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Chone Shmeruk (Jerusalem)

Bashevis Singer — In search of his autobiography

““I don’t believe that the story of any human life can be written. It is beyond the

power of literature.”’

From Lost in America

N ONE OF I.B. SINGER’S NOVELS, HIS

hero tells us about his literary ambitions. He
leaves his rabbinical family in the small shtet/ at
the age of eighteen and arrives in Warsaw. As
soon as he arrives in the metropolis, his red
pe’oth are cut off; he discards his gaberdine,
and with an intense feeling of liberation from
the yoke of religion and tradition he indulges in
sexual fantasies. He himself reveals to us: “‘I
fell in love with every woman . . .”’! In this
excited condition our young hero starts
planning a novel, which he thinks will be
‘‘innovative’’. This is what he says in
comparing the novel he is planning with the
conventional novel:

In all the novels that I have read, the hero was

always in love with one woman. But isn’t this just

a conventional lie, an author’s trick? Or am I by

nature different from all other men? Hasn’t the

time come to write a novel about a hero who is in

love with a lot of women — the ‘sufferings of a

Polygamous Werther?’ (F-9.7.1971)

Our hero proposes to call his projected novel,
Der hayrat-shvindler (‘‘The Marriage-
Trickster’’), and he also decides that he in
person must be the hero of this novel, though
with one reservation: ‘‘Of course, in the book
I’ll have to be older, and to have already had a
lot of affairs.”” (F-9.7.1971)

Singer’s hero spends about two years in
Warsaw. He does not write the novel, but he
suffers many days of hunger, quite literally,
and at the same time has ‘‘adventures’’ with
five women simultaneously. Again he says of
himself: ‘‘Perhaps I was trying in my own way
to imitate the ‘Marriage-Trickster’ whom I had
begun to describe . . .”” (F-30.11.1971)

So it happens that instead of writing the
novel he had planned, Singer’s hero himself
becomes a kind of ‘‘Polygamous Werther”’.
What had started as a planned fiction becomes
a biographical reality.

In Der fartribener zun we have before us a

1Der fartribener zun, ““Forverts” 9th July 1971. Full
bibliographical details of those works of I.B. Singer
dealt with in this article are given below in the
appendix. (All other references to ‘Forverts” are
indicated with ‘F’ and date).

definitely autobiographical novel. For even
though one can point to possible deviations
from the author’s biography in this novel, it is
nonetheless quite clear that Singer is taking
evident pains to enable the reader to identify the
narrator in the first person with Singer himself;
indeed, in one of his biographies Singer tells
about himself the very things we have already
heard from the hero of Der fartribener zun:
“My own life came to resemble the novels I
published in the newspaper, and I myself no
longer knew who was imitating whom.’*?

More will be said further about these novels
published in instalments in newspapers. From
the above quotation it becomes clear that the
structure of the plot of Der fartribener zun is
more complicated than would seem at first
sight; for here we have autobiographical
material formed into a novel in which planned
fiction turns into a new reality, as it were,
which in its turn is described in this novel.

It is doubtful whether the apparently
sophisticated conception of the novel suffices
to make Der fartribener zun a significant
artistic achievement among Singer’s novels. It
has remained in the form of instalments in the
New York daily ‘“Forverts’’ and it seems that
Singer has not made any attempt either to
publish it in book form in Yiddish or to have it
translated into English for this purpose. Yet
this novel is very important from another point
of view: thanks to the unusual structure of its
plot, the novel reveals to us in a most
instructive way Singer’s obsessive struggle with
his own biography. For Der fartribener zun is
only one link in a series of autobiographic?_ll
variations which reveal Singer’s search for his
own identity and for the meaning of his
biographical experience as a human being, as 2
writer, and as a Jew.

The full extent of this conflict in Singer’s
writings ought to be investigated in detail, but
one can get some idea of its importance from
direct revelations of this struggle in a series of

2Fun der alter un nayer heym, Forverts 5th Sept.
1964.
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autobiographies and memoirs, and in three
novels whose autobiographical basis is beyond
doubt. One can already venture to maintain
that for many years the struggle between the
autobiographical truth of memoirs, which has
become problematic for the author in many
aspects, and between desirable biographical
““truth” formed in a fictional novel® has been
central in Singer’s work.

I1

THE BEGINNINGS OF THIS CONFLICT
are to be found in Singer’s autobiographical
stories, which are known to us from the book
Mayn tatn’s bes-din-shtub (‘In my Father’s
Court’) which first appeared in Forverts in
1955. When Singer gathered them together in a
book, he wrote a highly interesting introduction
to the stories (based on childhood memories
from Warsaw) describing them as ‘. . . a
literary experiment; it is an attempt to combine
memoirs and fiction.”’ But this “‘experimental’’
contention with childhood memories was only
the beginning of a long and tortuous process,
which has continued in Singer’s work right up
to the present day.

From 1963 to 1965 Singer wrote and
published in Forverts his most direct and
comprehensive autobiography under the title:
Fun der alter un fun der nayer heym (‘From the
Old and the New Country’), comprising
memories from the age of three up to the
sixties, the years in which the autobiography
was written and published. In these
reminiscences, Singer quotes quite a lot from
his diary. If such a diary does indeed exist, it is
not clear when he started it.*

From 1969 to 1974 Singer published in
instalments in Forverts three autobiographical
novels: Vidervuks (‘After-growth’), Der
Jartribener zun, mentioned earlier, and

3Concerning theoretical problems of autobiography
and autobiographical fiction, v. R. Pascal’s Design
and Truth in Autobiography, Cambridge, Mass.
1960, and likewise the entry “‘Selbstbiographie’’ by
Ingrid Aichinger in Reallexikon der deutschen
Literaturgeschichte.

4Singer quotes from this diary in a fragment of the
autobiography printed in Forverts of 20th March
1965 and in subsequent instalments. In instalments
of Fun der alter un nayer heym published in Forverts
there are passages with the explicit heading
“Oystsugn fun a togbukh”’ (‘Excerpts from a Diary’)
&lind cf. in the “Forverts”’ of 20th Aug. and 6th Sept.
965.
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Neshome-ekspeditsyes (‘Journeys of the Soul’).
All three are written in the first person, but it is
only in Der fartribener zun that one can easily
identify the narrator with Singer himself. He
takes care to let the reader recognise him both
in the character of Aaron Hesheles in
Vidervuks and in the character of Aaron
Greidinger, in Neshome-ekspeditsyes.’

It seems that these three attempts at novels
did not satisfy Singer, and even before he
finished the instalments of Neshome-
ekspeditsyes in Forverts he began to publish
there a new autobiography in three parts. This
time its title is: Gloybn un tsveyfl (‘Belief and
Doubt’). This autobiography was published in
the newspaper in 1974-1975, 1976 and 1978.

Although in part Singer goes back here to the
period of his childhood before the First World
War, and in part of his reminiscences he deals
with his life in the United States, the greater
part of his work is concentrated in the period
between 1922, when he came to Warsaw, and
1935, when he emigrated to the United States.
This period of his life is also the most
interesting from many points of view, for it was
in these years that he matured and developed as
a writer, and that many of his ideas were
formed, including his ideas about literature. It
is no wonder, therefore, that these three
autobiographical novels in fact describe only
this period in Warsaw between the two world
wars.

In the three novels, and likewise in Singer’s
autobiographies, a great deal of space is
devoted to the literary circles and to the
‘Association of Yiddish writers and Journalists
in Warsaw’, the organization whose famous
club at Tlomackie Street 13 served the young
Singer both as a school and a home. Singer
finally returns to those years in new
reminiscences: Figurn un epizodn fun literatn-
Jareyn (‘Characters and Episodes from the
Association of Writers’). These reminiscences
too appeared in instalments in Forverts from
June 1979 to the beginning of 1980. In the
centre of these reminiscences stands the young
writer, well known to us from Singer’s earlier
autobiographical novels.®

Only faithful readers of Singer and of the
Forverts are capable of comprehending the

5The parents of Singer are identical with Aaron
Greidinger, and of Aaron Hesheles in Der fortribener
zun. In the novels, the hero works as a proof-reader
in a literary weekly — and this fact matches Singer’s
job with the Literarische bleter in Warsaw.
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author’s autobiographical obsession. But even
such faithful readers, if they exist, must
certainly have lost this thread in his work a long
time ago, a thread which goes on for twenty-
five years, from the middle of the fifties, at
least, up to 1980, since all these works of
Singer’s were published exclusively in serial-
form in the newspaper.

After the collection of childhood memories
in Mayn tatn’s bes-din-shtub in 1956, not one
of Singer’s autobiographical works has been
collected in a book in Yiddish. In Hebrew and
English translations we have a new version of
the autobiographical novel Neshome-
ekspeditsyes which is called Shosha’ in its new,
well-known form. The three parts of the
autobiography which appeared in Yiddish in
the newspaper under the title Gloybn un tsveyf!
have been assembled in book form only in
English translation, and each part has received
a different title: A Little Boy in Search of God,
A Young Man in Search of Love, and Lost in
America.

Although Singer’s autobiographical corpus
in its various incarnations is so large, it seems,
as far as I can judge, that its every existence to
this astonishing extent has been hitherto
unknown to critics and literary scholars. The
reason for this-is simple. I have already pointed
out, on previous occasions, the substantial

6For the Writers’ Association and its club in Warsaw
v. the autobiographical elements in: Y. Bashevis
(=Singer), “Arum der yidisher literatur in poyin”’,
Di tsukunft 1943, pp.468-475; even though the
Warsaw writers are not directly mentioned under
their real names, the reader who is familiar with them
will have no difficulty in recognizing in the novel
Vidervuks the author Z. Segalowicz in the character
of Morris Markusewicz, and in that of Bomberg,
H.D. Nomberg, both in the fragments in the
newspaper of the 18th, and of the 30th Aug. 1969;
and one must make no mistake about the writer
Makhtey in the novel, who represents Kawe
(Wahnwild) — Forverts 30th Aug. 1969. The
anecdote told about Makhtey in the novel is related
to Kawe in the essay in Di tsukunft, p.473. Singer’s
evaluations of these and other writers seem more
derisive in the novels than in the autobiographies and
the memoirs, and its seems worthwhile to confront
them with additional sources for the period.

7From various parts of the book it is clear that it has
undergone considerable changes; thus, for example,
the first chapter of the book is lacking in the
newspaper, and the fifth chapter in the newspaper is
the tenth chapter in the book; in the book, chapters
12 to 14 have been added; there is no Yiddish version
of the novel that appeared in book form in English
— and this is not the only case of its kind in Singer’s
work.

“limitations of this criticism in English, based

exclusively on English translations of Singer’s
works. This criticism in fact dominates
criticism and research in other languages as
well. In Israel also, those who do not have
recourse to Singer’s Yiddish publications in
newspapers have usually been compelled to
make do with translations from English into
Hebrew.® There is no point in going into this
problem here.

There is no doubt that in years to come we
shall see detailed comparisons between the dif-
ferent variations of the autobiographical con-
tent in Singer’s works, and these comparisons
will certainly reveal the struggle still concealed
from us in Singer’s repeated attempts to shape
again the same biographical material. Then
perhaps it will be possible to answer many of
the questions for which we have not yet found
answers. It is absolutely certain that a detailed
examination of all this corpus will raise new
and grave questions. I shall attempt to show
further on, by means of examples, how com-
plicated, and yet how instructive, are the things
we can derive from such comparative analyses.

111

THE FATHER OF AARON HESHELES,
the narrator in the first person in the novel
Vidervuks, is the rabbi of a small shtet/, far way
from the capital of independent Poland. When
Aaron Hesheles’ pranks and intrigues are at
their height, his father arrives in Warsaw for a
visit, together with the younger brother. They
stay in the flat of one of Aaron’s conquests,
who has born him a son, without his family’s
knowing of his marriage. The descriptions of
the encounter between the son and his mistress,
on the one hand, and his father and brother,
who live their complete, full, undisturbed lives
according to the Faith, on the other, show the
reader the gulf that now separates them with all
its sharp contrast. In this way, Singer tried to
bring out the narrator’s shattered world.® With
regard to our immediate purpose, it is apparent
that it is Singer’s own father and younger
brother who come to see Aaron Hesheles, the
hero of the novel Vidervuks. According to the

8Cf. my introduction to the collection of Singer’s
short stories A Shpigl un andere dertseylungen,
Jerusalem 1975.

9These meetings are described in fragments that
appeared in Forverts between 24th Oct. and 21st
Nov. 1969.
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chronology of the novel, which is set in the thir-
ties, it is doubtful whether such a meeting could
actually have taken place in the circumstances
described in the book, for by the thirties
Singer’s father was no longer alive.!?

Singer has taken care to immortalize his
father in many reminiscences, starting from the
book In my Father’s Court; but he appears in
many novels as well, and sometimes he is
described with a wealth of detail, that can be
verified in sources not dependent on the author
himself. But since his father appears in the
framework of a fictional setting, certain details
arouse the reader’s suspicion that they are
merely a ““fictional’’ addition, one of the things
that Singer proclaimed in the introduction to /n
my Father’s Court, mentioned earlier.

One of the reasons we are given for Aaron’s
father coming to Warsaw is:

He wanted to have printed a book in which he had

refuted all the objections raised by the

‘Tosaphists’ to Rashi’s Commentary on the

Talmud — the book’s title being: Sidgath Rashi.

(F-24.10.69)

Now, in the introduction to the book
Megadim Hadashim on the tractate Abodah
Zarah we read that its author had ‘‘many works
awaiting publication”’, and among them,

also a book Sidgath Rashi, attempting to explain

all those passages in the Talmud where our

masters the ‘MaHaRSha’ and the ‘MaHaRaM’,
of blessed memory, raised objections to the ex-
planation given by Rashi, of blessed memory, and

did not provide explantions of their own to ex-

plain Rashi’s position. I have endeavoured to ex-

plain his holy words, and likewise in some trac-
tates where the ‘Tosaphoth’ raise objections to

Rashi’s commentary I have exerted myself to ex-

plain his holy words according to the limits of my

intelligence and my little understanding.

The book Megadim Hadashim was published
in Piotrkow in the year 5670 (1910), and its
author is none other than Rabbi Pinhas
Menahem HaKohen Singer, the father of I.B.

10This emerges from the writer’s autobiography.
Bronya, the narrator’s mistress in the autobiography
Fun der alter un nayer heym is in fact identical with
Sonya in Vidervuks. In the autobiography, Bronya is
arrested shortly before the death of the author’s
father, and is released shortly afterwards (v. the
fragments in Forverts of 25th and 31st July 1964). In
the novel Vidervuks, on the other hand, Sonya meets
the narrator’s father shortly after being let out of
prison. Another meeting between the author and his
father on a visit to Warsaw, with several
corresponding elements, is described in Gloybn un
tsveyfl, Forverts of 15th, 16th and 22nd July 1976 (in
English translation, with some cuts, in the second
book, pp. 139-158); but it is certain that here a
meeting that took place earlier is described.

Singer. It appears, therefore, that after what
Singer says about his father in the novel Vider-
vuks we must also accept as authentic what he
says about this book of his father, which we
quote this time from Singer’s other
autobiographical novel, Der fartribener zun:

My father often used to say to me what a miswah

it was to publish a religious book and thus benefit

the public. Once, on Purim, when he had had a

bit to drink, he let slip that in the next world he

would be welcomed by Rashi, who would in-
tercede for him. (F-21.5.71)

While we find no confirmation of this story
from any other source, yet it is now absolutely
clear that the common identity, as it were, of the
fathers of the heroes of the novels, and that in the
various reminiscences, leaves no doubt as to the
common biographical elements of the complete
autobiographical corpus, which is presented here
in all its complexities. It is likely that the
autobiographical elements in Singer’s work, to
which he devoted so much of his time and creative
efforts, led him to the realisation which he ex-
pressed in the ‘Author’s note’ (quoted at the
beginning of the article) to his novel, ‘Lost in
America’. In the ‘Author’s note" he also refers to
some of his earlier novels, and concludes that ‘I
consider this work no more than fiction set
against the background of truth. I would call the
whole work: contributions to an autobiography I
never intended to write.”’

v

THE CHARACTERS OF THE WOMEN
with whom the narrator becomes involved in
Warsaw during the twenties and thirties occupy
a central place in the novels and
autobiographies. In spite of changes of name,
and sometimes of the situations, it is not
difficult to recognize the same female
characters who re-appear constantly in the
author’s autobiographical writings. The
simplest is that of the Polish maid Jadzia
(Vidervuks), who appears under the name of
Zosia in Neshome-ekspeditsyes, under the
name of Tekla in Shosha and of Maryla in
Gloybn un tsveyfl — all of them had left their
villages to come to Warsaw to serve in Jewish
homes, in which a red-haired, blue-eyed youth
rented a room. This lover is also a young writer,
and all these maids invariably fall in love with
him and devote themselves to him. It is
irrelevant whether this young writer’s
communist mistress is called Sonya in
Vidervuks or Dora in Shosha — they resemble
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agree in all variations of Singer’s reminiscences.

In 1935, before Singer left Warsaw to
emigrate to the United States, he paid a
nostalgic farewell visit to Krochmalna Street,
the street of his childhood. He looked for the
family of Basha (Shosha’s mother) and found
them in the same house in which they had been
living twenty-five years previously. This is how
he describes his visit to this childhood friends:

‘“What’s going on here? Has time stood still here?

You all look so young”’ (...) Bit by bit, I get the

facts. Something had happened to Shosha and

Yppe. They had stopped growing, perhaps it was

the fault of the war, of the famine. I see that not

only had they not grown physically, but mentally
as well. They talk almost like children. Bashele
herself, I now see, is also not fully developed
somehow. She talks like a young and silly woman.

This family had not eaten from the Tree of

Knowledge. They had remained outside human
destiny. They had remained almost without
changing for twenty-five years. Thank God, death
had had no dominion over them — neither death
nor time, nor the course of life. They had
remained at Krochmalna Street No. 7, a family of
children. The mother a child, the children
children.

It is difficult for the reader of this passage to
accept this description and to perceive what is
related in the reminiscences as an event that
actually occurred. Singer foresaw his readers’
possible reactions, and after expanding his
description in the same vein, he goes on to try
to lend credibility to what he is saying:

I reflect that were a writer to attempt to describe

such a family, the critics would certainly claim he

was inventing, that it was not convincing. But
here I am confronted with a fact, which perhaps
has no name in scientific terminology.

(F-24.10.1964)

Singer’s memories of that day in 1935 end with
an emotional outcry: ““God in heaven, what a
strange day this is! My childhood years have
not disappeared!’’ (F-24.10.1964)

The reader of the novel Neshome-
ekspeditsyes in Forverts or in book form under
the title of Shosha assumes that he has found in
these memories the authentic autobiographical
element in the character of the real Shosha. The
imaginative elements in the novel acquire

12Thus in Neshome-ekspeditsyes and similarly in the
novel Shosha (especially in the first chapter). The
Shosha of that period is also mentioned in the
autobiographical short story about the period when
Singer attended heder: ‘‘An erev-hanukkah’’, in
Forverts, 8th and 9th Jan. 1976. In Gloybn un tsveyfl
Shosha is only mentioned briefly — Forverts, 28
Nov. 1974 (v. the first part of the English translation,
p.47)

substance and become anchored in reality, as it
were. It seems that we are now able to
distinguish between fiction and the biography
and its place in the novel. Of course, we all
know from Singer’s biography that he did not
marry Shosha, and that shortly after that visit
in Krochmalna Street he left for the United
States. It emerges that in the novel he marries
Shosha, in her arrested state, to Aaron
Greidinger, who is none other than the author’s
alter ego, and the reader is now convinced that
at this point in the novel the fictional element
takes over from the factual, biographical
element; but readers of Singer must be
accustomed to the unforeseen, which can
sometimes astound, for in Singer’s writings
there is another account of this farewell visit.

According to this second account as well, the
author finds the family in their old flat, but this
time there is a normal child at the age of Shosha
as she is remembered by the author of the
reminiscences from the days of his childhood.
This is Shosha’s daughter, who is called Basha,
after her grandmother. Little Basha has heard
from her mother about Itshele and his stories,
and this fact gives rise to strong feelings of
nostalgia in the author. According to this
account, there did not take place at the time a
renewed, but, as expected, disappointing,
encounter between the grown-up Shosha and
Isaac Singer the author.!?

These two accounts have come to us in
thoroughly autobiographical texts and not in
novels; only one of them can be true from the
biographical, factual point of view, but perhaps
it is not always important to know which of the
two is true. It is clear, however, that the two
contradictory accounts confuse our ideas and
our possible expectations concerning the
interaction between things anchored in reality
and the imaginary, between poetry and truth in
the sense of Dichtung und Wahrheit, between

13V. Shosha in Singer’s A Day of Pleasure, Stories of
a Boy Growing up in Warsaw, New York 1969,
pp.221-222. 1 have not been able to find the Yiddish
original of this chapter in the English book. This
book is composed of a selection of fourteen short
stories from the English translation of In My
Father’s Court, and of five additional chapters,
among them the above-mentioned story about
Shosha (the book’s last chapter). The original of one
of the book’s chapters, ‘“The Trip from Radzymin to
Warsaw” is in Fun der alter un nayer heym,
(Forverts, 4th Oct. 1963) and the chapter ‘‘Di soydes
Jfun kabole’’ appeared earlier in (Forverts 2nd Dec.
1966) and was also included in the collection Der
shpigl un andere dertseylungen, Jerusalem 1975.

33




Fi

e W o o B,

5

e

A NC——

s

each other closely, and are both drawn from the
character of Bronya in Fun der alter un nayer
heym, and from the same character, but under
the name of Sabina, in Gloybn un tsveyfl. In
addition to the complicated love relationship,
which Singer describes at length in each one of
these works, these identical communist women
serve to portray the complexities involved in the
spread of communism among the Jewish youth
of Poland between the two wars, and the
various narrators, who are in fact identical in
spite of some external differences in their
description, always show a clearly and
emphatically hostile attitude to this
phenomenon. There is no point, of course, in
looking for essential differences in the
characters of the women much older than our
hero in Vidervuks (Lena), in Shosha (Celia or
Betty) and in Gloybn un tsveyfl (Gina). None of
these women, who sometimes express
unconventional opinions and behave with
excessive liberty, have unusual or extraordinary
traits of character, in spite of their strangeness
in the Jewish environment of Warsaw. It is with
the appearance of Shosha in Neshome-
ekspeditsyes or Shosha (in the English
translation) that the fiction becomes strange
and unusual, even for Singer, and this is
because the reader looks for a basis and an
interpretation for this character in the reality
described. It is certainly quite absurd to try to
compare Shosha with Nabokov’s Lolita, as
some have tried to do. The reader of Singer’s
novel is surprised by the attachment between a
normal man, the refined young writer, who has
already had no small number of affairs with
women, and a woman of about thirty, whose
physical and mental development has remained
that of a child of nine. While one can find
possible, though ambiguous answers in texts of
the novel itself, it seems, however, that it is
from mentions of the character of Shosha in
Singer’s non-fictional works that one can with
greater accuracy arrive at an explanation of the
phenomenon called ‘‘Shosha’’.

The character of Shosha is fundamentally
identical in all the autobiographical variations
known to us. Shosha was a playmate of Itshele
Singer during his childhood, whose family were
neighbours with that of Shosha at Krochmalna
Street No. 10 in Warsaw. Shosha was Basha’s
oldest daughter, a pretty child, with blue eyes
and fair hair, dreamy and timid. While he was a
pupil at the heder, Itshele found in Shosha a
faithful friend, who allowed him to play with
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her toys, things not to be found in the boy’s
strictly traditionalist home; but the main thing
was that Shosha was also a naive believer of
Itshele’s strange, imaginary tales, to which she
listened enchanted. She also accepted his
boasting and exaggerations, for even then
Itshele used to construct his stories for Shosha
from a complicated and highly colourful fabric
of narrative elements that he derived from
different sources, starting with the Bible, and
including folk-tales and even the trashy novels
published in serials in the daily Yiddish press,
which Itshele began to read when he was still at
heder.'! The pretty child’s naive receptiveness
for the products of the boy’s wild imagination
led to the development of strong sentiments of
child love in the future author of Gimpel the
Fool. We can learn about the nature of these
sentiments from the following conversation
between Itshele and Hindele, his grown-up
sister, later to be known by her literary name,
Esther Kreytman, (a Yiddish writer who lived in
London) when the sister complained to her little
brother that her parents were going to marry
her off to a strange man:

—When you get older, don’t let yourself be

rr}atlrried in this way. See first whether you like the

1ri.

g—I will marry you.

th, what a fool you are! One can’t marry one’s

sister.

—Well, I’'ll marry Mummy then.

—Idiot, Mother has a husband; Father is her

husband.

—Well, I’ll marry Shosha, then

(F-19.10.1963)

According to the biographical sequence we
know, this conversation almost certainly took
place in 1910 or 1911. Before the First World
War, Shosha’s family moved to an apartment
at No. 7 of the same street, but although even
now they were separated only by a small
distance, they stopped meeting. (F-1.11.1963)
Itshele did not forget Shosha; she was engraved
in his memory as an enduring experience of
happiness.!?

Up to this point, the details about Shosha

11Singer tells about Shosha in her childhood in Fun
der alter un nayer heym, (Forverts 19th and 25th Oct.
and Ist Nov. 1963) About the reading of serialised
novels in that period: Forverts 25th Oct. Singer
relates there that in his childhood he read in
newspaper instalments the novel Di blutike froy; this
was an adaption of a French novel which appeared in
Yatskan’s daily newspaper ‘‘Haynt’’. Concerning this
and the first novels of this kind in the Yiddish press
of Warsaw, v. A.L. Jakubowicz’s letter in Fun
noentn over (New York 1956) p.59.
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laydnshaft'” (‘Flames of Passion’), and in an
auspicious moment Singer confirmed to me
that this was the authentic name of the novel.

It emerges, therefore, that Singer’s
autobiographical corpus, including the novels,
must be regarded as one great experiment, in
the spirit of the author’s declaration in the
introduction to the Yiddish edition of My
Father’s Court, as “‘a union of reminiscences
and fiction”’,

VI

IF WE RETURN NOW TO THE
character of Shosha, we have no choice but to
state that in spite of the author’s own statements
and his daring attempt to anchor this unusual
phenomenon to reality by using his
reminiscences, Shosha’s character is nothing
more than a fictional invention of the writer,
and precisely for this reason it would seem that
one should treat this character with greater
seriousness and with meticulous attention. It is
true that for Singer, the gifted writer, such a
character is intended to attract the reader by its
very strangeness. But is it necessary to limit our
interest in Shosha solely to the calculated literary
effect of this character’s attractive strangeness?

The strangeness of Shosha in the novel is
increased by the fact that from her first
appearance she is directly contrasted with the
other women with whom the writer Greidinger
has his affairs. The comparison between her and
the other women that populate the novel creates
quite clear paradoxical opposites, for there is no
doubt that the author intends to place retarded,
primitive Shosha above the other women in the
novel, the women who are developed both
physically, intellectually and mentally. Surely
the author’s intention here is to use Shosha to
tell us that it is better for a woman to remain in a
state of childish naivety or retardment and not to
reach the high degree of development,
refinement and sophistication of the other
women in the novel.

There is no doubt that for the elderly I.B.
Singer, or for Aaron Greidinger his *‘alter ego’’
in the novel, Shosha is an attempt to return to
the happy days of childhood, an attempt to stop
time, or, to put it more precisely, perhaps a
desperate attempt to grasp again past years. And

1"Neshome-ekspeditsyes, (Forverts, 24th Oct. 1974)
V. also fragments in this newspaper of 17th and 25th
Oct. I have not found traces of this matter explicitly
in Shosha.

since such an attempt cannot be carried out in
real life, the writer finds the possibility of
realising this aspiration in the fictional part of
his memoirs or in an autobiographical novel.
The refined and sophisticated author of the
novels and of the autobiographies sought,
together with his principal heroes (who are only
his own doubles), his experience of affairs with
women in order to compose the novels or to act
them out in real life. His stormy experiences
were disappointments, and led to regrets. And
even though our hero’s outlook on life and
behaviour in all its manifestations was essentially
free-thinking and permissive, like that preached
by Dr. Feitelson in Neshome-ekspeditsyes and in
Shosha, he nonetheless felt himself to be a
traitor, and he admits this openly. It seems that
this problem occupied Singer for many years, as
he says about himself in his memoirs, with direct
relevance to this feeling of betrayal of others:
. . . my betrayal consisted factually of this, that I
had in myself too much love to be able to give it all
to one person. I was too rich in love not to ‘betray’
. .. (...) my lies always had one character: that I
loved only the one person, whereas in fact I loved a
lot of others too. I sometimes dream of a novel that
would describe such a character. I even have a title
for it: ‘The Betrayer’. The nearest to a type of this
sort is {}braham in my novel ‘The Family
Moskat’.
Even though the feeling of sin bursts out in all
the autobiographical heroes, and in Singer’s
novels, the tendency of permissive self-
justification is dominant in all of them; but
paradoxically, at the same time in a banal and
trivial way. This man is unable to respect the
women with whom he has sinned, and these
women are incapable of arousing in him any
profound feeling. In one of Singer’s direct
autobiographies we find a quite frank admission
of this, which also has direct bearing on the
appearance of the character of Shosha:
I wanted to sin myself, but I demanded purity from
the woman. I well understood that such an
approach was inconsistent. But just as I yielded to
all my own desires, so a woman’s unchastity
angered and shocked me. I myself did not want to
be like my father, but from women I demanded
that they be exactly like my mother.
From the little Isaac Singer’s conversation
with his sister, we know that it is impossible to

18Fun der alter un nayer heym, (Forverts, 30th Jan.
1965) It is almost certain that the three
autobiographical novels dealt with here are nothing
other than the author’s additional attempts to realise
his dream of the novel Der farreter (‘The Betrayer’).

19Fun der alter un Nayer heym, (Forverts, 20th June
1964)
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literature and reminiscences in Singer’s large
autobiographical corpus, and belief in the truth
of what is related in the author’s directly
autobiographical works is completely
undermined.

\Y

DOES THIS MEAN THAT EVERYTHING
that is defined as fiction by Singer himself
cannot serve as a reliable source for the
author’s biography?

We have seen that in Singer’s novels, the
hero’s father is identical with the author’s own
father with regard to details that can be verified
from outside sources, and it is apparent that it
is no coincidence. In the novels quite important
autobiographical details are added, which for
some reason did not find their way into the
autobiographies and reminiscences.

Meditations on his literary work and its
essence occupy a considerable place in Singer’s
biographical corpus. In Funder alter un nayer
heym Singer presents his literary career and the
background to the writing of his works, both
those that have been published and those that
have not, with a wealth of descriptive detail. He
reveals his hesitations as a writer and tells about
the development and formaion of his literary
taste. And let it be stated here that both in his
various autobiographical texts and in the three
novels we have discussed here, Singer’s well-
known exhibitionism finds expression and
release, and not only in the erotic passages that
Jewish critics, in particular, have criticised with
undeserved harshness, but in literary matters as
well Singer frequently distinguishes himself by
surprising frankness.

In Fun der alter un nayer heym Singer
frequently mentions the ‘‘shmontses’’, that is,
the trashy kitsch novels known in Yiddish as
“‘shund’’, which he supplied, while still in
Poland, to Yatskan’s newspaper Parizer
Haynt. These novels, which appeared in
instalments, were not signed with his name or
with any of his publicly known pen-names.
(F-1.8. and 7.11.1964) In Gloybn un tsveyfl we
find details about this job of Singer’s, who
reveals to us how he adapted in Yiddish a trashy
German novel for the Warsaw evening paper
the action from Germany to Warsaw for the
sake of his readers.'* What he says about this
““Radyo’’, and how he transferred the scene of

14Gloybn un tsveyfl, (Forverts, 30th July 1976) in
English translation in the second part, pp.167-168.
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job is no doubt one of the rare documents
about this kind of activity that have reached us,
and not only in the case of Singer. But for all
these revelations in his autobiography, the main
thing is still lacking: they do not tell us what the
title was of the novel serialised in the Warsaw
““Radyo’’, nor do we know the titles of novels
of this kind which were printed in the
newspaper Parizer Haynt, nor do we know
under what name Singer published in this
newspaper, and it is doubtful whether we could
identify them without his help.

It must be stressed in this context that beside
the canonical literature produced in Yiddish in
Poland between the two wars, there existed a
parallel, non-canonical literature, most
extensive, which was published, as mentioned,
in serial form in daily newspapers, or appeared
in books or booklets in weekly instalments.
Three of the most important Yiddish prose
writers in the inter-war period were among the
permanent suppliers of this non-canonical
literature. They were Joshua Perle,’’ Israel
Rabon, who perished during the holocaust, and
I.B. Singer. Only Israel Rabon used to sign with
his name the novels of this kind that appeared
in instalments in the Warsaw Haynt. The
relations between the canonical and non-
canonical Yiddish literature of this period have
not yet been investigated, nor have the relations
between the effort to produce canonical novels,
and the parallel non-canonical productions of
these writers. Singer himself is accustomed to
mention most explicitly the beneficial influence
which the non-canonical literature had on his
narrative ability.!6

However, we have not been able to find in
the direct autobiographies and in all the
reminiscences we have mentioned here, a single
reference to, or the name of, a novel of this
kind by Singer that would render comparison
and investigation possible; but in Neshome-
ekspeditsyes Singer does mention by name a
novel of his that was printed in the newspaper
““Radyo’’. Its characteristic name is Flamen fun

15Singer speaks about Perle and his novels of this
kind, which appeared in instalments in newspapers,
in Fun der alter un nayer. heym, (Forverts, 4th July
1964)

16]t is very illuminating what Singer says about the
absence of elements of tension in the modernist
fiction in Yiddish in the inter-war period. About
modernists and their criticism of the trashy literature,
see for example, Fun der alter un nayer heym,
(Forverts, 15th Feb. 1964) and in Figurn un epizodn
fun literatn fareyn, (Forverts, 24th Aug. 1979)
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marry a mother. Hence, the author found no
other choice but to marry off Aaron Greidinger
to Shosha. For if we exclude his mother, only
with regard to a woman in Shosha’s arrested
condition could Singer be certain that she would
not ‘“‘anger’” or ‘‘shock” his alter ego in the
novel; and it is Aaron Greidinger who reveals to
us with astounding simplicity, that Shosha is
“the only woman I can trust”’.%

20Shosha, New York, 1978, p.254. I have not found
the direct parallel of this statement in Neshome-

ekspeditsyes.
* * K

APPENDIX
Autobiographies, memoirs and
autobiographical novels of I.B. Singer in
chronological order of publication in Yiddish.

(The works marked with an asterisk* appeared under
the name of Yishag Warszawski in the newspaper)

Mayn tatn’s bes-din-shtub

First appeared in instalments in Forverts from 19th
Feb. to 30th Sept. 1955.* In book form it was
published in New York in 1956. In partial English
translation, My Father’s Court, New York, 1962. In
Hebrew translation: Beth Din shel Abba, Tel-Aviv,
1979 (there the preface was omitted and only the first
twenty-nine stories of the book were translated, with
no indication of the ommissions). V. also supra, note
17. There is also a sequel to these stories, which
appeared under the title Fun mayn zeydns bes-din-
shtub, (Forverts from 7th Oct. to 16th Dec. 1955).

Fun der alter un nayer heym

Only in instalments in Forverts from 2lst Sept.
1963 to 11th Sept. 1965.*
Vidervuks. Only in instalments in Forverts from 21st
July 1969 to 9th Jan. 1970.*
Der fartribener zun

Only in instalments in Forverts from 21st May
1971 to 1st Jan. 1972.
Neshome-ekspeditsyes

In instalments in Forverts from 26th April to 14th
Nov. 1974. English version: Shosha, New York 1978,
and from the English version a Hebrew translation
was made: Shosha, Tel-Aviv 1979.
Gloybn un tsveyfl oder di filozofye fun protest

In instalments in Forverts from 14th Nov. 1974 to
3rd Jan. 1975. In English translation: A Little Boy in
Search of God, New York 1976.
Gloybn un tsveyfl, Book Two

In instalments in Forverts from 29th April 1976 to
12th Aug. 1976. In an abridged translation into
English: A Young Man in Search of Love, New York
1978.
Gloybn un tsveyfl, Part Three

In instalments in Forverts from 3rd Feb. to 7th
Dec. 1978. English translation: Lost in America,
New York 1981.
Figurn un epizodn fun literatn fareyn

Only in instalments in Forverts from 28th July
1979 to 10th Jan. 1980.
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As we have seen, in Singer’s case inventions
and fiction can occur even in autobiography and
direct memoirs. Nonetheless, it seems that in
fictional novels one can widen, and perhaps do
away altogether with the limits which yet occur
in the case of direct autobiography and
memoirs; and then one can fulfil with the
greatest ease what one cannot alter retroactively
in real life.

Translated from Hebrew by D.C. Gresham




