  written  by  Yiddish  classical  writers.   The  editors

allocated a separate section for such letters as well as for letters from keen

readers, encouraging active participation from its readership in an attempt to

stimulate further interest in the journal.  In keeping with this, they invited readers

to share interesting personal letters.  For example,1 when they announced the

new section entitled, 'Literarisher  pinkes' (Literary Notes) in which letters from

classical Yiddish authors such as Mendele Mokher Sforim, I. L. Peretz, Sholem

Aleykhem,  Jacob  Dineson,  Mordekhay  Spector  and  the  like  were  to  be

published, they requested that readers who had such letters in their possession

1 Literarishe bleter, no. 101, 9 April, 1926, p. 222.
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submit them.  The first appearance of this section contained a letter by Peretz,

indicating the enormous esteem in which he was held.

On  the  other  hand,  in  sharp  contrast, Literarishe  bleter's readership  had

manifested  from  the  outset an  intense  curiosity  about  a  vast  spectrum  of

national and international cultural events and issues, not necessarily literary.  To

satisfy such a demand, Mayzel periodically published other subjects of interest

with the intention of providing cultural and educational experiences from around

the world.  At a time when people travelled less to distant countries but had an

avid interest in the world at large, Mayzel (at this stage the sole editor) used

Literarishe bleter to bring articles on 'exotic' subjects from various places to his

readership.  So in a series of articles from 1927, Peretz Hirshbeyn reported

from a visit to the Far East with the intention of bringing a taste of 'exoticism'

through his reporting on China, Japan and India.  The article about India is a

personalised travelogue written from Calcutta describing its spiritual and cultural

uniqueness.2  From another leg of his journey, Hirshbeyn reports from Japan

where  he  focuses  upon  the  Geisha  culture  as  an  'aid  to  the  institution  of

marriage in Japan'.3  On the one hand, Hirshbeyn describes to the reader the

Japanese tradition of the Geisha, her accomplishments in music and dancing

and her general refinement; on the other hand, he presents the point of view of

the Japanese wife as well as the Japanese husband.  Where the Japanese

male sees the Geisha as a traditional part of life, wives see them as a threat to

family life:  husbands compare the Geisha's accomplishments to those of the

wives, to the latter's detriment, resulting in some wives even being abandoned.

Hirshbeyn concludes his article by pointing out that in his opinion modernity will

2 P. Hirshbeyn, 'Dos land fun ovntshtern' (The land of the evening star), Literarishe bleter, no. 19, 1927,
pp. 354-355.

3 P. Hirshbeyn, 'Di geyshe' (The Geisha), Literarishe bleter, no. 127, 1927, pp. 667-8.

121



swallow up the old Geisha tradition in Japan, to be replaced by hostesses.  This

small example of the variety of topics found in Literarishe bleter is nevertheless

significant;  the  topic  of  relationships  between  men and  women,  the  conflict

between tradition and modernity,  tied in with the profound changes that  the

Jewish population was then undergoing.  If  an opportunity presented itself to

expound upon the subject, Mayzel was not afraid to take chances with an article

that might otherwise seem peripheral.  Therefore, if someone like Hirshbeyn, a

restless traveller as well as a talented playwright and journalist, had a story to

tell, Mayzel saw fit to convey it to his readership.

5.2  The Interest in Yiddish

Literarishe bleter diversified and made additions in order to remain fresh and

exciting,  but  it  never  lost  its  focus  on  writing  about  literature,  culture  and

language.  One of the earliest manifestations of the concern for Yiddish as a

topic in itself involved a series of discussions about the nature of Yiddish, its

linguistic components and its origin.  This subject had been debated earlier at

Czernowitz; the discussions and arguments had continued and  had  begun to

give rise to more academic and scholarly interest.  Here lay a perfect topic for

the  readers  of  Literarishe bleter.   Mayzel,  as  an adamant  advocate  for  the

Yiddish language,  deliberately included articles where Yiddish  was the main

subject of discussion.  To a certain extent, this practice constituted manipulation

of  the  readership  by  the  editor;  however,  this  was  an  editor  who  felt  an

obligation to educate and to improve as well as to publish.

We can see the evidence of this conviction in the appearance of  a ground-

breaking article: M. Weinreich wrote4 that he had intended to mark the 100th

4 M. Vaynraykh, 'A shpliter fun Yidish mitl'elter, a briv fun Oksford' (A small piece of Yiddish from the
middle-ages, a letter from Oxford), Literarishe bleter, no. 101, 1926, pp. 221-2.
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issue of Literarishe bleter by writing a book review, in the form of a letter, of Max

Sheynem's  book  Vegn  dem  alt-yidishn  roman (The  Novel  in  Old  Yiddish).

However, when Weinreich began his research at the Oxford Bodleian Library to

prepare the review and saw the treasures held in the manuscript collection, he

realised that  it  would take several  months  at  least to examine all  the other

sources.  It was far more important, in his opinion, to discover the oldest traces

of Yiddish texts.   In the article that he finally wrote for  Literarishe bleter,  he

recounted that he had found what he assumed to be the oldest text written in

Yiddish characters, from the fourteenth century, although the manuscript itself is

not dated.  If true, he considered it highly significant.  He made a decision to

present  the  detailed  history  of  research  on  this  topic  to  the  readers  of

Literarishe bleter, assuming that they too would find the history of an old Yiddish

text  a  subject  of  interest.   In  so  doing,  he  inadvertently  characterises  that

readership for us, revealing as well Mayzel's commitment to Yiddish studies in

all its forms through his support for Weinreich's decision to write an article on

Old  Yiddish,  in  the  hope that  the  general  readership,  which  did  not  consist

purely of scholars and professional historians, would be interested in such a

subject.   Weinreich  had  learned  that  M.  Shteinshneider5 had  written,  many

years earlier, that the first Yiddish manuscript dated from 1490.  That particular

transcript is a Yiddish translation of Tehilim (Psalms) and was kept in Berlin.

Weinreich concluded that  although he had not  discovered the oldest  literary

manuscript,  what  he  did  find  was  nevertheless  a  valuable  social  document

which  indicated  that  Yiddish  had  been  used  by  ordinary  people  amongst

5 Moritz Steinschneider (1816-1907).  Bibliographer, historian and linguist.  Born in Prossnitz.  'In 1848,...
he was commissioned to prepare an analytical catalogue of the Hebrew printed books in the Bodleian
Library,  which was to  become one of  his  most  important  and best-known publications  (Catalogus
librorum  hebraeorum  in  Bibliotheca  Bodleiana;   1852-1860  [rpt.  1932,  1964])'.
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Steinschneider_Moritz, site visited 29. 08.12.
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themselves as early as the fourteenth century.

In a talk delivered to the American Philosophical Society on 13 November

1958, and reprinted in the Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society6

in August 1959,7 Weinreich again took up the subject of the origin of Yiddish, but

at this later date, Yiddish as an entity had achieved academic validation on the

part of linguists and thus his discussion was different.  He was not so much

concerned with origins as with evolution of language.  Here he speaks as a

sociolinguist:

Languages rise slowly, not by a single spectacular act...the evidence
of  linguistic  history,  therefore  is  largely  circumstantial.   …  (the
linguistic  historian)  must  bring  to  light  the  peculiar  extralinguistic
circumstances which made the emergence of such a linguistic entity
possible.8

His interest in the origin of Yiddish in 1926, was a consequence, at least in

part, of the status-planning which so characterised the Czernowitz Conference

of  1908.   Weinreich  chose  to  demonstrate  the  long  history of  Yiddish  and

implicitly its cultural existence rather than simply to write a book review as part

of  Literarishe bleter's celebration of its longevity.  In addition, he deemed that

the readership of  Literarishe bleter  would prefer such an article, and thus he

submitted it to Mayzel.

The question of  historical  linguistic change introduced another  aspect into

the discussion of language in the journal,  indicated by Mayzel's inclusion of

another significant  article.   In that same issue of  Literarishe bleter.9  Moshe

Lehrer, by suggesting that Peretz contributed as much to the Yiddish language

as to Yiddish literature, implies that Yiddish is undergoing a process in which

6 American Philosophical Society founded in 1743 by Benjamin Franklin.
7 M. Weinreich, 'History of the Yiddish Language: The Problems and their Implications', Proceedings of

the American Philosophical Society, Vol. 3, no. 4, August 1959.
8 op. cit. p. 563.
9 M.  Lehrer,  'Etlekhe  verter  vegn  Peretz's  shprakh'  (A few  words  on  Peretz's  [use  of]  language),

Literarishe bleter, no. 101, 1926, p. 226.
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linguistic  change  has  begun  to  occur  in  the  spoken  language  through  the

medium of higher culture.  According to Lehrer, spoken Yiddish  has begun to

feel  the  influence  of  its  literary  masters.   As  we  know  now,  Lehrer's  early

perception of what might be characterised as a cultural trickle-down mechanism

is  correct  albeit  somewhat  exaggerated.   His  view  was  later  confirmed  in

Mordkhe Schaechter's article of 1977 which is in agreement with the assertion

that,  'One  of  the  major  changes  in  Yiddish  during  the  past  century  is  the

relatively recent development of a spoken standard that is highly influenced by

the  written  standard'.10  We  can  see  indications  from  Lehrer's  article  in

Literarishe bleter that Peretz's linguistic influence and that of the Czernowitz

Conference constituted an early movement in a direction which continued to

develop.  Corpus planning, the spoken standard and the literary language were

the special concern of the major Yiddish school systems of interwar Poland.11

Lehrer attempted to describe the mechanism through which Peretz's use of

language  in  literature  had  entered  spoken  Yiddish,  citing  commonalties  of

expression in each. In so doing, he typifies a species of quasi-linguistic study

that  continuously  appears  in  Literarishe  bleter.   It  is  clearly  the  sort  of

contribution  to  Yiddish  linguistics  that  would  appeal  to  Mayzel  and,  in  his

opinion, to the readers of this literary journal.  In his article, Lehrer suggested

that,  as  Peretz  concentrated  his  efforts  upon  the  expansion  of  his  own

knowledge of Yiddish, his increasing success would leave its mark through the

improvement of the language.  Lehrer  continues this  line of  argument, stating

that, by the introduction of the Polish Yiddish  dialect into his work and by the

skillful and imaginative creation of new vocabulary previously not widespread in

10 M. Schaechter, 'Four Schools of Thought in Yiddish Language Planning',  Michigan Germanic Studies,
1977, 3:34-64.

11 J. Fishman, Yiddish : Turning to Life, 1991, p. 211.
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Yiddish,  Peretz  moulded a new and more flexible register for  the language.

Lehrer's  interpretation  of  such  a  literary  giant  as  Peretz  carries  multiple

significance.   What  is  striking  about  this  article,  in  the  context  of  the  many

statements  of  appreciation  written  about  Peretz,  is  its  attempt  at  linguistic

analysis.  The attempt to document language shifts in the literary standard and

to  suggest  its  instrumentality  in  creating  a  change in  spoken  Yiddish  is  an

attempt to suggest a cultural shift as well,  indicating an historic change in the

Yiddish speaking population.  Peretz was certainly not the only literary master to

contribute to the shifts occurring in Yiddish; others as well, each from his own

world of language, have had a great impact.  In this article, however, timed for

a special celebratory issue of the journal, Lehrer focuses on Peretz as his prime

example.

The concern with linguistic register in connection with Yiddish culture is one

that runs through the entire corpus of Literarishe bleter.  In the tense situation

in Poland in 1926 in the month preceding the coup d'état  by Marshal  Jósef

Piłsudski,12 Jews were experiencing the pressures of anti-Semitic attacks, social

disruption and economic crisis.  Given that  Literarishe bleter was a  politically

unaffiliated literary journal, it did not directly  give cognizance to a  situation  to

which there was an entire gamut of political  reactions.   Instead, it  promoted

Jewish pride through celebration of its centenary issue, publishing articles such

as  Weinreich's  on the  long  history  of  the  Yiddish  language,  and  Lehrer's,

describing Peretz's vast contribution towards a major shift in literary standard

Yiddish  which  had  entered  both  the  literary  canon  and  language  use.

Interestingly,  Joshua  Fishman  retrospectively  claimed  that  the  historical

12 P. Korzec, 'Antisemitism in Poland',  in  Studies on Polish Jewry 1919-1939: The Interplay of social,
Economic and Political Factors in the Struggle of a Minority for its Existence, Ed. J. Fishman, YIVO
Institute for Jewish Research, NY 1974. p. 58.  This extensive article is worth consulting for its detailed
historical description of Poland and Polish-Jewish relationships of the time.

126



situation  was  complex,  reporting  that  even  Peretz  himself  had  argued  that

Yiddish was impoverished, in large part because it existed primarily orally:

... a national language is one that is both widely spoken and widely
read by its constituency.  In his (Peretz's) view Yiddish was a folk
vernacular, because it was not widely read/written by its constituency.
On the other hand Hebrew too was not a national language of the
Jewish people, according to Peretz, but rather a classical language,
because it  was not generally spoken.  Indeed, Peretz believed, at
around  the  time  of  the  1908  Czernowitz  Yiddish  Language
Conference, that Jews were in the anomalous position of being an
ethno-national (sic) group without a truly national language.13

It is clear that in 1908 Peretz had perceived the tremendous problematic of

the  development  of  Yiddish  on a  national  level.  Almost  twenty  years  later,

Lehrer's insistence on a linguistically more self-conscious and cultivated public

and his outspoken national pride take place in the context of harsh economic

conditions, perceived threats and anti-Semitic activity in Poland  of 1926.  We

can situate  Lehrer's  article  in  Literarishe bleter both  as  a  study  of  Peretz's

language as well as an assertion of congratulatory self-respect in the face of the

most adverse circumstances.

Peretz's  concerns in 1908 with regard to the choice of  national  language

between Yiddish and Hebrew bring into focus another topic of concern.  The

issue of diglossia and of the sacred-secular controversies between Hebrew and

Yiddish are complex.  For Jews, historically the sacred-classical language of

Hebrew reigned  supreme,  both  functionally  and  symbolically,  and  the  other

various vernacular Jewish languages remained secondary.  With the rise of the

Haskalah,  the desire  to  make sacred texts available  to  everyone became a

major  issue of  rabbinic  and  secular  contention.   The  essence of  religious

resistance was the untouchability of the word of God and the need to utilise an

approximate side-by side Yiddish translation, called Yiddish-Taytsh, for the case

13 J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, p. 30.
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of someone illiterate in Hebrew.  A separate Yiddish version of sacred texts was

unthinkable.  Although there were various attempts at translation from Hebrew

to Yiddish,  the moment which saw a Yiddish text  of  the Pentateuch and its

reception  indicates  a shift  in  opinion.14  Czernowitz  had  constituted  an

acknowledgement of the lack of text for an increasingly more literate Yiddish-

speaking public; the recommendation at the Conference had been to translate

sacred texts into Yiddish.  Together with the issue of status planning, or the

origin and validity of Yiddish as a national language, as well as the concern for

corpus planning, or creating a standardised Yiddish, this third area of focus –

Yiddish and its relationship to Hebrew – and the dissatisfaction with previous

translations formed the core of the historical linguistic problematic of Yiddish in

Poland.  These same themes find a continuous recurrence in Literarishe bleter.

Support for such a translation was not necessarily phrased in religious terms,

however.  The issue of translation into Yiddish, part of a natural preoccupation

with the use of language in Literarishe bleter which Mayzel thought to convey to

his readership, was often couched in  a discussion of Yiddishism as a way of

bringing to the fore common use of Yiddish in the Jewish community.15  Yiddish

was spoken by the vast  majority  of  Jews in the world,  it  was argued.  The

Yiddish press was a significant  medium of modernisation and entertainment,

Yiddish theatre and literature were their natural cultural choice and Yiddish was

the language  of  instruction  in  religious and secularist  school  systems alike.

Yiddishism,  according  to  R.  Zeligman,16 was the  first  sign of  a  real  Yiddish

14 op. cit., pp. 39-42.
15 Yiddishism is a Jewish cultural  and linguistic movement which originated in Eastern Europe in the

second half of the nineteenth century and encouraged the development of Yiddish culture and a way of
life via the use of Yiddish.

16 Z. Reyzin, “Leksikon fun der   y  idisher literatur, prese un f  i  lologye  ”, Vilne, 1928, p. 1102.   Philosopher,
and cultural historian, Dr. Refael Zeligman was born into a family of rabbis; influenced by the Haskole,
he left to study in Switzerland, and lived in Berlin, writing in German on Jewish issues.  He returned to
Poland as a Yiddishist in the interwar period, participating in the cultural group Milgroym.
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approach to life and to Yiddish literary creativity.  Its appearance indicated that

all previous means of Jewish expression in other languages including Hebrew

were being superseded.  Shmuel Niger's concern focusses on the question of

whether Yiddishism as a trend as well as an idea, is a  long-lived or fleeting

occurrence  in  Yiddish  language  and  Yiddish  writing.17  In  his  article,  Niger

returns  to  Czernowitz,  referring  to  what  he  perceives  as  a  convincing

declaration in defence of Yiddishism recorded at the 1908 Conference.  He cites

the motion passed there to translate into Yiddish all the important old Jewish

texts  and  notes  that  the  first  text  suggested  was  the  Bible.   Yehoyesh's

translation was to be the outcome, as a further discussion on this point will

explain.

However, Niger is not arguing for language supremacy, only for usefulness.

In this article, he asserts, Yiddishism has demonstrated its usefulness. Besides

its  emphasis  upon  legitimacy,  the  Yiddishist  trend  has  contributed  to  an

enrichment  of  Yiddish  culture  and  way  of  life.   As  a  consequence,  Yiddish

schools have opened where thousands of children are being educated, not only

in language but also in the history of Yiddish.  Therefore, there should be no

battle between Yiddishism and Hebraism.  Neither language was superior; the

question in Niger's mind was that of the adequacy of a given language for daily

use.

Niger's  attention  to  daily  language  usage  is  in  keen  contrast  to  Lehrer's

attributing positive corpus changes to Peretz's literary influence on the spoken

language.  While both writers insist that positive changes have occurred through

the  use  of  Yiddish,  the  locus  of  their  reasoning  is  different,  indicating  the

17 Sh. Niger,  Literarishe bleter,  no. 125, 1926, pp. 627-9.  Shmuel Niger (1883-1955), Important literary
critic whose early writing was in Hebrew and Russian.  His 1908 critical debut canonised Peretz as the
father  of  Yiddish  literary  modernism.   Left  Vilna  in  1919  and  settled  in  the  US.
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Niger_Shmuel, site visited 01.05.10.
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variation in ideological emphasis within the Jewish community.  Lehrer takes the

approach of a literary historian interested in linguistics who believes that literary

change in language filters down using literature as a model to emulate and from

which to learn.  Niger, on the other hand, concentrates on the wider impact of

the Yiddishist movement on the community, to use language as an instrument of

social change.  Literarishe bleter provides an historical record, of this debate as

Mayzel's  predilection  for  not  taking sides allowed him  to  give  voice  to  both

views.

The second instalment of Niger's article provides a panoramic view of places

where Yiddish is not the dominant Jewish language, such as Yemen, Bukhara

etc.18  This non-use of Yiddish also occurs in less distant realms: a large portion

of the intelligentsia only use the co-territorial language of the land in which they

reside.  Niger insists that the landscape envisioned by the Yiddishist movement

was one of expansion and evolution,  not  the eradication of all  other  Jewish

languages.  Supporters of Hebrew have claimed that Yiddish was inadequate

and insufficiently universal, unable to reach the more discerning population and

to satisfy literary taste.  Niger in opposing this notion, changes his focus in his

second instalment to the use of Yiddish on a cultural as well  as educational

level.  His two-part  article,  then, strives to cover the entire range of Yiddish

language usage.  Moreover, in the body of this lengthy article, Niger like Lehrer

also  mentions,  albeit  parenthetically,  the  recommendation  at  Czernowitz  of

making sacred Hebrew texts available in Yiddish as a proof of its rising status

as well as a necessary to reach wider numbers.

Although the  spate  of  articles  on the  subject  at  the  time may suggest a

growing urgency, insistence on the translation of sacred texts is not a new issue

18 Literarishe bleter, no. 126. 1926, pp. 647-8.
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and deserves commentary.  Over a period of four hundred years, attempts had

been made to translate sections of the Bible into Yiddish, but all of them were

merely  simplified  versions  of  textual  understanding  and  functioned  as

Peyrushim (Commentaries),  rather  than comprising translations of  the Bible.

The effort, however, led to the birth of Tsene-rene (Come and See)19 which was

even referred to as Taytsh-Khumesh, a text of  the Bible plus its translation,

although from the beginning it was a completely different Sefer, or sacred book.

Even the full first translation of the Bible into Yiddish by Yakutyiel Blitz and Yosef

Vitzenhoisen (Amsterdam 1686-1679) did not hold great appeal for the Yiddish

reader.  Later translations still function only as aids to understanding; they are

textual  glosses rather  than literal  translations.   There were further  attempts,

especially by the pioneer of the Haskalah in Russia, Menakhem Mendel Lefin-

Satanover,20 to translate the Tanakh into Yiddish following in the footsteps of his

teacher Moses Mendelssohn, who had translated it into German in 1783 with

the aim of weaning German Jews from Yiddish.  The Maskilim interfered with

Lefin-Satanover's  efforts.   He  succeeded  in  translating  only  the  Mishley

(Proverbs) in 1816.

In keeping with the Czernowitz Conference declaration that Jewish cultural

treasures  should  be  translated  from  Hebrew  into  Yiddish,  attempts  were

subsequently  made  by  Sholem Ash,  who  translated  the  Book  of  Ruth,  and

Peretz, who began translating the Megilot (Scrolls).  It took the dedication and

literary talent of Yehoyesh finally to produce a translation of the Tanakh which

19 Tsene-rene  , by Yankev be Yitzhok Ashkenazi of Janov, is taken from Tse'enah u re'enah benot Tsiyon,
(Go forth and Look, Daughters of Zion), a phrase from Song of Songs, 3:11.  A Yiddish adaptation of
Biblical texts, varying from section to section; the weekly Torah portion in Hebrew was cited only in part,
and  Yiddish  commentary  and  explanation,  often  ethical,  followed.  First  known  printing  1622.
www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Tsene-rene, site visited 20.10.12.

20 For more information about him and his work see J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, Part I Yiddish
and Hebrew: Conflict and Symbiosis.
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was universally revered and accepted.21  This is the historical  context  of an

important contribution in  Literarishe bleter.   In the letters section, there is an

interesting letter from Yehoyesh22 responding to a small article in  a previous

issue.23  In this short response to accusations left unstated, Yehoyesh claims

that  he is  not  receiving  royalties  for  his  translation of  the  Tanakh, and has

neither a sponsor nor a publisher.  Mayzel was sufficiently concerned with the

general well-being of authors, not merely their published work, to publish this

exchange  in  the  pages  of Literarishe  bleter.   Without  actually  commenting,

Mayzel conveyed to his readership just how difficult conditions for professional

writers  were,  a  recurring theme  in  other  issues  throughout  the  life  of  the

publication.

Whereas Niger approached the controversy of Yiddish versus Hebrew from a

Yiddishist  point  of  view,  Literarishe bleter expresses it  now in terms of  the

continuing  problem  of  the  translation  of  a  sacred  text.   In  the  literary

environment  of  Literarishe bleter,  modern  secular  Yiddish  literature  was

flourishing,  although,  as  scholars  have  noted,  'Hebraism  and  Zionism  had

become  well  established  as,  in  part,  profound  anti-Yiddish  movements'.24

Hence the translation from Hebrew into Yiddish of a sacred text was bound to

be controversial.  Yehoyesh's long-awaited Yiddish translation of the Khumesh

(Pentateuch), was finally published by 'Tanach' publishing house in NY in 1926.

Zalman Reyzin  announced  this  event  in  Literarishe  Bleter.25  In  this  article

Reyzin lovingly describes the physical aspects of the book: it was printed in two

large volumes with luxurious lettering as a fitting culmination to Yehoyesh's long

21 Z. Reyzin, 'Yehoyesh's khumesh' (Yehoyesh's Pentateuch), Literarishe bleter, no. 137, 1926, pp. 827-8.
(front page).

22 N. Mayzel, 'A briv fun Yehoyesh' (A letter from Yehoyesh), Literarishe bleter, no. 3, 1927, p. 57.
23 'Lo dubim ve'lo yahar' (nothing of the kind, or never happened; nonsense), Literarishe Bleter, no. 101,

9, Appril, 1926, p. 238.
24 J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, p. 53.
25 Z. Reyzin, 'Yehoyesh's khumesh', Literarishe bleter, no. 137, pp. 827-8.
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and arduous effort.  Reyzin emphasises the massive nature of the task and the

sacrifice of his poetic career that Yehoyesh made in order to devote his time to

the Bible.  It is the poetic sensitivity to language, he claims, that has made it

possible to capture the essence of this sacred text.  Yehoyesh has succeeded in

conveying the spirit  of the original  by maintaining a style which, on the one

hand,  brings  with  it  the  archaic  and  strict  manner  of  Biblical  expression  in

Hebrew  and,  on  the  other  hand,  carries  the  colloquial  richness

(folkstimlekhkeyt)  of  Yiddish.26  Reyzin is  at  pains  to  point  out  here  the

successful achievement of a biblical style in Yiddish without sacrificing either

precision  or  poetry:  Yehoyesh  had created  a  linguistic  vehicle  in  Yiddish

capable of  conveying the enormous historical and cultural  inheritance of the

Hebrew text, whilst elevating the Yiddish language to a classical level.  This

achievement is a further case in point for the capacities of precise expression in

every register and on all lexical levels of the Yiddish language.  Reyzin's praise

is testimony to the importance that Literarishe bleter attaches to this translation.

The amount of space allocated to this and to other articles about Yehoyesh

indicate the appreciation that the literary community felt for such a long-awaited

accomplishment.

26 Literarishe bleter,  no. 137, 1926, pp. 827-8.   “Benegeye tsu dem loshn iberzetsung hot  Yehoyesh
geshtrebt tsu shafn a stil, vos zol fun eyn zayt hobn di gantse folkstimlekhkeyt un arkhaishkeyt fun alte
sforim in ivre-taytsh un fun der melamdisher oystaytshung un zol dertsu zayn genoy nisht tsegosn, klor
un pretsiz un derbay oykh ful mit ale alte zaftn nutsndik oyftsuhitn ale yene verter, vos haltn in fargesn
vern.”

133



134

Illustration 11: Yehoyesh's obituary in 1927.



Unfortunately,  Yehoyesh did not  live to  see the publication of subsequent

books  of  the  Tanakh  ,   as  he  passed  away  soon  after.   A  front-page

announcement  of  Yehoyesh's  death  signalled  the  end  of  his  labours  to  the

journal's readership, and a sentimental article written by M. Ravitch began this

special issue, which was dedicated principally to Yehoyesh.  The entire literary

community paid him homage, not  only for his monumental translation of the

Pentateuch but also as a poet and friend.27  Literarishe bleter makes a point

within its eulogy of relating the condition of his health and the reasons for his

death: he died at the age of 56 from a life-long pulmonary condition.  That an

illness derived from conditions of extreme poverty could strike down a man of

such stature evoked sadness, outrage and even shame, and Mayzel explains in

a  further  article  that  one  of  the  reasons  for  Yehoyesh's  early  death  was

undoubtedly  his  poor  financial  situation,  a  secret  known only  to  his  closest

friends.   The  same issue  publishes  a  photostat  copy  of  a  letter  written  by

Yehoyesh to Mayzel in September 1926, indicating the importance that Mayzel

attached to Yehoyesh's linguistic work and poetic efforts.  The handwritten letter

becomes a kind of proof-text.

The  importance of  Yehoyesh's translation in the context  of  the continuing

controversy  on  diglossia  and  the  political  debates  to  come  concerning  the

relative merits of Hebrew  versus Yiddish, cannot be  overstated.  In the same

issue of  Literarishe bleter  (no. 3, 1927),  Reyzin, true to his position, does not

claim that Yehoyesh's Yiddish supersedes the Hebrew; he claims that Yiddish,

in the hands of a poet and scholar,  has demonstrated itself  now capable of

adapting  to  the  exigencies  of  even  the  most  problematic  text.   In  addition,

Yehoyesh  has  enriched  Jewish  culture  by making  available  its  most
27 Melekh Ravitch calls his work thus in his obituary 'a dikhters heylike arbet',  a poet's sacred work.

Special issue dedicated to Yehoyesh after his death, Literarishe bleter, no. 3, 1927.

135



quintessential text to those Jews, women and men alike, whose lack of Hebrew

had kept them from an understanding of it.  This linguistic act has huge cultural

ramifications.   Mayzel  demonstrated  his  awareness  of  its  resonance  in  his

tribute  issue  to  Yehoyesh  upon  the  latter's  death.   In  addition,  his  social

conscience demanded of him the publication of his own private correspondence

as a sad testimony to the discrepancy between the appalling conditions under

which Yehoyesh worked and the enormous weight of his contribution.

While the  theoretical  issues  of  corpus  planning  and  diglossia  found  an

important  place  in  Literarishe  bleter,  questions  which  involved  the  more

mundane  use  of  language  in  daily  life,  or  which  reduced  such  theoretical

considerations to practical cases, were of equal concern.  Problems concerning

standardisation of language were addressed, but there were also very pressing

problems regarding the dissemination of language in the press.  Some of the

obstacles were clearly political, such as the prohibition on publishing in Yiddish
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by  the  Tsar  in  the  first  decade  of  the  twentieth  century.   Other  obstacles

concerned falling readership.  The closing down of newspapers and journals

was  a  matter  of  grave  concern  and  a  constant  occurrence.   Continuous

discussions ensued concerning the possible explanations for these failures.

From Warsaw Bashevis Singer writes an article on the crisis of the Yiddish

press  in  the  provinces.28  Der  Lemberger  Togblat (1904-1926)  has  ceased

publication.  The only Yiddish newspaper printed in Galicia has collapsed.  In

Lvov, there was a competing Jewish Polish language daily newspaper,  Chwila

(The Moment 1919 to 1939), which was also devoted to news, cultural events

and political discussion.  This was supported by the local anti-Yiddishist Zionist

organisation.  It  had been trying for some time to oust the Lemberg Yiddish

newspaper  and  because  of  the  latter's  financial  difficulties,  has  finally

succeeded.   In  his  article,  Bashevis  Singer  is  very  outspoken  in  his  rather

surprising conviction that the closure of the Togblat is only symptomatic of the

extent of assimilation among the Jewish leaders in Galicia.  The assimilation of

the Yiddish intelligentsia into the dominant culture through its use of the co-

territorial language was a phenomenon that had been noted since the Haskalah

in Eastern Europe.  Bashevis Singer discusses it here as an immediate problem

affecting  the  availability  of  news for  the  Yiddish  speaking populace.   In  his

opinion, assimilation had led to a lack of essential financial support which, with

the  ensuing budgetary  problems,  had  forced  the  closure  of  a  long-standing

provincial organ of information and culture.

Singer emphasises that the collapse of Yiddish newspapers in the provinces

is  not  unique to  Lemberg;  there  are  only  a  handful  of  Yiddish  newspapers

elsewhere: two in Lodz, Lublin, Brest-Litovsk, Bialystock, Grodno, and three in
28 I.  B.Singer,  'Der  krizis  fun  der  Yidisher  prese  in  provints'  (The  crisis  of  the  Yiddish  press  in  the

provinces), Literarishe bleter, no. 129, 1926, pp.693-4.
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Vilna.   Interestingly,  Vilna is  considered to  be part  of  the provinces.   In  his

opinion, the provincial Yiddish press performs a important role, and he bemoans

even its partial loss: it provides articles of interest and importance for the local

population as well as serving as a launching pad for rising young writers whose

capacities are not yet sufficiently advanced for the Warsaw press.  Because the

enormous financial constraints in the provinces had forced such an important

termination, Bashevis Singer makes a plea for support.  He suggests that no

punitive  action  be  taken  when  local  papers  reprint  articles  from  foreign

publications  and  that  committees  be organised  to  support  and  alleviate  the

situation, both for the provinces as well as for Warsaw.  The forthcoming ten-

year celebration of the founding of the Writers' and Journalists' Union in Warsaw

should be viewed as an opportunity to undertake the support and development

of the provincial press.

The  significance of  this  article  is  twofold:  there  is  concern  for  the  press

outside of Warsaw both  as the disseminator of  information and a  means of

support for writers.  It does not simply provide information; its aim is to unify the

disparate centres of culture in Poland.  The second significant point is that the

Yiddish Lemberger Togblat was forced to shut down because of the competitive

pressure of a Jewish newspaper in Polish, thus demonstrating that after twenty

years of publication in Yiddish and despite its readership,  a Polish-language

paper supported by Zionists was in greater demand than its Yiddish counterpart.

Anti-Yiddishism manifestly played  some part here, and the complex issue of

diglossia  and  its  political  realisation,  Zionism,  together  with  co-territorial

languages, clearly had an impact on the press.  Although this was part  of  a

wider  context  of  Jewish  life  and  assimilation  in  general,  Literarishe  bleter
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perceives a threat  to Yiddish readership,  and reports  it.   We can infer  from

Bashevis Singer's argument that Yiddish culture about which he writes is, for

him,  a  unified  Yiddish culture,  and  that  press,  language  and  culture  are

coterminous.  The issue of assimilation that he raises, is interesting insofar as

he  notes  that  a  wing  of  the  Jewish  intelligentsia  involved  in  the  economic

support  of  Jewish  culture,  and  not  merely  the  reading  public,  is  no  longer

interested in a Yiddish-language newspaper and thus will  inevitably distance

itself from Jewish traditions.  Even more, it will narrow the choice of the printed

word for a significant section of the Jewish reading public.

In part, the problem was posed as that of co-territorial linguistic competition,

and a variant of the problem was raised by the foreign Jewish press, as we shall

see in a closer look at Soviet Russia and America in later chapters.  Various

articles in Literarishe bleter address the fact that the use of Yiddish world-wide

is  in  decline.   The  threat  of  assimilation  abroad  was  a  constant  topic  of

discussion  in  the  pages  of  the  Literarishe  bleter,  both  for  general  cultural

reasons  and  because  of  the  orthographic  reforms  proposed  as  possible

solutions.   The reforms were  suggested,  in part,  because of  a fear  that  the

readership  had  become  less  familiar  with  the  Hebrew  alphabet  and less

accepting of it, due to the assimilation of second-generation Jews into secular

life  abroad.   Some Yiddish publications began to  add pages in  English  (for

example, Di Tsayt in London and Forverts in New York).  Papers were naturally

desperate to keep their readership, practicing a form of regional editing, and so

a solution was proposed.29  Those proposals found their way into the pages of

Literarishe bleter.  From London, Leo Kenig in his article 'Sentiment and Logic:

a  comment  on  the  Yiddish  alphabet',  responds  to  the  proposal  of  Yiddish
29 L. Kenig, London, 'Sentimentn un logik: a vort tsu der frage vegn yidish alef-beys' (Sentiment and logic:

a comment on the Yiddish alphabet), Literarishe bleter, no. 133, 19 November 1926. pp. 765-6.
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transliteration into the Latin alphabet, by launching a full-scale discussion using

Literarishe bleter as forum.  The solution of transliteration had previously been

raised in the American press and was thus not new.  Dovid Pinsky had not only

proposed it but had even published a newspaper in transliteration.  Kenig points

out the failure of this attempt and the fact that even Zhitlovsky had tried to re-

introduce it, albeit slowly and by degrees.  Ten years later, Kenig states, the

idea does not sound so outlandish, given a growing Yiddish illiteracy.

His discussion centres upon the primary question of whether transliteration

would  remove some essential  Yiddish  characteristic  from the  meaning  of  a

Yiddish text.  The notion of some intrinsic aspect of Yiddish which encapsulates

all  of  Yiddish  culture  was  one which  appeared consistently  in  the pages of

Literarishe bleter under the guise of a global Yiddishist cultural concern.  The

problems of a second generation abroad had rendered the problem crucial and

provoked an extensive discussion in the journal.  Literarishe bleter played an

important  role  in  bringing  these  debates  to  a  wider  audience  through  its

overseas readers.

The second issue is one of modernisation and pedagogy.  Here Kenig writes

more  as  a  linguist  and  a  teacher;  addressing  the  readership  from  this

perspective  places  his  discussion  on  very  familiar  ground.   He  claims  that

Yiddish is tied to Europe in its language roots, although of course he admits a

very strong Hebrew component.   Moreover,  the increasing  modernisation  of

Jewish life has implications for pedagogy: it would simplify and broaden a child's

education if learning took place in one alphabet alone; it would resolve the issue

of  the  growing  lack  of  familiarity  with  the  Hebrew  alphabet  because  of

increasing  secularisation,  thereby  creating  a  greater  access  world-wide  to
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Yiddish literature; finally, transliteration would also put an end to the competition

between Yiddishists and Hebraists.  The usage of language could be divided, so

that Yiddish would be the language of the European Jew (and of those of other

countries except Palestine) with a European alphabet, and Hebrew would be

the language of Palestine, with a Hebrew alphabet.  Therefore, Kenig proposes

a language congress to  discuss this  issue in  depth in order  to  come to an

informed decision.

This article is significant in several respects.  Kenig has introduced the topic

of historical and geographical shifts in language use.  Ten years earlier, Jewish

assimilation was not so significant as a linguistic issue.  The difference of one

generation  had made  an  otherwise  unthinkable  proposition  of  transliteration

more feasible.  Moreover, Kenig's concern with Yiddish illiteracy is one that had

been prominent  in  the American and the Soviet-Russian Yiddish press,  and

would also have been relevant to Polish Jews.  Kenig addresses once again the

problem  of  resolving  the  struggle  for  supremacy  between  Yiddishists  and

Hebraists.   However,  his  perspective has  moved away from concerns  about

diglossia.  Kenig  now focuses on questions of literacy and pedagogy.  Rather

than  nationalist  arguments  his  concern  now  is  the  practical  preservation  of

Yiddish  culture.   He recognises that  there is  a  growing separation between

those who are raised with a traditional education in the schoolrooms of Cheder

and Talmud-toyre, and thus are literate in the Hebrew alphabet, and those who

are educated in a secular environment while retaining their spoken Yiddish.  It is

the latter group, he suggests, who must become the readership of the Yiddish

press of the future.  While his suggestion of the use of a Latin alphabet has a

tinge of nostalgia for the loss of the Hebrew one, the implication is still that even
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in its Europeanised medium, the Yiddish press would nonetheless be equatable

with  Yiddish  culture.   The  nexus  of  its  cultural  transmission  would  still  be

preserved.

An article from Warsaw written four years later reveals a completely different

perception of Yiddish culture and language.30  What appeared internationally

and provincially as a problem of Yiddish survival has no concrete relevance to

the Warsaw experience.  The set of problems in Warsaw which can be traced

historically by the discussion of language are less those of survival and more

those of linguistic standardisation and corruption.  Cultural  institutions are in

place  and  functioning.   What  is  of  interest  for  literary  circles  in  Warsaw

continues to be a further examination of the process of the evolution of Yiddish

and the forces that affect it.  In keeping with  Literarishe Bleter's proclivity for

statistical and linguistic analysis, M. Gelenberg writes a lengthy two-part article

summarising  the  shifts,  improvements  and  negative  aspects  of  linguistic

development in the last decade in Warsaw.  He includes an extensive analysis

of changes in Yiddish and attempts to account for them.  In its breadth and

completeness, the article stands out within the corpus of Literarishe bleter.

Gelenberg introduces the topic  through a claim that  in the decade of  the

1920s, the Yiddish language progressed and evolved beyond all expectations in

its development of schools, theatre, press, academic institutions and scholarly

study.  But when one steps out onto the Jewish streets in Warsaw, the language

is  quite  different:  the  common  person  on  the  street  uses,  in  his  words,  a

'tsekalyetsheter  yidish',  a  'corrupted Yiddish.'   He focuses on the  numerous

commercial  signs,  taken  from  approximately  fifty  Jewish  streets,  which  are

written in this distorted style: words borrowed from German (daytshmerisms)
30 M. Gelenberg, 'Yidish oyf di Varshever gasn: a bintl  batrakhtn un oysfirn' (Yiddish on the streets of

Warsaw: thoughts and conclusions), Literarishe bleter, no, 19, May 9, 1930, p. 346-7.
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and words borrowed from Polish (Polonisms) as well as a mix of words and

letters without any sensible meaning.  Gelenberg contrasts the two conflicting

standards of the written language drawn from the two different registers.   In

order to analyse them, he divides them into categories on the basis that not all

the  'fargrayzungen',  (errors),  are  of  the  same sort.   There  are  a  variety  of

dialectical  differences  pointing  to  the  need  for  standardisation,  which  only

occurred later (Yiddish did not become standardised until the YIVO reforms of

1937).  Gelenberg highlights the infiltration of local pronunciation and dialect

into  orthography.   Fishman  has  eloquently  described  one  process  of

standardisation as an infiltration of linguistic influence from the literary level into

the  spoken  language;  Gelenberg,  along  the  same lines,  also  perceives  the

infiltration of vocabulary from the ever-more populated streets of Warsaw as a

hindrance to the development of a more literate and higher standard.

In  noting  the  plurality  of  sources  and  directions  for  linguistic  change,

Gelenberg displays a keen ear.  He claims that the influence of Lithuanian and

Russian dialects on Polish Yiddish present an even greater problem.  Some

Polish Yiddish speakers attempt to imitate Lithuanian Yiddish in the commonly-

held belief that it has a greater status.  The influence of Yiddish theatre brought

in Ukrainian dialect as well.  But Gelenberg is not opposed to the retention of

dialects  in Yiddish;  his  concern lies with  the growing admixture and lack of

differentiation between them, as well as with the consequent slow eradication of

regional  dialects.31  The  disappearance  of  local  dialects  is  indeed  an

impoverishment,  but  their  infiltration into Polish Yiddish also complicates the

establishment of a single standardised language.

A week later Gelenberg returns to the pages of  Literarishe bleter  with an

31 M. Gelenberg, Literarishe bleter, no. 21, 23 May 1930, p.392-4.
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analysis of foreign vocabulary and grammatical corruption in Yiddish.  He points

an accusatory finger at the Yiddish press, claiming that although the language is

trying to free itself of  daytshmerisms, the press frequently still clings to them.

Here we see an instance of  Bakhtin's  theory on the conservative  nature of

concrete  language,  in  this  case,  language  in  print.   Language continues to

evolve in the street in a dialogic relationship amongst speakers and of course

materialises in print in the daily press, which matches the tone of its readership.

At the same time, the proponents of standardisation continue to try to define a

standard despite the difficulties which come from colloquial usage.  The press,

he asserts, should change its alliances, difficult as that may be, as an aid to

correcting such errors.

Gelenberg  also  objects  to  the  insertion  of  Polonisms into  Yiddish:  words

directly borrowed from the Polish language and particularly used by tradesmen,

where the terminology is a part of the trade.  Either some words did not exist in

Yiddish or it was more 'convenient' to use the Polish term.  We see here an

instance of  the  interaction  between the  Jewish and non-Jewish populations,

dispersing  the  myth  that  somehow the  Jewish  population  lived  in  isolation,

either in large cities or in the shtetlekh (small villages).32

What  Gelenberg  notes  here  is  that  different  social  classes  of  Jews

experience linguistic corruption of Yiddish from different linguistic sources.  It is

evident  from  Gelenberg's  articles  that  a general  preoccupation  with  the

improvement of Yiddish and its attempt at standardisation, or corpus planning,

continued as a significant theme even after the establishment of widespread

educational  and  cultural  institutions.   He  perceives  a  dilemma between the

preservation  and  fixing  of  local  dialects  while  continuing  to  attempt  the
32 See J. D. Klier, 'What exactly Was a Shtetl?', in The Shtetl: Image and Reality, European Humanities

Research Centre, University of Oxford, 2000.
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improvement  of  the general  level  of  linguistic competence:  the intra-speech-

community borrowing which is a logical consequence of Yiddish-speakers living

in societies with other languages and dialects, is perceived by Gelenberg as a

corruption of language.  Given the highly-charged and economically precarious

atmosphere  of  the  1930s  in  Warsaw,  this  process  of  linguistic  contact  and

subsequent borrowing clearly intensified.  Mark Southern (in his article about

Czernowitz and the Yiddish Golden Age),  succinctly quotes Fishman on this

point of language variation: 'Jewish society is never homogenous, and … some

networks within it stand far closer to the gentile world and interact far more with

it than others'.33  Yiddish has always existed within the framework of community-

wide bilingualism or trilingualism.  The issue of Lithuanian influence constitutes

another  specific  category,  that  of  the  continuous  struggle  for  status  and

acceptance through the adaptation of what is perceived as a higher level of

discourse.

Gelenberg's preoccupations in 1930 become displaced by the growing threat

of  National  Socialism in  Germany  in  1933  and  its  impact  on  Jewish  life  in

Europe.  In general  Literarishe bleter responds to contemporary events when

they affect issues of language and literature, or the ancillary considerations of

pedagogy  and  cultural  institutions.   Politics  enter  the  pages  of  this  literary

journal  only  inadvertently,  when  the  issues  are  immediate  and  threaten  the

autonomy of Jewish cultural  institutions.  The example of the Yiddish P.E.N.

Club and growing Nazi pressure is a salient one.  The Yiddish P.E.N. Club's

membership of the World P.E.N. Club association was a source of pride; it was

a  recognition  of  Yiddish  literary  excellence  and  a  confirmation  of  the  equal

33 Mark Southern, 'The road to Czernowitz and the Yiddish Golden Age: A Sociolinguistic Exploration', in
Yiddish,  12/1 (2000) (25th Anniversary Issue on the Yiddish Language), pp.228-254, on p. 229: quoting
J. Fishman, Ed. Readings in the Sociology of Jewish Languages, 1985, Leiden: Brill, p. 14.
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status  of  Jews  in  the  international arena  of  letters.   Interestingly,  the  first

mention of the rising threat of Nazi power in  Literarishe bleter concerns itself

with a particular sort of censorship: the proposed removal of the Yiddish P.E.N.

Club from the World P.E.N. Club association.34

The anonymous writer of the article introduces his subject with a historical

catalogue of iniquities: Nazi terror is intensifying in Germany; the progressive

press is silenced; the free word has been plundered (baroybt); the terrorising of

Jews does not cease; all cultural activities have been liquidated.  Hans Evers,

who represented the German P.E.N. Club, arrogantly addressed all the P.E.N.

Clubs who protested, requesting that they stop their libel against the 'innocent'

German government.  This message was sent out to all P.E.N. Clubs except the

Yiddish P.E.N. Club.  The London P.E.N. Club in turn sent out a response to all

P.E.N. Clubs that, 'We are concerned about the situation in Germany and would

like to hear your opinion about a unified world-wide action.'

The response of the Yiddish P.E.N. Club was as follows:

Before  the  entire  civilised  world  we  protest  against  Hitler's  cruel
regime  which  is  directed  against  intellectuals  and  socialists.   In
addition, we raise our voice against persecution methods historically
used against the Jews.  We naturally join you in any steps to protect
the culture of the 20th century.35

It is not surprising that the first mention of the rise of Nazi power in a journal

such as Literarishe Bleter should occur in a literary context.  However, what is

interesting about the defiant position of the Yiddish P.E.N. Club members is their

perception that a threat against the Yiddish voice and Yiddish culture constitutes

a threat against free speech and world culture in general.  For them, Yiddish

has  taken  its  place  in  the  international arena  in  the  minds  of  its  cultural

34 (Anon.) 'Der hitlerisher teror un di pen-klubn' (The Hitler terror and the P.E.N. Club), Literarishe bleter,
no. 16, 1933, p. 262.

35 (Anonymous) Literarishe bleter, no. 16, 1933, p. 262.
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participants.

Despite the oppressive political climate in Europe, and the destabilisation of

Poland  following  Piłsudski's  death,  in  1935 Literarishe  bleter preferred  to

celebrate the tenth anniversary of the founding of YIVO Vilna rather than to

dwell  upon  the  political  climate.   The  Polish  Jewish  literary  community

expressed its pride in a list of the academic and cultural achievements of one of

the  most  important  international  institutions  in  Jewish  history.   Once  again

Zalman  Reyzin writes  for  Literarishe  bleter, describing the  achievements  of

Yiddish  scholarship.   The  most  notable  fact  in  this  article  is  the  amount  of

information Reyzin communicates, the sheer weight of statistical data.  He lists

statistics for the YIVO library, the archives of manuscripts and documents, the

various  museums  for  theatre,  pedagogy  and  ethnography,  the  commissions

holding collections of folklore and terminology, a bibliographical centre and a

portrait  collection.   Reyzin's  article  introduces  an entire  issue  of  Literarishe

bleter  devoted to  YIVO's achievements  in the previous ten years.   Reyzin's

pride is  clear in the statistics  he quotes and the sheer volume of information

gathered and presented for public scrutiny.  His acknowledgement of YIVO's

status as an internationally acclaimed Jewish scholarly institution is emphasised

at every turn.

However, in the same issue, Mayzel, who we know was immensely proud of

YIVO,  chooses  to  write  an  article  highlighting  the  decline  of  Yiddish  in  the

context of assimilation in Warsaw.36  It is instructive to compare his observations

with  those  of  Gelenberg's  five  years  previously:  Mayzel's  complaints  are

various: he notes with dismay the fact that Yiddish on the streets and popular

culture is still in decline, despite the cultural and scientific institutions like YIVO
36 N. Mayzel, 'Vi halt es mit Yidish in Varshe' (How does it stand with Yiddish in Warsaw), no. 18, 1935,

pp. 280-1 and no. 19, pp. 297-8.
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who effected reform from above.  Moreover, his life's goal, the creation of a

unified Yiddish culture in Poland, remains incomplete.  He has devoted his life

to literacy and reading as a tool against the corruption and decline of language.

This has proven ineffective because the Yiddish printed word is in decline and

under threat.  Mayzel implies that the worsening political situation has left  its

mark on the cultural  institution of the press, not merely altering its language

usage but threatening its actual existence altogether.

Mayzel's  observations  on  the  ensuing  crisis  of  WWII  had  a  prophetic

accuracy; the final years of Literarishe bleter were devoted ever more to pleas

for support, openly voiced disappointment about falling subscriptions and fear

for the future. Up until  the final issue, Maysel attempted to solicit  funds and

subscriptions  at  home  and  abroad.   His  literary  focus,  however,  always

remained in the foreground even in an article as late as 1939.37  Mayzel was no

longer the editor in situ of the Literarishe bleter, having moved to New York in

December  1937.   He  became  a  contributor,  rather  than  an  editor,  but  his

concern  for  the  accuracy and  precision of  Yiddish  language usage has  not

changed, although his cultural focus tends to be that of his American Jewish

experience after his move there.

The  Polish  Yiddish  world  had  greater  freedom  to explore  its  own  wide-

ranging  intellectual  and  social  concerns  because  of  the  overwhelming  and

ubiquitous character of the Yiddish-speaking Jewish population of Poland.  The

sense  of  this concentrated  Jewish  microcosm  governed its  attitude  towards

language: when we examine the articles about the Polish Yiddish intelligentsia,

we can see a certain singularity of theme  as compared to that of the Soviet

Russian or American Yiddish literary community.   Warsaw between the wars
37 N. Mayzel/NY 'Lomir shraybn a gutn yidish' (Let's write in a correct Yiddish), Literarishe bleter, nos. 4-5,

17 and 24 February 1939, pp. 49-50 and p. 70.
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was  interested  in  language:  in  its  standardisation,  its  impurities,  its  dialect-

interference, its competition with co-territorial languages and its struggle with

Hebrew diglossia.  The problematics of language are perceived as internal to

the Yiddish-speaking language group; issues such as governmental jurisdiction

or interference find no place here.  Significantly, Kenig's article on the possibility

of  introducing  transliteration  into  Yiddish  orthography  comes  from  London,

where  there  is  a  distinct  problem in  second-generation  Yiddish  literacy.  His

hopes for a positive response on the part of his Warsaw colleagues meets with

disappointment  through  lack  of  relevancy.   In  addition,  assimilation  has  a

different character in Poland: there is the threat of linguistic corruption but not of

linguistic assimilation, because the Jewish communities in Poland are coherent

enough on the level of family-neighbourhood-community to withstand linguistic

absorption.  The opposition, as we saw from the cessation of the  Lemberger

Togblat,  remained ideological rather than linguistic, in marked distinction from

the Soviet Russian or American Jewish communities, as we shall see.
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Chapter 6  Yiddish in Soviet Russia

6.1  The Reforms of Yiddish

Conditions  in  Soviet  Russia  differed  significantly  from  those  in  Poland

immediately  following the  Russian  revolution of  1917 and WWI.   Up to  this

point, Poland had been part of the Russian Empire.  WWI altered irrevocably

the geography of Eastern Europe through granting independence to Poland,

thereby changing the shape of the future Soviet state.  The Treaty of Versailles,

signed in 1919, included a Minority Treaty which guaranteed rights and civil

protection  to  minorities  in  the  signatory  states,  including  the  newly-created

Soviet  entity.   Moreover  the  Polish  Jewish  delegation  to  Versailles  had

requested  the  right  to  employ  minority  languages  and  to  administer  social

institutions  and  schools  in  those  languages.1  However,  the  Revolutionary

government had taken action even before the Treaty of Versailles, removing the

wartime  ban  (enacted  in  1915)  against  publication  in  Hebrew  letters.2  In

addition, the  tsarist government had already temporarily dissolved restrictions

against settlement outside the Pale in August 1915.3  The combination of these

governmental and diplomatic activities resulted in large cities of Soviet Russia

becoming  centres  of  Jewish  culture  as  Jews  migrated  to  them  from  the

countryside and from small  towns.4  This demographic change and the new

guaranteed freedoms produced a variety of Yiddish communal and pedagogical

1 D. Passow, The Prime of Yiddish, Gefen Publishing House, Jerusalem, 1996, pp. 114-8.
2 S. Etinger, 'The Jews in Russia at the Outbreak of the Revolution', in The Jews in Soviet Russia Since

1917, ed. Lionel Kochan, Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 27.
3 Ibid.
4 .A. Nove and J.A. Newth, 'The Jewish Population: Demographic Trends and Occupational Patterns', in

The Jews in Soviet Russia   Since   1917  , ed. Lionel Kochan, Oxford University Press, 1978, pp. 132-167.
This article discusses the early censuses published after the Revolution, including the two incomplete
ones of 1920 and 1923, and the complete one of 1926.  The problems in the first two are increased by
a confusion in the term 'urban' which included even small  shtetlekh  at that time.  Nevertheless, the
statistics indicate that the Jewish population of Odessa shot up initially and then shrank, and that by
1923 Moscow and Petrograd had become the largest Jewish towns after Kiev and Odessa.  See also
G. Estraikh, In Harness: Yiddish Writers  '   Romance with Communism  , Syracuse University Press, 2005,
pp 37-8.  For the massive Jewish migration prior to the Revolution see B. Harshav, Language in Time
of Revolution, University of California Press, 1993, pp. 47-52.
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institutions, cultural organisations, publishing houses and publications.  Yiddish

as a minority language was entitled to state support.  However, despite 'the

Versailles  Peace  Conference  where...  the  leading  powers  of  the  world

integrated the religious, national, and language minority rights of Jews into the

treaty...',5 the issue of nationhood remained problematic.

The Bolsheviks had issued statements on nationhood prior to the Revolution

of 1917, the most famous of which was Stalin's essay of 1913, 'Marxism and the

National Question'.6  The salient point  of  this article is Stalin's differentiation

between national minority on the one hand, and nation within the concept of

nationality on the other.   It  is  a key distinction both for Yiddish in its Soviet

development and for the fate of the Jews in Soviet Russia, as we shall see.

This essay appeared as part of the battle between the Bolsheviks and other

revolutionary movements.  At that time, in his reference to the Jews, Stalin was

arguing  specifically  against  the  Bund,  which  wanted  exclusive  rights  in

organising Jewish workers.  Subsequently, when the Bolsheviks came to power,

the ideology of Stalin's essay shaped government policy and was interpreted

and enforced differently in later periods.  Several of the topics addressed in this

essay had a significant effect upon the Jewish minority in Soviet Russia, and

their impact on the various cultural, educational and national institutions were

seen in the pages of Literarishe bleter.

A nation  is  a  historically  constituted,  stable  community  of  people,
formed on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life,
and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture.

In  this  statement  Stalin  conveys  the  prerequisites  of  what  constitutes  a

nation.  He asserts here that in order to be considered a nation, three conditions

5 D. Passow, The Prime of Yiddish, p. 114.
6 See  http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1913/03.htm for  the  full  text  of  the

document.
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need  to  be  fulfilled:  a  nation  is  defined  as  a  'stable  community',  that  is,  a

geographical  territory,  a  common  (recognised)  language,  and  a  common

culture.

It is possible to conceive of people possessing a common 'national
character' who, nevertheless, cannot be said to constitute a single
nation if they are economically disunited, inhabit different territories,
speak different languages, and so forth. Such, for instance, are the
Russian,  Galician,  American,  Georgian  and  Caucasian  Highland
Jews, who, in our opinion, do not constitute a single nation.

He further clarifies that if a people have a 'national character', without fulfilling

the other conditions, they cannot be considered a single nation, hence implying

that they have no guaranteed national rights.  In addition, he states:

From what has been said it will be clear that the national struggle
under the conditions of rising capitalism is a struggle of the bourgeois
classes among themselves.  Sometimes the bourgeoisie succeeds in
drawing  the  proletariat  into  the  national  movement,  and  then  the
national struggle externally assumes a 'nation-wide' character.  But
this is so only externally.   In its essence it  is  always a bourgeois
struggle,  one  that  is  to  the  advantage  and  profit  mainly  of  the
bourgeoisie.

By asserting that Capitalism is at the heart of the struggle against Socialism,

the  implication  is  that  the  bourgeoisie  must  be  viewed  as  a  threat  to  the

proposed revolution.  Because Stalin considered the protection of the proletariat

against  the  bourgeoisie  a  socialist  obligation,  he  encouraged all  national

minorities to take up this struggle by granting them cultural if not national rights.

He  employed  a  policy  of  support  for  the  entire  proletariat,  including  those

belonging  to  national  minorities,  and  of  their  unification  against  a  common

enemy, as seen in this essay:

Restriction of freedom of movement, disfranchisement, repression of
language, closing of schools, and other forms of persecution affect
the workers no less, if not more, than the bourgeoisie. Such a state
of  affairs  can  only  serve  to  retard  the  free  development  of  the
intellectual forces of the proletariat  of subject nations. One cannot
speak seriously of a full development of the intellectual faculties of
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the  Tatar  or  Jewish  worker  if  he  is  not  allowed to  use his  native
language at  meetings and lectures,  and if  his  schools  are closed
down.

This is a most encouraging statement within the body of Stalin's essay.  The

clear implication here is that minorities must retain, and even be encouraged to

uphold, their national character comprised of language, culture and educational

institutions,  in  this  way creating a content  and developed proletariat  worker.

This ideological position also presages the cultural  freedoms enjoyed by the

Yiddish press and educational institutions during the early to mid-twenties in

Soviet  Russia  and  goes  to  explain  the  hope  engendered,  with  subsequent

migration from Europe and America.

The fate of a national movement, which is essentially a bourgeois
movement, is naturally bound up with the fate of the bourgeoisie. The
final disappearance of a national movement is possible only with the
downfall of the bourgeoisie. Only under the reign of socialism can
peace be fully established.

This last statement introduces the issue of national movements as a part of

the broader discussion of national minorities.  By acknowledging that national

minorities  cultivate  such  movements  in  their  quest for  autonomy  and  a

guarantee of their civil rights, and by identifying such movements as profitable

only  to  the  bourgeoisie,  he  is  calling  for  their  eventual  demise  when  the

revolution is finally successful.  Stalin's definition of nation implies the potential

to become an independent state with the right of self-determination, whereas

national minorities have no such autonomous potential.  He states clearly that

nationalism on the part of national minorities is an intermediate bourgeois step

which will  lead to eventual integration and assimilation into the revolutionary

state.  However the revolutionary state is obliged to assist national minorities in

the transitional period.  Minority language, education and culture, in this case in
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Yiddish, is a necessary aspect and instrument of socialist integration.  As we

shall  see,  the  inclusion  of  the  concept  of  territorial  integrity  later  became  a

justification for the establishment of the Jewish Autonomous Region, with the

town of Birobidzhan as its administrative centre.  Such a project was eagerly

supported  by  the  new  Jewish  Soviet  revolutionaries  and  as  well  as  by

enthusiastic communists abroad.

In January 1918, shortly after the Bolshevik seizure of power, a Commissariat

for Jewish National Affairs was established as a special section of the Peoples'

Commissariat for Nationality Affairs.  Whereas the second body was to function

as the instigator of all  Soviet legislation on the national question, the special

Section dealing with Jewish national affairs was assigned responsibility for the

problems of the Jewish masses.  It carried out the abolished autonomy of the

existing Jewish institutions and transferred their funds and property to itself.  A

decree of 5  August  1919 formalised the dissolution.7  In  the same year the

Communist  Party  created  the  Jewish  Section  (Yevsektsiya)  to  conduct

propaganda  in  Yiddish  and  to  carry  out  party  policy  amongst  the  Jewish

workers.8  As part of the resettlement and productivity campaign to create the

'New  Jew',  the  Committee  for  the  Rural  Placement  of  Jewish  Labourers,

(KOMZET) was established (1921) to deal with land acquisition.  A few years

later its non-government twin the Association for the Rural Placement of Jewish

Labourers (OZET)  (1926)  was established to  deal  with  re-settlement.   They

were  often  staffed  by  Yevsektsiya  workers.   It  is  clear  that  Yiddish  cultural

activity,  although sponsored by the government,  was under  its  strict  control,

albeit with contributions from enthusiastic Yiddish-speaking Soviet functionaries.

7 W. Korey, “The Legal Position of Soviet Jewry: A Historical Enquiry”, in  The Jews in Soviet Russia
Since 1917, Ed. L. Kochan, Oxford University Press, 1978, pp. 78-9.

8 Ibid. pp. 77-105.
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Their enthusiasm was relatively short-lived and by the end of the 1920s, Stalin's

autocracy became painfully clear.  It is only through understanding this complex

situation  that  the  problematic  development  of  Soviet  Yiddish  culture  can be

understood.

As part of the policies of the 1920s the new Soviet state collaborated with the

American  Jewish  Joint  Distribution  Committee  (or  Joint) – a  philanthropic

organisation  created  in  1914,  primarily  to  aid  Jewish  refugees  in  Eastern

Europe – to  form  the  Agro-Joint,  the  Joint's  colonisation  agency  in  Soviet

Russia.  The partnership of the Agro-Joint with the Soviet authorities sponsored

the Jewish Agricultural colonies that were established in Crimea and southern

Ukraine in 1924 and thrived until the Holocaust.  The colonies were established

with a double goal in mind: to relocate impoverished Jews from the Pale of

Settlement to farmlands in the south, solving in part “the Jewish problem”; and

to reconstruct those lands which had been devastated by WWI and the Civil

War.  The partnership with the Joint allowed the new Soviet government access

to  desperately-needed  funds  for  reconstruction  from  the  United  States.

KOMZET  and  OZET  were  integrally  involved  in  this  project,  but  unlike

Birobidzhan,  it  was not proposed as a separate territorial  solution for Soviet

Jews.9

As  indicated  above,  when  the  Soviet  regime  consolidated  its  power,  the

general attitude towards minority languages changed, and the late  1920s and

1930s saw the official adoption of the Stalinist slogan 'national in form, socialist

in content'.  Its concrete realisation was complex.  On the one hand, it resulted

in the  fiat that,  for  example,  Yiddish-language newspapers were to  use the

9 J. L. Dekel-Chen,  Farming the Red Land: Jewish Agricultural Colonization and Local Soviet Power,
1924-1941, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2005.  See also, D. Shneer, Yiddish and the Creation of
Soviet Jewish Culture, 1918-1930.
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Yiddish  language  to  convey  socialist  policies  rather  than  topics  of  Jewish

cultural  content and interest.   In addition, as the  1920s progressed,  Hebrew

literature, press and education were banned, as part of the project eventually to

diminish  and  systematically  prohibit  religion  as  well  as  national  identity.

Distinctively Jewish literature and cultural activity carried out in Russian were

also banned in order to isolate Jewish culture from the Russian-speaking Soviet

masses,  but  were  sponsored  in  Yiddish  with  state  support  as  a  means  of

encouraging Jewish participation in and enthusiasm for the revolution.  On the

other  hand,  all  restrictions  were  removed  on  Jewish  participation  in  Soviet

higher education and government service, both carried out in Russian.  David

Fishman  claims  that  acceptance  of  Jews  into  Soviet  higher  education  and

government  service was a conscious policy of  Jewish  linguistic  and cultural

Russification.  He cites figures indicating that whereas 70.4% of the Jews in

Soviet Russia declared Yiddish as their mother tongue in 1926, by 1939 this

figure had dropped to 39.7%.  One cannot see these figures as totally precise

and accurate, as he agrees, but nevertheless they indicate a general drop of

Yiddish as a mother tongue.10

This  situation  contrasts  with  Polish  social  and  political  conditions  which

favoured to a greater degree the unchanged preservation of Yiddish and the

relatively slower linguistic acculturation to Polish.  The Polish government which

limited the possibilities of Jewish people taking part in Polish higher education,

plus  a  concentrated  urban  population  which  held  Yiddish  culture  in  its  own

hands as a product of private commercial activity led to a flourishing, proud,

self-contained cultural production in Yiddish.  A publication like Literarishe bleter

was allowed a level of free discourse which  could not have existed in Soviet
10 D. Fishman,  The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, pp. 84-5.   See also G. Estraikh,  Soviet Yiddish:

Language Planning and Linguistic Development, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1999.

156



Russia after the 1920s.  In this respect, it is important to remember that Mayzel

had established the Literarishe bleter after his time in the Kultur-lige in Kiev; he

had had first hand experience with recent Soviet government restrictions when

he left Kiev and came to Warsaw in 1921.11

Although Mayzel lived in Warsaw, the new Soviet Russian Yiddish cultural life

was of  particular  interest  to  him as well  as many other  Jewish people who

followed  its  progress  from  abroad.   The  promise  of  a  new  way  of  life

encouraged hope for national and cultural freedom, and many Jews were eager

for further information.  With this curiosity in mind, I. J. Singer travelled to Soviet

Russia as a correspondent for Abraham Cahan's New York paper  Forverts in

1926.  At the same time, he also noted his observations for Literarishe bleter, in

two articles entitled  'A vikhtige frage', providing first-hand  impressions of the

current situation of Soviet Yiddish language and literature.12  He explored the

important issues of orthography, education and Jewish cultural life  as well as

the importance of orthographic reform.  Gennady Estraikh writes in this regard:

'Orthographic reform of Yiddish was the first language-planning project carried

out by the Soviet Jewish authorities'.13  The idea that the etymological spelling

of Hebrew was a stumbling block for Yiddish literacy was especially popular

amongst the pedagogical community in Russia,  in part  because this opinion

accommodated an opposition to religion.  The issue ultimately became one of

literal  phoneticisation,  the accommodation of spelling to  literal  pronunciation,

11 See Hillel (Gregory) Kazovsky, The Artists of the   Kultur-  l  ige  ,   Gesharim, Jerusalem, 2003. pp.16-26.The
Kultur-lige in Kiev was formed in January 1918 with the objective of promoting Yiddish culture and it
was  almost  the  only  exclusive  source  of  all  Yiddish  cultural  autonomous  ventures.   With  the
establishment of Soviet rule, and after a decree in December 1920, its administrative bodies were
gradually communised and its central committee liquidated. Its final remnant, the publishing house,
was shut down in 1930.

12 I. J. Singer, 'An Important Question', Literarishe bleter, no. 103, 1926, pp. 260-1.  I. J. Singer Vegn der
literatur  un  kultur-lebn in  Ratn-farband'  (About  literature  and culture in  Soviet  Russia),  Literarishe
bleter, no. 1, 1927, pp. 4-5.

13 .G. Estraikh,  Soviet  Yiddish,  p.  117.   For details  on the reform see the chapter on Soviet  Yiddish
orthography.
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and the abolition of word-final allographs for certain consonants: (f, kh, m, n and

ts).  These reforms were finalised in 1928 but were already under discussion

during Singer's visit to Soviet Russia in 1926.14

Singer's  first  article  on  this  subject  explores  orthography  in  Yiddish.   He

observes  that  although  there  were  100,000  children  in  Yiddish  schools,  he

personally witnessed the inability  of  some of them  to read Yiddish words of

Hebrew derivation, (loshn-kodesh words); such words were spelled in Hebrew

without the vowels, as is the normal practice in Yiddish.  He further observes

that Polish and other non-Soviet Jews, especially those with a traditional Jewish

education,  are  more  comfortable  when  confronted  with  this situation.   He

therefore concludes that Soviet-Russian orthography is beginning to create a

split within the Yiddish language; it is Singer's opinion that within a short time

anything  printed  in  'Bolshevik'  Yiddish  would  have  to  be  transcribed  into

standard  Yiddish,  and  the  reverse  would  have  to  occur  for  classic  texts

transcribed for Soviet readers.  To scholars today, it is clear upon analysis why a

language reform that focused upon  loshn-koydesh words in Yiddish would be

favoured by Soviet authorities and then enacted by Yevsektsiya.  In effect, it

would accomplish two goals: the language reform would effectively remove the

religious marker from the Yiddish texts and it  would create a standard, non-

dialect  spelling  convention,  simplifying  pedagogical  processes.  Singer,  too,

addresses his argument toward the issue of orthographic change rather than

the later  issue of  the direct  borrowing of lexical items from Russian.   He  is

concerned about the diminishing of the Hebrew linguistic and cultural heritage

and  hence  a  subsequent  impoverishment  of  Yiddish.   Moreover,  a  curious

trilingual Jewish situation is beginning to occur, as Soviet Yiddish would now

14 Ibid. pp. 124-131.
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become virtually a third language for Jews: Hebrew, Yiddish and Soviet Yiddish,

a language effectively cut off from its roots and literary traditions.

In  the  next  article,  Singer  is  nominally  interviewed  by  his  brother  Isaac

Bashevis on further impressions of his trip to Soviet Russia.15  Here, the issue of

Russification of the Yiddish language comes to light.  According to Gennady

Estraikh the debates about neologisms, Russified Yiddish terms, Russianisms,

and competition from Russian had become heated as early as the mid 1920s.

Jewish language planners were deeply uncertain about Soviet policy and the

discourse went on into the 1930s.16  Singer briefly calls attention to the new

Soviet  realism  in  the  fine  arts  and  literature  but  indicates  that  the  Yiddish

readership in general prefers Mendele, Sholem Aleykhem, Peretz and the like.

The younger  generation  is  educated in  pedagogical  institutions  of  all  levels

where  linguistic  reforms  are  introduced;  older  workers  in  factories  have  a

tendency to converse in Yiddish; and dedicated Jewish communists converse in

Russian.  It is this complex linguistic situation which is of concern to Singer.  He

is prescient about the outcome: he writes that there is more respect for Russian

than for Yiddish and that Jews are beginning to converse in Russian amongst

themselves even when their Yiddish is excellent.  He predicts a difficult future

for  Soviet  Yiddish  writers  and  their  complex  relationship  to  the  West.   He

recounts an anecdote concerning the publication of several poems by Soviet

poets in Literarishe bleter, after which the poets were then compelled to write a

letter  protesting  their  unauthorised  publication  outside  of  Soviet  Russia.

Privately,  however,  they  expressed  their  pleasure  at  Mayzel's  decision  to

publish the poems.

15 I. J. Singer 'Vegn der literatur un kultur-lebn in Ratn-farband', Literarishe bleter, no. 1, 1927, pp. 4-5.
16 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, pp. 45-61.  The entire chapter on Yiddish proletarian language covers the

details of the debate.
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Singer's articles today are significant  as historical  documents which occur

within  the corpus of  Literarishe bleter.  On the one hand,  his  concerns are

linguistic,  dealing  with  the  disfigurement  of  the  language  in  orthography,

neologisms and the stripping away of the Hebrew element.  On the other, he is

concerned about  assimilation,  particularly,  with  the potential  displacement  of

Yiddish by Russian.  The centrality of  Literarishe bleter in the cultural Yiddish

scene, coupled with the fact that  more than a few of the Soviet Yiddish poets

had been well-known to the Yiddish readership prior to the revolution, placed it

in a key position to register such complex and contradictory historical changes.

Moreover,  Mayzel's  continuing  interest  in  language  issues  encouraged  his

promotion of Yiddish writers and the documentation of shifts in Yiddish language

usage.

The incident of the publication of several Soviet Yiddish poets in Literarishe

bleter referred to in Singer's article,  is extremely significant.  It  indicates the

growing social control  via language exercised by the Soviet state through the

instrumentality of Yevsektsiya.  Subsequently, Soviet Yiddish and Soviet Yiddish

writers would become increasingly isolated from the rest of the Yiddish world.

Singer does not indicate this concern in so many words, and Literarishe bleter,

in  publishing  the  article,  must  have  understood  that  there  could  be

repercussions from the Soviet government.  However, the incident becomes an

early register of ominous events to come.  In his travel book Nay Rusland (The

New Russia), published a year later in Vilna under Kletzkin, Singer makes a

point  of  asserting  that  the  new Moscow is  not  without  hazards,  not  merely

because  of  prostitutes  and  poverty,  but  also  from  government  agents  and

informers.  His report contrasts sharply with that of David Bergelson's glowing
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travel articles published in the highly political Communist newspaper, Frayhayt

in  New  York.17  Literarishe  bleter's publishing  stance  here  becomes  quite

complex.   On  the  one  hand,  Mayzel's  pro-communist  tendencies  were  well

known.  Nevertheless, his policy of intellectual openness with regard to political

opinions in Literarishe bleter allowed him to publish an article by Singer even if

it might be construed as negative criticism.18  On the other hand, Bergelson's

articles  after  1926  were  no  longer  published  in  the  New  York  Yiddish

newspaper,  Forverts,  an  association  that  had  begun  in  1921.19  Now  he

published in clearly pro-Soviet organs such as  Frayhayt  and later Der  emes.

Literarishe bleter in its avoidance of a purely political polemic, did not publish a

reaction  to  Bergelson's  turn  to  communism,  to  his  decision to  publish  in

communist organs, or to his travel articles.

However there was a poet whose emigration to Soviet Russia did elicit an

unusually  open  political  response  from  Mayzel.   Peretz  Markish  made  the

decision to return to Russia in 1926 after five years in Warsaw.   Literarishe

bleter published an interview with him in which Markish explains to I. B. Singer

the reasons for his return: 'Di itstike epokhe iz poshet greser fun der kunst' (The

present  epoch  is  simply  greater  than  art).20  Markish's  commitment  to  the

17 G. Estraikh, 'The Old and the New Together: David Bergelson's and Israel Joshua Singer's Portraits of
Moscow Circa 1926-27', Prooftexts 26.1 and 2 (2006): pp. 53-78.

18 See more on this subject in  N. Mayzel's,  Geven amol a lebn, Chapter 17 'Ver eygntlekh iz geven
undzer leyener?' (Who exactly was our readership?) pp. 217-226, as well as in this thesis (Chapter 4:
The  Establishment  of  Literarishe  bleter,  section  4.2  'What  the  Readers  Think')  where  Mayzel's
published results of two polls of his readership in 1925 and in 1928-1929, are discussed at length and
in which he queries the readers' attitudes toward political intellectual openness as a publishing policy in
Literarishe bleter.

19 D. Clifford, 'Dovid Bergelson's Bam Dnieper: A Passport to Moscow', in Politics of Yiddish: Studies in
Language, Literature and Society, ed. D. B. Kerler, Altamira Press, Walnut Creek, 1998, pp. 158-9.
Clifford points out that Bergelson's famous 1926 article “Dray literarishe tsentren”, which he published
in his own publication  In shpan, that same year, is very pro-Soviet in tone and claims that the only
country  adequate  for  development  of  Yiddish  literature  is  Soviet  Russia,  dismissing  America  and
Poland  on  the  grounds  of  their  desire  to  assimilate  into  co-territorial  cultures.   In  particular  he
castigates American Yiddish writers for their poor use of Yiddish, claiming Yiddish will last only until
American Jews learn English.

20 I. B. Singer,  'A shmues mit perets markish far zayn opforn keyn ratn-farband'  (A conversation with
Peretz Markish before his departure for Soviet Russia),  Literarishe bleter, no. 117, 30 July 1926, pp.
493-4
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Revolution,  he  explains,  does  not  involve  a  compromise;  the  new  Yiddish

literature has yet to be written, in keeping with the realisation of a new Jewish

life  in  Soviet  Russia.   Bashevis  Singer  notes  that,  in  Markish,  there  is  no

distinction between life and art, and that therefore Markish's assertion that he

must return to participate in the building of the new Russia also indicates his

commitment to art as action, as an artistic statement.  For Markish, art is not an

interior meditation (as he notes to Singer) but rather an engagement with life.

Poetry is a consequence of and a further stimulus to that engagement.   His

compulsion to return to Soviet Russia is a result of what might be termed his

ideological aesthetics.

This article is followed by an editorial comment by N. Mayzel.21  As one would

expect, Mayzel praises Markish's contribution to the new Yiddish writing and to

literary  culture.   What  is  unusual  here  is  Mayzel's  outspokenness,  his  full

approval of what he terms Markish's 'mission'.  'Tell the story of our life and

creativity,  of  our  work and our  strivings,  draw together the hearts of  Yiddish

poets and cultural  activists now distant  from each other.   Have a good trip,

Peretz Markish,  and come back to us'.   Mayzel  thus gives his  own political

opinion through voicing his approval  of Markish's self-assigned task.  As we

have  seen,  because  Literarishe  bleter avoided  political  polemic,  Mayzel

refrained from reflecting his personal opinions in editorial policy.  However, here

we have a rare glimpse of Mayzel the Communist and his enthusiasm for Soviet

ideals and the new Jewish Russia.

Despite the topicality of Yiddish poetry and Yiddish poets in Soviet Russia,

the problem of Soviet orthographic change aroused greater concern and debate

amongst Literarishe bleter's contributors and readership at this time.  This focus

21 N. Mayzel, 'For gezunt, perets markish' (Have a good trip, Peretz Markish), op. cit., pp. 494-5.
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is consistent with the neutrality fostered by Literarishe bleter and based on the

preferences of  its  readership  which  we  have  discussed.   Reader  opinions

varied.  Some contributors upheld a nostalgic nationalist viewpoint on traditional

Hebrew spelling; others concerned themselves more with Socialist pedagogy,

the facilitation of a greater readership and the creation of a secular language

base.

Alter  Katsizne  questions  whether  Yiddish  orthography,  in  fact,  needs

changing.22  According to him, the reader anticipates, expects and understands

the practice of spelling Hebrew words, and any change in orthography should

be considered with caution.  However, he states that Soviet Russian Yiddish

orthography consists of a double criterion for spelling, optical and phonetic: and

the  application  of  both  criteria  together  'Yiddishises'  the  word.   This,  in  his

opinion is a positive development providing the language with the possibility of

'Yiddishising'  terminology  from any  language.   In  response  to  I.  J.  Singer's

concern about a possible separation of Yiddish into two visual languages as a

result of the different orthographies, Katsizne replies that glossaries in books

could be provided if publishers want to trade with Soviet Russia.  The larger

threat  consists  of  a  potentially  more  encompassing  separation  of  language

which will ultimately compel non-Soviet, traditional Yiddish to be compromised

as a result.  Here Katsizne voices a greater concern based on the implications

of orthographic change: it is not so much that Yiddish will be divided into two

separate orthographies, as that it would be irrevocably altered in its entirety.  At

this  stage,  the  emphasis  has  shifted  from  changes  within  Soviet  Russian

Yiddish to the consequences of that change.  The fear expressed here is that

orthographic  change  might  pose  a  threat  on  an  international  level  to  the
22 A. Katsizne, 'Tsi darf men endern di yidishe ortografye?' (Should Yiddish orthography be changed),

Literarishe bleter, no. 105, 1926, p. 302.
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substance of the language, depriving it of its traditional character in order to

accommodate the Soviet variant.

Literarishe  bleter  continues  the  debate  on  the  deformation  of  language,

occupying itself with the issue of Yevsektsiya's tightening control.  In October

1927, Shmuel Niger alerts the readership to a resolution passed in April of that

year by its Central Bureau, to cleanse Yiddish belletristic literature of its 'petit

bourgeois ideologies'.23  He cites the resolution, (from an article in the Moscow

daily Emes (1918-1938), edited by M. Litvakov)24 which itself is written in what

he terms “Russified Yiddish resolution-speech”:

to ensure that belletristic literature carries out Party politics in order to
influence party and proletariat writer elements, aiding the collective
labour  with  comrade  writers  close  to  the  party  and  the  Soviet
government,  and  eradicating  the  effects  of  the  nationalist
intelligentsia  and  petit  bourgeois  writers,  especially  those  from
'abroad'.25

The process had already begun.  Even the non-communist Yiddish writers

slowly began to  adopt  the subjects and the style  prescribed by the  Central

Bureau.  No one could openly oppose M. Litvakov.  Some writers  conformed,

others less so, but all were accountable.  Niger notes that there was what he

terms  a  'duality'  (a  toplkeyt)  in  the  new  writing:  whereas  the  style  was

thoroughly Soviet, the content was often individualistic.  Interestingly, the fact

that the content often remained personal indicates a quiet rebellion on the part

of the writers, in opposition to Stalin's policy of 'Yiddish in style and Soviet in

23 Sh. Niger/N.Y., 'Di shtile meride in der Sovietish-Yidisher literatur' (The quiet revolt in the Soviet-Yiddish
literature), Literarishe bleter, 14 October 1927, no.41-42, pp. 799-801.

24 Moshe Litvakov was the editor in chief of the Moscow daily Der Emes.  See G. Estraikh's discussion of
his  role  in Soviet  Yiddish,  especially  the  chapter  on  Yiddish  proletarian  language.   See also  Ch.
Shmeruk 'Yiddish Literature in the USSR', in The Jews in Soviet Russia Since 1917, pp. 242-280.

25 Sh. Niger/N.Y., 'Di shtile meride in der Sovietish-Yidisher literatur' (The quiet revolt in the Soviet-Yiddish
literature), Literarishe bleter, 14 October 1927, no.41-42, p. 799.  'Farzikhern dos durkhfirn di politik fun
der partey in der kintslerisher literatur, oyfvirkndik oyf di parteyishe un proletarishe shrayber-elementn,
helfndik  zey  tsunoyfarbetn  zikh  mit  di  shrayber-mitgeyer  velkhe  zenen  noyent  der  partey  un  der
ratnmakht, un bazaytikndik di virkung mitsad der natsionalistisher inteligents un di kleynbirgerlekhe
shrayber, bezonders “di oyslendishe” (tsitirt loytn Emes fun 11tn juni 1927).  Der Emes had been under
the control of Yevsektsiya from 1921.
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content'.

Soviet Yiddish writing, however, was read eagerly throughout the world, and

despite the charges, criticism and name-calling, dialogue of a sort continued,

desired by both sides.  In 1928, the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences in Kiev

established a Yiddish chair,  and according to Rachel Erlich, invitations to the

ceremony were sent out to the 'class enemy' YIVO in Vilna and to  Literarishe

bleter in  Warsaw.   Because  of  hostile  relations  with  Soviet  Russia,  the

invitations  could  not  be  accepted.26  However,  both  of  them sent  letters  of

congratulation to the Academy, published in  Literarishe bleter.27  In addition,

when the first graduation of the Yiddish Division of the Second State Institute in

Moscow was celebrated the same year, Peretz Hirshbeyn came from New York

to  attend  the  ceremony,  pleading  with  Yiddish  cultural  figures  not  to  cut

themselves off from YIVO:

I have seen how the springs of folk-creativity run from all Polish cities
and  towns to  YIVO in  Vilna,  and from there  to  you,  to  Minsk,  to
Odessa, to Moscow, and to all your scientific institutions.28

By  the  end  of  1928,  the  threats  which  had  been  looming  against  the

autonomy of Yiddish writers and use of Yiddish literary language came to a

head, with disastrous consequences for Soviet Yiddish literature, Yiddish itself,

and relationships between Soviet and non-Soviet Yiddish writers.  Significantly,

the central cause was Soviet literary writing which appeared in Literarishe bleter

and which led to the 'Great Break' in 1929, as it came to be called in Soviet

news-speak.29  Shmuel Gordon, then a student in the Yiddish Department at the
26  R. Erlich, 'Politics and Linguistics in the Standardization of Soviet Yiddish', pp. 707-8, in J. Fishman,

Never Say Die.
27 Literarishe bleter, no. 8, 24 April 1928, p. 158.
28 Literarishe bleter, no. 8, 24 April 1928, p. 159.
29 Gennady Estraikh has devoted much research to this incident.  His exhaustive article 'Shmuel Gordon:

A Yiddish Writer in “the Ocean of Russian Literature”' appeared in The Yiddish Presence in European
Literature: Inspiration and Interaction, ed. Joseph Sherman and Ritchie Robertson, Modern Humanities
Research  Association  and  Maney  Publishing,  UK,  2005,  pp.  134-151.   See  also  Estraikh's In
Harness:Yiddish  Writers'  Romance  with  Communism and  The  Sthtetl:  Image  and  Reality,  ed.  G.
Estraikh and M. Krutikov, European Humanities Research Centre, University of Oxford, 2000.
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Second Moscow State University and an aspiring poet, sent his first writings to

Literarishe bleter.30  Naively, he must not have anticipated a problem since the

Warsaw publication  did  not  have  an  anti-Soviet  reputation  and  Mayzel  was

known  for  his  leftist  views.   Gordon  was  reprimanded  by  the  Communist

authorities, and he sent a repentant letter to  Der Emes published on 5 March

1929.  As mentioned above, several Soviet writers had been castigated before

for publishing in Literarishe bleter.   In addition there was another recent case,

that  of  Peretz Markish's  public  apology in the pages of  the Kharkov journal

Prolit,  issue  3,  1928,  for  publishing  a  poem  in  Literarishe  bleter.31

Parenthetically, such an apology serves as a sadly ironic footnote to Mayzel's

enthusiastic farewell to Markish in Literarishe bleter two years previously.  In the

case of Gordon, Mayzel responded with an article published in Literarishe bleter

(15 March 1929) entitled 'To What Extent  the Yiddish Soviet  Writer  Can be

Humiliated!' ('Vi vayt der yidisher sovyetisher shrayber iz derniderikt!').  In this

article Mayzel revealed that he had received several letters from Gordon who

simply  could  not  understand  why  he  was  not  allowed  by  the  Communist

authorities to contribute to Literarishe bleter.32  And Mayzel returned to the affair

once more in the pages of  Literarishe bleter,  (19 April  1929)33 ridiculing  Der

Emes, for its exaggerated attention to the issue and reminding Litvakov of his

own ideological past (the two men had known each other in the Kiev Kultur-lige

and Litvakov had not always been a Communist).  The article is both acerbic

and sad: Mayzel creates an imaginary scene, putting in the mouth of the young

Gordon his final defence of an innocent mistake.  He implicates Litvakov in the

30 Shmuel Gordon, 'Lider', in Literarishe bleter, December 1928.
31 G. Estraikh, “Shmuel Gordon: A Yiddish Writer in 'the Ocean of Russian Literature”, in  The Yiddish

Presence in European Literature, p. 134.
32 op. cit. p.135. 
33 N. Mayzel, 'Dos letste nisht-gezogte vort funem bashuldiktn shmuel gordon' (The final -unspoken- word

from the accused Shmuel Gordon), Literarishe bleter, no. 16, 19 April 1929, pp. 319-20.
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older man's youthful political errors  of affiliation, asking why he too, a young

aspiring Soviet poet, should not be excused for his youthful foibles.  The literary

convention of the fictive defence by Shmuel Gordon quickly fades and what

remains is Mayzel's catalogue of Litvakov's past political affiliations.  Litvakov

had been a Zionist  and a Territorialist  in Kiev and the two men had worked

together as close colleagues; Mayzel is quick to remind his readership of these

facts, exposing his own past at the same time.  As Mikhail Krutikov asserts, 34

Litvakov  was  an opportunist  who  changed  his  position  according  to  the

ideological winds.  Mayzel, clearly, has spotted in this affair what must have

appeared to him as Litvakov's whitewash of his own past as well as implicit

political condemnation of himself,  an old comrade whose leanings he is well

aware of.  It is not surprising that Mayzel phrases this incident personally as

well as politically, in his personification of the young Gordon as defender.  As a

result,  what  distinguishes Mayzel's  article  is  the  growth  of  a  critical  attitude

towards Soviet control which he had begun to voice in  Literarishe bleter but

which culminates with this editorial.  Even in this imaginative editorial he points

an accusatory finger directly at Litvakov  himself, rather than the entire Soviet

censorship apparatus.  He refrains from outspoken criticism of the regime.

This  incident  created  an  irrevocable  schism  in  the  relationship  between

Soviet Yiddish writers and Literarishe bleter, entirely because of the attitude of

the  Soviet  authorities.   Literary  texts  were  no  longer  exchanged  and

correspondence  could  not  be  sent  to  Warsaw for  journalistic  purposes.   'In

general  Soviet  writers and scholars could no longer  avail  themselves of  the

luxury of co-operation with foreign colleagues or institutions unless the latter

demonstrated outright pro-Sovietism.  This self-isolation left a strong imprint on
34 M. Krutikov, 'Soviet Literary Theory in the Search for a Yiddish Canon: The Case of Moshe Litvakov', in

Yiddish and the Left, ed. G. Estraikh and M. Krutikov, University of Oxford, 2001, pp. 226-241.
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language planning discussions and reforms'.35  Literarishe bleter, with its non-

political  stance,  certainly  did  not  satisfy  Soviet  criteria.   Mikhail  Krutikov

emphasises  the  fact  that  Litvakov  perceived  an  unbridgeable  gap  between

western  and  proletarian  Yiddish  cultures  and  therefore  believed  that  Soviet

Yiddish literature should hold cultural and ideological hegemony in the Yiddish

world.36  This  was  the  essence  of  Katsizne's  fears  voiced  in  the  article  in

Literarishe bleter in 1926, and the perceived threat now appears to have been

realised.  By 1930, as Yevsektsiya was being phased out,  a Soviet  style of

expression and Stalin's autocracy gained momentum with devastating results.

In  1931 Mayzel  opened up  the  pages  of  Literarishe  bleter to  a  scarcely

concealed rebuttal of the new Soviet political reality.  In an extensive series of

lengthy  articles  which  continued  over  five  issues  Zelig  Kalmanovitsh37

addressed what now appeared to be a key issue in the light of recent events:

the  identity,  motivations  and  ideological  interventions  carried  out  by  those

Yiddishists who had become members of that same Yevsektsiya phased out a

year earlier.  He identified three categories.38

The first  category included those who saw the densely populated Jewish

areas of Soviet Russia as a place where the future of the Yiddish language

could develop.  They cared little or nothing for the social or economic reforms

carried out by Soviet Russia; their desire was entirely focused on Yiddish.  The

second  category  included  those  who  viewed  themselves  publicly  first  and

35 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, p. 66.
36 M.  Krutikov,  'What  is  Yiddish  Literary  Tradition?  The  Soviet  Marxist  Moshe  Litvakov  versus  the

American Modernist Mikhl Likht', Prooftexts, vol. 21 no.2, Spring 2001, pp. 204-228.
37 Zelig  Kalmanovich,  1881-1944,  Yiddish  linguist  and  translator.   In  his  youth  he  collaborated  with

Litvakov, Niger, Shtif, and Mayzel.  A friend of Kletzkin, he worked as an editor in Kletzkin's publishing
house in Vilna.  From 1928 he lived in Vilna and was a central figure in YIVO and a friend of Max
Weinreich, playing a significant role in shaping the YIVO standardisation of Yiddish.  In September
1943 he was transported from the Vilna ghetto to Estonia where he died in a concentration camp.
http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Kalmanovitch_Zelig, site visited 15.10.11.

38 Z.  Kalmanovich,  'Perspektivn far  Yidish in  Ratnfarband',  (The Future for  Yiddish in  Soviet  Russia)
Literarishe bleter, from 16 January, 1931.  No. 3, pp. 40-1, No. 4, pp. 61-2, No. 5, pp. 78-80, No. 6, pp.
100-102, No. 8, pp. 139-141.
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foremost as Soviet citizens, not as Yiddishists.  Yiddishism for them, as it was

for Soviet ideology, identified with nationalism, and therefore, they attempted to

avoid what they called the 'cult of Yiddish language'.  And the third and final

category were devoted to language and spelling reform, who regarded Yiddish

as merely a  social  tool  for  communication and therefore expendable.   Their

tactic in the overall strategy of eliminating Yiddish entirely was to distort it so as

to make it distasteful for Yiddish speakers.

There  are  two  issues  concerning  Yevsektsiya  that  are  highlighted  in

Kalmanovitsh's articles.  The first  is that Yevsektsiya's supposed concern for

Yiddish is contradicted by the growth and promotion of Russian, Russian-traced

words and simple Russian transliteration into Yiddish.  To support his contention

he produces the following evidence: according to statistical data published in a

Minsk periodical, 'di Minsker tsaytshrift far ekonomik un geshikhte', Issue 4, p.

176.   According  to  the  data  provided for  1926,  only  11.39% of  all  Jews  in

Byelorussia  are  literate  in  Yiddish  only,  9.31% are  literate  in  Russian  only,

37.88% in Russian and Yiddish, 2.33% in Russian and Belo Russian and 5.46%

in all  three languages (Total of 54.98%).  Over 30% clearly did not respond.

Although the reasons for  this  lack of  response is not  presented,  it  shows a

general trend in either the declining use of Yiddish or an unwillingness to admit

to knowledge of the Yiddish language.

It is clear to Kalmanovitsh that approximately 60% of the Jewish population in

White Russia could therefore quite easily be served by the use of Russian.  This

calculation  led  him  to  conclude  that  the  motivation  of  Yevsektsiya  in  its

professed sponsorship of Yiddish culture was clearly suspect.   Moreover,  he

was quite aware of its Russified Yiddish Soviet-speak.  As an indication of just
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how far  this  process had  gone in  its  absurdity,  he  inserts  into  his  article  a

passage from the Yevsetsiya press: (Russian words transliterated into Yiddish

are in italics)

The  extent  of  the  evolution and  dissemination of  the  Yiddish
language under Soviet power is simply a wonder and it has cleansed
itself  of  all  clerical  fascist  additions.   The  bourgeoisists with  their
assimilationism  certainly  want  to  influence the  working  class to
discard its  native language.  But we proletarians say:  None of your
tricks!, you will not  tie us to your reactionary  prejudices and fascist
ways.39

When  the  concept  of  Russified  Yiddish  Soviet-speak  had  originally been

discussed, it had been impossible to imagine how widespread such Yiddish was

and the degree to which this policy succeeded, but when the actual example

was  reprinted,  it  became  all  too  clear.   The  article  in  Literarishe  bleter

demonstrated to the reader without extensive explanation just how alien and

distant Russified Yiddish Soviet-speak had become from its accepted form and

orthography abroad.

Kalmanovitsh's  second  observation  on  the  hegemony  of  Yevsektsiya

concerns the distorted conclusions of research data and the purpose to which

they are put.40  He cites 'the former Yiddishist Nokhem Shtif', editor of Di Yidishe

shprakh,41 in an article there entitled 'Social Differentiation in Yiddish: Hebrew

elements in the language', published in October 1929, nos. 4-5.  In this article

Shtif  claims that for the proletariat the Hebrew element is disposable because

according to Soviet authorities it stems from a contaminated religious core (fun

39 Literarishe bleter, 1931, no. 8, p. 140.  “Der Yidisher  yazik  hot zikh unter der  sovyetske vlast azoy
razvivajet un razprostraniajet az es iz prosto tchudo un er hot zikh atshistet fun ale klerikale fashistishe
narostn.   Di  burzshukes mit  zeyer  asimilatsye  viln  konyetchno vlijajen oyfn  rabotchij  klas,  er  zol
broshen zayn  rodnoy  yazik.   Mir  proletaryer  ober  zogn:  shalish ir  vet  undz  ayere  reaktsyonere
predrazsudkes un fashistishe obitchayes nit navijazeven.”

40 Literarishe bleter, 1931, no. 6, p. 101.
41 Di Yidishe shprakh (The Yiddish Language) was a bimonthly Yiddish linguistic journal published in Kiev

1927 to 1930 by the publishing co-operative Kultur-lige, and was the main philological publication of the
Kiev Yiddish academic centre.  Its editor was the veteran Yiddishist, Nokhem Shtif, a founder of YIVO,
who  had  returned  to  Kiev  from  Germany  in  1926.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/,  site  visited
11.08.12.
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a treyfenem  klerikaln  moker).   Gennady  Estraikh  refines  Shtif's  position:

'Certainly, neither Shtif nor other advocates of dehebraisation sought to outlaw

all words and forms derived from Hebrew or Aramaic.  They argued, however,

that a substantial number...were redundant in Soviet secular and denationalised

surroundings and could be discarded'.42  Kalmanovitsh, however,  claims that

Shtif  has  falsified  history.   Shtif  asserted  that  a  Yiddish  language  without

Hebrew had existed until it met a 'mishap', a 'Hebrew occupation' (Shtif's words)

which had lasted up to the present when the efforts of the linguistic section of

Yevsektsiya,  in  its  revolutionary  zeal,  eliminated  it  totally.   Therefore,

Kalmanovitsh is convinced that Shtif saw no need for the proletariat to have

loshn kodesh words in Yiddish, and he insists that Shtif is sufficiently educated

and learned in this subject to know that without the Hebrew elements and the

besmedresh (religious tradition of scholarship  and symbol of Jewish religious

tradition), there would be no Yiddish.  Concurring with this assessment of Shtif's

capabilities,  Barry  Trachtenberg  in  a  detailed  discussion  of  Shtif's  formative

years, emphasises the fact that “Shtif's contrarian (sic) and defiant stance was

not an attack on Yiddish from without, but by one of its most passionate and

articulate champions”.43  In addition, Estraikh suggests a motivation for Shtif's

behaviour: from 1929, it became a common occurrence to condemn scholars

for a perceived ideological slip. Shtif's error lay in the fact that he was one of the

founders of YIVO, considered by the Soviets to be a nationalist, Yiddishist and

even fascist institution.  His dehebraisation drive may have been an attempt on

his part to rectify this error.44

During  the  next  several  years,  Literarishe  bleter published  articles

42 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, p. 68.
43 B. Trachtenberg, Revolutionary Roots of Modern Yiddish, p. 138.
44 G.Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, pp. 69-70.
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corroborating  Kalmanovitsh's  criticism  regarding  words  of  Hebrew  origin  in

Soviet Yiddish, often including an array of examples, as Kalmanovich did.  From

Warsaw Menashe Unger45 attacks Izak (Ayzik) Zaretski46 who had published a

book in support of a proletarian language, entitled Far a     Proletarisher Shprakh  ”

(Tsenter Farlag,  Kharkovo-Kiev,  1931).   Zaretski  is convinced that  over  time

Yiddish will  become proletarianised ('proletarizirt')  and the Jewish masses in

Soviet  Russia  will  invent  new  terms  and  meanings  to  suit  the  new  life,

abandoning the old.   In his book,  Zaretski  asserts  that  YIVO has  brought a

Hebraising tendency into its scholarship.  Unger's sardonic response is to point

out  that  many  Hebrew words  in  Yiddish  have  lost  their  original  rabbinic  or

sacred register and have entered the language as idioms and expressions if not

just as simple words.  He adds that Zaretski in his book and Litvakov in his

writings make ample use of such words, thus proving beyond any doubt that

Hebrew  words  cannot  be  removed  from  Yiddish  without  decimating  the

language.  The list of examples is extensive, and Literarishe bleter continues to

publish articles on this subject.

Contributing further evidence in what appears to be a continuation of this

editorial  policy,  D.  Sherman  writes  from Berlin47 criticising  the  whole  press-

production process in Soviet  Russia,  claiming that there is no book,  journal,

newspaper or educational material printed there which does not have printing

errors and a corrections page.  It often seems that, contrary to the aim of clarity

and precision in Soviet writing and printing, material is published replete with

45 Menashe Unger, 'Kamf far dehebrezatsye fun Yidish in ratn-farband' (The battle for dehebraisation of
Yiddish in Soviet Russia), Literarishe bleter, 1932, No. 52, pp. 829-30.

46 Izak Zaretski, (1891-1956), was a Yiddish linguist, lexicologist and educator.  From 1919 Zaretski was
the major architect of Soviet Yiddish reform involving the spelling of Hebrew words according to the
general  phonetic  rules in  Yiddish.   He edited  the  first  Soviet-Yiddish  philological  collection  Yidish,
published in Kharkov in 1923.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Zaretski_Ayzik, site visited
02.05.12.

47 D. Sherman, 'Yidishe druk-felern mageyfe in ratn-farband' (Yiddish printing errors epidemic in Soviet
Russia), Literarishe bleter, 1933, no. 2, pp. 25-6.
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errors.  More examples are given in his article.

The articles by Unger and Sherman are evidence of the problems that the

Soviet regime encountered in attempting to introduce language reform.  We can

see that  Yevsektsiya had two major  aspects of  language planning under its

control.  Firstly, there was linguistic reform which had as its aim the removal of

traces of Jewish 'petit bourgeois' linguistic and social history.  The orthographic

reform  attempted  to  standardise  spelling  for  'readability',  included  ridding

Yiddish  of  its  characteristic  consonants which change in  final  position48 and

giving  Hebrew  words  in  Yiddish  their  Yiddish  phonetic  spelling,  thus  de-

hebraising them in order to eradicate the 'narrow-minded darkness of religious

presence in the shtetlekh'.49  It also tried to  Russify them to bring the Yiddish-

speaking minority closer to the Russian-speaking working class.  The potential

contradictions here are apparent in a series of articles in Literarishe bleter.  The

ultimate aims of such reforms saw the creation of Soviet Yiddish as a necessary

but intermediate linguistic phase which would in time give way to Russian as

Jews became absorbed into the Soviet working class.

The second reform was  institutional.  The Yevsetsiya was in charge of the

creation and reform of Yiddish institutions which would serve the new Russian

Yiddish culture.  This included an educational system with its schools, technical

institutes and universities; a vast array of press and publications serving the

aspirations and the informational needs of the new Soviet Jewish working class;

and the institutions of fine art, theatre, dance and visual arts.  While the intent of

Yevsektsiya's reforms was certainly not to work at cross-purposes, the results

demonstrated otherwise.  On the one hand, there were creative and intellectual

initiatives, and on the other, the slow debasement of Yiddish language.
48 [n],[m], [kh], [f], [ts] as mentioned earlier.
49 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, pp. 23-30.
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The  articles  by  Unger  and  Sherman are  part  of  Literarishe  bleter's

documentation of the  two pronged approach to the re-invention of the Soviet

Jew.   The  effectiveness  of  Literarishe  bleter  lies  in  its  presentation  of  the

Yevsektsiya articles and reports without commentary  or  polemic.  From these

articles it is clear that the reforms have had a massive effect, but have failed in

their goals.  First of all, there were no precise guidelines for the reforms and

secondly, their implementation was highly erratic.  As has been demonstrated,

the definition of what comprised a Hebrew element was entirely unclear.  The

battle between stylistics and thematics indicates that the characteristic of petit-

bourgeois individualism was very  difficult  to  identify.   The drive  to  draw the

Yiddish  language  closer  to  its  Slavic  co-territorial  language  through

Russification  made  the  ensuing  corrupted  product  almost  incomprehensible.

Nevertheless, the 'enthusiasm' of the Jewish cultural and political avant-garde

and the new Jewish working class for the creation of a new Jewish Soviet reality

was so great that there was massive participation in the institutions created by

Yevsektsiya.   This situation led to further confusion, as the Yevsektsiya was

unable  to  control  the  divergence  of  contributions  from  so  many  disparate

sources.  For example, as can be seen from the pages of  Literarishe bleter,

proof-reading in the newspapers was inefficient at best, since various linguistic

registers,  levels  of  literacy,  and  co-territorial  (Russian,  Ukrainian  and

Byelorussian) languages entered into print.  Form competed with content.  The

Yiddish  orthography  and  style  approved by  Yevsektsiya,  when coupled with

heavy censorship of subject-matter, contributed to a generally fragmented final

product.   Evidently,  the  results  of  the  reforms were  sufficiently  uneven and

incomplete  that,  by  1930,  as  the  political  situation  became more restrictive,
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Yevsektsiya began to be disbanded, the reason given being that it had fulfilled

its  mission  and  was  no  longer  needed.  Although  it  had  been  eliminated,

Yevsektsiya had been responsible for more than language reform; according to

Gennady Estraikh, it had created something of a 'Yiddish Empire', an elaborate

machinery which included:

Jewish national districts in the Far East (Birobidzhan), Ukraine, and
Crimea,  soviets,  kolkhozes,  educational  and  scientific  institutions,
courts and police stations, periodicals and publishing houses, Party,
trade-union, and Komsomol cells, and more. After 1930, the Jewish-
related  projects  and  activities  in  a  large  measure  became  the
prerogative of the KOMZET, Committee for the Rural Placement of
Jewish Labourers, and OZET, Association for the Rural Placement of
Jewish Labourers. The KOMZET/OZET work originally focussed on
Jewish kolkhozes, districts, and on Birobidzhan.50

The dismantling of Yevsektsiya is not recorded in Literarishe bleter, perhaps

because by 1930, information from Soviet Russia did not flow freely.  Another

explanation could be Mayzel's  editorial  policy of  intellectual  neutrality  in  this

literary publication which would not allow him to comment on such a politically

charged topic.

Although the Birobidzhan project of Jewish resettlement in the Far East had

begun in the 1920's,  Literarishe bleter did not publish articles  about it  at this

early stage.  It  was, however,  officially  established as a  Jewish Autonomous

Region in 1934, and to coincide with this significant event, Mayzel published in

Literarishe bleter an article on Dovid Bergelson's newest novel,  Birobidzhaner

(The People of Birobidzhan).51  Mayzel chose to write the article himself and to

place it  on the  front  page of  Literarishe bleter, clearly  considering the topic

important  and  timely  (See  more  on  the Birobidzhan  Jewish  experiment  in

Appendix I).  I would also suggest that the fact that  the novel was written by

50 G. Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, p.62.
51 N. Mayzel, 'Dovid Bergelson's “Birobidzhaner”', Literarishe bleter, No. 33, 17 August 1934, pp. 539-40.

Originally published by Der Emes Publishing, Moscow, 25. March 1934.  It consists of 284 pages and
was printed in 10,000 copies.
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Bergelson, added to its  importance.52  It was an opportunity not only to write

about an author Mayzel respected but also to allocate space to an important

development  concerning  Jewish  national  and  cultural  life  in  Soviet  Russia.

Mayzel  describes  Bergelson's  effort  as  'uncharacteristic'  compared  to  his

previous work, because, in the past Bergelson had drawn his inspiration from

lived experience, whereas this story is based on 'life which is yet unformed, life

in the process of becoming'.53   Birobidzhaner is written in the spelling and

orthography of Soviet Yiddish and informed in content by Soviet ideology, and to

the unaccustomed reader, it comes across as slightly forced.  However, Mayzel

does not touch upon these literary issues directly.  Instead, in explaining that the

story is written from the perspective of a protagonist who has left behind his

former life and possessions to begin anew, he takes the opportunity to express

his opinion regarding the Birobidzhan initiative.  In an unusually open manner

he says:

Jews  from  various  places,  of  various  ages,  and  with  various
characters  and  habits  come  to  Birobidzhan.   With  open  and
concealed, with honest and malevolent intentions and requirements,
under their own steam, they come to blaze a trail for Birobidzhan.54

At this point, Mayzel returns to the text, reiterating in his final paragraph that

although this novel constitutes a departure from Bergelson's previous writing,

the effort is nevertheless welcome.  It is almost impossible to determine his real

opinion of the novel.

In  a  later  book  published  in  1959,  Mayzel  revisits  Bergelson's  story,

Birobidzhaner.55  Whereas  in  Literarishe bleter,  Mayzel  was  cautious  not  to

52 Literarishe bleter,  no. 37, 13,  September 1929,  Literarishe bleter  allocated a whole issue to Dovid
Bergelson, in honour of twenty years of professional work, 'Der dikhter un mayster Dovid Bergelson tsu
zayn tsvantsikyorikn shafn'.

53 'Un do hot er gehat far zikh a lebn, vos halt ersht in vern, a lebns shtayger unterveks'.
54 Literarishe bleter, 17 August 1934, No. 33, p. 540.
55 N. Mayzel,  Dos yidishe shafn un der yidisher shrayber in sovietnfarband, Yiddisher Kultur Farband

(YKUF), New-York, 1959, pp. 84-95.
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reveal his personal opinions, in the chapter 'Birobidzhan in der Yidisher literatur'

('Birobidzhan in Yiddish literature'), first written in 1946, he freely expresses his

personal opinion and observations.  About his literary and poetic efforts Mayzel

is  complementary;  he  hopes  for the future  growth  and  development  of

Birobidtzhan  as a Jewish National Territory, commending it to world Jewry  in

support and encouragement.  It is interesting to note that Mayzel by 1946 knew

full well the repression that Jewish writers had endured in Soviet Russia; he

was nevertheless  still  able  to  conceive of  Birobidzhan as an ideal for  Jews

everywhere.

Another  important  event  scheduled  to  take  place  at  this  later  stage  in

Birobidzhan: The Yiddish language conference, scheduled for 9 February 1937,

was unexpectedly cancelled.56  It was intended to result in 'the establishment in

Birobidzhan of academic and educational institutions empowered to supervise

the Yiddish language and Yiddish culture in the Soviet Union'.57  In an article in

Literarishe bleter,58 'In Anticipation of the Language Conference in Birobidzhan',

published a month before the scheduled conference, the anonymous writer's

general tone is of hope and enthusiasm.  He voices his hope that the JAR will

become  the  centre  of  Yiddish  culture  in Russia.  The  hosting  of  such  a

prestigious  conference  was  an indication  of  its  potential.  Publishing

anonymously  was  a  common  practice  on  Mayzel's  part,  as  a  means  of

protecting  writers who might be attacked.  The article appears to have been

written in Russia itself.  Interestingly, there is no indication in the article that the

conference  would  be  cancelled.  It  would  seem  that  there  was  no  prior

56 G.Estraikh, Soviet Yiddish, pp. 90-1.
57 G. Estraikh, 'Yiddish Language Conference Aborted', East European Jewish Affairs, 25, no. 2 (Winter,

1995), p. 92.
58 Literarishe bleter, 15 January, 1937, no. 3, 'Tsu der shprakh-konferents in birobidjan, (Writer of article

not named), pp. 39-40.
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indication with regard to the sudden termination of this event.

Literarishe bleter's coverage of the Birobidzhan project is thus surprisingly

lean, given its importance.  We can surmise that because its initial founding in

1928  took  place  just  as  communication  was closing  down  between  Soviet

Russia  and  Literarishe  bleter,  further articles  on  this  subject  were  not

forthcoming.  Mayzel's articles  on this topic  are limited and restrained, as we

have seen, as a result of his reluctance to express a political point of view.  That

there were few Soviet contributors can be attributed to the virtual ban by Soviet

authorities on the submission of articles to a journal considered by them to be a

class enemy.

6.2  Yiddish Culture in the 1930s

Despite Soviet condemnation and a dearth of information, Mayzel and his

readership  never  lost  their  interest  in,  and  hopes  for,  a  flourishing  Yiddish

culture in Soviet  Russia.  In the Soviet  Yiddish landscape rife  with linguistic

confusion,  cultural  restrictions  and  political  heavy-handedness,  Literarishe

bleter confirms the existence of a Soviet Russian island of serious academic

study and literary expression and discussion.  Although N. Shtif,  (along with

Zaretski  and  Litvakov)  had  been  vociferously  attacked  in  the  pages  of  the

journal two years before, Mayzel saw fit to publish, without comment, an excerpt

from the  foreword  to  Shtif's  book  Yiddish  Stylistics.59  The  book  had  been

published in 1930 by the Institute for Yiddish Culture of the Ukrainian Scientific

Academy in Kiev, only shortly after Shtif's 1929 article for which Kalmanovich

had attacked him.  Evidently, Mayzel had later obtained a copy of the book.

From the outset it is clear that Shtif's foreword and the book are aimed at a

59 N. Shtif, 'Di Yidishe shprakh in ratn-farband' (The Yiddish language in Soviet Russia), in  Literarishe
bleter, 1933, No. 17, pp. 271-2.
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different audience from the Soviet-related articles described above.  It  is not

written in Soviet-Yiddish-speak and its orientation is decidedly linguistic.  Shtif

begins  by  giving  socio-historical  evidence  to  support  his  suggestions  for

linguistic reform.  He asserts that language as a means of social intercourse is

subject  to  the  same  sort  of  regulations  as  other  social  institutions  of

communication.   Language  has  as  concrete  a  function  to  perform  as  an

educational or communication system.  The revolutionary changes in Yiddish

naturally mirror the larger changes in society which have come about as a result

of the October revolution.  A new man needs new words and new expressions.

Shtif argued that Yiddish has a new function to play in higher education, in the

judicial system, in administration, and more broadly in the industrialisation and

unification of the new Soviet state.

It  may seem surprising from a  Soviet  spokesman,  but  Shtif  supports  his

argument using the evidence of linguistic change in French following the French

revolution as  well  as  that  which  had occurred in  Russian  in  Soviet  Russia.

Russian has seen major shifts in lexicon, phraseology, and on a deeper and

more  conservative  linguistic  level,  in  grammar.   The  Yiddish  press  has

attempted to perform the same function, Shtif asserts, but not without problems.

Because of the haste with which linguistic ideological reform was carried out, it

lacked  the  necessary  caution.   Mistakes  have  occurred,  for  example,  in

fostering a new syntax and sentence structure which unduly complicate ideas

and  prevent  comprehension  by  the  very  class  for  which  it  was  intended.

Sentences are too long,  too complex and too formulaic.   In short,  grammar

fights style and the attempt at regularisation has failed because it has distanced

itself from the spoken language.
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The tension between the two worlds is obvious and does not necessitate

further  comment  by  the  article's  author  who  choses  another,  more  positive

emphasis.  It is obvious, moreover, that Shtif's tone in this preface is distinctly

different  from  the  articles  for  which  he  was  criticised,  demonstrating  the

dilemma of  Soviet  researchers  who  had  to  speak  with  many  voices.   This

situation in its general outlines will worsen after 1934 and the assassination of

Kirov60 in Moscow, culminating in the Great Terror and trials of 1937 and 1938

and the final closure of Yiddish schools, institutions and publications.   In the

meantime, one of the last attempts to draw writers and critics together in fruitful

debate and discussion occurred in 1934 in 'First United Soviet Conference of

Yiddish Writers', described in the pages of  Literarishe bleter in the form of an

interview with Joseph Opatoshu who had come from America to take part.61

The anonymous writer of the article describes the conference that took place

60 Sergei Mironovich Kirov (1886-1934) , Russian communist leader whose assassination marked the
beginning  of  the  Great  Purge  in  the  Soviet  Union  (1934-38).
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/319265/Sergey-Mironovich-Kirov, site visited 06.04.11.

61 Literarishe bleter, 'Ershte alfarbandishe baratung fun yidishe shrayber (fun a shmues mit J. Opatoshu)',
17 August, 1934, no. 33, pp. 533-4.
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between 6-8 August, 1934 in Moscow.  Literaturnaya Gazeta, the organ of the

Soviet Writers' Union, devoted a special page to this event, with contributions

from  Litvakov  and  Yiddish  poems  by  I.  Fefer  and  I.  Kharik  in  Russian

translation.  Litvakov set the official tone in his article in Literaturnaya Gazeta,

by labelling Yiddish literature abroad as 'nationalist, chauvinist, Hasidic, mystic,

fascistic  in  form,  motif  and  voice.'   The  conference,  however,  saw  papers

delivered on Yiddish prose,  poetry,  criticism,  drama and children's  literature.

The tension between the two worlds is obvious and does not necessitate further

comment by the article's author who chooses another, more positive emphasis.

He  turns  directly  to  Opatoshu,  who  testifies  to  the  fact  that  contemporary

discourse  in  Soviet  Russia  now  spoke  explicitly  about  Yiddish  literature,

whereas in the past it was referred to as literature in Yiddish.  Implicitly, the

readers of  Literarishe bleter would understand without  further  comment  that

Soviet Yiddish literature is on a par with Russian literature, or English literature,

or any other national literature.  It has achieved a new status.62  Papers at the

conference  were  given  by  important  Soviet  Yiddish  writers:  Y.  Bronstein,  I.

Kharik,  M.  Litvakov,  M.  Kulbak,  A.  Kushnirov,  I.  Fefer,  amongst  others.

Opatoshu's list is clearly meant to impress, as is the fact that he notes that A.

Fadeev63 gave the opening address, claiming that the oppressed nation of Jews

under  tsarist rule has now found its homeland.  Readers  of  Literarishe bleter

once again would find the reference to nationhood very clear and optimistic.

Opatoshu asserts that the conference in Moscow had the same significance for

Soviet  Yiddish  literature  as  did  the  Czernowitz  Conference  for  the  Yiddish

62  G. Esraikh, writes in  Soviet Yiddish, that in the same year, at the First Congress of Soviet Writers
(1934), Yiddish literature was represented by twenty delegates, becoming one of the 'strongest and
most important Soviet literatures', p. 65.

63 Aleksandr  Aleksandrovich Fadeev (1901-1956),  Russian novelist  who was a leading exponent  and
theoretician  of  proletarian  literature  and  a  high  communist  party  functionary  influential  in  literary
politics.http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/200116/Aleksandr-Aleksandrovich-Fadeyev,  site
visited 06.04.11.

181



language and that Dovid Bergelson and Peretz Markish are writers as important

as Maxim Gorky and Alexey Tolstoy.  What finally appeared as status planning

for Yiddish language in Czernowitz has, as we can see, become status planning

for Yiddish literature in Moscow in 1934.

This  is  the  last  significant  glowingly  positive  article  about  Soviet  Yiddish

printed in  Literarishe bleter.   The few remaining articles in  Literarishe bleter

testify only to the demise of the Yiddish language as an acceptable,  workable

means  of  cultural  communication.   In  1936,  Eliahu  Shulman  writes  that,

although there are now over 300,000 Jews in Moscow, and despite the fact that

it is the home of Der Emes, as well as of a fine Yiddish theatre where Mikhoels

is  the  leading actor,  and of  a  pedagogical  institute,  there is  only  one small

Yiddish school in Moscow and two in the suburbs.64  Most Muscovites, including

the Jewish writers and cultural activists, send their children to Russian schools.

Shulman  adds  that  there  are  only  two  Yiddish  institutions  that  the  Jewish

population takes advantage of: the Jewish Workers' Club 'Komunist', and the

Central Jewish Library.  They cater to only a small percentage of Jews.  The

rest of the Jewish population is serviced in Russian.  For Shulman, this denotes

the plague of assimilation amongst the Moscow Jews.

In its function as a register of Yiddish events throughout the Yiddish-speaking

world,  Literarishe bleter describes the changing landscape of Soviet  Yiddish.

Notwithstanding the fact that  Literarishe bleter perceived itself  primarily as a

literary journal, Mayzel's interests encouraged continuing reporting  on Yiddish

language planning and reform in Soviet Russia and considered it  as important

as  Yiddish  in  other  countries.   Yiddish  as  the  medium,  or  form,  of  Yiddish

literature was as important as its content and, in the view of Literarishe bleter's
64 Eliahu  Shulman,  'A Sholem-Aleykhem ovnt  in  Moskve'  (A Sholem Aleikhem evening  in  Moscow),

Literarishe bleter, 1936, no. 30, p. 471.
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readers, had been a subject of interest which had manifested itself as early as

Czernowitz in 1908.  The fate of Yiddish in Soviet Russia thus mirrored the fate

of  Jewish  culture  and  of  Jewish  life  documented  and  conveyed  to  the

readership in the journal.  What became the persecution of people was part and

parcel of the attempt to annihilate the medium with which communication and

culture could take place.

The Soviet landscape that Literarishe bleter portrays on its pages is, as we

can see,  full  of  contradictory  details.   However,  despite  its  volatility  and  its

constant change of focus, we can observe certain trends.  At the beginning of

the  1920s there is support  for  Yiddish language and culture,  the creation of

institutions  and  organs  of  administration,  accompanied  by  hope  and

enthusiasm.  Yevsektsiya, is initially a manifestation of the spirit of the times.  By

1928 we can see the beginning of a deepening gap between Soviet Russia and

the West,  exemplified by the case of Shmuel Gordon and his individual fate.

The culmination of a series of similar incidents of writers' forced apologies for

their  western  contact,  becomes a  touchstone  for  future  Soviet  policy.   This

policy in the pages of  Literarishe bleter is  highlighted by the active part  the

journal played in the event, but also by the fact that this break must have come

as a truly significant shock to Mayzel and the readership alike.  The importance

of this incident is underlined by the amount of correspondence on the issue.

Following the breakdown in contact between Soviet Yiddish writers and the

journal,  Literarishe bleter chronicles the confusion of language reform and the

realisation of failure that occurs in the 1930s.  However there occurs a marked

change of tone due to the fact that contributors to the journal no longer speak

from within Soviet Russia, and that Soviet Yiddish literary contributions have
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come to a total halt within the pages of Literarishe bleter.  Readers hear a new

anger and irony in the articles that elaborate the failings of orthographic reform,

the removal of Hebrew-language words in Yiddish and Hebrew-based cultural

references.  The removal of religious elements in effect removed Yiddish idioms

along with religious culture.  The errors in print combined with the Russification

of Yiddish in the new Yiddish-Soviet-speak, as we perceive through the critical

articles  in  Literarishe  bleter,  resulted  in  a  dismantling  of  particular  Yiddish-

language identifiers  as  bearers  of  Yiddish  culture  without  providing a  viable

alternative.

Nevertheless, Literarishe bleter can testify to the survival of what was once

the glory of Yiddish culture in Soviet Russia: its literary and linguistic authority.

Shtif  is  a  case in  point.   His  public  face  as an apologist  for  Soviet  Yiddish

language planning elicits scorn on the part of  Literarishe bleter's contributors,

whereas his text on stylistics, despite its official Soviet point of view, is far more

in keeping with high quality Yiddish writing on linguistics and as such, appears

in the journal without commentary.  The 1934 conference on Yiddish literature in

Moscow is a subject that would directly interest Mayzel's public because of the

nature of its literary focus.  Moreover, the fact that it was reported by Opatoshu

as an eye-witness and participant was a rare event for Literarishe bleter at the

time.  It was accompanied by a photo on the journal's front page, giving the

proceedings added weight.  Through the article's positive emphasis and the lack

of elaboration given to the aggressive opening address, readers would have

seen the conference as an attempt to revive the optimism of the past for the

ongoing Yiddish cultural events in Soviet Russia.

The final article by Shulman in 1936 sounds a note of dismay.  Its style is
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consistent with Literarishe bleter's propensity for publishing statistical articles on

the spread of Yiddish culture.  However, here the statistics point to the growing

reactionary situation within Soviet Russia.  Moscow, which in the  1920s had

vied with Warsaw as the pole star of Yiddish national pride and culture-building,

had been reduced to a Russified cultural wasteland.  One year later, the same

year of the purges, when the First World Yiddish Culture Congress in Paris was

held  (1937),  the  Soviet  Yiddish  delegation  was  not  allowed to  leave  Soviet

Russia.  David Shneer sums up the change succinctly:

The  relationship  between  state  power  and  Soviet  Union's  ethnic
minorities changed over time as Stalin, other members of the Party,
and the ethnic intelligentsias themselves reexamined what it meant
to be a socialist state. ... Unlike the 1920s … in the 1930s,  as the
Party came to dictate the shape of culture building, the Soviet Yiddish
intelligentsia lost its ideological power and its institutional capacity to
shape Jewish culture. … Stalin's consolidation of power also led to
the Great Purges, in which the key power brokers of Soviet Yiddish
culture were killed.65

65 D. Shneer, Yiddish and the Creation of Soviet Jewish Culture 1918-1930, p. 216.
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Chapter 7  Yiddish in America

The situation of Yiddish in America bears marked similarities  to  as well as

differences from the parallel Jewish cultures in Poland and Soviet Russia during

the lifetime of Literarishe bleter.  Jews in America were immigrants who brought

with  them  the  cultural  and  socio-political  characteristics of  their  European

background.   However,  in  contrast  they  faced  the  exciting  possibility  of

economic  integration  in  a  country  without  anti-Semitic  legal  barriers  to  their

advancement.   In  America,  as  opposed  to  Eastern  Europe  in  general,  an

immigrant's Jewish 'nationality' was not the main hindrance to his advancement;

it was a lack of knowledge of English which held him back.  Therefore, for the

first  waves  of  immigrants,  economic  integration  meant cultural  assimilation

through the acquisition of co-territorial language, but such a possibility did not

assume  the  appearance  of  a  threat  at  the  beginning of  an  immigrant's

experience.  In order to describe the impressions of American life that reached

the pages of  Literarishe bleter it is important to  establish the social identity of

the waves of Jewish immigration, the conditions from which they came and to

which  they  went  as  well  as  the  manner  with  which  they  coped  with  the

exigencies of American life.   They founded social  organisations, educational

programs and publications in that new life, and the cultural circles and media

that  they  established  in  Yiddish  became  the  bearer  of  Yiddish  culture  and

ultimately its final bastion.

There had been Jews in America since the seventeenth century,  most  of

whom were from western Europe.   In  the nineteenth century,  at  the time of

large-scale American industrialisation after the Civil War, there was a wave of

German immigration which brought with it German Jews.  Irving Howe, in his
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description of the founding of the Jewish Theological  Seminary and Hebrew

Union College by successful  German Jewish benefactors,  has asserted that

they were Maskilim, German speaking and assimilationist; other scholars are at

pains  to  differentiate  different  currents  within  the  now  established  German-

Jewish  population.1  Moses  Rischin  asserts  that,  rather  than  Maskilim,  the

Germans who had immigrated mid century had now established themselves as

merchants and entrepreneurs.  He states that some of the German immigrants

with connections to Europe had became agents for the investment of German

capital;  German-Jewish  initiative  had  led  to  the  growth  of  the  modern

department  store  in  the  1880s.2  In  addition,  Tony  Michels  distinguishes  a

flourishing German speaking Jewish labour  movement amongst  the German

immigrants;3 they were not necessarily Maskilim, but they portrayed themselves

as such.

Yiddish-speaking Jews first arrived in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

They  came  from  eastern  Europe  driven  by  dire  poverty,  increasing  anti-

Semitism, Russian and Ukrainian pogroms and the infamous May Laws of 1882

which forbade Jewish residency in rural areas in the Pale, compelling Jews to

move into designated urban communities.   For  the  most  part  these Yiddish

speakers were not  highly educated, and their  exposure to  the socio-political

unrest then occurring in Russian and Jewish life was brief.  Between 1877 and

1917, about 2.5 million Jews emigrated to America and the vast majority settled

in the tenements of New York City's Lower East Side, Chicago's West Side and

the  working-class  ghettos  of  other  large  cities.4  Notwithstanding  their

1 I. Howe, World of Our Fathers, Simon and Shuster, NY, 1976, pp. 26-67.
2 Moses Rischin, The Promised City: New York's Jews 1870-1914, Harvard University Press, 1977, pp.

51-111.
3 T. Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, pp. 4-6.
4 S. Steinmetz,  Yiddish and English: A Century of Yiddish in America, Alabama, University of Alabama

Press, 1986, pp. 16-8.  The statistics cited are from Steinmetz (unless otherwise indicated).
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dislocation, Jewish social and material needs and cultural interests were such

that a number of organisations were launched in Yiddish on the premise that it

was the only common language of the immigrants.  However according to J.

Fishman:

... most Eastern European Jews coming to America during this period
were  either  untouched  or  only  superficially  touched  by  modern
Jewish  “national”-secular  thinking.   Subsequently,  when
secular-”nationalist”  ideologies  found  little  basic  environmental
encouragement  in  America,  it  was  all  the  more  natural  for  most
American  Jews  to  gravitate  towards  less  conscious  and  less
prestigeful (sic) roles for Yiddish.5

Tony Michels adds an interesting point on Yiddish use, claiming that we can

trace the origin of the Yiddish-speaking Jewish labour movement due to the

confluence of  two  different  groups  that  the  new  immigrants  met when  they

arrived in the Lower East Side: German-speaking socialists, often not Jewish;

and Jewish Russian-speaking intellectuals,  brought  into labour-organising by

their German colleagues, learning German in the process.  They now employed

a forgotten or  rejected Yiddish to  participate  in the East  Side's  political  and

cultural activities.  Americanisation, he states, was a politicisation following the

circuitous path of Russian to Yiddish via German.6

Although this was a period of great activity in the foundation of mutual aid

organisations,  lecture  series,  adult  education,  children's  supplementary

education, theatre troupes and the press, very little was aimed at establishing a

permanent,  self  perpetuating  Yiddish-speaking  cultural  base.   For  most

immigrants, Yiddish provided a temporary stop on the pathway to English and to

integration into American life.  Ironically, we might compare this attitude to the

Stalinist state policy which fostered Yiddish only insofar as it was useful to the

integration of the Jewish working class into Soviet life.  The main difference is
5 J. Fishman, Yiddish: Turning to Life, p. 88.
6 T. Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, pp. 2-4.
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that while one path was chosen, the other was imposed.  In addition, Yiddish in

America was a means of communication in cramped sweatshops and crowded

theatres, the oral glue that tied parents together while encouraging their children

to learn English in a desperate, impoverished, insecure and overworked Jewish

working class.

After 1905 and the failure of the first Russian revolution, the nature of Jewish

immigration changed.  In general, the Jews who reached America were more

highly  educated,  more  political,  more  'nationalistic'  in  a  Yiddishist  sense:

whereas  Zionists  tended  to  emigrate  to  Palestine  after  the  American  quota

system was put into place in 1924,7 and committed socialists to Soviet Russia

after the October  Revolution, there were those activists, Bundists and others,

who saw the necessity to flee, between 1905 and 1917, from the persecution of

the Tsarist regime.  Politically active, they attracted radical political leaders of all

persuasions: Leon Trotski, for example, hardly a proponent of an independent

Yiddish Labour movement, could be heard holding forth and his articles read,

translated into Yiddish, in the pages of  Forverts and  Di Tsukunft,  which had

commissioned  them.8  The  immigrants  brought  with  them  a  nationalist

consciousness of Yiddish as well as a sense of its literary blossoming.  They

were committed to a Yiddish socialist press, a Yiddish political activism, and a

literate and sophisticated urban Yiddish culture.  Michels offers some interesting

statistics:  by  1914,  more  than  1,400,000  Jews  lived  in  New  York  City,

comprising  almost  28%  of  its  population,  and  totalling  more  than  Warsaw

(301,000)  and  Odessa (219,423)  combined;  more  than  50% of  their  wage-

7 op. cit. pp. 34-37, Michels asserts that of the Jewish student populist movement in Russia in the 1870s,
some favoured mass immigration to Ottoman Palestine and some to the United States.  The former
formed the Bilu, the forerunner of the modern Zionist movement, the latter joined Am Oylom, and would
become part of the Jewish labour movement in New York.

8 op. cit.., p. 6.
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earners worked in sweatshops, factories, and tenements.9  The overcrowding

and poverty  gave rise  to  waves  of  class  conflict  and organisation,  but  also

toward the urge to express the contradictions of the new modern urban way of

life.  It is this sector of immigrants which fostered not only sweatshop unionist

poetry but also, later, the more individualist modernist poetry of the Di yunge in

the teens of the century, followed by the  Inzikhistn.   Both of the latter  groups

were distinctly less political than their sweatshop unionist poet-colleagues and

predecessors.  It was this last wave of immigration which retained its literary

and social ties to Europe, inspiring the European Yiddish press, including, later,

Literarishe bleter, with poetry and critical articles.  The Khaliastre group was, in

part, an early consequence of this cross-fertilisation, as we have seen.

After 1924, and coterminous with the birth of  Literarishe bleter  in Warsaw,

Jewish immigration  to  America  was seriously  curtailed.   The reason for  this

stems from the  anti-immigration  feelings rife  amongst  the  existing American

population, former emigrants themselves, who had seen wave upon wave of

'unwashed masses' flood American shores and the American workplace.  The

culmination of various anti-immigration legal measures was the Johnson Act of

1924, which introduced the famous quota system for immigration.10  In addition,

the xenophobia of the period extended to language use.  President Theodore

Roosevelt stated in 1919:

We have room for but one language here, and that is the English
language, for we intend to see that the crucible turns our people out
as Americans, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding house.11

The result  of  the quota system was the virtual  cessation of  new Yiddish-

speaking immigrants into the American Yiddish community.  Yiddish continued

9 op. cit.., p. 8.
10 S.Steinmetz, Yiddish and English, p. 21.
11 Quoted in Steinmetz, Yiddish and English, pp. 20-1.
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to flourish during the  1920s and early  1930s,  with the participation of those

Yiddish-speakers  and  cultural  activists  already  present  and  still  intensely

involved in  events abroad,  cultural  as well  as political.   It  began to  decline

during the Depression in the 1930s, as the assimilation process began to take

hold.   The  American  Yiddish  daily  press,  in  its  numerous  manifestations,12

reflected the linguistic assimilation in its use of 'potato Yiddish',  a mixture of

Yiddish and English much like an oral variant used by the less literate group of

Yiddish speakers,  rather  than that  of  the cultured sector  who contributed to

Literarishe  bleter and  who  objected  to  the  disfigurement  of  language.13

Although the more prestigious Yiddish press in  Poland maintained a certain

standard of  Yiddish,  advocated proper  Yiddish  usage and inveighed against

popular organs that corrupted it, the American press  encouraged assimilation

and the language in which it was expressed.  Abraham Cahan, the editor of

Forverts, (Forverts was established in 1897 and is still published to the present

day), the most prominent Yiddish paper in America, was one of the champions

of 'potato Yiddish'.  What is curious here is the commonality between potato-

Yiddish  and  Yiddish  Russification:  in  both  cases,  the  use  of  a  distorted

assimilated variant is more prevalent and accepted among the mass of Yiddish

speakers, whereas the intelligentsia resists and insists on a purified Yiddish.  It

is  the  latter  readership,  the  cultural  intelligentsia,  which  comprised Mayzel's

target  audience for  Literarishe bleter, and they became its  contributors from

abroad.

Just as the press and periodicals in Eastern Europe were the sponsors as

well  as  the  home  of  literary  production,  so  it  was  in  America.   However,

12 Steinmetz states that more than 150 different Yiddish newspapers, magazines, and other periodicals
appeared in New York City between 1885 and 1914.

13 J.Fishman, Yiddish:Turning to Life, p. 102.
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American  Yiddish  literature  assumed  its  own  voice  under  the  influence  of

linguistic assimilation and social  integration.14  Tony Michels makes a crucial

distinction  here  between  linguistic  and  social  assimilation,  positing  instead

ethnic  reinvention,  sometimes  called  synthesis,  for  the  latter  term;  he

understands it to mean the continuous redefinition of Jewish culture, community

and identity through the weaving together of Eastern European tradition and

American experience.15  This new voice in literary culture, as well as the social

voice of Jews crowded together in the large metropolises of America, caught the

attention  of  Yiddishist  and  socialist  theorists  and  critics  alike.   Chaim

Zhitlovsky16 writes an article of concern and advice to  Literarishe bleter from

New York.17  His concern lies in the alteration of language as a signifier of a

cultural shift and the increasing use of English by new immigrants and American

born Jews alike, noting that the phenomenon occurs in all strata of society and

cultural practice.  He does not denigrate the need to learn English given the

exigencies of life in America.  On the contrary, the American Yiddish press has

been  instrumental  in  helping  the  immigrants:  it  has  become  their  unofficial

schooling,  publishing  pages  in  English  within  the  Yiddish  newspapers.18

However,  this  tendency  has  awakened  concern  on  the  part  of  Yiddishist

American Jews who see the process of cultural assimilation accelerated by this

14 For further discussion on American Yiddish poetry see Benjamin Harshav,  The Polyphony of Jewish
Culture, Stanford University Press,, Stanford California, 2007.

15 T. Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, pp.18-19.
16 Chaim  Zhitlovsky  1865-1943.   In  his  various  incarnations  a  Socialist  Revolutionary,  Yiddishist,

Secularist, Diaspora Nationalist, Territorialist.  Came to America for two years between 1904-6 as a
Socialist Revolutionary.  Zhitlovsky was one of the major organisers of the Czernowitz conference in
1908.  Settled in America 1908.  One of the founders and the editor of the monthly  Dos naye lebn,
1908-1913, 1922-23 devoted to 'academic literature and socialism'.   1929 helped form the Yiddish
Cultural Society to unify adherents of Yiddish for education and culture.  1936-43 closer to pro-Soviet
groups like IWO (International Workers Order), YKUF (Yidishe Kultur Farband), ICOR (Association for
Jewish Colonisation in the Soviet Union). http://yiddishkayt.org/2012/04/zhitlosky/, site visited 02.02.12.

17 'Di  englishizung fun di Yidishe masn'  (The anglicising of the Jewish masses),  Literarishe bleter, no.
108, 28 May 1926, p. 345.

18 In England, the Yiddish newspaper Di tsayt (1913-1950) also added a page in English in order to boost
readership as the younger generation of immigrants moved onto English-language Jewish papers such
as the Jewish Guardian and the Jewish Chronicle.
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method.

Zhitlovsky  attempted to  calm their  fears  while  voicing  his  opinion  against

what he calls 'Goles-nationalists', those who wish to import Yiddishist Eastern

Europe in its entirety to America and who demand for Yiddish the role of the

singular Jewish language in the host  country.   He foresees that  English will

inevitably  become  the  dominant  language  of  the  future,  and  he  favours

bilingualism as a solution for the protection of Yiddish and the proliferation of

Jewish culture.

It is important to keep in mind that Zhitlovsky was an adamant Yiddishist, as

we saw in his contributions to the Czernowitz Conference.  Here he reaffirms

his Yiddishism through bilingualism as a solution to the persistent invasion of

the co-territorial language.  It is a stance of 'separate but equal' in the process

of cultural synthesis, rather than assimilation.  We can contrast this position to

Yevsektsia's  role  in  Soviet  Russia  in  the  slow  erosion  of  Yiddish  by  de-

hebraisation  and Russification,  whose purpose was to  absorb  and finally  to

eradicate Yiddish nationalism as signified by the Yiddish language.  As we have

seen,  Literarishe  bleter in  the  1920s  concerned  itself  with  the  lowering  of

standards in Yiddish in Poland as well as with orthographic and spelling reforms

in Soviet Russia.  Through his consideration of the different circumstances in

America, Zhitlovsky's article adds another component to readers' awareness of

language and cultural shift.

In 1928, E. Almi19 decribes the changes which have taken place within the

American Jewish population.20  His first concern is what might be called the

19 E. Almi, 1892-1963, Pseudonym of Eliyahu Hayim Sheps, participated in the Czernovitz Conference at
the age of 16.  Came to America in 1912.  Prolific author and critic until his death in Buenos Aires 1963,
http://www.ibiblio.org/yiddish/Tshernovits/partic.html, site visited 02.08.12.

20 E. Almi/NY, 'Yidish un english' (Yiddish and English), Literarishe bleter, no. 3, 20,January 1928, pp. 55-
6.
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'protectionism'  of  language on the part  of  English language speakers  which

became manifest with the passing of the Johnson Act of 1924.  Surprisingly,

Almi does not find this attitude shocking; on the contrary, he considers it in the

same vein as the Yiddishist protectionism of Yiddish abroad, to which he voices

no objection.  What he is promoting in this article is the necessity of creating an

organisation for the protection of Yiddish in America.  Once again we have an

egalitarian treatment of a co-territorialist linguistic position, rather than a sense

of threat or outrage as we have seen elsewhere.  Moreover, as proof of the

urgent need for such a protectionist organisation, he launches into the sociology

of attitudes about Yiddish as expressed in census polls.  As we have seen, polls

were a popular item in the pages of Literarishe bleter by this time, and Mayzel

must have been pleased with the article's approach.  In this poll, when asked

about their native language, a number of Jews in the 1920 census indicated

Hebrew.  Almi does not cite the number, but he does question it.  In his opinion,

Jews have chosen the option 'Hebrew' over the option 'Yiddish' given on the

census  form,  because  Hebrew  sounds  nicer  than  Jewish  or  because  their

children fill out the form for their illiterate parents.  One possible conclusion from

Almi's observations is that a certain sector, parent and child alike, is willing to

give up identification with Yiddish or believes that  Hebrew is equatable with

Jewish.   There is  also  the possibility  that  neither  parents  nor  children were

sufficiently  literate  in English  and therefore could not understand the options

provided in the forms.

The issue of Hebrew is broader than simply that of choice of language for the

census form, since Almi cites the fact that some authors (specific names are not

provided in this article) are having their Yiddish books translated into Hebrew to
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ensure their survival.  The implication is that books in Yiddish would not survive,

whereas they would if  they appeared in Hebrew.  We find ourselves once more

in the midst of the diglossia controversy, but with a twist: it is not superiority but

survival  which  is  at  stake.   He nourishes the  scholarly  interest  held  by the

editorship of  Literarishe bleter, and implicitly by its readership,  by noting the

English-Latin conflict in Elizabethan England, the result being that the spoken

language  will  ultimately  take  precedence  over  the  classical.   However,  the

immediate need to protect the Yiddish language is of primary interest to him and

to  the  readership  of  Literarishe  bleter, who  doubtless  would  compare  the

American developments and points of view with those in Eastern Europe, Soviet

Russia and elsewhere.  Such an article is consistent with Mayzel's adamant

attempt to inform a world-wide readership of the developments and perils that

Yiddish was continuously undergoing, symptomatic of the threat to the essence

of Jewish life.

Almi notes the continuous changes in the population of Yiddish speakers.  By

1931  he  notes  a  new  phenomenon:  the  generation  gap  has  produced  an

interest in Yiddish from a source new to America, newly-orthodox Jewish youth,

educated in English in America, who cultivate Yiddish as a further means to

embed themselves in Jewish tradition.21  Whereas some Jewish children speak

English in the streets and their parents speak Yiddish at home, and whereas

Yiddish  book  sales  are  dropping,  'Young  Israel'  has  turned  to  a  religious

Yiddishism, embracing the Jewish holidays and Shabbat as well as learning or

re-learning the Yiddish language, attending Yiddish theatre and buying Yiddish

books.   Almi  claims  that  these  young  people  of  the  next  generation  have

become  observant  because  of  the  spiritual  poverty  of  lives  made  up  of
21 E. Almi 'A nayer Yidish-renesans in Amerike' (A new Yiddish renaissance in America), Literarishe bleter,

No 2, 9, Jan 1931. pp. 29-31.
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'business,  jazz and boredom'.   Notwithstanding their  parents'  lack of Jewish

religious practice  and their  own education  in  an  American English-speaking

context, this youth group has embraced Yiddishkeyt.  This description provides

an  interesting  variant  of  Michel's  concept  of  ethnic  reinvention;  here  it  is

precisely  those  elements  of  middle-class  culture,  that  should  have  been

inculcated into the new synthesis, which are rejected.

An interesting aside, which Almi notes but does not dwell upon, is the spelling

of “Israel”.22  The Young Israel youth group spells it phonetically and with a silent

alef,  rather  than  the  accepted  spelling  used  in  both  Yiddish  and  Hebrew.

Moreover, he points out that the pronunciation is neither Yiddish nor Hebrew; it

is an amalgam of the American pronunciation and the Hebrew pronunciation of

“Israel”.  It is curious that whereas Zhitlovsky discussed the Americanisation of

Yiddish, Almi mentions the wing of Jewish culture which turns to Hebrew to

guarantee  its  cultural  survival,  and  here,  almost  in  parentheses,  the

actualisation of these tendencies can be seen.  It is in keeping with Literarishe

bleter's editorial policy to follow and report on the thematics of Yiddish cultural

and linguistic shifts, and in this case, Mayzel invites Almi to document the use of

Yiddish in a new type of orthodoxy which involves a return to Yiddish from a

generation that has lost it.

We have now seen that by the 1930s in America, there begins to be a decline

in Yiddish speakers of the next generation, due to the factors described above.

However,  what  has  begun  to  filter  into  institutions  and  scholarship  is  an

increasing academic interest in, and focus upon, contemporary linguistic issues

in Yiddish.  The New York branch of YIVO was started in 1925, at the same time

22 There may be a religious motivation here, of which Almi might have been unaware: some religious
groups adopt this spelling so that the word does not begin with the letter 'yod', because 'yod' begins the
word for God.
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as its Vilna centre.  By the 1930s, the idiosyncrasies of American Yiddish have

become sufficiently established as an appropriate field  of  study to  prompt a

spate of articles in Literarishe bleter.  Several articles appear in 1932 regarding

corpus planning.

Dr.  A.  Robak23 writes  from  Cambridge,  Massachusetts  about  spelling

reform.24  He notes that in America one of the problems of corpus planning is

that there is as yet no consistency of application either in grammar or in spelling

rules.   In  addition,  various publications  appear  to  establish  their  own 'local'

conventions.   In  attacking the problem of  spelling  and orthography,  his  first

concern is to compare American usage with Polish, Russian and Ukrainian.  He

takes as his example the silent alef which as we have seen is in usage amongst

certain groups in America.  It is his opinion that the use of the silent alef appears

more 'Yiddish' to the American eye: he gives as his example the spelling of

'Yiddish'  in  use in  America with  alef  yud,  and  in  Poland with  the  traditional

double yud.  The silent alef is subsequently inserted almost indiscriminately in

order to phoneticise the language, the reason being that the optical recognition

of the Yiddish word is disappearing, Yiddish literacy is fading, and the language

is becoming oral.  This sad development opens the door to the duplication of

pronunciation  mistakes in  print,  as  each speaker  establishes his  own norm.

Robak notes that the reform in Soviet Russian Yiddish constitutes a warning for

this American  tendency;  he  cites  the  massive  confusion  created  by  the

dehebraisation  of  Yiddish  and  its  phonetic  reproduction  in  print.   In  his

awareness  of  the  international  state  of  affairs  in  Yiddish  spelling  and

23 Abraham Aaron Roback (sic), 1890-1965, Polish- born psychologist, philologist, folklorist and educator,
raised in Montreal, PhD Harvard 1917, academic in psychology; he helped organise Harvard's Yiddish
collection.  http://oasis.lib.harvard.edu/oasis/deliver/~hou01944, site visited 01.01.12.

24 Dr. A. A. Robak /Cambridge, Massachusetts, 'Hobn  amerikaner  yidn oykh a rekht oyf  yidish?:  yidish
reformen-vifl iz der shir? (a por verter vegn fareinhaytlekhung fun yidishn oysleyg)' ((Should American-
Jews  also  have  a  right  to  Yiddish?:  Yiddish  reforms,  where  is  the  limit?  (  A  few  words  on
standardisation of Yiddishorthography)), Literarishe bleter, no. 17, 1932, p. 311.
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orthography,  Robak  testifies  to  the  urgent  need  for  global  standardisation.

Because  Literarishe bleter  offers a forum for this issue and fosters exchange

and detailed, even pedagogical discussion, Robak directs his correspondence

to this international readership.  The comparative aspect of his article addresses

local problems and places them within a global perspective, noting in particular

the extreme linguistic changes occurring in Soviet Russia.

Later in the same year Dr. J. Shatski25 gives a lengthy interview in Warsaw

about the work of YIVO in NY, where he is director as well  as a scholar of

Jewish  history,  literature  and  the  theatre.26  The  article  concerns  itself  with

promoting the progress of YIVO's work in America, of which Shatski is justifiably

proud.   What  is  significant here  is  his  description  of  YIVO's  function  as  an

archive of Jewish studies for researchers and university students.  He notes in

particular  that  areas  of  interest  include  Old  Yiddish  literature  and  Yiddish

language.  With respect  to the previous article by Roback, it  becomes clear

within the pages of  Literarishe bleter that there is a growing division between

the problems of corpus planning and academic interest.  Yiddish studies have

taken root  in the academy, in the university  and in scholarship,  and yet the

development of Yiddish in daily life has entered a crisis stage.

By 1938, Kadye Molodovski27 writes a long poetic and impassioned article

from New York about what she perceives to be the fate of Yiddish in America.28

She sees a Yiddish language which is almost exclusively oral: Yiddish books

exist and the Yiddish press is available but it lives in 'a golden cage', a book

25 Ya'akov Shatski, 1893-1956, philosopher and writer, immigrated to America in the early 1920s.
26 Literarishe bleter, 'Di yidishe visnshaft in Amerike' (fun a shmues mitn bavustn yidishn visnshaftler,,

forsher Dr. Yakov Shatski), no. 35, 1935, pp. 586-8.
27 Kadye Molodovski, 1894-1975, Yiddish poet, writer, teacher of Yiddish and Hebrew, and editor, was

one of the most public and prolific of Yiddish poets in Warsaw until 1935 and afterwards in NY where
she immigrated in that year.  She contributed extensively to Literarishe bleter and was published by B.
Kletzkin.  http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Molodowsky_Kadia, site visited 20.09.12.

28 Kadye Molodovski/NY,  'Antkegn der  groyser  gefar' (In  opposition  to  the  Great  Threat),  Literarishe
bleter, no. 41, 28 October, 1938, p. 677-8.
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depository called Yiddish culture, to which we have lost the key.  Meanwhile,

Jews, the People of the Book, frequent the cinema and the theatre.  Jewish

children can neither read, write nor  speak Yiddish.   The alphabet  has been

untaught and thus forgotten, and the books rendered useless and unread.  With

the disappearance of books comes the disappearance of history and cultural

tradition.

Molodovski  attacks  the  dearth  of  Yiddish education  in  America,  for  which

there is the assiduous substitution of piano lessons, dance classes, German

courses and other signifiers of upwardly-mobile, middle-class education.  What

they have sacrificed is an intimate world of  collective historical  memory.   In

these precarious times, when Fascism strives to exterminate the Jewish people

spiritually  as  well  as  physically,  the  young  who  live  without  the  weapon  of

culture will be half blind and thus the first to fall in battle.  In not providing our

children  with  the  Yiddish  language  and  culture,  we  collaborate  with  anti-

Semitism.  In not surrounding our children with Yiddish newspapers and books

and Yiddish songs on the piano, we break the chain of generations.

Molodovski's article is published on the front page of this issue, indicating its

importance to the publication as well  as to the readership.   Molodovski  has

been a consistent and valuable voice throughout the years of the journal and

would attract a readership in and of herself.  Molodovski articulates a concern

that has been running through the pages of  Literarishe bleter for  at  least  a

decade,  and  that  is  the  disappearance,  or  at  the  very  least,  the  massive

alteration  of  the  Yiddish  language  and  the  culture  it  bears.   She  sees  the

triumph of assimilation: the replacement of Yiddish culture and its vehicle, the

Yiddish word, by a middle-class American concept of culture accepted willingly
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as  the  bearer  of  the  American  dream.   She  perceives  that  Yiddish  is

disappearing in two stages: the written word has been consigned to disuse,

leaving only a Yiddish oral culture.  It follows that without the literary means to

transmit even the oral Yiddish culture, it cannot be passed on.  It too will die

within a generation.

Literarishe bleter's interest here is two-fold, given the danger that Molodovski

articulates.  With the disappearance of Yiddish literacy in America comes the

disappearance  of  the  Yiddish  cultural  market  place:  the  readership,  the

contributors, the growth of Yiddish cultural institutions.  Not only will Literarishe

bleter lose  those  American  subscribers  and  contributors  so  desperately

necessary in this time of economic and political crisis, it will also lose something

far more precious, the foothold that Yiddish culture has carved out there.  A

thriving  new  world  of  Yiddish  creativity,  with  its  unique  poetic  movements

embedded in the context of the American experience, its theatre, film industry

and political commitment, will slowly shrivel, dry up, and become a matter of

academic pursuit and archival interest.

In  order  to  comprehend  more  fully  Literarishe  bleter's treatment  of  the

changing status  of  Yiddish  in  America,  it  is  useful  to  compare  the  state  of

Yiddish there in the late  1930s with what we have seen in Soviet Russia and

Poland.  Joshua Fishman states that 'among the foreign born, Yiddish reached

its  apex  in  1930...  the  new quota  system (in  1924)  severely  limited  further

arrivals from Eastern Europe'.29  What can be said from the outset is that the

gradual decline of the community of Yiddish speakers and of Yiddish culture in

America is linked to the higher status of American culture and socio-economics,

29 J. Fishman, 'U.S. Census Data on Mother Tongues: Review, Extrapolations and Predictions', from For
Max Weinreich  on His  Seventieth Birthday:  Studies  in  Jewish Languages,  Literature,  and  Society,
Mouton and Co., The Hague, 1964, pp. 53-4.
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if not immediately, then certainly by the second generation.  Assimilation was

not a forced, but rather a voluntary process.

Zhitlovsky's perceptions of language deformation as a sign of cultural shift,

Almi's call for the creation of a protectionist organisation for Yiddish in the face

of  its  declining  status,   Molodovski''s  outrage  at  the  loss  of  Jewish  cultural

history  as a result  of  Yiddish illiteracy  and the  temptations of  the  American

dream –  all  of  these testimonies point  to the voluntary loss of what  Joshua

Fishman terms a  'bounded  life  style  at  the  home-neighbourhood-community

level'.30  Whereas the first immigrant communities were pressed into tenements

and sweatshops,  and self-help organisations set  up everywhere in the large

urban centres, the need for English as a passport into mainstream society with

its economic rewards was  relentless.  'Potato'  Yiddish and English pages in

otherwise all-Yiddish papers were only the outward manifestations of the great

drive to integrate into American society, to take advantage of its educational and

economic opportunities.  The result is an imbalance, as the second generation

interests itself in academic and scholarly pursuits while at the same time there

is  a  marked  decline  in  readership  and  Yiddish  literacy.  YIVO's  status  as  a

research centre and archive, rather than a vital element in language registry

and reform, points in that direction.  The new orthodoxy amongst  the young

does not stem from intergenerational continuity, but rather from a progressive

loss through several generations of Jewish tradition and concomitantly, of the

Yiddish language.  They are thus forced to re-invent themselves without the aid

of Fishman's nexus of home-neighbourhood-community between generations.

They have now recreated their own.

Literarishe bleter becomes both archive and witness of that loss, as it has

30 J. Fishman, Yiddish:Turning to Life, p. 77.
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done  elsewhere.   The  loss  of  Yiddish  in  Soviet  Russia  stemmed  from  the

actualisation  of  ideological  policies;  in  addition,  the  changes within it  were

exercised  and  encouraged  by  Yiddish-speakers  in  the  name  of  Jewish

advancement  of  working-class  culture.   It  was  a  forced reform enforced  by

centralised governmental institutions, academic authorities, and cultural organs,

all  under  Party  control.   The  weapon  against  lack  of  agreement  was  the

progressive closure of Yiddish cultural institutions and ultimately, the physical

annihilation of supposed opponents in the Purge.  Whereas here the alteration

of Yiddish language and thus Yiddish nationalism occurred under the guise of

dehebraisation,  Russification  and  orthographic  reform,  in  America  the

Americanisation was voluntary, meaning that the Jewish immigrants themselves

strived to accommodate themselves to the new reality and to Americanise.
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Chapter 8  Yiddish in Palestine

“The so-called Ashkenazic settlement in Palestine, going back to the Middle

Ages and beginning its period of growth in the eighteenth century, had been and

to  a  large  extent  remained  a  Yiddish-speaking  one”.1  Although  Yiddish

speakers increased with growing immigration from Eastern Europe, Yiddish in

Palestine from the first  Aliyah (1882-1892)  led a checkered existence.   The

Zionist imperative to create a land with 'a new way of life', produced a situation

in which Yiddish became the 'other',  to be discarded along with all  the other

attributes of  the immigrants'  former homes in the poverty and pogroms that

comprised Jewish Eastern Europe.  If it can be seen as a language born in the

diaspora, then it is a language 'outside its birthplace'.  The main problem for

Yiddish in Palestine was that it faced a forced, as opposed to an evolutionary

disappearance,  as  for  example,  in  America  or  England  where  Jewish

immigrants  and  especially the children of immigrants embraced and gradually

replaced their Yiddish mother-tongue with the local primary language of English.

In these latter cases the notion of integration overtook the preservation of the

core  language  which  they  had  carried  with  them.   English  provided the

immigrants  in  America  and  in  England  with  a  hoped-for  access  to  and

advancement within the dominant culture, an access which Polish or Russian

speaking Jews in Eastern Europe did not  always achieve in their respective

countries.   In  Palestine,  as  the  twentieth  century  progressed,  Jews  learned

Hebrew because Yiddish denied them advancement, successful integration and

social acceptance.  The cultural opposition between the Old Jew and the New

Hebrew became an essential imperative in the Zionist construction of the new

culture in Palestine.  It was a part of the Zionist credo that a re-figuring of the

1 M. Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, University of Chicago Press, 1980, p.303.
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self would lead to a re-figuring of the nation, and Yiddish was the centuries-old

bearer of diaspora culture and mentality.  Opposition between the old values of

de-territorialised  culture  and  the  values  of  a  re-territorialised  nation  was

cardinal.2  The point  in history when this  idea took shape can be traced to

Tsarist Russia.

The Tsarist  pogroms of  1881 unquestionably motivated Jewish emigration

from Russia, but although the vast majority migrated to America where there

was already an established Jewish community, a small group found their way to

Palestine,  which in the diaspora culture of exile, had been  formulated in the

mythic  terms of a  long-lost  homeland,  reinforced through a reiterated ritual-

liturgical  practice.3  The  predecessor  of  organised  Zionism,  Hibat-Zion,4

produced publicity which resulted in the emigration of approximately 7,000 Jews

to Palestine in 1882, creating a small nucleus for future settlement.  As opposed

to American emigration which had been a flight from Eastern Europe's trials and

tribulations  to  the  advantages  foreseen  in  the  commonly-called  Goldene

medine (The Golden Land, as America is traditionally referred to), the members

of  Hibat-Zion emigrated  with  an  ideology:  to  create  an  independent  Jewish

settlement, the Yishuv.  This pioneer group called itself Hoveve-Zion, (Lovers of

Zion) and they  are commonly  identified as the first  Aliyah (the first  wave of

settlement, 1882-1892).5  Their main  objective was to fulfil the Zionist ideal  of

becoming a new agricultural society: by the end of the nineteenth century these

pioneers  had  established  more  than  25  Jewish  agricultural  settlements  in

2 Y. Chaver, What Must Be Forgotten: The Survival of Yiddish in Zionist Palestine, Syracuse University
Press, 2004, pp. 1-13.

3 See  A.  B.  Saposnik,  Becoming  Hebrew:  The  Creation  of  a  Jewish  National  Culture  in  Ottoman
Palestine, Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 6.

4 Hibat-Zion was a European proto-Zionist movement of the early 1880s that developed in the wake of
pogroms in Russia.  Its name, which means Affection for Zion explains its emphasis.

5 H. M. Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish History, Dell Publishing Co. Inc., (1958) 1977,pp.267-269.
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Palestine.6  However, many Jews forsook the agricultural experiment in favour

of  the  urban life  to  which  they had  previously  been accustomed,  becoming

artisans or shopkeepers.  By 1907 there were approximately 70,000 Jews in

Palestine.  They did not particularly concern themselves with language at this

stage, as most of their daily life was conducted in Yiddish.  However, the fact

that there were some significant pockets of Hebrew speech present in Palestine

but that the Jewish population there was multilingual and multicultural spurred

on the efforts  of  Zionist  activists  to  transform this  mélange into a “Hebrew”

culture.7

The second Aliyah (1904-1913), brought the question of Hebrew to the fore.

The  heated  Hebrew-Yiddish  debate  that  had  polarised  European  Jewish

communities at the turn of the century was carried over to the  Yishuv.  The

establishment of the two workers' parties,  Hapoel Hatsair (The Young Worker)

in Palestine in 1905,8 and Poaley Zion (Workers of Zion)9 in Palestine in 1906,

(although other  branches existed  in  Russia  and America  prior  to  this  date),

brought with them changes in attitudes towards ideology and language.  In 1906

The  First  Congress of  The  Jewish  Social-Democratic  Party  Hapoel-Hatzayir

took place in Poltava, Russia.  Hapoel-Hatsair saw itself as a workers' faction of

the  general  Zionist  movement.  However, the  debate  between  Yiddish  and

Hebrew was not an issue at this conference, and,  interestingly, all  discourse

6 Y. Chaver, What Must Be Forgotten, p. 5.
7 A. B. Saposnik, Becoming Hebrew, p. 67.
8 Hapoel Hatsayir-had no previous connections with any organisation abroad.  Its chief ideologue was

Aaron David Gordon (1856-1922) who proposed a non Marxist, Socialist, Zionist solution based on
agricultural  settlement and labour.   Because it  had no European roots,  it  espoused Hebrew as an
everyday language. Chaver, What must Be Forgotten, pp. 93-103.

9 Poaley Zion-maintained its strong ties with its international affiliates whose culture was Yiddish.  Its
chief  ideologue  was  Ber  Borokhov  (1881-1917),  who  fused  Marxism  with  Zionism  through  his
consideration that the basis of the Jewish problem was economic.  Although he agreed that Hebrew
should  be  Jewish  Palestine's  future  language,  his  ties  to  the  European  Jewish  socialist  urban
proletariat, which was Yiddish speaking, led him to accept the use of Yiddish in the Yishuv at that time.
See Chaver, and also Barry Trachtenberg's chapter on Ber Borochov (sic) in The Revolutionary Roots
of Modern Yiddish 1903-1917, pp.108-134.
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was  conducted  in  Russian.10  The  question  of  language  slowly  gathered

momentum because the easily identifiable marker of language was construed

as an indication of political affiliation; in Palestine  this was transformed into a

lively debate.  The Hebrew newspaper of 'Hapoel-Hatzayir', also called Hapoel-

Hatzayir was established in Jerusalem in 1908, appeared monthly and later

weekly after it  was transferred to Jaffa.  The  publication of Poaley Zion  Der

onfang (The Beginning)  appeared  a  few months  before  its  Hebrew rival,  in

1907.  We can see that the timing coincides with the Czernowitz Conference

where the national language question was fiercely debated.  It was especially

here  in  Palestine,  however,  that  the  political  clash  became  vociferous  and

ideological.  The Hapoel Hatzair newspaper had published an article in the first

issue entitled: “Binyan ve'stira” (To build and to break),11 advocating the creation

of a new nation as if it were the first day of Creation.  There was to be a clean

break from the culture of the diaspora (Goles), and the creation of a new nation

with a new and single language: Hebrew.  There was no place in this new land

for traditions from the Old Country nor for the language that represented them-

Yiddish.  The rejection of Yiddish, or  'Jargon', as it was referred to in this article,

was an insufficient step in the eyes of the publication, and therefore a tougher

policy would have to be implemented: a  war against Yiddish.  The battle lines

were drawn to exclude Yiddish from every sphere, both cultural and political.

The aim of the article was to diminish Yiddish and make it  appear ugly and

weak, and even the consistent reference to it as 'Jargon', never naming it as

Yiddish, was significant in this battle.

The fact of the matter was that most Second Aliyah immigrants were more at

10 M. Kasover, 'Materyaln tsu der geshikhte fun kamf kegn yidish' in Eretz-Israel shriftn, Yidisher literatn
un zhurnalistn klub in Eretz Israel, Tel-Aviv, 1937, p. 140.

11 M. Kasover, pp. 142-143.
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home with Yiddish than with Hebrew, despite their commitment  to the latter;

furthermore, modern Hebrew was only in its infancy.  Only a small percentage

of the population, for the most part the intelligentsia, could converse in this new

evolving secular Hebrew language.  The rest had to rely on Yiddish or other

European  and  Slavic  languages  for  communication.   However,  the  socialist

Zionists  of  the  Second  Aliyah perceived  their  non-political  Yiddish-speaking

predecessors of the First Aliyah as beggars on the one hand, because they had

existed on chalukah (an intricate system of donations by Jews abroad), and as

'capitalists', Jews who had profited by employing Arab agricultural labour and

had come without socialist ideals.  The fact that the First Aliyah spoke Yiddish

was seen as further proof of the need to de-legitimise them and to legitimise the

new socialist image and its linguistic marker, Hebrew.

Harshav summarises the evolution of the development of Hebrew through

the Third Aliyah as follows (his emphasis):

in  the  First  Aliyah,  a  few  individuals  emerged  who  could  speak
Hebrew  but  did  not  use  it  regularly  ...  The  Second  Aliyah
demonstrated the possibility  of  setting up  enclosed Hebrew social
cells in opposition to their non-Hebrew-speaking Jewish environment,
and  a  public  framework  of  life in  Hebrew.   In  the  Third  Aliyah,
however,  a  Secular  Hebrew  Polysystem was  constructed  and
imposed on the new Jews of the whole country, politically sanctioned
by the Mandatory government.12

Harshav is in agreement with the contention that the Second Aliyah started

out  in  Yiddish  (he  points  out  that  Ben-Tsvi  and  Ben-Gurion  edited  a  party

newspaper in Yiddish)13 but with immense effort made the shift to Hebrew.  By

the Third  Aliyah (1919-1923), Hebrew had became a primary language in the

Yishuv  through the institutionalisation of a  comprehensive ideological, political

and educational system.  By the end, “(I)n 1923 the British Mandate authorities

12 B. Harshav, Language in Time of Revolution, University of California Press, 1993, p. 151.
13 Ibid. p. 110.
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named Hebrew as one of the official languages of Palestine, along with English

and Arabic”.14  Stalin in his 1913 pamphlet 'Marxism and the National Question'',

had claimed that the Jews were not a nation because they lacked two essential

attributes: a territory and a common language.  The immigrants of the Third

Aliyah,  who  were  themselves  influenced  by  similar  views  on  nationalism,

although not Stalinist, found a solution to the national question: by settling in

Palestine and reviving the ancient Hebrew language they not only created a

nation but also re-established the two-thousand year spiritual bond between the

Jewish people and Eretz Israel, the Land of Israel.15  In their attempt to link the

new Zionist story with the Biblical story and to model the Zionist hero, the new

Hebrew,16 after  his  Biblical  counterpart,  they  deliberately  and  effectively

eliminated intervening Jewish history.  The price for this new revival was the

loss of Yiddish and diasporic culture, both of which were to be obliterated from

collective memory and replaced with the new ideology and Zionist vision.

By the time, then, that  Literarishe bleter was established in 1924, Palestine

already had deeply embedded ideological and political policies with regard to

language.  The determination with which the local authorities and institutions

defended  and  promoted  their  preferences  had  created  an  ongoing  battle

between Hebrew and Yiddish.  It had already become clear that Hebrew would

be the principal language of Palestine; because of its continuing widespread

usage in daily practice, Yiddish still existed, albeit on the periphery, used as well

in order to maintain a cultural relationship between Palestine and World Jewry.

In  fact, it  would  be inconceivable  for  World  Jewry  to  accept  that  the  new

14 Y. Chaver, What Must Be Forgotten, p. 16.
15 This term (Eretz-Israel) begins to denote Palestine during the Second Aliyah.  From 1948 the country is

referred to officially as Israel.
16 Y. Chaver makes the salient point that the adjective 'Hebrew' used as a substantive refers both to the

language and to the new Zionist inhabitants of Palestine.  Chaver, Ibid.,pp. 13-15.
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inhabitants of Palestine, who not long ago were part of their world, would want

to sever their  ties from their  cultural  heritage and their mother tongue.  The

articles in Literarishe bleter and other organs of the Yiddish press abroad reflect

this deepening gap between the two Jewish populations, reporting with outrage

and  total  incomprehension  this  fundamental  rejection  of  Yiddish  culture  and

literature in Palestine by the authorities.

Literarishe bleter reprinted an outraged  article from the  Vilner tog17 in 1926

which claimed that Zionists in Palestine were adamant that the local language

should be the newly-revived Hebrew and that Yiddish should be banned.  The

anonymous author suggested that Yiddish rather than Hebrew was the natural

choice of language for the Jews in Palestine, as they had emigrated mainly from

Yiddish-speaking countries,  a  fact  that  the  local  Zionist  leaders  disregarded

completely.  In 1926, then, it was not yet completely clear to diaspora Jewry that

the rejection of Yiddish in Palestine was absolute, a goal to be achieved by

Zionist 'zealots' (fanatiker),18 who exercise total and uncompromising rejection.

The unknown writer claimed that even the emigrants themselves, who were

previously  Tse'irey  Zion19 members  and  who  had  argued  passionately  for

Yiddish as a language of education, had suddenly become themselves zealots

of the new Hebrew revival.  The author stresses that the situation had become

so untenable that even when dignitaries and artists arrived in Palestine as guest

speakers and performers, they were booed off the stage.  The singer Levinson20

was not allowed to sing in Nahalal because he wanted to perform in a language

17 'Der  kamf kegn yidish in  erets-yisroel:  vi lang vet men shvaygn?'  (The battle  agaist  Yiddish in Eretz-
Israel: how long will we keep quiet?), Literarishe bleter, No 105, 7 May, 1926. p. 303.

18 This concept and choice of expression was used in M. Kasover's article in 1937 with regard to press
publications by 'Hapoel-Hatzayir' in 1907-8, p. 143-144.

19 Tse'irey Zion was a Socialist Zionist labor movement.  Established in Eastern Europe in the late 19th
century.  Some members came to Palestine during the Second Aliyah and were one of the founders of
Hapoel Hatzayir.  http://tnuathaavoda.info/zope/home/1/terms/1134578523, site visited 31.03.13

20 Aleksandr Davidov Levinson (1872-1944), well known Jewish Russian singer.
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other than Hebrew.  The singer was so outraged that he left the stage in protest.

Yet another example  describes a music professor,  performing for children in

Jerusalem, who did not have enough time to translate one of the songs into

Hebrew and so  began to  perform it  in  the  original  German.   The teachers'

'representative'  interrupted,  by  shouting:  'Hebrew,  Hebrew'.   The  professor,

again, left in protest.  This trend extended to the general population, even to

elderly citizens who spoke no Hebrew, with Yiddish as their only language; they

were mercilessly reprimanded by Hebrew speakers.  At the end of this letter, the

writer states in a rhetorical fashion that there was no end to the hardships of the

Jewish people, even in Palestine.

The issues raised in the article highlight the naivete of the writer as well as of

the publishers, who at this point cannot yet isolate the essential problem, the

simple fact that the newly-populated Palestine is based on Zionist ideologies

which valorise Hebrew and de-legitimise other languages.  The article's focus is

on details and anecdotes, whereas the subject of the total hegemony of Hebrew

is not addressed.  It is clear why an article like this was reprinted in Literarishe

bleter even though the author was anonymous in the original publication.  The

thought that Yiddish was being rejected in the land for which Jews had yearned

for millennia was inconceivable to Mayzel as well as his readership.  Always the

educator, he tried to report and encourage discourse on this important issue.

The  same  topic  featured  again  in  Literarishe  bleter later  in  the  year,

recounting Moshe Stavsky's (1884-1964) experiences in Palestine.21  One of the

first Yiddish writers to come to Palestine, he arrived with the Halutsim (pioneer

movement) and worked in South Judea as a labourer and agricultural worker for

eight years.  Later, he moved to Tel-Nordau in Tel-Aviv.  His fourteen-year old
21 R. Faygenberg/Tel-Aviv, 'A grus fun yidishe shriftshteler in Eretz-Isroel' (Greetings from Yiddish writers

in Eretz-Israel), Literarishe bleter, No 121, 27 August, 1926, pp. 566-7.
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son studied in the Tel-Aviv High-school (Gimnasyiat Tel-Aviv) and became, as

expected, a strong Hebrew supporter.  The young man would not speak a word

of Yiddish, despite the fact that his parents conversed in Yiddish as a matter of

course.   Moshe  Stavsky,  although  a  Zionist,  himself  wrote  in  Yiddish  and

dreamed of travelling to Poland and publishing his Yiddish work there, as this

was the only avenue open to him then.  In Palestine he could only publish his

fables and short stories in Hebrew, in the local newspapers and journals.

In  the  same article,  Rokhl  Faygenberg  expands  the  topic  to  include  the

inevitable  conflict  felt  by  writers  who  emigrated  to  Palestine  for  ideological

reasons but who found the basic existence there trying and challenging.  She

mentions the writers A. Reuveni , Z. Y. Onokhi, and Uri Tsvi Grinberg, who felt

like newcomers to the land even after being there for three years and who were

very dissatisfied with the local literary landscape.  Stavsky himself had left the

Hebrew Writers' Union because he did not like their attitude to certain writers.

Whatever the nature of his dispute was, his discomfort remains clear.

Rokhl  Faygenberg's  report  poses  an  interesting  question.   How  did  the

Zionists who wanted to live the Zionist dream in Palestine and to maintain their

Yiddish  heritage  and  language  in  their  writing  reconcile  themselves  to  this

dilemma?  Literarishe bleter suggests that in the minds of its contributors, no

compromise existed,  and  individuals  had  to  make their  own choices:  to  be

published in Hebrew locally or to publish in Yiddish abroad.  This is not to say

that there were no publications in Yiddish in Palestine at this time.  What must

be emphasised is Literarishe bleter's reporting of this situation.

As seen through its pages, the relationship between Yiddish and Hebrew in

Palestine  was  certainly  strained,  and  every  opportunity  to  present  anything
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cultural  in Yiddish, no matter how innocent,  was consistently sabotaged.   L.

Cheyn22 in  1930,  documents  the  targeting  of  a  Yiddish  film.   He reports  in

Literarishe bleter  that on 27th September 1930, another attack on Yiddish took

place in Tel-Aviv.  A Yiddish speaking film was scheduled  for screening.  The

posters advertising it  were blackened with tar, and later an organised attack

took place at 'Mugrabi' theatre, where a gang of youths started throwing stink

bombs and ink at the audience.  It escalated into a full-blown fight where police

assistance  was  required,  and  the  end  result  was  that  the  screening  was

cancelled.

As usual  after  such an event,  apologies were later  issued by the Jewish

Social Commission of Palestine claiming that they knew nothing about it and

that this was an act carried out by zealous youth.  The organisation added that

although they were against the so-called  “Zhargon”, the fight had to be carried

out  in  a  “civilised  manner,  ideologically”.   However  Cheyn  asserts  that

individuals and public institutions were the provocateurs of this event, with the

implied endorsement  of  the  Social  Commission.   To prove his  point,  Cheyn

gives examples of letters inciting violence in the protection of Hebrew; he had

selected them from the local press to clarify responsibility for these 'pogroms'.

The language and terminology is Cheyn's,  and  Literarishe bleter publishes it

without comment.

This was not an isolated incident.  Organised disruptions of this kind were a

regular occurrence in Palestine, one of the most famous being the incident with

regard to  Chayim Zhitlovsky who visited Palestine  early on,  in the summer of

1914.  An article of welcome in the local newspaper Ha'ahdut, reported that this

very important personality was currently visiting, describing him as “the most
22 L. Cheyn /Haifa, 'Di onfaln oyf yidish in Eretz-Isroel' (The attacks on Yiddish in Eretz-Israel), Literarishe

bleter, 24, October 1930, No 43, p 802-3.

212



important  fighter  for  the  cause of  Jewish  Socialist  ideas for  more  than fifty

years”.23  He gave several talks in Yiddish at a number of venues on the subject

of Socialist workers' issues.  As an honoured guest who did not speak Hebrew,

he  was  permitted  to  lecture  in  Yiddish  in  Jerusalem,  Haifa  and  elsewhere.

Before his departure, Zhitlovsky was invited to lecture in Jaffa on the subject of

'The future of the Jewish people'.  Precautions were taken to prevent offending

anyone: the location, a  café in Jaffa, was neutral.  The tickets stated that the

lecture would be in Yiddish, and precautions were taken to ensure a peaceful

gathering.  However, it did not prevent several hundred 'Gimnasia Hertzelyia'

students'  encircling the house where Dr.  Zhitlovsky was staying. For several

hours, the students held him there under siege to prevent him leaving the house

to give his lecture.  The reason given for this disruption was that by lecturing in

Yiddish, Zhitlovsky offended their 'holy' sensibilities with regard to Hebrew.  The

lecture  was  cancelled,  a  spontaneous  protest  ensued,  and  Zhitlovsky  left

Palestine without presenting his lecture.  The only concession allowed him was

to publish its main points in a local publication.  This incident vividly illustrates

that  as long as the topic  was of ideological  interest  within  a Zionist  setting,

linguistic concessions might be made, but as soon as the subject matter was

more general and more Yiddishist, the Yiddish language became unacceptable

and even offensive.  Despite the fact that this incident occurred prior to 1924

and the establishment of Literarishe bleter, its notoriety was such that it set the

tone for the interpretation for all later similar events.  Literarishe bleter's slant on

the language battles thus becomes part of a more wide-spread attitude.

The battle for Hebrew supremacy was fought  not  only  in the cultural  and

educational  domain,  but  in  particular  in the Hebrew press.   A Jewish Press
23 M. Kasover,  “Materyaln tsu der geshikhte fun kampf kegn yidish in Erets-Yisroel”, Erets-Yisroel Shriftn,

1937, pp.150-154.
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Exhibition  was  organised  in  Tel-Aviv  in  1928  by  the  Cultural  Commission

(Va'adat tarbut);24 it  was  hoped  that  the  Yiddish  press  would  obtain  equal

representation alongside the other organs of the Jewish press.  The exhibition,

organised with the help of Mendel Probst, consisted of publications in numerous

languages including Hebrew,  Yiddish,  and  Arabic.  There were 400 Hebrew

exhibits, displayed prominently and well catalogued.  Di  Tsukunft had  carried

articles about the Yiddish exhibits at this exhibition, but when Feyges enquired

about them, he was told to 'go downstairs'-in his words, to a shoddy dark room

with  bits  of  wood  and  advertisements  for  Keren-Kayemet scattered  about.

When Feyges finally found the Yiddish section, there were more than enough

examples to demonstrate that even in Palestine, Yiddish was a well-established

language with a press, despite the best efforts of the Hebraists to refute this

notion.

Three years later, an article by Moshe Kasover in Literarishe bleter criticised

certain aspects of the Second Jewish Press Exhibition.25  This second exhibition

held 1,113 items, in contrast to the first exhibition of 1928 which only exhibited

446 items.  The exhibits were chosen by one person by the name of Zalman

Pevsner, a worker from the Magistrates' Office in Tel-Aviv.  Kasover criticises

Pevsner's exhibition catalogue, especially the bibliographical details.  He points

out  21  bibliographical  errors,  a  not uncommon  practice  in  the  pages  of

Literarishe bleter  in which discrepancies or lack of knowledge in a particular

field are often pointed out.  In conclusion, however, he congratulates Pevsner

for his selection of material,  but advises him to avoid bibliography.  Pevsner

24 M. Feyges/Tel-aviv, 'Di yidishe prese in Palestine: vegn der opteylung oyf der prese oysshtelung in Tel-
aviv'  (The  Yiddish  press  in  Palestine:  about  the  press  exhibition  in  Tel-Aviv),  Literarishe  bleter,  9
November, 1928, no. 45, p 890-1.
25 M. Kasover/Jerusalem, 'Yidishe prese in Palestine' (The Yiddish press in Palestine), Literarishe bleter,

no. 30, 1932, p. 477-478.
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responded to Kasover's article, again in  Literarishe  bleter.26  He answered all

twenty one points of criticism one by one, using the publication as a vehicle for

a discourse and a kind of professional banter obviously encouraged within the

pages of the journal.  Mayzel had consistently encouraged public debate in the

publication in his desire to foster a cultural forum in the Yiddish press.  Naturally,

he was more amenable to subject matter which touched his own interests or

those of  his  readership according  to  his  polls  of  1926  and  1928-1929.   An

ongoing debate about the Yiddish press, the press in Palestine and professional

standards in Yiddish cultural affairs in general was of great concern to him, and

therefore he allotted it much attention.  With this perspective in mind, the debate

probably  reveals less about its subject-matter than about the proclivities and

editorial tendencies of Mayzel and his publication.

Between the years 1928-1932, two important events occurred in Palestine

which figured only peripherally at first in the pages of Literarishe bleter and then

were mentioned in later articles as a matter of course and general knowledge.

The first was the attempt, starting in 1927, to establish a Yiddish chair at the

Hebrew  University  in  Jerusalem  and  the  second,  in  1928,  was  the

establishment of the Yiddish Writers' and Journalists' Club in Palestine (Yidisher

literatn un zhurnalistn-klub in Erets-Yisro'el).  The first was a failure, whereas

under  the  auspices  of  the  second,  nineteen  Yiddish  literary  magazines

appeared in Palestine.27  A word needs to be said about the Hebrew University

controversy, despite the fact that it became a well-known episode. 

The Hebrew University had been founded in July 1918 as a secular academy

26 Z. Pevsner, 'An entfer oyfn artikl 'Yidishe prese in Palestine', (A response to the article 'Yiddish press in
Palestine'), Literarishe bleter, no. 40, 1929, p. 641.

27 Y.  Chaver,  What Must Be Forgotten, p. 121.  Chaver's  historical discussion of these two events is
comprehensive.  See also, M. Kasover, “Materyaln tsu der geshikhte fun kampf kegn yidish in Erets-
Yisroel”, Erets-Yisroel Shriftn, 1937.
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which  exploited  the  traditional  aspects  of  Hebrew  as  an  elite language  of

scholarship and encouraged its vernacularisation.  In 1927, based on a funding

proposal from New York's  Der tog two years previously,  a proposal was put

forward to establish a Chair of Yiddish Studies.  It was to be a venue for the

academic study of Yiddish and courses were to be held in Hebrew.  It stood no

chance of realisation at the time and was only finally created in 1951.  In 1927,

however, the  notion  of  a  Chair  of  Yiddish  Studies was  seen  as  an  act  of

sabotage against the basic concept of a Hebrew university and a direct threat to

Hebrew culture.28

Whereas the  battle  for  Yiddish  legitimacy  was  fought  institutionally  inside

Palestine, abroad the controversy about language in the press reached heated

levels by the mid-thirties.  It was world Jewry which was interested in prompting

Yiddish in Palestine, and the growing frustration is strongly expressed in an

article in Literarishe bleter, in 1934.29  Here the issue is presented as not simply

a question for Yiddishists, but for Palestine itself.  “Once and for all, this sort of

attitude towards the language of  millions  of  Jews in the world  must  not  be

tolerated...A  battle  against  the  ban  on  Yiddish  in  Eretz-Israel is  being

courageously fought in America now,  a battle that has no equal elsewhere in

the world”, says the anonymous author.  The author employs a specific tactic to

represent the American argument in  Literarishe bleter,  that of the need of the

newly-arrived  immigrants  for  Yiddish  as  a  second  language,  to  help  in  the

transition between arrival  and adjustment in the new land.  He writes: “How

must a newly-arrived immigrant feel to discover on his first morning, while trying

28 Y.  Chaver,  What Must Be Forgotten, p.114.  See also, A.L. Pilovsky,  ts  vishn yo un neyn: yidish un  
yidish  -  literatur  in    e  rets-  y  isroel,   1907-1948  ,  ed.  by  World  Council  For  Yiddish  and  Jewish  Culture,
Friedman, Tel-Aviv, 1986.

29 (Anonymous), 'Di rekht fun yidish in eretz-ysrael' (The right of Yiddish in Eretz-Israel), Literarishe bleter,
no. 13, 1934, p. 201.
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to  familiarise  himself  with  his  new surroundings,  that  he  has  become deaf,

dumb and blind”.  The anonymity of the writer once again afforded Mayzel the

possibility  of  publishing  outspoken  opinions  without  compromising  his

professional neutrality.

The article suggests a compromise based upon the American and English

model: the possibility of dual-language publication in the popular local press.  In

America  and  England,  Yiddish  newspapers  added  an  English  section;  the

author proposes that in Palestine as well, a Yiddish section should be added to

the Hebrew daily newspaper  Davar  (Word).  His claim is that, even if added

once a week,  it  would be of significant  benefit  to the Yiddish-speaking local

population.  The writer clarifies his intentions further:

Could not  the 'Histadrut'30 revise its policies with regard to  school
education  and  incorporate  Yiddish  into  the  higher  classes  of
elementary schools?  Who could fathom that the language of Jewish
children in Eretz-Israel would be Hebrew?... The future of Hebrew is
secure, what about Yiddish?

The general feeling, and justifiably so, was that the rift between Palestine and

other countries with regard to the presence of Yiddish was growing and that at

most World  Jewry  could  only  hope  for  a  compromise  at  this  point.   B.C.

Goldberg's opinion is expressed very clearly in the same issue:

I do not want to enter into the debate about which language should
be spoken in Eretz -Israel, but what I would like to see for Yiddish is
the same rights it enjoys in other places, such as New-York.  Imagine
if Yiddish newspapers were banned there! ...  I demand that of the
languages taught in schools in Eretz -Israel, one of them should be
Yiddish, so that a student from Tel-Aviv could converse with the Jews
of  the  world.   Perhaps  then  he would  stop  hating  the  seventeen
million Jews whom he regards as “goles-yidn”.31

The frustration of Yiddish-speaking World Jewry at this point  shows in its

protest  against  the  doggedness  and  determination  with  which  Hebrew  was

30 Histadrut, is Israel's organisation of trade unions.  Ha'histadrut Ha'klalit shel Ha'ovdim B'Eretz Yisrael
(General Federation of Labourers in the Land of Israel).

31 Literarishe bleter, no. 13, 1934, p. 201.
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diminishing  the  existence  of  Yiddish  in  Palestine.   This  frustration  is  again

registered  within  the  pages  of  Literarishe  bleter, although  it  was  only  one

amongst the many international Yiddish publications where this raging language

battle was fought.  One of the most ironic aspects of this confrontation was the

fact that a significant part of the Jewish population in Palestine had conducted

its  daily  life  in  Yiddish  and  was  still  doing  so.   Zrubavel,  in  an  article  for

Literarishe bleter,  1934 addresses this  topic,  basing his  article on the three

months  he  spent  in  Palestine.32  He  visited  towns  and  smaller  colonies

(Yeshuvim)  and reported  on the  local  culture there.   In  the  aforementioned

article, Zrubavel was interviewed  (probably by Mayzel) by the Literarishe bleter,

where  he  notes  the  impact  of  large-scale  immigration  upon  the  provincial

agricultural character of the land.  He foresees the evolution of Palestine into a

more urban industrialised and modern society.  This possibility leads him to his

main topic of concern.

Zrubavel points out that, in this effort of industrialisation and modernisation,

the large influx of German Jewish immigrants who brought capital, culture, and

entrepreneurship have exerted a determining influence.  The German language

infiltrated local life, without meetings or resolutions, because it had a practical

need to exist.  The local Hebrew-speaking merchant adapted to his customer,

and very often addressed his client in broken German when the client simply

spoke in Yiddish,  on the  assumption that the client was a German speaker.

Zrubavel queries whether there is a double standard operating here, in which

the German language is acceptable and Yiddish is anathema.  He notes that

some meetings have been conducted in  German,  and banners and posters

printed in this language.  Chaim Weizmann himself held a lecture in German for
32 Zrubavel/Varshe, 'Dos  yidishe  kultur  lebn  in  eretz-ysroel'  (The Yiddish  cultural  existence  in  Eretz-

Israel), Literarishe bleter, no. 51, 1934, p. 842-844.
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German immigrants in order to win them over to Zionist Ideology.  As we have

seen  in  the  case  of  Zhitlovsky's  visit  cited  earlier,  the  subject was  of  such

importance that it overrode the choice of language in the presentation.  Here,

however,  the  language  is  German,  with  its  cultural,  scientific  and  economic

status, and it obviously rankles Zrubavel.

However,  Zrubavel,  in  his  lengthy tour  of  Palestine,  has experienced and

noted for the readership of  Literarishe bleter, the defence that Yiddish culture

has been able to muster in the face of its Hebrew opposition.  He spends the

bulk of his article in the enumeration of institutions, publications and events in

which  the  Yiddish-speaking  population  was  the  direct  audience  as  well  as

contributor.  He names first and foremost, the intense activity on the part of Left

Poaley-Zion (which had broken away from Poaley-Zion because of the latter's

rejection  of  Yiddish)  and  of  the  Yiddish  Writers'  and  Journalists'  Club  in

Palestine,  based  in  Tel-Aviv.   In  the  numerous  lectures  and  presentations

sponsored  by  these  groups,  they  were  hindered  by  small  halls  and  poor

publicity, often only in Hebrew with the implication that the presentation itself

was in Hebrew.  Its sponsors were led to resort to code-words in Hebrew on the

posters which would indicate the contrary to the Yiddish-speaking audience.33

Given Mayzel's enthusiasm for the Yiddish P.E.N. Club in Poland, it comes as

no surprise that he would devote so much attention in  Literarishe bleter  to a

subject in which a literary and press club in Palestine rallies to the cause of

Yiddish.

Zrubavel's article mentions Opatoshu's visit  to Palestine and the crowd he

attracted, a clear sign of the popularity of Yiddish literary culture in Palestine.

33 op.  cit.  p.  843,  “Koym shoyn afn  plakat  di  oyfshrift  “ha'knisa  lefi  hazmanot”,  iz  es  a  simen az di
forlezung kumt for in yidish”.  (As soon as the words “entrance by invitation” appeared on the posters, it
was a sign that the lecture would be delivered in Yiddish).
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Opatoshu himself  described his  visit  in a later  article  in  Literarishe bleter in

which he wrote that “over a quarter-million Jews have gathered and want to

have a Hebrew-speaking Palestine”.34  Opatoshu is not opposed to it.  What he

is opposed to is the “vandalism” of Yiddish in Palestine.  He points out that it is

compulsory to learn Hebrew, Arabic and English, that one can choose to study

French, Italian and German, but it is a DUTY NOT to learn Yiddish.  One can

find books by Sir Walter Scott in a secondary school  (Gimnazyie) library, but

Yiddish classic writers whose books have not yet been translated into Hebrew

are not to be found.  As if adding insult to injury, Opatoshu cites the fact that one

of the teachers said that he read  aloud to his students,  books by Mendele in

Hebrew translation in order to illustrate the negative facets of Jewish life outside

of Palestine (Goles-lebn).  It must have pained him to hear one of the Yiddish

world's finest  and most  beloved writers used as a weapon against the very

culture that he so vividly imagined.

Opatoshu  is concerned that a generation will  grow up in Palestine which,

through its rejection of Yiddish culture, will foster the creation of what he calls a

“Levantine” culture, rather than the desired Hebrew objective.  By this epithet he

intends a bastardised culture, what we might call Alexandrian, born of a mixture

of non-Jewish educational influences in language and culture without attention

to the Yiddish roots of Jewish culture.  Modern Hebrew culture, born in countries

where the masses always lived their daily lives in Yiddish, was now 'spitting' into

the well from which modern Hebrew culture was created.35  This is an unusually

short  and  emphatic  article,  far  shorter  than  Opatoshu's  usual  contributions.

Mayzel's sense of its importance and its relevance to his readership's concerns

34 Y. Opatoshu/ NY, 'Kegn hebreistishn vandalizm', Literarishe bleter, no. 3, 1935, p. 69.
35 op. cit., p. 69, “...shpayt men, oyb nisht dem tatn, dem lamdn, in der liblekhe mamen, der tsene-urene

lezerin, in ponem arayn.”  (Not only do they spit in the face of father and teacher, but also in the face of
a beloved mother, the reader of the Tsene-Urene.)
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warranted its publication nonetheless.

An interview with David Pinski in 1936 during a visit to Warsaw added  yet

another perspective to the language debate.36  Pinski is concerned by the lack

of  connection  between  the  Jews  in  Palestine  and  those  in  other  countries

because of his perception that Yiddish has all but disappeared.  He foresees the

possibility  that  their  separation  will  completely  cut  off  the  inhabitants  of

Palestine from the vast Jewish-Yiddish world community.  Having accepted the

fact that Hebrew was the national language and that it would remain so, his

only solution was to continue to fight for Yiddish as a second language.

The  last  significant  article  in  Literarishe  bleter on  Yiddish  in  Palestine  is

actually a landmark in two senses: for the first time an acknowledged Yiddish

writer from the Yishuv composes an article exploring the linguistic interaction

between  Yiddish  and  Hebrew.37  Avrom  Rivess  (the  pseudonym  of  Avrom

Naymovitch, 1900-1963) was an early modernist writer in the 1920's in Poland

who emulated the contemporary expressionist avant-garde Yiddish writers.  He

emigrated to Palestine in 1924 and was one of the founding members of the

Yiddish Writers'  and Journalists'  Club  in  Palestine in 1928.38  His  article  for

Literarishe bleter, stylistically marked by a permeation of what Chaver names a

de-secularised  and  re-contextualised  Hebrew  in  his  Yiddish,  addresses  the

predicament of the Yiddish writer and the language he uses in Palestine.

Whereas Pinski's concern was two-fold, in his fear of Yiddish isolation and

his desire that it  be accorded at least second-rate status, Rivess begins his

article by expressing his hope that there be language parity between Hebrew

36 N. Mayzel,  'Di frage vegn  yidish in  eretz-ysroel :oyfn banket lekoved Dovid Pinski”  (The question of
Yiddish, Literarishe bleter,  no. 36, 1936, p.p. 567-8.

37 A. Rivess /Tel-Aviv, “Vi halt es mit yidish in palestine?” (What is the situation of Yiddish in Palestine?),
Literarishe bleter, no. 8, 18, February, 1938, pp. 135-136.

38 Y. Chaver, What Must Be Forgotten, pp. 130-136.
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and Yiddish.  It  is his conviction that neither language poses a threat to the

other  in  a  poly-linguistic  land.   In  fact,  what  he  notes  is  the  tendency  to

assimilate  the  other  language  on  the  part  of  both  Hebrew  and  Yiddish,  a

tendency which he ascribes historically to Jewish culture in the diaspora as a

necessity  for  co-existence;  it  is,  in  effect,  a  co-territorial  language  situation

rather  than a political  one.   However,  the motivations for  assimilation differ.

Yiddish speakers, as they have always traditionally done, absorb Hebrew as an

instrumentality, a means to  a career and co-existence.  He notes, therefore, a

de-secularised Hebrew-based vocabulary which has made a place for itself in

Palestinian Yiddish.  At the same time he acknowledges the enormous richness

of the Yiddish developed by a modernist literature which is not compromised by

what he terms 'governmental  Hebraisms'.   Hebrew assimilation of Yiddish is

another  case.   In  Rivess'  opinion,  the  construction  of  modern  Hebrew  is

grounded  in  the  conviction  that  Yiddish  is  a  dissonant  instrument  in  the

orchestra  of  Zionist  unity.   Yiddish  has  therefore  been  consigned  to  the

traditional category of “leshonot  loaziyot”  (borrowed or foreign languages),  a

category that for the most part is composed of non-Jewish languages such as

Russian, English, Latin, Akkadian and the like.

Rivess has found only pockets of Yiddish resistance and growth and those

decidedly not in the field of education; here he is in full agreement with Pinsky's

fears  for  the  next  generation  in  Palestine.  Left  Poaley  Zion's  bi-weekly

publication  Nayvelt (New  World)  which  began  in  1934  and  the  occasional

literary publications by the Yiddish Writers'  and Journalists' Club in Palestine

are,  as he says, the “...orphaned children of Yiddish culture,  welcomed with

friendly arms only  abroad”.39  In  fact,  the Yiddish writer  is given a hopeless

39 A. Rivess, op. cit., p.135.
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choice: to turn to the literary market abroad or to publish his work in Hebrew

translation in  order  to  obtain  any readership at  all.   And so Yiddishists  and

Yiddish writers lead a double life, an underground “life imprisonment”.

Interestingly, there is no reply nor commentary to be found on this article in

the pages of Literarishe bleter.  It appears to go unnoticed.  In fact, the article,

like its idiosyncratic author, is a bit of an outsider in the corpus of the articles on

Yiddish Palestine.  Whereas we have seen that many, if  not the majority, of

articles about the status and condition of Yiddish in Poland, Soviet Russia and

America concern themselves with linguistic or orthographic shifts, the Palestine

corpus  has  dealt  almost  single-mindedly  with  the  prospect  of  Yiddish

obliteration.   The  fact  that  a  significant  portion  of  Rivess'  article  can  be

construed  as  a  commentary  upon  the  problematic  survival  of  Yiddish  in

Palestine,  lets  his  sparse  but  important  linguistic  observations  appear

secondary.

The  number  of  articles  about  Yiddish  in  Palestine  declined in  Literarishe

bleter from 1937.  The focus has shifted to other topics and other places.  At the

start of publication in 1924, there was still hope for a bond between Palestine

and diaspora Yiddish culture and literature.  The fierce arguments in its pages

are  proof  of  this  hope for  world  Jewry,  but  in  retrospect,  there  is  only  one

conclusion:  that  this  was  a  losing  battle,  perhaps  even  from  before  the

Czernowitz Conference of 1908.  Moreover, the settlers of the Second  Aliyah

had  already  made  the  decision  to  bring  a  new  way  of  life  to  Palestine,

purposefully cutting themselves off  from their previous homes and language.

This decision was both ideological and political; it was a decision to create a

'new strong Jew' with national independence and agricultural skills to work his
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own  land,  and  thus  to  create  a  new  culture  with  a  newly  revived  Hebrew

language.  Yiddish as the representative language of Jews outside of Palestine,

without their own territory and without autonomy, did not have the same status.

The Zionists felt that the language of 'goles', the language from abroad, should

be left for those who wanted to stay abroad.  The division was quite clear from

the outset, and the determination to keep it so was enforced, as we have seen,

in press, education and cultural institutions.

Literarishe  bleter  registered  and  reported  the  various  attempts  to  bring

Yiddish into Palestine and to make it an official language there, but over time

the only remaining hope lay in the recognition of Yiddish as a second language,

on a par with other foreign languages such as English and German, taught, like

them, as secondary languages at school.  The most painful aspect for the world

Jewish  cultural  community  was  thus the  rejection  not  simply  of  the  Yiddish

language  but  of  Yiddish  literature  and  cultural  outlets,  such  as  the  Yiddish

theatre.  Opatoshu's article of 1935 is a case in point: Yiddish literature is taught

at school, albeit in Hebrew translation, in order to demonstrate 'the negative

facets of life abroad'.  Even the word 'Yiddish' was used very sparingly;  in its

place,  the  pejorative word  'Zhargon'  was  adopted  whenever  possible.   This

systematic  de-legitimisation  of  anything  Yiddish  was  most  effective  with  the

younger generation, the pupils of the local high-schools, especially  Gimnazia

Herzliya.  They were prepared to march against, disrupt and boycott any and all

cultural activities in Yiddish, encouraged by the local press.

However, despite such fierce opposition, a Yiddish cultural existence did take

hold in Palestine,  and a Yiddish  press  and literature were  developed there.

Literarishe bleter reported these events, but at some point towards the second
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half of the  1930's, the interest shifted to other  locations, other more pressing

concerns, alongside its traditional literary bent.   Articles continued to appear

periodically on the topic of Yiddish in Palestine, but they were for the most part

in  the  same  vein,  voicing  concern  for  the  diminished  respect  Yiddish  was

receiving in the Jewish land of dreams.
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Chapter 9  From Czernowitz to Paris

9.1  Preparations for the Congress

As we have seen, the Czernowitz Conference of 1908 constituted one of the

landmarks in the development of modern Yiddish culture.  It threw down the

gauntlet for Yiddish in the language war being fought out in the Jewish world;

its influence continued to be felt for decades afterwards, registered in the pages

of  Literarishe  bleter  amongst  others.   Given  its  significance,  it  has  been

extensively studied.1  Yet virtually no scholarly attention has been devoted to an

event devised to commemorate and expand the work achieved in Czernowitz:

the  First  World  Yiddish  Culture  Congress of  1937 in  Paris.2  It  is  therefore

necessary  to  provide  an  examination  of  the  latter  Congress,  exploring  its

vicissitudes and final outcomes: as the last major Yiddish cultural undertaking

on the eve of the Second World War,  the 1937 Congress encapsulated the

interaction  of  politics  and  culture  that  characterised European Jewry  at  this

historical moment.  Literarishe bleter was one of the platforms, the others being

daily newspapers such as  Forverts and  Morgen zhurnal (1928-1953) in New

York, for sharing news of this forthcoming event in Paris as well as reporting

about its progress before and during the Congress itself.

By the mid 1930s, helped by such agencies as the worldwide Yiddish press

and institutions such as YIVO, Yiddish in South America,  France and South

Africa thrived, its members forming vibrant Jewish communities with their local

presses and publishers,  educational  institutions and cultural  activities.   They

1 One  of  the  more  recent  additions  to  this  subject  is  a  book  published  on  the  centenary  of  the
conference,  Czernowitz at 100: The first Yiddish Language Conference in Historical Perspective, Ed.
Kalman Weiser and Joshua A. Fogel, Lexington Books, Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, inc., UK,
2010.

2 It should be noted that in the centenary publication cited above only one article by Matthew Hoffman
was devoted to this congress.  I delivered an earlier version of this chapter entitled: “The “Forgotten”
Yiddish Congress,  the First  World  Yiddish Culture Congress of  1937 in  Paris”,  unpublished paper
presented at the Yiddish/Jewish Culture: Literature, History, Thought in Eastern European Diasporas
Graduate Conference at New York University, February, 2006.
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could not help but be aware of the threats of the decline in Yiddish culture and

language, combined with the fears of assimilation, continuously voiced in the

press and in  political  contexts.   As we have seen,  '...by the 1930s,  Yiddish

culture was beset by fierce internecine conflicts between various political and

ideological factions.  The rise of fascism in Europe and the trend of assimilation

in  America  also  threatened  the  continuity  of  secular  Yiddish  culture'.3  The

situation sparked alarm in the far-flung Jewish community as well, as shown in

a 1934 article from Buenos Aires addressing this concern.  True to its nature

and the enthusiasm of its editor,  Literarishe bleter was quick to pick up this

important issue.  Yankev Botoshanski4 claims in this article that the whole of

Yiddish culture is in decline, as confirmed by the world-wide drop in the sale of

Yiddish literature.  He casts blame on the readership for not purchasing books

and on the book sellers for pricing them out of reach.  He asserts that there is

still a living to be made in the book trade but that there is a general shift away

from  and  decline  in  Yiddishism;  Yiddish  speakers  are  moving  away  from

Yiddish, utilising instead co-territorial languages as they integrate into their host

cultures.

He brings in data, so precious to Mayzel's own style of  documentation in

Literarishe bleter.  He notes that there have been sixty years of literature in

Yiddish, and thirty years of Yiddish socialism; twenty five years have passed

since  the  official  acknowledgement  of  Yiddish  as  a  formal  language  of  the

Jewish people proclaimed in Czernowitz, and, sadly, sixty years of renouncing

Yiddish by those opposed to its use.  That is to say, this flourishing linguistic

culture  had  only  a  short  history  compared  with  Hebrew.   According  to

3 M. Hoffman, 'From Czernowitz to Paris, The International Yiddish Congress of 1937' in Czernowitz at
100, Edited by K. Weiser and J. A. Fogel, Lexington Books USA, 2010, p. 152.

4 Y. Botoshanski/Buenos Aires, 'A naye Tshernovitser konferents iz noytik',  Literarishe bleter, no.   1, 5
January 1934, pp. 1-2.
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Botoshanski, the Czernowitz Conference did not foster an immediate change in

policies of language, but it played an instrumental role in lifting the spirits and

providing  encouragement  for  the  future.   At  a  time  of  world-wide  economic

depression, political threats and cultural shifts, there was an even stronger need

to improve the  Yiddish  national  spirit:  a  new  conference  on  the  model  of

Czernowitz was necessary.  Perhaps this time unity and optimism would prevail,

guaranteeing the future of the Yiddish cultural enterprise.

Botoshanski's article is the first specific mention in Literarishe bleter of what

would come to be known as the First World Yiddish Culture Congress of 1937.5

The idea of a large-scale world congress slowly gained momentum, and it finally

took  place  on  17-21,  September  1937  in  Paris.   Its  professed  aim  was  to

acknowledge the importance of the first Czernowitz Conference of 1908, where

the framework for Yiddish as one of the representative languages for European

Jews  was  established,  and  to  progress  from  debating  and  challenging  the

Yiddish language to expanding cultural activities carried out in Yiddish.

As soon as the initial idea to organise a World Yiddish Culture Congress was

raised, problems began to arise.  The complexities of and conflicts within the

Jewish world surfaced immediately.  Should it be called a Congress, meaning a

representative  body  of  delegates,  or  a  Conference,  meaning  a  series  of

colloquia  and  discussions?   Would  it  indeed  be  a  World  Congress or  just

another  attempt  to  bring  various  Yiddish  cultural  organisations  together  to

commit themselves to unite in the common cause?  There were acknowledged

5 From  1935  there  were  several  significant  conferences  that  preceded  the  above-mentioned  1937
Congress.  In order to avoid confusion, I note the following, which will be cited in this chapter:

• June 1935, (non Jewish) International Writers' Congress of Paris;
• June 1935, International Writers' Congress of New York;
• August 1935, YIVO Vilna Jewish World Conference;
• November 1935, Paris Yiddish Culture Conference;
• 1937 local Conferences held in Estonia, Lithuania, Argentina, France and the United States,

preceding the 1937 First World Yiddish Culture Congress in Paris; 17-21 September.
• Summer, 1937, International P.E.N. Congress, Paris.
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political  differences:  a  number  of  important  organisations,  discussed  below,

categorically  refused  to  participate  and  even  found  it  necessary  to  try  to

sabotage the Congress.  Without those organisations, could it still be called a

World Congress?  The actual  planning for this Congress did  not  begin until

1936, two years after Botoshanski's article in  Literarishe bleter.  The planning

was organised by  the  Kultur-front6 in  Paris,  but  the  idea had officially  been

proposed in 1935 and had originally been planned for 1938, exactly thirty years

after the Czernowitz Conference.  Unfortunately,  outside forces conspired to

bring  this  event  forward.   There  are  inconsistencies  in  the  information

documented in various publications concerning the problems fixing the date of

this  event,  but  in  an article  Mayzel  wrote in  the YKUF Almanakh 1961,7 he

claimed that the seeds had already been sown as early as 1908, albeit only in a

conceptual  sense.   An  article  in  Literarishe bleter by  Simkhe  Lev,   'The

Czernowitz  conference of  1908 and  the  Paris  Congress of  1938',8 links  the

earlier conference to the Paris Congress as well, indicating that by this point,

the Congress's continuity from the earlier Conference had become ideologically

fundamental.   This  article  was  published  days  before  the  opening  of  the

Congress,  when  the  writer  knew  full  well  that  it  would  be  held  in  1937;

symbolically,  he preferred to pay it  homage as the thirty-year  anniversary of

Czernowitz.  In addition, Chaim Zhitlovsky's paper presented at the Congress

by Zishe Vaynper because Zhitlovsky was too ill to attend, was entitled 'Yiddish

Culture from Czernowitz to Today', directly referring to the connection between

6 Kultur-front, an organisation established in 1935 for the unification and protection of Yiddish culture.  It
was originally named  Yidish-lige (Yiddish-League) and later renamed Kultur-front (Cultural-Front).  It
was a separate entity and its aim was to organise the First World Yiddish Culture Congress in Paris,
1937.  During the Congress YKUF was established and replaced the Kultur-front.

7 N.Mayzel, 'Tsu der geshikhte funem alveltlekhn yidishn kultur-kongres'  YKUF Almanakh   1961  , Edited
N. Mayzel, YKUF-farlag, Nyu york, pp. 494-531.

8 S. Lev, 'Di Tshernovitser konferents fun 1908 un der Parizer kongres fun 1938', Literarishe bleter, no.
38, 17 September 1937, p. 602.
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the two events.  It was published in Literarishe bleter under the title, 'Language

Conference and Cultural Congress' a month after the Congress.9

Mayzel wrote an article under the title 'With best wishes!' to coincide with the

opening date of the Congress.  He noted that the Congress had been on the

Jewish world agenda for a year and that invitations had been extended to all

important  Jewish  organisations.   He reiterated the  Congress's  ties  to  1908,

asserting that the goal remained the same as at Czernowitz: 'to co-ordinate and

encourage the restricted and scattered Yiddish cultural activities in the various

Jewish-populated  centres  the  world  over'.10  The  initial  response  was

overwhelming.  Hundreds of writers, artists and cultural organisations wrote to

congratulate  the  Paris  organisers  for  this  initiative.   The  Writers'  Union  in

Warsaw accepted  the  invitation  in  principle  as  did  the  Yiddish  P.E.N.  club.

Important  figures  in  the  Yiddish  cultural  sphere,  such  as  Simon  Dubnov,

Shmuel  Niger,  Chaim  Zhitlovsky and  Joseph  Opatoshu,  immediately  voiced

their support as well.

Although many individuals and organisations were very supportive, there was

immediate  opposition  from  numerous  cultural  and  political quarters.   The

reasons  were  varied.   Some  were  broadly  cultural:  there  were  some

suggestions  that  enough  emphasis  had  already  been  placed  upon  secular

Jewish culture.   Others,  including Dubnov,  maintained that  the unification of

Yiddish educational systems in different countries was too problematic.

The other reasons for opposition were strictly political.  The issue of Yiddish

had become a tool for various Jewish political parties and a political agenda

9 Ch. Zhitlovsni, Sprakh-konferents un Kultur-kongres'  Literarishe bleter, no. 42, 15 October 1937, pp.
665-6, and No. 43, pp. 683-5.

10 N.  Mayzel,  'In  a  guter  sho!'  (With  best  wishes!),  Literarishe  bleter, no.  38,  17  September,  1937.
'Koordinirn un dermuntern di badrote un tseshpliterte yidishe kultur tetikayt in di farsheydene yidishe
masn-kibutsim fun gor der velt'.
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underlay what appeared to be cultural issues.  As Matthew Hoffman states, this

situation had been foreseen and attempts had been made to forestall it:

In 1936, Chaim Sloves, the chief organiser of the culture congress,
contacted Chaim Zhitlovsky in New York to solicit his support for the
conference.  On account of Zhitlovsky's role at Czernowitz in 1908
and  his  iconic  status  as  the  leading  statesman  of  Yiddishism
worldwide, Sloves turned to Zhitlovsky as a means to legitimise the
efforts  of  the  Culture  Front  and  to  remove  the  perceived  taint  of
ideological partnership that had until then impeded wider support for
the conference.11

One  of  the  most  strident  voices  of  opposition  came  from  the  Bund

organisation,  which  banned  the  event  completely  because  of  political  and

ideological differences, doing everything in its power to prevent it from taking

place.  At a certain point, Bundists  were planning to organise a World Jewish

Congress of  their  own  as a  deliberate  ploy  to  distract  participants  from the

Yiddish World Congress in Paris.  It is important to consider other events and

congresses which form the background to this political opposition.

Another  significant  Congress  had  taken  place  in  Paris,  in  June  1935.

Because  of  the  worsening  political  climate  in  Europe,  a  strong  Anti-Fascist

movement had been formed in the years  1934-1935.  Many members of the

movement, radical intellectuals and artists from all over the world, had joined

forces  to  fight  cultural  oppression  and  decline  in  an  International  Writers'

Congress of  Paris  1935.   Writers from 48 countries had participated in  this

event,  many voicing their concerns in strong fiery speeches:  Heinrich Mann,

called  for  a  'fight  against  bloody  Fascism',  protesting  the  fact  that  'civilised

democratic  nations  are  negotiating  with  Hitlerism,  like  an  "equal'".   This

Congress  went  on  to  establish  an  'International  Writers'  Association  for  the

Protection of Culture'.  The governing committee of this association included

11 M. Hoffman, From Czernowitz to Paris, p. 153.
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Henri Barbusse, Maxim Gorky, Romain Rolland, Heinrich Mann, Bernard Shaw,

Sinclair  Lewis,  André Gide,  Selma Lagerlöf and others.   The ripples  of  this

Congress reached Jewish writers as well, and during the summer of 1935 the

Jewish press in Poland was full of articles calling for the protection of Jewish

culture.12

Partly  as  a  consequence,  articles  were  published  in  1935  about  the

possibility of a World Yiddish Congress and concerning the manner in which

established Jewish institutions should react to the political crisis at that time.  J.

Botoshanski, himself a participant in a YIVO conference in Vilna to be discussed

later,  published  an  article  in  the  Literarishe  bleter regarding  YIVO's  divided

stance politically and its role in actively promulgating Jewish culture.  According

to  Botoshanski,  Max  Weinreich  was  firmly  of  the  opinion  that  YIVO should

remain  an  academic  institution,  while  other  members  would  have  preferred

YIVO to take on the role of both cultural centre as well as protector of Jewish

culture against fascist oppression.  Some wanted YIVO to allocate a space in

their  publications  for  problems of  current  times,  and  there  were  those who

wanted to keep YIVO as a separate entity, entirely removed from politics.13

This  debate  continued  within  the  Yiddish-speaking  world  against  the

background of other cultural events in the Jewish and non-Jewish world.  The

International Writers' Congress of New York in 1935 included representatives

from  Canada,  Moscow,  Cuba,  Mexico  and  others.14  The  aforementioned

International Writers' Congress of Paris in June 1935 included writers who had

already suffered under the heavy hand of Fascism.  In August of the same year

12 N. Mayzel, 'Tsu der geshikhte funem alveltlekhn yidishn kultur-kongres', YKUF Almenakh 1961, YKUF,
NY, 1961, pp. 494-531.

13 Literarishe bleter, no. 34, 1935.  There are other articles along the same lines: N. Mayzel, 'Der sakhakl',
Literarishe bleter, 30, August, 1935, and 'Vos es iz yitst noytik?' Literarishe bleter, no. 45, 1935.

14 N. Mayzel, YKUF Almanakh 1961, p. 495.
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another  international  conference took  place,  this  time in  Vilna  at  YIVO,  the

Jewish World Conference.

The Conference in Vilna created the opportunity as well as the platform  to

announce the  need  to  protect  Jewish  culture.   This  opportunity was  the

beginning of an organised effort which led, significantly, to the creation of the

Yidish-lige.   Mayzel  became one of  its  foremost  activists  at  the time of  the

planning of the Yiddish Culture World Congress in Paris.  Several members of

the newly-formed organisation proposed the writing of a declaration to launch

the  Yidish-lige, and YIVO organisers, as sponsors of the conference in Vilna,

agreed that  a  declaration of this  kind was not  against  its rules.   Several  of

YIVO's  local  members,  however,  were  bitterly  opposed to  the  idea.   It  was

implied that the opposition came from members of the Bund, although actual

names were not mentioned.15  The opposing parties were in the minority, with

the result that a proclamation was composed and read aloud for approval and

eventual  publication.   This  proclamation  was  conveniently  dubbed  an

'announcement'  to  play  down its  political  impact,  and  it  was  given the  very

innocent title 'For the protection of culture on the Yiddish street!'.16  We have

seen the extent to which heavy censorship weighed upon the Jewish press in

Poland in this period; because of this oppressive situation, certain expressions

were omitted and replaced with 'less offensive' words:  gevise lender (certain

countries) for example obviously referred to Poland and Romania.  In addition,

the declaration including the names of  the signatories was published in the

Vilner tog as well as in the Literarishe bleter, but the article was buried among

15 YKUF Almenakh 1961   and articles in Literarishe bleter.  Regular reports were published in the period
up to the congress in 1937.  Two months before the congress, Mayzel published yet another article,
'Genug  tsu  diskutirn  vegn  yidishn  kultur-kongres  (Enough  discussions  about  the  Yiddish  Culture-
Congress), No. 27, 2, July 1937, pp. 429-30.  See also J. Tshernikhov,  Literarishe bleter, no. 36, 3
September, 1937, pp. 569-70.

16 YKUF Almenakh 1961  , 'tsum shuts fun der kultur oyf der yidisher gas!', p. 496.
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other reported speeches.17

The  publication  of  the  endorsements  of  this  proclamation  was  meant  to

assure  the  world  that  an  event  as  important  as  this  was not  a  Communist

manipulation, a suspicion consistently nurtured by the Bund, amongst others.

Mayzel was very insistent about the declaration's inclusion, pointing out that

even  the  nominally  non-political  Yiddish  General-Encyclopaedia's assistant

editors,  R.  Abramovich  and  A.  Menes,  maintained  and  published  what  he

termed the distorted view that there was indeed 'Communist manipulation,' part

of the Paris Jewish Communist Organisation.18  It is important to recognise that

an assumption  of  this  sort  was  common in  the  divided and  heated  Jewish

political  landscape  of  the  time.   Whether  it  was  indeed encouraged  by  the

Communist party was irrelevant at this point.   The unification of activities for

Yiddish culture came together at the Congress.

Soon after the International Writers' Congress of Paris in June 1935, a large

Yiddish Culture Conference took place there in November.  The 120 participants

included Yiddish  writers,  scholars,  journalists,  painters,  doctors and lawyers.

For  the  first  time  a  Yiddish  event  of  this  size  and  importance  had  been

organised in Paris, a city not considered a significant centre of Yiddish culture.

The Warsaw-based Bundist  Folks-tsaytung  (People's  Newspaper 1921-1939)

responded immediately, publishing an article by A. Fuks from Paris, reported

upon in  Literarishe bleter.   He criticised  the  conference through a  string  of

assertions: 1) Jews are divided by class, each with its own class interest; 2) the

progressive  Jewish  intelligentsia  was  already  represented  by  the  Jewish

Proletarian Party (the Bund), and new cultural organisations were unnecessary

17 The signatures of members endorsing it and the document itself can be found in,  YKUF Almenakh
1961, pp. 496-500.

18 'Yidishe komunistishe bavegung in mizrekh-eyrope', Algemeyne yidishe entsiklopedye, volume 3, 'yidn',
section 623, p. 501.
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and excessive; 3) because Yiddish cultural activities in Paris were on such a

small scale, there was no justification for creating a People's Front (Folks-front)

for  the  Jewish  masses  on  the  Yiddish-speaking  street;  and  4)  it  was

unnecessary in any case to  speak seriously  of  the threat  of  fascism to  the

Jewish population in Paris.  The Bund's self-absorption resulted at least in part

from  its  efforts  at  increasing  its  own  political  organisation  rather  than

compromising for the greater good of Yiddish culture at this volatile period in

history.  The animosity between the Bundists and the Communists was very

deep in any case,  and an event like this 1935 Conference was still  another

opportunity to protest and to air ideologies in the public arena.  Many articles on

this issue were published in other newspapers, but each side kept to its own

principles.19

The centenary of Mendele Mokher Sforim's birth, celebrated in Warsaw, saw

a conscious effort to unite all large organisations in Warsaw under the  Folks-

front.  A committee included  representatives from the Yiddish P.E.N. club, the

Jewish Writers' and Journalists' Union in Warsaw, the Jewish Actors' Union in

Poland, YIVO Warsaw, the Jewish Artists' Union in Poland, the Teachers' and

Schools' Union in Warsaw, and others.  The only union that did not join this

effort  was  the  Central  School  Organisation  (TSYSHO),  because  of  Bund

opposition: the Bund was very influential in TSYSHO, comprising a majority of

the steering committee.  The Bund as well as the PPS (Polish Socialist Party)

even considered themselves 'enemies' of the  Folks-front  and  Kultur-front  and

went to the extent of organising parallel events to clash with celebratory evening

celebrations in honour of Mendele Mokher Sforim.20

19 See other articles under the general theme of 'A minor war', published during and after the Congress in
Undzer tog, in 1937.

20 N. Mayzel, YKUF Almanac 1961, p. 503.
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All these events preceded the announcement of the Congress of 1937.  Until

September 1936 much effort was devoted to various world-wide negotiations for

the establishment of a united cultural Yiddish front.  Eventually, what became

the Paris Kultur-front sent out requests to Yiddish organisations and individuals

seeking agreement for a World Yiddish Culture Congress in Paris set for  the

summer of 1937.  The organising committee and signatories of the letter for this

undertaking included at this stage: Chairman, Professor N. Aaronson; Chairs, D.

Einhorn and Professor M. Kivielevitch; Secretary, Dr. C. Sloves. The letter sent

out to all Yiddish organisations stated in part:

Since the war (WWI) the situation of Jewish settlements has never
been as tragic as it is now.  The Jewish masses have never had to
fight  with  such  determination  for  the  simple  recognition  of  their
human existence.  As well as political pressure, economic restrictions
and often physical torture, there is in certain countries a deliberate
political policy with regard to the Jewish population of knowingly and
deliberately attempting to break and to destroy worthy Jewish cultural
institutions  built  with  great  effort  and  sacrifice  on  the  part  of  the
Jewish masses.21

There was recognition of the need for a co-ordinated world-wide cultural effort,

and positive responses came in from all over.  The organisers stressed that ALL

Yiddish cultural  organisations were  invited to  participate.   Furthermore,  they

proposed that political differences should be set aside and the emphasis placed

on the importance of bringing this Congress to fruition.  But just as there was

enthusiastic  support,  there  was  also  opposition  from  such  important

organisations as the Bund, the Arbeter-ring (United States), YIVO (Vilna), and

TSYSHO (Poland), where the proposal to participate was rejected by two votes,

because some members were absent.   In general,  the opposition was once

again based on the fear of communist organisational influence.

In January 1937, the organising committee was extended by adding some

21 Ershter alveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres, Pariz 17-21   S  eptember. 1937  , pp. 5-7.
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extra people from the French-Yiddish cultural world, and at this stage it became

a separate entity, existing outside the Jewish cultural world's usual perimeters.

On 13 February, the committee sent out a second request to organisations such

as TSYSHO, YIVO in Poland, and the Arbeter-ring in America,22 organisations

which had declined the initial invitation to take part.  They also sent notices to

Agudes-yisroel (The  Union  of  Israel),23 which  had  opposed  the  Congress

because it deemed it to be too secular.  The committee offered to organise a

meeting in Paris in which they would meet with representatives of the various

organisations in order to reach an acceptable compromise,  to accommodate

their requests and to convince them to participate.  There was no response to

this letter from the opposing organisations.  A decision was, therefore, taken to

continue with preparations for the congress despite their lack of co-operation.24

The  Jewish  population  in  Poland  was  already  suffering  from  serious

restrictions.   Professional  unions  were  being  closed  down,  printing  houses,

schools and public libraries shut, cultural gatherings were cancelled and other

cultural activities sabotaged.  The Bund, under the general influence of the PPS

(Polish Socialist Party), still maintained that it was the only true Yiddish cultural

organisation.  An article in 'Vilner tog', the organ of the Vilna school organisation

C.B.K. (Centraler-Bildung Komitet), entitled 'The masses will not acknowledge

this decision!' brought to everyone's attention how the “false” vote at TSYSHO

had  been  reached,  claiming  that  TSYSHO  masses  would  not  support  the

Bund's manipulation of the vote and that they would take matters into their own

hands.   Other  newspapers,  such as  the  Ovnt-kurier (Evening Courier,  Vilna

1919-1939), as well as TSYSHO members individually, approached the central

22 Ibid., p. 8.
23 Religious  orthodox  organisation  opposed  to  Zionism,  founded  in  Poland  in  1912,

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agudat_Yisrael, site visited 30.09.12.
24 Ershter alveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres, Pariz 17-21 september. 1937  , p. 8.
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Bund committee, and eventually published a public announcement stating that,

'On such an important matter as the First Yiddish World Congress, a decision

should not be taken with such carelessness and it should certainly not have

been reached by a majority of only two votes'.  Therefore, TSYSHO requested

supporters of the school organisation to voice their opposition.25  This exchange

created  a  lengthy  public  debate  in  which  the  Bund  played  a  large  part,

publishing  a  barrage  of  articles  and  accusations  against  the  organising

committee of the Congress as well as against the Congress itself.  The Bund

upheld its position, and TSYSHO did not have the power to reverse the Bund's

position and it did not take part in the Congress.

In the meantime, the organising committee of the Congress in Paris pushed

ahead, and at this stage, February, 1937, time was of the essence.  A monthly

bulletin  was  published  in  order  to  update  all  interested  parties  about  the

progress  of  organisational  matters.26  The  central  theme  and  the  two  main

objectives of this congress were announced as 'Yidish un veltlekhkayt' (Yiddish

and Secularism).  This was a last attempt at unification: surely no one could

object to such a title.  The opposing organisations did not change their position.

The last phase of preparations was the organisation of local conferences in

various countries to discuss issues to be raised at the Congress and to finalise

representative delegations.  Such conferences took place in Estonia, Lithuania,

Argentina, France and the United States.  In America, 450 organisations took

part  and  approximately  800  people  attended  the  event.   The  American

organising  committee  proposed to  move the  date  of  the  Congress  from 20

August to 17 September, the main reason being that the American participants

25 N. Mayzel, YKUF Almenakh 1961, p. 510.
26 The content of these bulletins are discussed in letters sent from Sloves to Marmer.  YKUF collection,

1226, box 1, in YIVO, New York.  There were five bulletins published in all  and the last two were
published, Literarishe bleter,  30 July 1937, p. 499; 13 August 1937, p. 533.
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were nowhere near agreement yet.27  The Paris organising committee had to

accept the later date, because as Mayzel explained to Marmor, the American

Yiddish Committee Secretary, it was of the utmost importance to get as large an

American  delegation  as  possible,  even  if  it  meant  losing  members  from

European countries.  In particular, the postponement would affect those who

were  involved  in  education  because  of  the  start  of  the  school  year  in

September.  In addition, as it was summer, preparations for the Congress had

come to a standstill because many participants were on vacation, and it was

therefore difficult to accomplish anything.28

The general atmosphere in Paris was very tense: Franco in Spain was locked

in the Spanish Civil War which shook the rest of Europe, including France.  The

international P.E.N. Congress was supposed to take place in Rome but because

of  the uncertain  times and Mussolini's  sway,  was held in  Paris  instead;  not

surprisingly, German Fascist writers were not represented.29  The general mood

was quite  pessimistic,  but the Yiddish Congress organisers were determined

that the Congress should take place, and they continued their preparations.

The Jewish Socialist writers' delegation in Moscow was preparing to leave for

Paris.  Unfortunately, it did not participate in the end, because Russian borders

closed upon Stalin's instructions, and the Communist Party's Central Committee

cancelled  the  trip  of  a  Soviet  delegation  which  included  Bergelson,   Fefer,

Kharik, Litvakov and Mikhoels.  The Party's Central Committee explained that:

'...the  main  organiser  of  that  international  Anti-Nazi  gathering  was  Chaim

Zhitlovsky, who suggested discussing the idea of the so-called “Yiddishland”, a

27 N.  Mayzel,  'Tsu  der  geshikhte  funem alveltlekhn  yidishn  kultur-kongres'  (The history  of  the  World
Yiddish Culture Congress).in  .YKUF-Almanac, 1961,  p. 523 and a letter from Mayzel to Marmor at
YKUF Collection, 1226, box 1, YIVO New York.

28 N. Mayzel, 'Tsu der geshikhte funem alveltlekhn yidishn kultur-kongres', YKUF-Almanac, 1961, p. 524-
5.

29 N. Mayzel, 'Tsu der geshikhte funem alveltlekhn yidishn kultur-kongres', in  YKUF-Almanakh   1961  , N.
Maysel Ed., YKUF Publishers, Niu-York, 1961, pp.494-531.
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symbolic  spiritual  homeland,  which  would  unite  all  Yiddish-speaking  Jews,

independent of class and state borders, and help them to protect themselves

both from assimilation and Zionism'.30  We have seen the development of the

Soviet  position  on  nationalism  of  national  minorities;  both  Zionism  and

Yiddishism  were  contained  under  this  rubric  and  condemned  as  bourgeois

movements threatening the international working class.   Furthermore by this

point, Jewish writers were already regarded with suspicion by the authorities,

and  many  of  them were  incarcerated  under  accusations  of  treason  against

Soviet Russia, accused of being Trotskyites.  In fact, at the official opening of

the Congress there is a reference to 'empty chairs', which of course refers to the

absence of the Jewish Russian delegation.31

In New York a small organising committee of seven people was planned, with

Dr. Kalman Marmor, the American Yiddish Committee secretary, and Zhitlovsky,

as chairman.  It became clear very early on that this number was not feasible:

there was too much bickering and disagreement within the New York Yiddish

literary community.  Some differences were political, others were personal.  As

late as 4 August, at the last meeting of the American branch before the start of

the Congress, H. Leyvik (pseudonym of Leyvik Halpern) took advantage of the

absence  of  Marmor  and  Zhitlovsky  and  made  a  last  bid  to  postpone  the

Congress  for  at  least  another  six  months  which,  in  effect,  would  mean

cancelling it completely.  He claimed that the right-wing political spectrum was

not represented in this venture with equal weight, and he requested more time

in order to convince more right-wing delegates to join in.  Apparently, he had

made the same plea at the first  meeting; it  was rejected then just as it was

30 G.B.  Kostyrchenko,  Tainaia  politika  Stalina:  vlast'  i  antisemitizm,  (Moscow:  Mezhdunarodnye
otnosheniia, 2001), pp.134-5.  (This passage was translated from Russian by Gennady Estraikh).

31 Ershter alveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres, Pariz 1937  .
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rejected later.   He conceded and eventually  attended the Congress himself,

even  though  he was obviously  not  entirely  comfortable  with  it  until  the  last

minute.32

After  months  of  diplomatic  negotiations  and  even  haggling,  the  American

committee had grown to almost thirty people from the early figure of seven!  A

letter was sent out, on 17 July, inviting individuals and organisations to join the

American delegation.  Despite many positive replies, it was obvious from a letter

that Mayzel had written to Marmor on 30 June that there was strong opposition

to the Congress in America just as there was in Europe.33  The main concern in

the United States was the fact that it was organised by Jewish Communists in

Paris, even if  its intent was cultural rather than political.   For Mayzel, it was

imperative for the success of this Congress that a large American delegation

attend: not only was America the home of the second-largest Yiddish-speaking

community,  it  was  a  cluster  that  could  actually  contribute  some  financial

support.  Mayzel and other organisers made it abundantly clear that financial

support  was  imperative  and  urgent.   Various  communications  between

organising committee members from Paris to New York pleaded constantly for

monetary contributions, and Mayzel was unable to expend much effort in fund-

raising.34  He  had  to  return  to  Warsaw  to  edit  the  Literarishe  bleter,  even

requesting weeks before the opening of the Congress that someone replace

him  in  Paris  to  help  with  organisational  matters.35  A letter  from Sloves  to

Marmor in New York, as late as 14 August still asks all members to make a final

effort to send the sum of at least $150, to help important delegates from Poland

with  travel  expenses.   Amongst  them  were  Z.  Reyzin,  S.  Bastomsky,  N.

32 Correspondence between H. Leyvik and K. Marmor, YKUF collection 1226, box 1, YIVO New York.
33 Correspondence between N. Mayzel and K. Marmor, YKUF collection 1226, box 1, YIVO New York.
34 YKUF collection at YIVO, New York, box 1226.
35 N. Mayzel, YKUF Alm  a  nakh   (1961),  523-4.
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Prilutzky, M. Weichert and others.  Until the last minute, it was unclear whether

they would be able attend the Congress.

9.2  The Congress

Finally after months of drama and intrigue, the Congress took place, although

up  until  the  last  moment  there  was  a  possibility  that  it  would  have  to  be

cancelled.36  The opening ceremony was held on Friday, 17 September 1937 in

the large 'Vagram Hall'  at  the Sorbonne, University  of  Paris.   Approximately

4,000 people were present at the opening evening; there was a presidium of

some of the most  important  Yiddish cultural  activists and contributors in the

world on the large balcony.  Dr. Chaim Sloves opened the Congress, followed

by many passionate speeches of welcome and congratulations throughout the

evening.  The speakers included, among others, Opatoshu, Leyvik, Ben-Adir,

36 As late as one week before the opening ceremony, Mayzel published an article '...un dokh kumt der
kultur-kongres for!', (…The Congress will take place despite everything!), Literarishe bleter, No. 37, 10
September 1937, p. 585 (front page), where he lists opponents and complains that even at this late
stage the opponents are trying to jeopardise the Congress with malicious rumours and misinformation.
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Illustration 14: Participation form for American delegates to the Congress

Note the use of the 'potato'-Yiddish term, 'kredenshal' (credential).



Aronson, Olgin, Mukdoni and the reading of a telegram from Romain Rolland.37

Opatoshu's  lengthy  address,  entitled  'Introductory  Remarks  concerning

37 Ershter alveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres,  Pariz    1937  .   See also extensive coverage of  congress
proceedings in Literarishe bleter, September/October 1937.
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Illustration  15:  The First  International  Yiddish Culture  Congress in  Paris,
1937 

Note from left to right portraits of Mendele Moykher Sforim, I.L. Peretz and
Sholem Aleykhem.

Illustration 16: Presidium balcony



Yiddish'  and re-printed on the front page of  Literarishe bleter under  the title

'Yiddish', provided the delegates with a cultural-linguistic overview of the history

of  Jewish  languages  —  Hebrew,  Aramaic,  and  Yiddish  —  emphasising

interdependence, borrowing, and the interchange of status among them.38  The

degree of detail is exhaustive, making it the longest opening address delivered

at  the  Congress.   Moreover,  the  topic  itself  in  its  linguistic  specificity  is

remarkable, given the culture wars that had taken place previously.  In effect,

Opatoshu turns to the use of language in order to define the cultural realm of

Yiddishland,  globally  identifying  Yiddish  language  with  Yiddish  culture.   His

opening remarks are worth noting:

It is virtually a law that as a people realises that its literary language
no longer serves its daily exigencies, that it begins to be alien, such a
people  turns  away  from it  and elevates  its  spoken  language,  the
'zhargon'. Their 'zhargon' thus becomes the literary language.39

The body of his remarks addresses the history of Jewish languages during the

past four and a half millennia, culminating with the concerns of Yiddish in its

38 J. Opatoshu, “Yidish”, Literarishe bleter, no. 40, 1 October, 1937, pp. 633-5.
39 J. Opatoshu, 'Yidish',  Literarishe bleter, no. 40, pp. 633-5.  See also, in  Ershter alveltlekher yidisher

kultur-kongres, 'Introduction to Yiddish', (Fortrag vegn yidish) “S'iz kimat a gezets---ven a folk khapt
zikh az zayn literarishe shprakh hert oyf tsu badinen di tog-teglekhe noytn, hoybt im on tsu vern fremd,
kert zikh s'folk op fun der literarisher shprakh un derhoybt s'geredte loshn, dem ”zhargon” zaynem.
Der “zhargon” vert di literarishe shprakh”. pp.21-30.
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present cultural-linguistic reality.   He enumerates a mixed list  of  literary and

academic entities that have as their central focus the use of Yiddish: Yiddish

language is transformed into culture through their offices:

They  are:  the  second  generation  of  artists  after  the  Classicists
(Mendele,  Peretz,  Sholem-Aleykhem),  Di yunge from America,  the
third  generation,  and  the  fourth,  Yiddish  researchers,  who  group
themselves around YIVO in Vilna, as well as the Yiddish researchers
from the Kiev Academy.40

Interestingly enough, Opatoshu reserves his comments on Yiddish literature

for a later  speech,  entitled 'An Additional  Address'.41  Here,  as a concerned

participant  in  the  literary  scene,  he  registers  his  complaints,  concerns  and

doubts.  What is notable is the fact that he postponed his 'cultural' remarks for a

secondary address, whereas Yiddish occupies a primary place in his conception

of culture.  In this way Opatoshu indicates his Yiddish language alliances in the

culture wars then taking place.

Zhitlovsky did not attend the congress due to poor health, but his presence

was very much felt.   As  noted,  the  paper  which  he had prepared,  “Yiddish

Culture  from  Czernowitz  to  Today,”  was  read  by  Zishe  Vaynper  on  18th

September,42 a gesture meant to allot him an honoured place.  His instrumental

and symbolic role in promoting this Congress derives in particular from the fact

that he was one of the organisers of the first Czernowitz conference.  His paper

emphasises continuity  through his  comparison of  the two conferences,  their

goals  and  their  precarious  circumstances.   There,  Zhitlovsky  explains  the

linguistic orientation of Czernowitz as a necessity forced upon it because of the

double threat of co-territorial  linguistic assimilation as well as the currents of

40 Ibid. “Dos zenen --- der tsveyter dor kinstler nokh di klasiker, di ”yunge” fun amerike, der driter dor, der
ferter, di Yidish-forsher, vos grupirn zikh arum dem yidishn visnshaftlekhn institut in vilne, di yidish-
forsher fun der kiever akademie”. p. 635.

41 J. Opatoshu, 'Tsugob-referat',Ershter alveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres, pp.187-191.
42 Zhitlovsky's paper can be found in the congress proceedings.  Ershter alveltlekher kultur-kongres, Pariz

17-21September 1937, pp. 70-85.
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Hebraism which challenged the use of Yiddish as a Jewish language capable of

full  expression.   Thus  occupied,  the  Czernowitz  Conference  was  unable  to

place sufficient  emphasis  upon the  notion,  then current,  of  Yiddishland,  the

'spiritual-national  territory'  of  the  Jews.   However,  despite  the  historical

contingencies,  it  was  Yiddish  culture  which  was  always  the  ultimate  goal:

'Culture, whether material or spiritual, is the sum total of that which results from

the human process of creation'.43  Thus the Paris Congress simply fulfils the

process begun thirty years ago in Czernowitz.  In sum, it is Czernowitz which

has created the opportunity for such a gathering to take place today.44

In  Mayzel's  article  referred  to  earlier,  published  on  the  opening  day,  his

combined relief and disbelief that it had all came together was obvious and the

tone almost smug.45  He wrote that despite all  opposition, the Congress had

taken place and the goals remained as originally stated: to unite Yiddish cultural

efforts;  to create what  was termed a “united front”  (fareynikter front);  and to

establish  a  Yiddish  cultural  organisation  (such  as  YKUF).   The  goals  were

based upon the desire to reach Yiddish centres everywhere, to launch a large

Yiddish  cultural  effort  for  the  future.   In  keeping with  a  life-long tradition of

political  neutrality  in  cultural  work,  he  strongly  emphasised  the  fact  of  the

Congress's non-political nature, and its welcome to and indeed incorporation of

delegates from all political affiliations.  His final sentence echoed this message

clearly: 'Each country on its own is weak; united, we will be able to carry out our

cultural work and achieve new cultural heights'.46

43 Ch. Zhitlovsky, 'Shprakh-konferents un kultur-kongres', Literarishe bleter, no. 43, 22 October, 1937, p.
684.

44 Ch. Zhitlovsky, 'Shprakh-konferents un kultur-kongres', Literarishe bleter, no. 42, 15 October, 1937,  pp.
665-666 and 43, pp.683-685.  See also, Zhitlovsky's original speech in  Ershter alveltlekher yidisher
kultur-kongres: Pariz 17-21 september 1937, pp. 70-87.

45 N. Mayzel, 'In a guter sho! tsu der efenung funem yidishn kultur-kongres', Literarishe bleter, no. 38, 17
September 1937, front page.

46 N. Mayzel, 'In a guter sho! tsu der efenung funem yidishn kultur-kongres', “yeder land far zikh shvakh,
ale tsuzamen veln mir zayn shtark un konen aroysfirn undzer kultur-arbet un kultur-shafn oyf naye,
breyte vegn", Literarishe bleter, no. 38, 17 September, 1937, front page.
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Twenty  five  years  later,  in  retrospect,  when  it  was  clear  that  no  such

beginning would take place, Mayzel, writing in the pages of the Almanakh, did

not soften the criticism and resentment that he still felt concerning the difficulties

that  the  Congress  had  undergone,  despite  the  fact  that  the  whole  Yiddish

cultural landscape had changed beyond recognition.

Each  day's  meetings  of  the  Congress  started  with  yet  more  personal

addresses  of  congratulation  by  the  various  representatives  of  the  many

delegations  or  through  telegrams  received  from  all  over  the  world.   The

members  then  dispersed  into  various  committees  where  lectures  and

discussions took place.  The main topics on the agenda were:

1. Core problems of Yiddish Culture

2. Yiddish literature

3. The Yiddish theatre

4. The Yiddish school organisation

5. Problems facing Yiddish at this time

The final  day was reserved for a discussion leading to resolutions for the

future.   A  celebratory  closing  ceremony  was  held,  in  which  a  closing

proclamation, termed a manifesto, was composed and  read aloud.   The last

meeting also  included the founding of  YKUF, an  organisation  to  co-ordinate

Yiddish cultural activities in all Yiddish-speaking communities.

The  Congress  was  proclaimed  a  great  success,  and,  still  dizzy  with

excitement, Mayzel returned home to Poland on a train through Germany and

wrote a poignant article about the journey.  His description could be viewed as a

farewell  not  only  to  Berlin,  through which he passed,  but  to  all  the  Yiddish

cultural  activities which had found a place there, with theatre performances,
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printing  houses,  and  various  scholarship  initiatives,  especially  in  the  early

1920's.  He remembers the city as it used to be in contrast to the present, where

his fellow passengers, men and young women, wear swastikas on their lapels

and sleeves and greet each other with 'Heil-Hitler.'  The atmosphere was very

polite, but quietly threatening.  Mayzel sat near the window defiantly reading a

book in Yiddish and absorbing this sad reality.  Germany had already become

unfriendly  territory  for  him  and  for  all  Jews.   He  comments  that  most  had

already left a long time ago and that he saw no point in stopping in Berlin.  What

he saw there signified to him the end of an era.  Berlin had become just a place

to pass through.47  Shortly after the Congress, Mayzel was invited to go to New

York for a six-month lecture tour of the United States.  He left Warsaw at the

end of November with the intention of returning after the tour, but by that time

the situation in Poland was so unpredictable that he made the difficult decision

to remain in the United States.  He was offered the post of editor at  YKUF's

publishing house and never returned to Poland again.

Like Mayzel, Sloves, too, remembered the Congress twenty five years later,

but in this case with great fondness in a commemorative interview.  Clearly, with

the  Holocaust  still  fresh  in  his  memory,  all  arguments  and  disagreements

diminished, and only the positive aspects remained in his mind.  In his opinion,

the  importance  of  the  Congress  lay  in  the  fact  that  for  the  first  time  ever,

important  Yiddish  writers  and  cultural  personalities  from  the  entire  Jewish

political spectrum co-operated and sat around the same table.  The inseparable

bond between culture and people was re-established, and a serious effort was

made to unite and co-ordinate Yiddish cultural activities.  As a continuation of

the Czernowitz Conference, the parameters for Yiddish cultural activities were
47 N. Mayzel, 'Mir forn farbay Berlin' (We are passing through Berlin), Literarishe bleter, no. 43, 1937, pp.

670-89.
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established for the future in the shape of YKUF.  To its participants, the fight for

culture became the fight  for  life itself.   Sloves concluded by stating that,  in

hindsight, this Congress became the concluding chapter of an age.48

Despite the retrospective sense of closure that he felt, he also saw continuity.

Sloves stated that as a direct consequence of the Congress in the following

year, YKUF branches opened in many countries, and there was an air of unity

and  common purpose.   The Paris  branch was  one  of  the  most  active  and

productive,  and  many  important  Jewish  organisations  joined  forces  with  it.

Although WWII put a halt to YKUF activities in Europe, it continued to grow in

North and South America.  Twenty five years later, he states, YKUF's centre is

in New York, much smaller than it was in the period after the World Congress,

but still operational.  YKUF's publishing house is still active and continued to

publish the journal  Yidishe kultur with Mayzel as editor.  Mayzel emigrated to

Israel in 1963.49

Sloves is correct in his assessment of one of the accomplishments of the

Congress: it did mark the end of an era.  Its intention was clear from the outset:

to  shift  the  emphasis  from  the  primary  concern  of  the  first  Czernowitz

Conference,  to  the  issue  of  establishing  the  parameters  of  the  Yiddish

language, to a second phase of progression, from language to culture.  As if to

confirm the necessity,  Yiddish  culture was under  such a threat  in  1937 that

simply to  organise the event  was an almost  impossible  task,  given external

political  forces  of  European  Fascism  in  Europe,  and  significant  internal

opposition  from  Jewish  political  organisations.   And  indeed  it  was  a  World

48 Y. Furmansky, '25 yor zint dem kultur-kongres, a shmues mit dr. Khaym Sloves ershter general-sekretar 
fun alveltlekhn Yidishn kultur-farband',  “mir gebn zikh itst op a kheshbn, az erev der farnikhtung fun 6 
milion yidn iz der kultur-kongres geven der groyser un mekhtiker shlus-akord fun a gantser tkufe”, 
Undzer tog, (1962).

49 Ibid. p. 4.
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Congress: all Jewish organisations as well as individuals were invited and even

encouraged to take part.   It  is also clear from various documents that many

efforts were made to negotiate, compromise and appease the opposition, all of

which consumed much time and necessitated delicate diplomatic negotiations,

especially in New York and Warsaw.  The proceedings are extensively covered

by  Literarishe bleter, which by reprinting them devoted much attention to the

addresses delivered (or read) by the major participants as well as to comments

upon and criticism of its opponents.  Mayzel, as both leading participant and as

editor of the literary journal, clearly saw the Congress as the culmination of a

long effort  to  honour the Yiddish language and its cultural  expression.   This

coverage,  in  combination  with  Mayzel's  later  additions  and  amendments  in

YKUF Almanakh, provide a hitherto unstudied but full portrait  of a significant

moment in Yiddish cultural studies.  The lack of scholarly attention devoted to it

can  be  attributed  in  large  part  to  historical  exigency:  the  promise  that  it

expressed simply could not be fulfilled, despite the passion and dedication of

new  YKUF branches  abroad,  and  the  destruction  of  the  Yiddish-speaking

community in the ensuing events made its future fulfilment ever more uncertain.

It  became  the  concluding  chapter  in  the  rich  history  of  an  era  of  Yiddish-

speaking cultural achievement.
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Chapter 10  Conclusion

10.1  Introduction

The intention of  this study has been to  demonstrate  the importance of  a

singular Yiddish publication in the interwar period in Poland.  I have asserted

that Literarishe bleter constituted a unique instance within the panoply of the

Yiddish  press  in  Poland,  marked  by  its  assertively  non-political  affiliation

coupled with the highest of standards, the broadest target readership, and the

most comprehensive cultural coverage of the Yiddish-speaking world.  Because

of its singular nature, it has been utilised as a bibliographic and textual archive

by scholars seeking to verify historical fact or to  extract particular texts.   Its

unmerited exclusion as a topic of  research in its own right has  inspired this

dissertation, which has focussed on Literarishe bleter's attention to Yiddish as

an indication  of  one of  the  ways that  the  publication  can be utilised as  an

historical primary source.

My point of emphasis has been that the Yiddish language, as the instrument

of communication as well as of the literary culture which it promulgated, was of

central  concern to the journal over its many years of publication.  It  was an

interest shared by its public, its contributors, its publisher and its editor: secular

Yiddish  literature  was  young,  and  the  promotion  and  study  of  the  Yiddish

language in its infancy.  The interweaving of the world of language and culture

was thus of utmost importance to its long-time editor Nakhman Mayzel.   An

impassioned promoter of all forms of Yiddish expression, he was committed to

the  appearance  of  a  dialogue  concerning  the  status  of  Yiddish  in  all  of  its

various geographical locations in the pages of Literarishe bleter.
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The  use  of  what  Bakhtin  terms  a multi-vocal  text  as  a  primary  source

presents difficulties for the historian.  In the first  place there is the prism of

personality: the articles were the product of a filter of subjectivities, both that of

the author and that of the editor, whose combined comprehension of events

actualised the articles as they appeared in print.  As we have seen, these were

committed men and women whose convictions and understanding governed

their approach to the subject of Yiddish and their assessment of its existence,

whether  problematic  or  optimistic.  And  in  the  second  place,  crucial  to  the

problem of  subjectivity  is the prism of  history.   Each writer  and each editor

claimed for himself the understanding of the historical context both  past and

contemporary;  that  understanding,  which  we  as  historians  can  label

interpretation,  becomes  an  almost  invisible  thread  within the  texture  of  the

articles.  Moreover, there is a further condition of historical refraction which also

conditions the ultimate production of a text,  and that is the historical context

itself  in  which  events  occur.   The  immensity  of  history  is  not  always  the

operative factor; it is the contextual specificity of history surrounding events and

enterprises which is ultimately the conditioning mechanism.

The necessity to acknowledge the problems encountered by a study of this

nature  is  an  integral  part  of  its  presentation  and  structure:  it  is  both  a

comparative study  within the publication of language shift  and a progressive

study  of  the  life  of  a  singular  and  unstudied  journal.  The  core  of  the

observations on the progressive changes undergone by Yiddish are found in the

central chapters, each of which focuses upon a particular predicament in one of

the four chosen linguistic centres.  However, these observations, comments and

interpretations cannot be approached directly; it is for this reason that I have
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deemed it  necessary to anticipate the central chapters with prior background

information  on  Literarishe  bleter's  founders  and  first  moments,  as  well  as

historical background salient in each particular national case.

In addition, the complexity posed by such a number of varied viewpoints and

realities has made necessary the provision of a manner of interpretation which

renders them comparable as well as comprehensible, that of sociolinguistics.

Sociolinguistics, as I have shown, is well suited to assess the intricacies of the

structure  of  Yiddish  and its  survival:  the  struggle  with  standardisation,  with

language impurities from a higher as well as from a lower register, with dialect

interference and co-territorial linguistic interference, with the diglossia inherent

in Yiddish-Hebrew interaction, with orthographic reform, and with the key events

in  the  histories  of  the  language  community.   The  methodologies  of

sociolinguistics  have  provided  a  theoretical  aid  and  overview,  and  when

appropriate,  I  have  made  use  of  its  terminology  as  a  unifying  element  of

analysis.  Sociolinguistics, then, provides the final prism and this study's frame,

the 1908 Czernowitz Conference and the 1937 Paris Congress which begin and

end this study.

10.2  Summary

The  Czernowitz  Conference  of  1908  created  the  backdrop  to  this  study

through its contextualisation of the debate over the nature and usage of Yiddish,

on the one hand, and through the introduction of the protagonists and their

alliances,  on  the other.   Both the  linguistic  and the  political  questions were

inextricable, forming part of the national question which persisted in time and

place as a touchstone for the discussion of Jewish culture.  In 1908 the problem

of diglossia took the form of a struggle between Yiddishists and Hebraists; later
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conflicts would involve co-territorial linguistic competition, assimilation, and even

disappearance.  The main players on the stage of  Literarishe bleter regarded

the  issues  brought  up  in  Czernowitz  as  seminal  in  their  evaluation  of  the

standards of Yiddish production.

Czernowitz also provided the valorisation of Yiddish as one of the languages

of the Jewish people, encouraging the movement which culminated in a great

surge  of  Yiddish  language,  literary  and  cultural  production.   The  more

favourable conditions for minorities and a greater freedom of press led to twenty

years in which Yiddish saw its highest secular cultural achievements in book

and press production, Yiddish education and school systems, Yiddish theatre

and even Yiddish cinema.  This Jewish renaissance encouraged the hope of a

cultural and political autonomy within reach in modern states.  In this sense, the

enthusiasm for  Yiddish  continued even  in  its  socialist  transformation,  in  the

participation of Yiddish writers and poets in the Soviet experiment and in the

creation of the Jewish Autonomous Region (JAR) of Birobidzhan.

The urban Jewish cultural centres with their concentrated Yiddish-speaking

population, in particular Warsaw, conditioned the flowering of the Yiddish press

and the birth of a literary publication such as Literarishe bleter and it therefore

resulted  in  a  long  and  respected  weekly  journal  published  in  Poland  and

beyond.  The chapters on the establishment of Literarishe bleter single out the

long-term editor Nakhman Mayzel and the publisher Boris Kletzkin in their roles

of maintaining the journal's high literary standard throughout its lengthy period

of publication.  It is vital to our understanding of the nature of the journal to have

some understanding of the background and personalities involved, in order to

comprehend the shape that the journal took.  The single-mindedness with which
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Mayzel approached his editorial duties manifested itself in every issue through

editorial comment and article alike.  His interests also were coterminous with

those  expressed  in  the  pages  of  Literarishe  bleter.  His passion  and

determination for a unified Yiddish world culture was more than evident in the

volume of articles on Yiddish language.  His concept of the interactive nature of

reader and editor fostered the surveys of 1925 and 1928-1929, surveys which

provide  a unique insight  into  the  world  of  the  Yiddish reading public  of  the

period.

The scrutiny and criticism that he received also enter the pages of Literarishe

bleter,  increasing our understanding of the period through a primary source.

The Bund expressed strong disapproval of the publication because of Mayzel's

personal communist tendencies, despite the fact that Mayzel reiterated time and

time again his intellectual openness with regard to politics in the journal.  There

were those who disagreed with Mayzel's publishing choices accusing him of

favouritism.  The Shmuel Gordon episode reveals the extent to which access to

information could be conditioned by official criticism.  Censorship took its toll.

Despite these difficulties, Literarishe bleter continued to be published under the

most adverse of economic circumstances, earning the respect of the Yiddish-

speaking literary world.   The centrality  of  its  emphasis on Yiddish language

created a forum for concerned discourse that knew no geographic limits.  The

core of this study undertakes an elaboration of this discussion over the time of

publication and a comparative analysis of its conclusions.

Poland remained the beacon of Yiddish cultural  production  throughout the

interwar period.  Because Yiddish itself was not under external threat there, the

articles in  Literarishe bleter devote their attention to issues of status planning,
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especially with regard to the diglossia issue with Hebrew, corpus planning and

the problem of standardisation, and the promotion of Yiddish scholarship and

education.  America's pressures were external but voluntary: the attraction of

economic integration fostered linguistic assimilation as well, (a 'potato Yiddish'),

and  ultimately  led  to  the  generational  loss  of  language.   Soviet  Russia's

pressure on Yiddish was more overt and instrumental, forcefully ideological and

then institutional.  The aspirations of socialism and minority autonomy created

enthusiastic  participation  on  the  part  of  many  Yiddish-speaking  language

reformists.   The  linguistic  result  was  Soviet  Yiddish,  which  had  a  double

homeland: the printed page and the Jewish Autonomous Region of Birobidzhan.

Soviet  Yiddish was a language which serves as an example of  co-territorial

language interference, highly debated abroad as a corruption if not annihilation

of  Yiddish,  hotly  defended  by  its  adherents.   The  political  result  was  the

separation of Soviet Yiddish speakers, scholars and writers from their Western

counterparts and colleagues, gradually creating a vacuum in the exchange of

information, knowledge and culture.  Mandate Palestine's pressure was social,

ideological,  and  emotionally  charged.   Soviet  Russia's  ultimate  intent,  as

conceived by Stalin's position on national minorities, was the final eradication of

Yiddish and the assimilation of Jews into the Russian-speaking socialist fabric

of society.  However, the intermediate period of Yiddish survival as a language

provided a  considerable  means  of  re-education  and  indoctrination.  Its

consequences were the Yiddish-speaking cultural and administrative organs of

the interim period, created to reach and to involve the mass of Yiddish speakers

in  the  Soviet  state.   No  such  masking  of  intention appeared  in  Mandate

Palestine.  Yiddish, and the Yiddish-speaking 'goles-yid', were to be excluded
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from the  new Zionist  entity  which  was  to  be  populated  by  the  'new strong

Hebrew'.  All aspects of Jewish society in Mandate Palestine were mobilised in

what constituted a veritable war on Yiddish, Yiddish-speakers, Yiddish cultural

and scholastic events.   The Yiddish printed word was refused permission to

settle in the new Jewish Yishuv.

The First World Yiddish Culture Congress in Paris in 1937 closes the frame

of my inquiry into Literarishe bleter's treatment of Yiddish and Yiddish-language

concerns.  Whereas for its participants it expressed the hope of contributing to

the  creation of  a  unified  Yiddish  world  culture,  it  inadvertently  becomes the

closing chapter of Yiddish cultural freedom and growth.  Although some of the

proposed projects were realised, in particular the founding of YKUF, the two

remaining years before the onset of WWII show no further expansion of world

Yiddish cultural activities.  Mayzel himself was a fervent and committed planner

and participant in the Congress and provided essential documentation detailing

its problems and successes in Literarishe bleter.  His contribution in this regard

allows us to reassess the importance of the Congress itself: but for its timing, it

might have changed the future for Yiddish culture.

By examining the Yiddish centres situated in Poland, Palestine, Russia and

America  through  the  prism  of  Literarishe  bleter,  we  are  left  with  an

extraordinarily rich and complex picture of Yiddish language and culture.  One

that echoes the complexities of Jewish life in this period and which accentuates

the developments of a language which has no clear geographical home and yet

its speakers are united in their strong identification with that language and its

culture.  Mayzel in the pages of  Literarishe bleter personifies that relationship

and represents both its unity and diversity.   The reader of  Literarishe bleter,
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wherever he/she may have been, could be in the minutiae of specific issues and

problems and yet would emerge with a sense of a larger Yiddish landscape.

10.3  Recommendations for Further Research

A study of this nature has limitations of breadth as well as of linguistics.  The

variegated  cultural  material  contained  in  the  pages  of  Literarishe  bleter,  its

complex genesis and place in history, and its continual attention to issues of the

Yiddish  language, have  necessitated a non-comparative approach  with other

publications because of the quantity of material under review.  The journal itself

performs a certain aspect of comparative study through its insistent examination

of multiple international linguistic situations.  This study concentrated on the four

Yiddish  most  prominent  linguistic  centres  explored  in  Literarishe  bleter,  but

other geographical localities were Yiddish was spoken were also represented

within the publication on a much smaller scale.1  Expanded research of an inter-

textual,  inter-journalistic comparative  nature  cannot  help  but corroborate  the

importance  of  the  field  through  the  addition  of  similar  studies  yet  to  be

undertaken.  In terms of future research, moreover, It is important to state here

that I have used only those Polish sources available in translation into English,

Yiddish,  or  Hebrew.  Publications  in  Polish  could  fruitfully  be  compared  to

Literarishe bleter, furthering our knowledge of the cultural world in Poland in this

crucial period.   The  publication  most closely comparable to  Literarishe bleter

was the Polish journal  Wiadomosci Literackie.  A comprehensive  comparative

study of the two would be very interesting.  English and American Yiddish press

studies  could  well  be  included;  the  study  of  the  Yiddish  press  in  Mandate

Palestine has been far from complete, and  it would benefit from comparative

1 Although beyond the scope of  my research, articles on Yiddish in Argentina, South Africa, Australia,
France, the Netherlands and other countries can also be found within the pages of Literarishe bleter.
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Hebrew-Yiddish research.  Such considerations cannot fail to provide us with a

more fulsome, broader picture of the Yiddish press, and of Yiddish language

issues and sociolinguistics, in the interwar period.  Both areas of concern offer

fruitful possibilities for expansion.

Literarishe bleter has previously  served as a  literary archive for  scholarly

research; I have utilised it as an historical source.  As such a scholarly tool, and

because  of  Literarishe  bleter's  capacious  treatment  of  literary  and  cultural

concerns in the Yiddish-speaking world, it offers itself as a source for a variety

of possible topics for further study.  Although beyond the scope of my research,

the  Yiddish theatre occupied a central  place in the publication and its specific

history has not yet been examined through the journal's pages; such a study

would  be  an  addition  to  our  understanding  of  interwar  Jewish  cultural

conditions.  Furthermore, the concern of the Yiddish world for education dictated

the continual appearance of articles on the subject, and research here would

find a welcome place in the work already accomplished in the field.  In addition,

much  Jewish  art  was  lost  in  the  Holocaust,  many  archives  destroyed, and

sometimes we have only the images or photographs published in the press, of

which Literarishe bleter is a sterling example.

I have indicated the copious cultural material contained in the journal which

might be utilised in further research.  For those researchers in Yiddish studies, I

have opened up a new, hitherto unused source of historical research.  But there

are scholars whose work is highly worthwhile albeit linguistically limited by their

incapacity to read the original texts.  In the words of Helen Beer:

Notwithstanding  the  excellent  scholarship,  courses,  books,
translations, language and cultural initiatives and innovations which
have and continue to appear in the post-Holocaust world, there exists
the  phenomenon of  a  'virtual'  Yiddish  world,  an  identification  with
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Yiddish, but without Yiddish.2

For those students and scholars, without Yiddish, I have provided previously

untranslated data – articles, statistics, interviews – to aid them in future studies

of  history and of  cultural  life in interwar Poland.  I have  shown the extent to

which the Yiddish press was an essential element of Jewish life and of Yiddish-

speaking culture.  Because of its wide-ranging subject matter, Literarishe bleter

represents the apex of Yiddish cultural journalism.

This  thesis  differs  from many  others  by  using a  literary  publication as  a

primary historical resource and by opening up the possibility of its relevance to

other fields.  A key section  in this regard is  the analysis of the results of the

readership  surveys  of  1925  and  1928-1929.   These  surveys give current

scholars  an  invaluable glimpse  into  the  variety of  reader's  opinions  in  the

interwar  period.  They  also  broaden our  understanding  of  contemporary

concerns about the Yiddish language and the efforts made to integrate it into a

unified Yiddish world culture independent of political affiliation.

I have also explored the question so implicit within the pages of  Literarishe

bleter of whether it is indeed possible to put aside political affiliation in order to

concentrate on language and literature issues alone.  The question was raised

through an analysis of the Shmuel Gordon case  and  the  First Yiddish World

Congress in Paris,  as well  as  by the rejection of Yiddish in Palestine,  all  of

which  highlight  the  fact  that  politics  were never  far  from  the  surface.

Nonetheless, Mayzel made a valiant attempt to  distance the publication from

entanglement in  arguments  of  political  alliance.  These  efforts  were  only

successful to a certain extent; the complexity and fragmentation of the Yiddish

speaking population,  and its  highly  politicised nature, often  treated Mayzel's

2 H. Beer, 'Yiddish without Yiddish?', in European Judaism, Volume 42, no. 2, Autumn 2009, pp. 10-18.
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efforts with suspicion or outright opposition.

10.4  Final Conclusion

In the final analysis, it cannot be claimed that Literarishe bleter had an overt

policy of testimony to the variations of loss.  To the contrary, it emphasised the

positive  role of  Yiddish  as  a  bearer  of  culture.   From  its  position  in  the

microcosm of Polish Jewry with its melting pot of dialects and an increasingly

multilingual  Yiddish  urban  vernacular,  Literarishe bleter held a  position of

intellectual openness,  noting and reporting  those  which  occupied themselves

with the  Yiddish  world  at  large.   Its  bias  was  a  Yiddishist  one,  and  thus  it

focused  on  the  primacy  of  language  as  an  instrument  of  national  culture.

However,  it  is  vital  to  keep  in  mind  that  nevertheless the  journal  was  not

affiliated with any political party.  Because of this singular self-proclaimed policy

of inclusiveness, Literarishe bleter has provided us with a unique opportunity to

examine various facets of global Yiddish culture in one publication.  It is only in

retrospect  that  we  can  observe  the  extent  to  which  the journal,  with  its

professed  literary  goals,  became  an  important  historical  source  whose

documents register significant shifts in the Yiddish language.  It is my hope that

further studies will incorporate this research and by so doing, reap the benefits

of it.
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Appendix A Timeline of key events and dates

Year Event

1875
Boris Arkadievich Kletzkin was born in Horodishtsh, White 
Russia, (May)

1885 Alter Kasizne was born in Vilna, Lithuania, (3rd May)
1887 Nakhman Mayzel was born in a village estate near Kiev
1893 I. J. Singer was born in Bilgoray, Poland (in November)

1893
Melekh Ravitch was born in Radimno (or Redim in 
Yiddish),Eastern Galicia

1895 Peretz Markish was born in Volhynia, (7th December)
1908 Czernowitz Conference
1916 Establishment of the ‘Writers’ and Journalists Union in Warsaw’

1917-18 Establishment of Kultur-lige in Kiev
1921 Nakhman Mayzel came to Warsaw
1921 Peretz Markish came to Warsaw

1921
Nakhman Mayzel and other representatives from Kiev came to 
Warsaw to establish the Kultur-lige in Warsaw

1922 Establishment of Khaliastre and its first publication in Poland
1924 First issue of Literarishe bleter, (9th April)
1924 Second and last publication of the Khaliastre journal in Paris
1925 YIVO Vilna was established
1925 Boris Kletzkin moved his publishing house from Vilna to Warsaw

1925
Boris Kletzkin took over the publishing of Literarishe bleter, (6th 
March)

1926
Nakhman Mayzel became sole editor of Literarishe bleter, (No. 
122, September)

1928 Peretz Markish left Poland for good and went to Russia

1934
Melekh Ravich left Poland for Melbourne, Australia, and in 1936 
left Australia for Montreal, Canada

1937 First Yiddish Culture World Congress (17th-21st September)
1937 Nakhman Mayzel left Poland for America, in December
1937 Boris Kletzkin died on (18th September)
1939 Last issue of Literarishe bleter, (30th June)
1941 Alter Kasizne died in concentration camp
1944 I. J. Singer died in America
1952 Peretz Markish died (12th August)
1966 Nakhman Mayzel died (27th October), in Israel
1976 Melekh Ravitch died (21st August) in Montreal, Canada
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Appendix B  The official invitation to the
Czernowitz Conference of 1908

The official  invitation to the first  Yiddish Language Conference of 1908 in

Czernowitz was written by Ch. Zhitlovsky:

Honoured Sir!

In the past several decades the Yiddish language has made great
progress.  Its literature has achieved a level of which no one has
imagined it capable.  Yiddish newspapers are distributed in hundreds
of thousands of copies daily and weekly.  Yiddish poets write songs
which are sung by people, stories which are read by people, plays
which the people eagerly flock to see.  Every day the language itself
becomes more refined and richer.

But it continues to lack one thing which older tongues possess.  The
latter  are  not  permitted  to  roam  about  freely  and  wildly  in  the
linguistic world to attract all sorts of diseases, defects and perhaps
even death.  They are guarded as a precious child is guarded.  No
one,  however  pays heed to  the  Yiddish  language.   Thousands of
Yiddish words are replaced by German, Russian and English words
which are completely unnecessary.  The live rules of the language
which are born and develop with it in the mouths of the people go
unrecorded and it  appears not  to  possess any such rules.   Each
person writes it  in another  way with his  own spelling because no
standard  authoritative  Yiddish  orthography  has  thus  far  been
established.

True, the disgrace attached to Yiddish in the past has diminished.
People are less and less ashamed of the contemporary language of
our  people.   It  is  gradually  coming  to  be  reckoned  with  and
respected.  It is coming to be understood that in Yiddish the Jewish
spirit  is  reflected  and  its  value  for  the  survival  of  our  nation  is
beginning to be comprehended.  But it is still an object of ridicule and
contempt.  People are still ashamed of it.  And is this not because of
the faults noted above?

If this be true, a stop must be put to these things.  A fence needs be
established, some sort of protection for our precious mother-tongue
so that it  does  not wonder about aimlessly as until  now, so that it
does not become chaotic, tattered and divided.  All who are involved
with  the language,  writers,  poets,  linguists,  and those who simply
love it – must confer and find the appropriate means and methods of
establishing an authority to which all will have to and want to defer.
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Honoured Sir!   If  you share  the views herein  expressed,  you are
invited to attend the Conference which we are calling on behalf of the
Yiddish language.

The Conference will be held on …..............................  3in Czernowitz
(Bukovina, Austria) and will deal with the following items:

(1)  Yiddish orthography, (2) Yiddish grammar,  (3) foreign and new
words,  (4)  a  Yiddish  dictionary,  (5)  Jewish  youth  and  the  Yiddish
language, (6) the Yiddish press and the Yiddish language, (7) the
Yiddish stage and Yiddish actors, (8) the economic situation of the
Yiddish writer, (9) the economic situation of Yiddish actors, (10) the
recognition of the Yiddish language.

If you wish to attend the Conference, please send your name and
address to main office of the Conference (…................) immediately,
so that we may send you the additional announcements which we
will  distribute.   If  you  have  any  practical  suggestions  for  the
Conference and especially for the Yiddish language, we ask you to
please write to us as soon as possible and thank you in advance.4

3 The conference took place on 30 August 1908, and it was to last five days.
4 Di Ershte Yidishe Shprakh-Konferents (Vilna, 1931), pp 2-3.  As translated and cited in Emanuel S.

Goldsmith,  Modern Yiddish Culture, Fairleigh Dickinson University Press and  Associated University
Press, (expanded edition) 1997, (1976).
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Appendix C  Short biography of Alter Katsizne

Alter Katsizne was born in Vilna 1885, received a very elementary Yiddish

education  and  left  school  at  fourteen,  after  his  father's  death.  He  learnt

photography from an uncle and it became his trade.  However, he was an avid

reader from a very young age, and as a result, while later living in Katerinoslav ,

he started a correspondence with S. An-Ski,5 who printed a couple of his stories

in Russian,  in  Evreiskyi  Mir  in  1909.   His association with An-Ski  continued

throughout An-Ski's life, with the result that Katsizne was named as one of the

executors of 'An-Ski's literary inheritance.  Later, I.  L.  Peretz'  works made a

strong impression on him, convincing him to write in Yiddish.  He moved to

Warsaw, made his acquaintance with Peretz himself and started recalling his

unused  Yiddish.   He  embarked  upon  a  very  respectable  writing  career,

contributing to various publications including Forverts in New York, Bikher-velt

and later,  Literarishe bleter  where for the most part he wrote articles in on art

and theatre  as well  as contributing photographs.  During the early  years  of

publication he was also a co-editor together wirh Mayzel, Ravitch, Singer and

Markish.

5 S. An-Ski, Most famous for his play 'Der Dybbuk', later made into one of the most famous Yiddish films.
He was also an avid collector of Jewish folklore and he initiated and participated in a folklore expedition
(1912-1914). 
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Appendix D  Short biography of Boris Kletzkin

Boris Kletzkin was born in 1875 in Boroditsh (Horodishthe), White Russia, to

a family tracing their  ancestry  back through ten generations of rabbis to the

period of 'Tor-Hazahav'.6  His father was also a certified rabbi who made his

living as a wood merchant.  Kletzkin was ten years old when the family moved

to Vilna.   He received a traditional Jewish upbringing and education but later,

while working for his father, he started trading in Yiddish literary works as well

as helping establish Jewish worker's libraries in the provinces.  This led to his

publishing  career  in  working-class  publications:  from  educational  leaflets  to

newly published books in Yiddish.  He also organised the sale of books from a

shop owned by Avraham Gasselnik  using an already existing concession (a

permit to trade in Jewish literature), which was very difficult  to obtain at that

time.  This shop became a centre of new Yiddish books published in Russia and

America.  Kletzkin travelled extensively because of his father's business and on

his travels  also furthered awareness of his  other business: the sale of  legal

Yiddish literature for the working classes.  After the 1905 Russian revolution

Kletzkin,  a  Bundist,  established  the  'Bund'  publishing  house  “Di  velt”  (The

World).  In 1910 he founded the Vilna publishing house 'Vilner Farlag fun B. A.

Kletzkin', where many excellent literary works were published in Vilna and later

in Warsaw.7  The beginning of WWI brought this expanding activity in Yiddish

printed material  to  a halt.   He left  Lithuania for Russia until  1919,  when he

returned to Vilna and took up his publishing business once more.  In 1925 he

6 Tor  Hazahav  –  (The  Golden  Age  Of  Jewish  culture  in  Spain)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golden_age_of_Jewish_culture_in_Spain, site visited 27.10.12.

7 Important  publications  by  the  Kletzkin  Farlag:  Der  Pinkes,  a  children's  publication  Di  grininke
beymelekh,   Later  the  reputation  of  Kletzkins  publishing  house  was  such  that  every  new  and
established writer wanted to be published by him.  Sholem Ash, Dovid Bergelson, H. D. Nomberg,
Avrom Reyzin and many more.
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moved  the  centre  of  his  publishing  house  to  Warsaw  where  he  saw  an

opportunity  for  expansion.   With  this  move  he  became  one  of  the  most

important  Yiddish  publishers,  publishing  books in  the fields of  literature  and

science,  children’s  literature,  educational  materials,  and  after  his  move  to

Warsaw, Literarishe bleter.8

8 E.  Bramson-Alperniene,  Der  Vilner  yidisher  farlag  un  zayn  grinder  Boris  Kletzkin,  in  Jiddistik-
Mitteilungen, herausgegeben von der Jiddistik im Fachbereich Sprach- und Literaturwissenschaften
der Universitat Trier, 54286 Trier,  Nr. 27/April 2002, pp. 1-7.
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Appendix E Short biography of Melekh Ravitch

Melekh  Ravitch  was  born  in  1893  in  Redim (or  Redimno),  East  Galicia.

Melekh Ravitch is the pseudonym of Zekharye Khone Bergner. When some of

his poetry was accepted for publication, under the name of Melekh Ravitch, he

then adopted it for the rest of his life.  He was a man of strong if idiosyncratic

principles, and became a vegetarian at the age of eighteen out of conviction

that God created all creatures and that all of them have souls, even a chicken.9

His  father  was  a  merchant.   Ravitch  received  a  secular  education  and

became a  banker.   From 1909-1912  he lived  in  Stanislaw and in  Lemberg

respectively.  His first poetry collection Oyf Der Shvel was published in 1912 in

Lemberg.  In 1913 he moved to Vienna where he was drafted into the army and

fought in WWI.  In 1921 he left Vienna for Warsaw where he published his book

of poems entitled  Nakete lider (Naked Poems).  In 1922 he became involved

with the 'Khaliastre' group and from 1924-1934 he was appointed as secretary

of  the  'Writers'  and  Journalists  Union'.   He  remained  in  Poland  until  his

departure for Melbourne, Australia in 1934.  He stayed  in Melbourne for two

years and eventually moved to Canada where he settled in Montreal, until his

death in 1976.10

9 M. Ravitch, Mayn leksikon, pp. 243-245.
10 M. Ravitch, Dos mayse bukh fun mayn lebn, yorn in Varshe, 1921-1934, Y. L. Perez, Isroel, 1975.
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Appendix F Short biography of Peretz Markish

Peretz Markish was born in Polonoy, Volhiynia (Volin) on 7, December, 1895,

to a family of craftsmen.  He was educated in a kheder11 in Romanov until the

age of 10 and left home at 11.Until the age of 13 he worked as a poet for a

cantor,  writing  poetic  texts  in  Berditchev.   Markish  started  writing  poetry  in

Russian at the age of 15.  In 1916, at the age of 21 he was conscripted into the

army and fought on the German front during WWI.  He was slightly wounded,

released from the army and went to live in Ekaterinoslav.

His debut in Yiddish poetry occurred in the organ of the  Fareynikte,12  Der

Kemfer, in Katerinoslav in 1917.  In 1919 his first book  Shveln was published

(published by 'Kiever Farlag').  Later he contributed to Moscow's Emes (1920-

1938).  At some point during Denikin's rule in the Ukraine, rumours circulated of

his death and many epitaphs were printed in the Jewish press.  However, he

was  alive  and well,  and in  1921 he came to  Poland to  deliver  lectures  on

modern poetry.  He made a name for himself as a poet but also as a passionate

communist.13  Ravitch met him for the first time on his first day in Warsaw, at the

'Writers' Union', and they became close friends until Markish left Poland seven

years later.  Peretz Markish left Poland for Russia in 1928, explaining that he

had never intended to stay in Warsaw for as long as he had, and that he had

done so only because it was so interesting and challenging for him.  He had to

follow his heart which lay in the Socialist cause.14  He never returned.  He was

11 Traditional elementary religious education facility for boys.
12 “Fareynikte”  (abbreviation  “United”)  for  the  United  Socialist  Jewish  Party.   Founded in  June 1917

through the unification of the Zionist Socialist Workers' Party (SSRP, who were territorialists) and the
Jewish  Socialist  Workers'  Party  (SERP,  who were autonomists).   David E.  Fishman,  The    R  ise of  
Modern Yiddish Culture, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005, p.91.  For further information see also:
www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/source/judaica/ejud_0002_0020_0_2020

13 See in Leksikon fun der nayer Yidisher literatur, Tlomatski 13, pp. 348-353.
14 'A shmues mit  Peretz  Markish,  far  zayn opforn keyn  ratn-farband',  by  Yud-Beys (aka  N.  Mayzel),

Literarishe bleter,  30, July,  1926.  Another tribute article on the same subject  follows,  'For gezunt,
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executed in 1952 together with many other Jewish Russian writers, mindlessly

accused of acts of alleged treason against the Socialist state.

Peretz Markish', by N. Mayzel, on p. 494-95.
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Appendix G  Reader's Survey (1925): Questions
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Illustration 18: Readers' survey questions – whole page

( as published in Literarishe bleter No. 59, 19 June 1925)



Appendix H  Reader's Survey (1928/9): List of
names

This list provides an insight into the vast reach Literarishe bleter had in this

period.  The final number of forms returned were 407.  The last 16 forms were

not included as they probably did not arrive in time for publication.
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Illustration 19: Literarishe bleter, no. 51, 21 December 1928, p. 1011
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Illustration 20: Literarishe bleter, no. 52, 28 December 1928, p. 1033
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Illustration 21: Literarishe bleter, no. 2, 11 January 1929, p. 39
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Illustration 22: Literarishe bleter, No 4, 25 January 1929, p. 77
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Illustration 23: Literarishe bleter, no. 6, 8 February 1929, p. 122



Appendix I  Birobidzhan

In  May  1934  the  Soviet  government  established  the  Jewish
Autonomous Region (JAR) in a remote, sparsely populated region of
the Soviet Far East.  Located along the Sino-Soviet border some five
thousand  miles  east  of  Moscow,  the  JAR  -  popularly  known  as
Birobidzhan, the region's capital city - was designated the national
homeland of Soviet Jewry.15

Although the coverage of Birobidzhan in Literarishe bleter is quite limited, the

story of Birobidzhan is instrumental in illustrating Soviet policies on ethnic and

national minorities  after  WWI as well as the unprecedented freedom  given to

Russia's two and a half million Jews then living under Soviet rule.  The roots of

this  project  go  back to  the  1920s when Birobidzhan was suggested  by  the

Soviet leaders as an alternative to Zionist Palestine.  The promise of an end to

social and economic inequality combined with the state's commitment to protect

all ethnic minority rights had given Jews the prospect of being equal citizens for

the first  time, albeit  at  the cost  of  full  religious expression.   However,  while

Lenin's New Economic Policy (N.E.P.) of 1921 had slightly improved the general

economic  situation,  that  was  not  the  case  for  those  Jews  who  were  small

shopkeepers and artisans.  Their  occupations put them in  danger: they were

regarded as the class enemy and part of the petit bourgeoisie.  By 1925, more

than a million Jews had been forced to close down their small businesses in the

shtetlekh.16  They were left to join the growing number of the unemployed, to

deal on the black market or to emigrate,  either to the interior of Russia or to

large  urban  centres  such  as  Moscow,  Leningrad,  Kiev  etc.   To  rectify  the

situation, OZET was established in 1926, the original plan being to settle about

15 R.  Weinberg,  Stalin's  Forgotten  Zion:  Birobidzhan  and the  Making  of  a  Soviet  Jewish  Homeland,
University of California Press, 1998, p. 13.

16 C. Abramsky, 'The Biro-Bidzhan Project, 1927-1959', in L. Kochan, (Ed.)  The Jews in Soviet Russia
Since 1917, pp. 64-77.

288



half a million Jews by the end of that year on 100,000 hectares allocated for this

purpose in the Ukraine and Crimea.17  This proposal, although supported by

Soviet authorities, relied heavily on appeals to world Jewry for funds, much of

which  came from the  American  Joint  Distribution  Committee.   Over  40,000

families applied for registration.

Soviet leaders were eager to stress the settlement of Jews on land as an

interim step to total integration into a multicultural homogeneous Soviet society.

President Mikhail Kalinin, the most pro-Jewish of Soviet leaders, declared in his

famous speech of 17 November 1926 at the Congress of OZET:

To  me  this  trend  appears  as  one  of  the  forms  of  national  self-
preservation.   As  a  reaction  to  assimilation  and  national  erosion
which  threaten all  small  peoples  deprived  of  the  opportunities  for
national evolution, the Jewish people has developed the instinct of
self-preservation,  of  the  struggle  to  maintain  its  national  identity...
The  Jewish  people  now  face  the  great  task  of  preserving  their
nationality.   For  this  purpose  a  large  segment  of  the  Jewish
population must transform itself into a compact farming population,
numbering at least several hundred thousand souls.18

The idea of  settlement  of  Jews on land had been a topic  in Lenin's  and

Stalin's  speeches  of  the  early  twenties,  and  Kalinin's  speech  echoed  their

sentiments.  All of them pointed to the urgent need to solve the problem of the

Jewish minority.  Yevsetsiya's assignment was to resolve the problem of poverty

amongst the Jewish population, and when the resettlement projects in Ukraine

and  the  Crimea  had  to  struggle  against  hostile  local  populations,  another

territory  was  proposed  which  was  relatively  unpopulated  and  strategically

located on  the Far-Eastern  border  area.   Birobidzhan as  a  project  was the

product of the Commissariat for Defence and the Agricultural Academy.19  It was

17 op cit., pp. 68-9.
18 C. Abramsky, 'The Biro-Bidzhan Project, 1927-1959', in L. Kochan,  The Jews in Soviet Russia Since

1917.   Printed  in  Der  Emes,  Moscow,  11  July  1927.   This  speech  was  first  published  in  the
stenographic report of the Congress of Geserd, or as it was known in Russian, 'Ozet'.  p. 69.

19 Ibid. p. 70.
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not a Jewish initiative.  Leading members of OZET, such as Abraham Bragin

and the economist Yuri  Larin, opposed this scheme on the grounds that the

climate was harsh and unfavourable for habitation: the summers are hot and

rainy, and winters are dry and very cold.  The soil was unsuitable for cultivation.

The Birobidzhan region consisted of tracts of swampland and marshes together

with densely forested areas.  These negative considerations were ignored by

the  Soviet  government,  who  saw  in  the  proposal  the  opportunity  for

safeguarding its eastern frontier with Japan and China.  The region was a key

one: it was situated in the southern part of the Soviet Far East, on the rivers of

Bira and Bidzhan, two tributaries of the Amur River.  It was sparsely populated

and  extended  over  36,000  square  kilometres,  approximately  the  size  of

Belgium, and had been ceded to Russia in 1858.20

The  government  began  its  campaign  to  encourage  Jews  to  move  to

Birobidzhan  after  the  publication  of  a  1928  March  decree reserving  the

Birobidzhan District for the resettlement of Jews who would work the land.  The

indigenous population of Birobidzhan before this new influx of Jews consisted of

1,192  residents.   The  decree  banned  agricultural  settlement  by  non-Jews

intended to transform this region into 'a Jewish national, administrative-territorial

entity'.21  In contrast to the Jewish settlements in Crimea and southern Ukraine,

the  Joint  had  ceased  fund-raising  for  colonisation  in  the  early  1930s,  and

Birobidzhan's  economic  development  rested  firmly  in  the  hands  of  Soviet

authorities.22  In  1934  the  region  was  officially  designated  as  the  Jewish

Autonomous Region with Birobidzhan as its capital.

The success of  the Birobidzhan project  was  limited.   Although Jews from

20 China ceded the area of Outer Manchuria to Russia in The Treaty of Aigun, 1858.
21 R. Weinberg, Stalin's Forgotten Zion, pp. 22-3.
22 J. L. Dekel-Chen, Farming the Red Land, pp. 176-179.
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Russia as well as from the West welcomed the idea of an autonomous Jewish

region, the reality was difficult, and the numbers of colonists fluctuated between

1928 to 1939,  between a few hundred  and a few thousand.  According to G.

Estraikh, '”Birobidzhanisation” attracted fewer Jewish migrants than the other

five Jewish national regions created in southern Ukraine and the Crimea  and

the agricultural settlements in the former Pale of Settlement'.23  However, it was

the  ideological  focus  of  the  Soviet  state,  and  various  cultural  and  political

initiatives  took  shape  there.  The  Birobidzhan  Yiddish  theatre,  named after

Lazar Kaganovich, attracted troupes from the Moscow State Yiddish Theatre

and became famous in its own right.  Sixteen primary and secondary schools in

Yiddish were established,  along with  a library containing a sizeable Judaica

collection;  the  Birobidzhaner  shtern, a  daily  newspaper  in  Yiddish  was

published;  Yiddish  writers  and  cultural  figures  were  constant  visitors  and

contributors to the cultural life there, and Yiddish was the official language of the

Autonomous  Region.24  However,  just  as  it  started  to  gain  momentum,

Birobidzhan fell victim first to the growing air of suspicion in the early  1930s,

and then to Stalin's purges between 1936 and 1938.

By  1938,  KOMZET  and  OZET  ceased  to  exist  and  the  organisation  of

settlement  in  Birobidzhan,  '...  was  placed  under  the  direct  control  of  a

department of the secret police'.25  When faced with harsh living conditions, and

Stalin's purges, many colonists left Birobidzhan after a short time, and it never

achieved  its  status  of  a  truly  thriving  and  independent  Jewish  Autonomous

Region.

23 G.  Estraikh,  Soviet  Yiddish:  Language  Planning  and  Linguistic  Developement,  Clarendon  Press,
Oxford, 1999, p. 26.

24 R.Weinberg, Stalin's Forgotten Zion, pp.59-67.
25 B. Wasserstein, On the Eve: The Jews of Europe Before The Second World War, Profile Books Ltd.,
London, 2012, pp. 350-51.
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