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. . . . 

genuine characters - is the 
most difficult thing in a novel. 

B: Do dreams ever influence 
what you write? 

S: I don't know if they do, 
but I always dream. It seems 
that when we sleep, we all be
come geniuses in a way, be
cause only there do we see 
things SO WlUSual and the 
same time so .•• 

B: Meaningful? 

S: Meaningful and so mysteri
ous and with such great emo
tion. 

B: Everything is condensed 
and symbolic . .. 

S: And so fantastic. There is 
an expression in Hebrew, "the 
creator of dreams." It seems 
the creator of dreams is the 
greatest genius of all times. 
He's everything: a mystic and 
a symbolist and a profound 
realist. The only thing is that 
most people cannot dream 
when they are awake. They 
only dream at night and they 
also forget completely their 
dreams. They call the artist a 
dreamer and there is some 
truth in it. To make art is a 
way of dreaming. The only dif
ference is that what a dream 
can do in two minutes, it some
times takes a writer two years 
to do. 

B: You once said to me that 
you don't really invent charac
ters. 

S: I always take models 
from life. Most of the models 
from "Satan in Goray" come 
from the town of Bilgoray 
where my grandfather was a 
rabbi. Actually, in some cases, 
I even took the names of the 
people, like Mordecai Joseph. 
This man I took, so to say, with 
his flesh and bones and also 
with his name. I use living 
characters. I don't want to 
boast, but the people whom I 
describe have life. They are 
not ideological creatures; not 
sociological or psychological 
robots. They are human 
beings with all their silliness, 
with all their uniqueness. 

B: Can you sum up your 
conditions for writing? 

S: First I get the idea, the 
emotion. 1ben I need a plot: a 
story with a beginning, a mid
dle and an end; just as Aristo
tle said it should be. A story to 
me means a plot where there is 
some surprise. It should be so 
that when you read the first 
page, you don't know what the 
second will be. When you read 
the second page you don't 
know what the third will be. 
Because this is how life is -
full of surprises. There is no 
reason why literature should-
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n't have many surprises as 
well. 

The second condition is I 
must have a passion to write 
the story. Sometimes I have a 
very good plot but somehow 
the passion to write this story 
is missing. If this is the case, I 
would not write it. 

And the third condition is the 
most important: I must be 
convinced, or at least have the 
illusion, that I am the only one 
who could write this particular 
story or this particular novel. 
This does not mean that I am 
the best writer. That for this 
particular topic and environ
ment I am the only one. Let's 
take for example, "Gimpel the 
Fool." The way I tell it, is a 
story which only I could write 
- not my colleagues or, say,
writers who were brought up
in English.

Now, for a plot you need 
characters. So instead of in
venting characters, I look at 
the people I have met in my 
life who would fit into this 
story. I take ready-made 
characters. This does not 
mean that I just "photograph" 
them. No. I sometimes com
bine two characters and make 
from them one character. I 
may take a person whom I met 
in this COWltry and put him in 
Poland or vice versa. But just 
the same, I must have a living 
model. 

1be fact is that painters, all 
great painters, painted from 
models. They knew that na
ture has more surprises than 
our imagination can ever in
vent. When you take a model, 
a character whom you know, 
you attach yourself to nature 
and all its surprises and idio
syncrasies and peculiarities. 

I don't invent characters be
cause the Almighty has al
ready invented millions and 
billions of them. Humanity 
may become a million years 
old and I'm sure that in all this 

ume there were won't be two 
people really alike. Just like 
experts at fingerprints do not 
create fingerprints but learn 
how to read them, so the 
writer reads God's characters. 

B: You said once that some
times you develop the charac
ter to such an extent that the 
mode{ becomes almost a 
skeleton. 

S: Yes, I almost forget the 
model. At the beginning I look 
all the time into the model but, 
after I have developed the 
model more and more, the pic
ture becomes richer than the 
model itself and then I can af
ford to forget the model for a 
while. But even this isn't 
really so good. It's better 
never to let the model go. 

You'll see the great painters 
often have models. They look 
and they paint. And some
times you ask yourself, "Why 
do they have to look at this per
son a million times? They 
have already seen his face." 
But that isn't true. Every time 
this artist looks up, he sees 
something else, some new 
variation. This is very impor
tant. I think it's a great 
tragedy that literature 
stopped looking at models. 
Writers are so interested in 
"isms," in ideologies and in 
theories, that they think the 
model cannot add much. But, 
actually, all the theories and 
all the ideas become stale in no 
time, while what nature deliv
ers to us is never stale. Be
cause what nature creates has 
eternity in it. ■

NEXTWEEK 

Passion, betrayal,error 
and will. These 
are some of the great 
themes that Isaac 
Bashevis Singer explores. 
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