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] Assuredly only one Sholom Aleichem. For in him was

manifested that transmigration of perpetual laughter that
comes to a people only once in many generations. Among the
French such laughter gushed from Rabelais, among the
Spaniards it welled from Cervantes, among the English it
rippled from Dickens.

There is but one Sholom Aleichem, because such phenomena
are not periodically recurrent in literature, are not the necessary
warp and woof of every major and minor literature. Figures
like Sholom Aleichem are the sublimation of many generations
of travail, suffering, and wisdom.

There is but one Sholom Aleichem, because his was the
truest artistic expression of the Jews; and although his art is
rooted in the depths of a distinctive folklore, it has the capacity
of rising to the heights of the universal. Sholom Aleichem was
at once the most particularist and the most universal figure that
the Jews have contributed to world literature.

There is but one Sholom Aleichem, because only once in the
lifetime of a literature do we encounter such a synthesis of
destiny and humor—humor that is fundamentally dramatic and
aquiver with tearful laughter. Tears and laughter were organi-
cally interwoven in Sholom Aleichem.

rHERE is but one Sholom Aleichem.

* ok o

A sketchy essay like the present one can hope to do no more
than just allude to certain elements in Sholom Aleichem. There
are phases of his work that show his pre-occupation with those
fundamental things that have engaged the world’s truly great
men of letters—the essential nature of man, his conflicts and
his destiny on earth. We find, for example—

The Jobian in Tevyeh the Dairyman.

The Don Quixotic in Menachem Mendel.

The Mephistophelean in The Enchanted Tailor.

The Odyssean in Mottel.

The Abderite-Chelmaic in Kasrilevkeh.

& * *

He delved deep into the psyche of man with all its aberra-
tions. He portrayed with a sure hand the demoniac-maniacal
attributes of his heroes. We encounter in his works—

The illusory dybbuk, that tosses Menachem Mendel from
one grotesquely-dramatic situation into another.

The malediction-monomania of Shayneh Shayndel that casts
a weird light upon her tortured existence.

The quoting-monomania of Tevyeh the dairyman.

The parable-monomania of Reb Yozifl, the rabbi of Kas-

rilevkeh, et cetera, et cetera.
* * *
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Sholom Aleichem had an uncanny sense for primordially
tragic causes. He was essentially what the Germans call ein

ITZIK MANGER

Itzik Manger (the pen-
name of Isidor Helfer) wrote
German and Roumanian be-
fore turning to Yiddish, a
language he first learned at
the age of fourteen. This
fact has not prevented him
from evolving into one of
the leading contemporary
Yiddish poets. He has made
the ballad his especial do-
main. He has delved deeply
into mystic and occult Jew-
ish themes for his subject
matter, showing a predilec-
tion for the fantastic, the
gruesome, and the grotesque.
Born in Germany, he alter-
nated his literary activity
between Roumania and Po-
land before the war, and
has since taken up residence
in London, England.

verkappter Dramatiker, a dramatist in disguise. The mono-
logical form that predominates in his works emphasizes his kin-
ship to the theatre.

But he did not arrive at the ultimate tragic conclusions of
the Englishman, or as Voltaire called Shakespeare, “the British
barbarian.” Sholom Aleichem tempered the tragic with his
lyrically-humorous smile and his deeply-humane tenderness. He
was, in fact, the last great humanist in world literature.

He was, too, the first “Greek” in Yiddish literature, para-
doxical as that may sound. He was Grecian in his sensuously-
ecstatic attitude to words. He freed Yiddish diction from
Mendele’s asceticism and Peretz’s covert allusions, and lent it
wings.

He was the first great innovator in Yiddish literature.

* k%

In the light of his work, his pseudonym “Sholom Aleichem”
loses its accidental character. It takes on meaning and becomes
to a degree the key to his creative mystery. There is magic in
the name:

Sholom Aleichem.

There is in that name that homey intimacy that welcomes the
stranger, come from distant parts, and seats him at the family-
table as though he were a member of the household. The light
of the oil-lamp attracts him to the nearest cirele of light and the
hum of the singing samovar invites him to add his voice to
the intimately-homelike family harmony.

L S

There is, however, in that name also the suggestion of a
pagan ritual, that grotesquely-weird hop with which Jews bless
and greet the moon when she appears new and full over the
rooftops of Jewish towns and hamlets: “Sholom Aleichem.” It
is that greeting of “Sholom Aleichem” with which tremulous
human shadows—bizarre and mystic in the light of the silvery
moon—welcome the eternally-renewing cosmic light.

In the works of Sholom Aleichem both elements stand out:
the intimately-idyllic and the bizarrely-grotesque.

Romantic excursions into the realm of the bizarrely-weird
are, incidentally, characteristic of all great humorists in the
world’s literature. In Cervantes the fantastically-bizarre
element is indentified with Don-Quixotic illusoriness. In Dickens
the bizarrely-uncanny appears in the form of intermezzos, as
in the ghost-stories that he injects here and there into his
Pickwick Papers, or it runs parallel to and independently from
the main story, as in his Christmas Carol. In the German
humorist Wilhelm Rabbe we find the same Dickensian device
of - extravagantly-mystic interwoven into his novels, wherever
his realistic narrative permits it. Similarly in both Chekhov
and Gogol the bizarrely-fantastic element runs parallel to their
realistically-told stories and novels. (Compare Chekhov’s Black
Monk and Gogol’s The Nose and The Red Jacket).
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The weirdly-grotesque element is found paralleling the
Iyrically-humorous in a whole series of Sholom Aleichem stories.
I should like to mention only two of these, “Eternal Life” and
“The Enchanted Tailor.”

In the former there is an account of a ride with a corpse
over a snow-covered road by night; and the ghastliness of the
experience is further heightened when the snow obliterates the
road and leads the traveller astray.

Better integrated and far more finished in composition is
“The Enchanted Tailor”. It is the story of a simple-minded
tailor who sets out to buy a milch goat, but falling prey to the
pranks of a Mephistophelean innkceper, he brings home a he-
goat. The Satanic intrigue of the innkeeper in the end assumes
weird and terrifying dimensions. The he-goat grows into an
extravagantly-grotestque phantom that strikes terror into all
and sundry.

Seizing this bizarrely-fantastic goat by its horns, I place

it as a characteristic symbol upon the monument of Sholom
Aleichem.




