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FOREWORD

By DOV SADAN

Thoug David Labovski is a newcomer to our artist circles, having been in
Israel for barely one year, the impression of his most personal achievement can
already be felt. For he has taken on himself a very special mission — the pre-
servation of the image, the speaking likeness of Vilna as it etched itself on the eyes
and soul of one who grew in it and grew out of it, who lived its life when it
flourished and after it had perished; and who has now set out to present us with
a memorial to that City-and-Mother-in-Israel.

There is a harsh, cruel curse of extermination; yet even more cruel and bitter
is that curse of destruction upon destruction uttered in the book of Joshua, re-
peated by the prophet Jeremiah and found a third time in his Lamentations:
“There shall be neither fugitive nor remnant.” Which implies: There shall not
even be a single one to come and testify, “I myself have seen it.” For the latter
situation has in itself something that is expressed in the prayer, “Remember mercy
even in rage”; or more precisely, “In the storm of rage bear in mind the drop
of mercy” — that minimal mercy which finds expression in the words, “And the
fugitive came and told...”

Our sages, indeed, wished to indicate something to this effect when they explained
that the fugitive who came and told Abraham that his nephew Lot had been cap-
tured was the giant Og king of the Bashan. For the very function and mission
of the fugitive who comes to relate calamity requires a gigantic reserve of strength.
And if our forerunners interpreted that strength in purely physical terms, we
understand it as the spiritual strength to see, and the even greater strength to
show, to present, the catastrophe.

Vilna, the Jerusalem of Lithuania, has been privileged to enjoy this lesser kindness
thanks to those fugitives who so remarkably depict her last face and the face of
her last days. This is true particularly of those who grew to maturity in the
amply-endowed “Young Vilna” Movement, such as the poets Abraham Sutzkever
and Hayyim Grade. And as though to fulfil the saying, “What the eye sees is
better than what the spirit feels,” the present artist, a member of their Group,
has now come and recorded the streets and alleys of Vilna, her courtyards and
markets, synagogues and tombstones, figures and types, her sufferings in concen-
tration camps, last departure to the death camps and the radiance of her per-
sonalities. (Compare the surface difference and underlying identity of Jewish and
human stature in the wizened and quivering likeness of Dr. Wigodski and in the
tense and firm features of Itzik Wittenberg.) Here is Vilna, the whole of her, as
the eye saw her when the lights of her life still shone bright, and as the same eye
caw her when the last faggots and embers of her ruins were still glowing.

“Alas what befell us!” There are so many shades of meaning in that cry, fourfold
according to which word is stressed. Alas — and the sighing moan of grief em-
braces the entire phrase. Whkat — and we face the stupefying destruction that
precedes and follows. Befell — and we taste the bitter rue for what has been
and is no longer. Us — for the grief and loss are ours indeed, as declared in an-
other lament, “Is there any grief like to mine?”

It seems to me that this manifold, this multiple, fourfold range of significance
characterises the group of drawings presented herewith with the aim of restoring



to the visible eye some of the regions, the corners and the souls that found their
place in the Universe of Shalom-Aleichem. In other words, the early days de-
scribed by him are seen in the grieving twilight and twilit grief of those that were
to follow. It is as though the Kasrilevka that still stood firm, as depicted here,
had already seen the drawings by the same artist which portray the destruction
of the Jerusalem of Lithuania; and hence the quivering unrest of Kasrilevka in
these sheets before us seem, to presage her own fate too.

This basic assumption is strengthened by another, secondary one. The ornamen-
tation, the “illumination” which the son of the grave and stern Lithuanian Exile
provides for the tales told by the son of the spacious Exile of Ukraina helps us
to comprehend the interpretation which he gives to Shalom-Aleichem, his universe
and the creatures that inhabit it. See the gloomy horizon and murky sky, the
dense atmosphere and crowded groups of people, the twistings and the twinings
which serve as a background for stressing both group and individuals; a stressing
which is aided by bringing the type shown well into the foreground and with-
drawing the surroundings so that the subject looms large while all the rest is
small. A similar use and for the same purpose is made of light and shade, whether
the ultimate purpose be to stress the warped eagerness of Menahem-Mendel or
the innocent shrewdness of Mottel the Cantor’s son.

The artist has two methods for displaying the actual viewpoint of Shalom-Aleichem
to us. In one the centre is occupied by the actual creation of the poet — Kasri-
levka, whose characters are interwoven therein and grow forth from her midst.
In the other it is the creator and chronicler of Kasrilevka who occupies the centre,
in those delightful meetings of his with his characters. This is done on three
occasions: The first the meeting between the narrator and one of his leading
characters, wherein Shalom-Aleichem listens while Tuvya the dairyman holds forth.
Next comes the meeting between the poet and that medley of characters who
crowd about him on all sides as though speaking to him with their eyes and

~tongues; cach after his own fashion; while his affection-reaches—out-to-them all.

In the third the poet confronts his own self, his creatures invisible yet still doubly
present — hidden beyond the path leading to and from Kasrilevka, and hidden
equally in the folds of his face, in the smile on his lips and within the sparkling
eyes whose radiance shines from his very soul, that great soul in which were
commingled supernal wisdom and supernal compassion; and whose laughter is
the ripe fruit of that wondrous commingling.

In the scroll of Shalom-Aleichem, as in the Scroll of Esther, the central theme lies
in the ancient word Pur, with its ambivalent meanings: Fear of what fate holds
in store; and the joy of wine as well. The drawings presented here aid us in
reading Shalom-Aleichem’s own scroll in accordance with the tradition of that
other, earlier one. For in chanting the Scroll of Esther there are two phrases
which are read in the cantillation mode of the Book of Lamentations. They are
the phrases: “And the vessels were of diverse kinds,” which is taken to imply
that the vessels used at the feast of Ahasuherus included those taken from the
Temple of Jerusalem at the Destruction by Nebuchadnezzar’s men; and the other
phrase, “and the city of Shushan was confused,” which characterises any Jewish
community that faces sudden peril. For these two phrases, as chanted by long
generations of Jews, endue the entire joyous Narrative of Esther with a tinge
of sorrow.

That is what David Labkovski has done with his illustrations to Shalom-Aleichem.

Tamuz, 5719, Summer 1959.



