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ISAAC BASHEVIS

THE FIRST OF A TWO-PART SERIES

hen 74-year-old
Isaac Bashevis
Singer won the
1978 Nobel Prize
in Literature, 1
visited him in his
old-world apartment on New York’s
Upper West Side. After receiving con-
stant attention from the world’s media,
Mr. Singer was exhausted but quietly
exuberant. His vivacious wife, Alma,
felt that he should rest. But he pre-
ferred to talk.

He had received congratulatory tele-
grams, he said, his blue eyes alight,
from Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer,
Philip Roth. ‘“And you got a beautiful
one from Bernard Malamud,” Alma
added. “President Carter also tele-
phoned. It was good that I happened to
be home on Yom Kippur afternoon,”
Isaac Singer said.

Skeptical, subdued and self-effacing
as usual, he voiced one regret: In the
flurry of Nobel excitement, his old
friends might think he was neglecting
them, *... and that hurts me very
much.” He was eager to emphasize
that awards do not transform either art
or the artist. ““I will still live at the
same address. I will still have the same
telephone number. Do you think that
winning a prize can change a man’s
character?”’

God forbid!, as one of his fictional
characters might say. Like them, Isaac
Singer could scarcely be improved
upon. Whatever he writes reflects his
own humanity and that ineffable inner
light which, in our poverty of language,
we call spirit. Critics often portray him
as a writer of dark visions, yet his deep-
est vein is richly comic.

We met, through a mutual friend, in
September 1976. Once Mr. Singer
agreed to let me record his thoughts
about literature and its sources, a kind
of routine established itself. Over the
course of more than two years, I ar-
rived regularly at his home with my
tape recorder (a machine which he had
never used and which seemed to fasci-
nate him). Mr. Singer would answer the
door himself, sometimes comfortably
without shoes on. He wore, always, a
dark blue suit— his posture stooped,
his skin pale, his eyes by turn whimsi-
cal and searching.

“‘Hello, my friend,”” Mr. Singer would
say in that gentle, resonant tone I grew
to anticipate. His voice, with the warm
European-Jewish inflections he has
never lost, is animated and hypnotic.

SINGER TALKS
-..ABOUT EVERYTHING

Isaac Bashevis Singer, at 22, at about the time he began to write.

All our 50 or so taped interviews but
one took place in his living room, soft
with gray and blue colors, quiet with
thick carpets, and crowded with paint-
ings and photographs by friends like
Raphael Soyer and Irving Penn. He
would sit leaning forward beside his
writing desk, manuscripts strewn
about his typewriter, whose keys are in
Yiddish, the language in which he com-
poses. 1 quickly learned that Isaac
Singer’s conversation — so blunt and
pungent — was itself a kind of litera-
ture.

Our final interview took place one
evening in September in the Singers’
Surfside, Fla., condominium apart-
ment. Mr. Singer is a vegetarian —

“Not for my health,” as he puts it, “*but
for the health of the chickens.” After
dinner, he fell into pensive silence and
stared down at the ocean, wrinkled and
dark. Never before have I been so
deeply aware of being in the presence
of a mind consigned to ponder life’s
mysteries. ‘“What can I do to cheer you
up?’”’ I asked. Isaac Bashevis Singer
shook his head. “I don’t need to be

=cheeredup. I-am cheerful-enough for a
man of my age and my troubles,” he
said.

The following conversations, which
begin on Page 26, were excerpted from
scores of pages of conversations.

~~RICHARD BURGIN

Copyright ® 1978 by Isaoc Boshevis Singer and Richard Burgin

S

“The best contact with
humanity is through love
and sex. Here, really,
you learn all about life,
because in sex and

in love human character .
is revealed more than
anywhere else.’
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SINGER TALKS...

Burgin: What were your impressions
of America when you arrived in 1935?

Singer: When I came here I had a
feeling of catastrophe. I ran away from
one catastrophe in Poland and I found
another one when I came here. I had
been working in Warsaw as a Yiddish
journalist, but the situation of the Jews
in Poland became worse from day to
day. Hitler was already in power in
1935. Nazis used to come to Poland to
visit, to go hunting and to talk to some
of the Polish political leaders. My only
hope was to come to America. I foresaw
that there would be no rest in Poland.
Many were too optimistic — or blind
enough so that they did not see any-
thing.

B: What was the catastrophe that you
found here?

S: 1 saw immediately that Yiddish
was in a very bad condition. My first
impression was that Yiddish was not
going to last in America more than
another five or six years. In 1935, it was
the only language I spoke well, al-
though I knew Hebrew and also some
Polish and German. I felt that I had
been torn out of my roots and that I
would never grow any roots in this
country. Almost all the young people
around me, whomever I met, were
Communists. They spoke about Com-
rade Stalin as if he were not only the
Messiah, but the Almighty Himself,
and 1 knew that it was all a big lie. Also
1 could not make a living here. The Jew-
ish Daily Forward published some of
the stories I brought with me, but my
desire for writing had evaporated. So I
was in a very bad state. In Warsaw I
had women. Here I had difficulties in
making acquaintances. The girls all
spoke English and those who spoke Yid-
dish were too old and not exactly to my
taste. Sex and Yiddishism don’t always
go hand in hand, you know. SoIwasina
kind of despair.

B: Had you yet written any books?

S: The only thing I had published in
Yiddish in Poland was “Satan in
Goray.” 1 began life here in furnished
rooms and I ate in cafeterias. After a
while, I found a better room and I found
a girlfriend, although she was older
than 1. But she was a most charming
woman, a wonderful person. Then I
found another.

Actually, I had the feeling then that
my lot was to be one of those writers
who write one book and become silent
forever. There are such writers. But I
said to myself that even if a writer
writes one book which makes sense,
he’s still a writer. And I made peace
with that thought.

The question was: How will I make a
living? I certainly could not make a liv-
ing from this single book which was
published in Yiddish in Warsaw. But in
1943, they published “‘Satan in Goray’’
again here in Yiddish, with a few new
stories. My honorarium for it was $90.
So this is how the situation was.

B: Were you married by then?

S: 1 met Alma in 1937 and between
meeting and marrying her two or three
years went by. I couldn’t make a living

_Singer and his wife, Alma, dinein Swntzerland dunggg vacation two years ago.

for myself, so how could I make a living
for a wife? Also being a German (Jew-
ish, of course), Alma didn’t know Yid-
dish. I told her that I am a writer, but I
could not prove it. Nothing was yet
translated. She had to believe me. Actu-
ally I considered myself a has-been
writer, an ex-writer, a writer who had
lost the appetite for writing and also the
power.

B: Was that very painful for you?

S: Well, 1 will tell you. Since I'm a
pessimist, it’s very easy for me to re-
sign myself. I said, “‘In what way am I
better than all the Jews in Poland?
They are in the concentration camps.”’
It’s easy for me to resign myself. For
me, my personal life is always, “If it
goes, it goes.” If it doesn’t go, it’s too
bad. I don’t cry on anybody'’s shoulder.
1 wouldn’t even cry on my own shoul-
der.

Learning the Language

B: How much English did you know
when you came here?

S: Nothing. I knew three words:
“Take a chair.’’ But there was only one
camping chair in my furnished room
and no one visited me there.

B: How did you learn the language?

S: 1 got a teacher. I got a nice girl who
taught me English and I also learned
some myself. I bought cards and 1
wrote down on each card a word as if I
would be an author of a dictionary, and
every night before I went to sleep I re-
peated them. And I tried to read the
Bible in English.

1 would say that after a year 1 was
able to make myself understood. I
could already buy food in the cafeteria.
1 could even babble a little English with
my teacher. I knew that if I don’t learn
this language I am lost forever. Immi-
grants seldom learn English thor-
oughly — except such men like Nabo-
kov who become professors. Of course,
1 never intended to write in English.
This was the situation.

Going Forward

B: How long was it before you began
to compose fiction again?

S: Between 1935 when I came here
and 1945, I accomplished nothing. Then
1 suddenly began to write ‘“The Family

Moskat™ for The Forward. 1 was al-
ready 40, 41. I was already an old for-
gotten scribbler. When you are 41, if
you have published only one little book,
you are out of it.

B: What kind of circulation does The
Forward have today?

S: It still has maybe 80,000; maybe
less. Everybody read my novel in The
Forward because it’s 4 small newspa-
per, with only about 10 or 12 pages. Peo-
ple who buy it read almost everything
in it. So the man who was then the sec-
retary of The Forward, Mr. Dan Feder,
went to [Alfred] Knopf on his own initi-
ative and offered him “The Family
Moskat.”” Knopf wasn’t interested,
since it was not translated. But this sec-
retary said, “It’s a book everybody
reads in the Yiddish circles.” Knopf
had a friend, Maurice Samuel, and
Maurice Samuel had a friend, Abba
Gross, who had translated a number of
books. Gross needed a book to trans-
late; he was out of work. Somehow all
these people together made Knopf give
me a contract and an advance of $500.
My brother, 1.J. Singer, had published
all his works at Knopf’s and I was not a
complete stranger to him.

B: Did there come a time when you
suddenly realized, “My God, I’'m writ-
ing consistently now, day after day’’?

S: In The Forward, when you begin a
novel, you have to finish it. People were
waiting, so every week I had to deliver
achapter.

B: Do you still serialize your work in
The Forward?

S: Whatever I write, 1 serialize. An
artist, like a horse, needs a whip. I’'m so
accustomed to deliver some stuff every
week, that it has become almost my
second nature. Now let me tell you, I
haven’t missed a week in all these
years, except that I get four weeks’
vacation. But then I work harder than
ever in preparing copy for after the
vacation.

Love and Sex

B: You once said that you consider
yourself a kind of recluse.

S: When I first came to America I
was kind of a recluse. Really, there are
two powers in me: One power dreams
about going away somewhere to an is-
land and hiding from this whole abomi-

nation, from this whole cruelty: “Don’t
ever see another human being. Lock
yourself up and live like a misan-
thrope.’”’ And another power tells me to
accept people, talk to them. There is a
struggle all the time-within me. I also
know that if I keep away from people,
then I have to deal with only one human
being and this is me. When you are with
yourself, your egotism — instead of get-
ting smaller — is growing. And your
bitterness grows and your suspicions
grow. You become twice as meshuga as
before.

B: How do you reconcile these two op-
posing needs?

S: A man must have some contact
with humanity. I would say that the
best contact with humanity is through

- love and sex. Here, really, you learn all

about life, because in sex and in love
human character is revealed more than
anywhere else. Let’s say a man can
play a very strong man: a big man, a
dictator. But in sex, he may become re-
duced to a child or to an imp. The sex-
ual organs are the most sensitive or-
gans of the human being. The eye or the
ear seldom sabotage you. An eye will
not stop seeing if it doesn’t like what it
-sees, but the penis will stop functioning
if he doesn’t like what he sees. I would
say that the sexual organs express the
human soul more than any other limb
of the body. They are not diplomats.
They tell the truth ruthlessly. It’s nice
to deal with them and their caprices,
but they are even more meshuga than
the brain.

The Fascination With Authors

B: Did you meet many writers in
America?

S: I will tell you, no. When 1 was
young I used to read books and I never
really looked at who was the author. I
didn’t care. What’s the difference?
When I was a boy of 12, I read Tolstoy.
But 1 didn’t know it was Tolstoy. I was
interested in the story, not the author.
A real reader, especially a young read-
er, never cares too much about the au-
thor. He wants to read the book and he
enjoys it. When people begin to be less
interested in art, they become more in-
terested in the artist.

Notice how many books come out
about Hemingway. What is there so
much to write about Hemingway? Peo-
ple have become more interested in
Hemingway than in what Hemingway
has written. When literature becomes
overly erudite, it means that interest in
the art has gone and curiosity about the
artist is what’s most important. It be-
comes a kind of idolatry.

B: What you say seems true to me.
But if, let’s say, you had a chance to
meet Tolstoy, wouldn’t that interest or
excite you?

S: The truth is if Tolstoy would live
across the street, I wouldn’t go to see
him. I would rather read what he
writes.

B: Would you have been curious to
meet Shakespeare?

$: Not at all. Not for a moment. You

see, I don’t care if his work was written
by Bacon or by (Continued on Page 32)
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SINGER TALKS..

Continued from Page 26

some ghost writer. Let the pro-
fessors worry. | am still a
reader. When you are really
hungry, you don’t try to find
out the biography of the baker.

What is a Jew

B: In "'The Family Moskat"'
you said, *'The Jews are a peo-
ple who can’'t sleep thems. 'ves
and let nobody else sleep.”
Can you define what makes
onea Jew?

S: What | meant is that the
Jew is such a restless creature
that he must always do some-
thing, plan something. He is
the kind of a man who, no mat-
ter how many times he gets
disappointed, he immediately
makes up some other illusions.
It's a special trait of intellectu-
als. But since the Jews are al-
most all intellectuals, our rest-
lessness and eagerness to do
things, right or wrong, has be-
come almost a national trait,

Here is a story: Once a4 Jow-
ish man went (o Vilna and he
came back and said to his
friend, “‘The Jews of Vilna are
remarkable people. 1 saw a
Jew who studies all day long
the Talmud. 1 saw a Jew who
all day long was scheming how
to get rich. | saw a Jew who's
all the time waving the red
flag calling for revolution. |
saw a Jew who was running
after every woman. | saw a
Jew who was an ascetic and
avoided women.'' The other
man said, ‘I don't know why
you're so astonished. Vilna is a
big city, and there are many
Jews, all types.” “No,”" said
the first man, “‘it was the same
Jew.” And in a way there is
some truth in this story. The
intellectual Jew is so restless
that he is almost everything
simultaneousliv.

Literature
as Entertainmen

B: You have often said that
you see literature primarily us
a form of entertatnment. What
gives readers a sense of enjoy-
ment or pleasure from a book?

S: When people come (o-
gether — let's say they come
to a little party or something
— you always hear them dis-
cuss character. They will say
this one has a bad character,
this one has a good character,
this one is a fool, this one is a
miser. Gossip makes the con-
versation, They all analyze
character. It seems that the
analysis of character is the

MIZNest numan enerinment.
And literature does it, unlike
gossip, without mentioning
real names,

The writers who don't dis-
cuss character but problems
— sucial problems or any prob.
lems — take away from litera.-
ture its very essence. They
stop being entertaining. We,
for sume reason, always love
to discuss  and  discover
character. This is because
each character is differvim,
and human character s the
greatest of puzzles. No matter
how much I know a human
being, [ don't know himn
enaugh. Discussing character
constitutes i supreme form of
entertainment.

Understanding Women

B: Your work exhibils a spe
cral understanding of wormen
Is that a quality you find lack
ing tn many Amerncan male
novelists?

S: 1 would say that f a man
understands men, he under
stands alse women and vice
versa. [ would not say there s
a man who has a great under
standing of man and no under
standing of women. 1 don't be.
lieve in this, Either we under-
stand everybody or nobody
Most people understand  al-
most nobody, except them:
setves, their business and therr
little clan.

B: | think your compassion
for the lot of women 15 ex
tremelyimpressive.

$: Some wornen accuse me
that 1 hate women, you know
The liberated woman suspects
everybody. Like a Jew who
calls every gentile an anti
Semite, the hiberated womiin
suspects almost every man of
being an antifeminist. They
would hke writers to write that
every woman is a samnt and a
sage and every man 15 a beast
and an exploiter. But the mo-
ment a thing becomes an
“ism,"’ it is already false and
often ridiculous,

Writer as Extrovert

B: What are your feelings
aboul the relationshup of the
writer Lo hts work?

S: [ believe our discoveries
in literature should not be so
much in style, as in finding
new phases and new fiacets of
human life. The writer who all
the time investigates himself

(Continued on Page 36)
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Continued from Page 32

and his style makes no discov-
eries. It 1s the writer who
writes about other people who
really achieves good results in
literature. Tolstoy and Daos-
toyevsky and Balzac and Dick-
ens and Gogol didn't write
about themselves. They sel-
dom wrote in the first person,

Although in life | am an in-
trovert, | feel that in my writ-
ing I'm kind of an extrovert. |
make myself go out and see
people, instead of brooding all
the time about myself and my
literary calligraphy. A writer
must be able to forget about
himself, at least for some of
the time. Tolstoy does, but
Proust doesn’t. He's written I8
volumes about his family; ac-
tualtly about himself. It's too
much.

B: So much of literature s
now so introspective, whie
society is becoming more ox-
troverted, more open, espe-
cially in terms of humaun relu-
tions. How do you account for
that apparent contradiction?

S: 1 will tell you. The Freud-
ian theory — this business of
analysis and pondering psy-
chology which has developed
in our time — has made many
people very curious about
themselves, their little pas-
sions and their caprices. The
writers of the 19th century
knew that the real gold mine of
literature is nut in brooding
about yourself so much as in
observing other people.
There’s not a single story by
Chekhov, for example, where
he wrote about himself,

Although 1 do write from
time to time in the first person,
I don't consider it a reual
healthy habit. I'm against the
stream of consciousness be-
cause it means always bab-
bling about oneself. When you
meet a man and he talks only
about himself, you're bured
stiff. The same thing is true in
literature, When the writer be-
comes the center of his atten-
tion, he becomes a nudnik.
And a nudnik who believes
he's profound is even worse
than just a plain nudnik.

B: What about the so-called
stream-of-conscrousness tech-
nique as used by Faulkner and
Joyce, in which there is more
thanone narrator?

§: 1 don't think that they
made really great stories. The
bitter truth is that we know
what a person thinks not when
he tells us what he thinks, but
by his actions. This reminds
me: Once a boy came over to
the cheder where | studied,
and he said *‘Do you know that
my father wanted to box my
ears?” So the teacher said,
“How do you know that he

wanted to box your ears?”
And the boy said, “He did 1.

A man may sit for hours and
talk to you about what he
thinks. But what he really is,
you can judge best by what he
did. This is & real heresy to the
psychology and the psychiatry
of our time — everything s
measured by your thoughts
and by your moods.

B: Do you think that one pos-
stble reason for the inaction in
much of contemporary litera-
ture is due to the feeling of im-
potence; the feehing that we
can't “'act’’ anyvmore in o any
meuaning ful sense?

S: Maybe. When you pick up
a newspaper, you never find in
it what someone was thinking,
but always his deeds. This s
the reason why people read
newspapers more than they
read books. The paper tells
you that a man has murdered
his wife, not that he dreamed
about it. In many cases, the
reader already knows the psy-
chology behind his deed. If you
write that a man came home
to his wite, he found her lover
in her bed and he shot both of
them, the reader understands
more or less how angry he
was, and what he was thinking
when he was arrested. Real Lit-
erature concentrates on deeds
and situations, The stream of
consciousness  hecomes  very
soon  obvious.  Tolstoy  de-
scribes sometimes what his
heroes were thinking in therr
hearts and Dostoyevsky does
this in a big way. Neverthe-
less, their works are full of ac-
tion.

When you read “Crime and
Punishment,' you don't know
until the very last page why
Raskolnikov did what he did.
You know how Raskuvlinkov
tried to explain bt His talk s
interesting because Raskolni-
kov doesn't talk io himselfin a
long stream of consciousness,
he talks (o the district attor-
ney.

The stream of consciousness
is really a way of aveiding a
story, of avoiding describing
character. Also iU's a  very
casy method. You let a charac.
ter think for 300 pages. How-
ever, when it comes to excep-
tional talents, all these rules
are not valid. A preat talent
might give you a lot of action
within a stream of conscrous-
ness. But 1 don't think it has
been done yet in a very won-
derful way.

The Nonpaolitical Artist

B: Do you feel that a writer
ought to commut himself in
political or social affairs?

S: It’s unhealthy. 1 have
never seen a single political
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novel, or a single novel which
hus to do with socjology, which
really came out well. Soci-
ology deals not with a single
person but with masses of peo-
ple; and in a way this is true of
all sciences — cven of psy-
chology. Dostoyevsky did not
really investigate the problem
of crime generally, because
there are very few criminals
who are like Raskolnikov.
Raskolnikov was a unique
case and meant (o be a unique
case. It is true that you can
learn a little from the unique
about the general, but this is
not actually the artist's goal.
In literature, what is valid for
all, common to all, is of no
value, If a painter would paint
an apple in the most wonderful
way possible, it would have to
be a unique apple. He could
come from this apple to the
idea of gravitation, as Newton
did. The greatness of art is not
to find what is common but
what is unique. And because of
this, the moment the writer
begins to dabble with masses,
with generalizations, he’s al-
ready out of his profession.

For example, in *“War and
Peace,”” we learn very little
about Napoleon and his wars.
What we learn is about Andrei
and Natasha and a few other
people. When Pierre, in “*War
and Peace,”’ begins to make
speeches about the agrarian
guestion and how to {ree the
peasants, it becomes such a
bore that most of the readers
skipil.

Roots and Assimilation

B: You have acknowledged
very strong feelings about Is-
rael’s place in history.,

S: I would say that it never
happened in the world that a
people were exiled from their
country and afterwards did
not assimilate. As a rule, when
people are exiled or even |(f
they just emigrate, after a
generation or two they become
assimilated in their new envi-
ronment, Millions and millions
of Germans emigrated to this
country; they all became
“real’’ Americans. There is no
trace that they were German
except their names. They have
forgotten the German lan-
guage.

But the Jewish people have
been in exile for 2,000 years;
they have lived in hundreds of
countries, spoken hundreds of
languages and still they kept
their old language, Hebrew.,
They kept their Aramaic, later
their Yiddish; they kept their
books; they kept their faith.
And after 2,000 years they are
going back to Israel. This is
such a unique cas¢ in human
history that if it wouldn’'t have

happened, no one would be-
lieve that it's possible, [f
someone would have written a
fantasy about such people, the
critics would call it a silly fan-
tasy. This makes the history of
the Jewish people terribly, ter-
ribly unique. This power of
being a minority, a persecuted
minority, and staying with
one's culture for 2,000 years,
denies all sociological and
even psychological theories.

B: Jews who have assimu-
lated as opposed to Jews who
have not: This is a recurrent
theme n your novels and
stories, Do yvou consider your-
self as having at least par-
tially assinvlatecd?

S: No, I don’t think | am an
assimilated Jew. | stull speak
Yiddish, the language which
my father and mother spoke
and my grandfather

B: Bul vou have moved

away fram certamn tenets of
dudaism

S: Well, I'm not as religious
as my parents were. From the
religious point of view, you can
Ssay 'm assimilated, but from
a cultural pont of view, I'm
nat. I stay with my people, My
Jewishness s not for me some-
thing of which I'm ashamed,
hut the very opposite  I'm
proud of it and { keep on accen.
tuating all the time I am a
Jew. 1 write about Jews, |
write in Jewish languages. |
bepan to write in Hebrew.

B: What 1s vour definihion of
aJew who’s assimulated?

S: An assimilated Jew is a
man who 1s ashamed of his ori.
gin, who demes his roots. He
wiants to make beheve that
he's somebody else

B: May | take miyself as an
example? I grow up n a town
that was prepanderantly Jew-
ish, but all the Jows there were
asstmlated

S: If you were born in an as.
similated house, [ cannot ac-
cuse you. If your father or
grandfather was already an
assimtlationist, there is noth-
ing you cando

B: What is an assimilation-
ist? My father, for instance,
doesn’t observe religious prac-
tices. He has never denied has

~Jewishness but neither would
* he flaunt it.

$: Did he send you to a Jew-
ish school when you were a
boy?

B: Na.
S: Did he teach you Hebrew
or Yiddish?

B: No. But he would not deny
that he was Joewrsh, He was in
no way ashamed of being Jew-

(Continued on Pape 42)
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Continued from Puge 38

ish. When we were in Europe,
he wouldn't visit certain ro-
gions that had discriminated
against Jews.

S: I would say that he was a
partial assimilationist. If he
would believe that Jewishness
is important, why not teach it
to his child? Take for example,
my son: My son is now a He-
brew writer; he lives in Israel,
he belongs to a kibbutz. 1 saw
to it more or less that my chil-
dren are Jews, consciously
Jews. Not that they should
say, ‘'l happen to be a Jew, but
it means nothing to me,”’ the
way some assimilationists
would consider it a burden.
These people try to deny their
roots. They can be great
scholars and whatever else
they might be, but they can
never be great writers. No as-
similationist can be a greal
writer.

B: Whyis that so?

S: Because literature s
completely connected  with
one’s origin, with one’s roots,
The great masters were ali
rooted in their people. Tolstoy,
Dostoyevsky and Gogol were
as Russian, as UKrainian, as
they could be. Dostoyevsky
himself even became a Pan-
Slavic. The only real writer
who had no roots was Kafka.
He was a Jew, but he was Kind
of an assimilated Jew. Al
least, I would say about Kafka
he was looking for his roots.
He tried to get them. Butl when
you take a man like Koestler,
who tries so hard to show that
the Jews are not even Jews, he
fails also as a writer. A Jewish
writer who denies his Jewish-
ness is neither a Jew nor does
he belong ta any other group.

B: If you had [allen in love
with a non-Jewish woman,
could you possibly have
married her?

S: I don't know, 1 don't
know. Sometimes love is
stronger than a man’s convic-
tions.

My wife comes from an as-
similated house. She was born
in Germany, and her father
was assimilated. Their Jew-
ishness was for them only for
Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kip-
pur. They were not totally as-
similated, but partially. When
we got acquainted, I told Alma
that I'm a Yiddish writer. This
looked to her so far away, so
strange. ‘‘What does it mean,
a Yiddish writer? What kind of
career can a Yiddish writer
make? And what is the sense
of writing in a language which
is dying and for people who are
backward?’ But | felt — and |
am not boasting, I just say so
— that Yiddish and the Jewish
people and their languape

were 10r me the most impor.
tant things. | felt that if 1 want
to be a real writer, 1 have to
write about them and not
aboul the American gentiles. |
had to remember my youth
and I bad to stay with my lan.
guage and with the people
whom | know best. An assimzi-
lated writer never does this
He tries always to po into a
group where he does not really
completely belong.

B: I'm the product of what
we call a mixed marriape
and hecause 1'm also a writer
of fiction, your wdeas aboul
“roots’’ make me feel atmaost
doomed.

S: 1 will tell you. In your
case, 1t’s certainly not your
fault. But you have to find youn
roots. There is one remedy
Write aboul the people whom
you know best, whether they
are Jews or Protestants or
Turks. Hf you write about the
things and (he people you
know bhest, you discover your
roots, even ol they dare new
roots, fresh roats. But they are
better than nothmg, than no
TS,

In other words, you should
not deny your father’s rools or
your mother's roots  The wdea
s to not deny anything. Don't
say, "'I'm a Jew and my moth
er’s ornigin doesn’t mean  a
thing to me.”” And don't say
the opposite: 'l am a com-
plete Cathohic or Protestamt
and my father's roms don’t
count.”” You have to admat
that you are such a case andd
make the best of 1t You did not
Erow up in a viacuum Your
case is also a case of roots. Ir's
crazy rools, mixed roots, but
roots they are.

B: My father brought me up
to be a free thunker wilh a cos
maopolidan and very liberal
point of view,

S: Ldon"t know. . . [ will tell
you, A Marxast has never writ.
ten a good novel, Because o
writer must have roots and
Marxism s against  roots
Marxism is cosmopalitamsm
and a cosmopolitan  cannol
write a good work of fiction —
because a writer helongs to has
people, to his clan. If you are
£oINg to write, ler's say, o cos-
mopolitan novel and write just
about a human being, you will
never succeed. Because there
isn’t such a thing as "‘just a
human being. "'

B: Meaning what?

S: You cannot write a love
story of (wo human bewngs
without dealing with thewr
background. To whom did this
person belong, and what lan.
guage did his father speak at
home, and so on. Of course, we
know that you are wrnitmg
about 3 man. But the questinn

A bemused Singer, after iearning he had won the Nobel Pri.

is: What man? Where does he
come from, where does he
live? You have to give his ad-
dress. Of course, an address in
literature is different from an
address on an envelope, but
the idea is the same. Go from
the general to the particular,
until you give such signs that
make us know there is only one
such person. Literature uas-
sumes that no two men and no
two women are completely

alike. Individuality is its
axiom.,

The Enduring Form
Of the Novel

B: The Arpentine writer
Joseé Luis Borges said that he
could envision a world without
novels — but not without tules,
stortes or verses. How do vou
feel about that ?

$: 1 feel that once we have
novels, we will never be with-
out them. Once man has
created something, he will al-
ways come back to it. For me,
if I would be sentenced either
to 10 years in prison with books
or to five years without them, |
would rather take the 10 with
books.

There may be some periods
of history with shorter novels
or longer novels. Or there may
be novels which will deal with
other topics than love, al-
though it’s hard for me to
imagine this. But there is no
reason why the novel should go
under, or television should go
under, or radio. Everything
which man has invented has a
chance to stay, one way or
another.

B: So you don't feel, as
Borges seemed to, that the

story and the poem are some
how eternal iterary forms amd
superior to the novel”?

S: 1 behieve that the novel s,
astory. [tisonly a larger story
— it Story which s spread o
And because it s large, you
can also make stories withan
the stones. If the novel has no
story, iU's no novel.

B: You once saud that yvou
fell vou had a preater com
mand of the short story

S: I would say not only |, but
everybody does. A short stary
1S 4 lot easier to plan, and o
can be more perfect, more ac
complished, than a novel It
you have a short story to et
youcan work on it so that frern
your point of view you have
made 1t perfect. But a novel,
especially a large novel, can
never be perfect even i the
eyes of the creator — af the
creator is a person capable of
self-criticism. The chance ol
having flaws becomes Larper
proportionately to the length
of the novel. In other words, o
longer novel usually has more
flaws than a short novel — e¢x
cept if the longer novel 1s writ
ten by a master and the
shorter one by a bungler. Tol
stoy's  “The Cossacks'™ o1
‘““I'he Death of lvan llyich”
has less flaws than “War and
Peace."’

B: Do you proceed differ-
ently when you are woiting u
story and when you ure wril
ing anovel?

S: Evenwhen lam writing a
novel, | am looking for the
story. But always the begin
ning is a4 kind of an atmos.
phere 1 want to create. The
first thing is nol the story bul
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A bemused Singer, after learning he had won the Nobel Prize.

is: What man? Where does he
come from, where does he
live? You have to give his ad-
dress. Of course, an address in
literature is different from an
address on an envelope, but
the idea is the same. Go from
the general to the particular,
until you give such signs that
make us know there is only one
such person. Literature as-
sumes that no two men and no
two women are completely
alike. Individuality is its
axiom.

The Enduring Form
Of the Novel

B: The Argentine writer
José Luis Borges -said that he
could envision a world without
novels — but not without tales,
stories or verses. How do you
feel about that?

S: I feel that once we have
novels, we will never be with-
out them. Once man has
created something, he will al-
ways come back to it. For me,
if I would be sentenced either
to 10 years in prison with books
or to five years without them, I
would rather take the 10 with
books.

There may be some periods
of history with shorter novels
or longer novels. Or there may
be novels which will deal with
other topics than love, al-
though it’s hard for me to
imagine this. But there is no
reason why the novel should go
under, or television should go
under, or radio. Everything
which man has invented has a
chance to stay, one way or
another.

B: So you don’t feel, as
Borges seemed to, that the

story and the poem are some-
how eternal literary forms and
superior to the novel?

S: I believe that the novel is
a story. It is only a larger story
— a story which is spread out.
And because it is large, you
can also make stories within
the stories. If the novel has no
story, it’s nonovel.

B: You once said that you
felt you had a greater com-
mand of the short story.

S: 1 would say not only I, but
everybody does. A short story
is a lot easier to plan, and it
can be more perfect, more ac-
complished, than a novel. If
you have a short story to tell,
you can work on it so that from
your point of view you have
made it perfect. But a novel,
especially a large novel, can
never be perfect even in the
eyes of the creator — if the
creator is a person capable of
self-criticism. The chance of
having flaws becomes larger
proportionately to the length
of the novel. In other words, a
longer novel usually has more
flaws than a short novel — ex-
cept if the longer novel is writ-
ten by a master and the
shorter one by a bungler. Tol-
stoy’s ‘‘The Cossacks’ or
“The Death of Ivan Ilyich”
has less flaws than “War and
Peace.”

B: Do you proceed differ-
ently when you are writing a
story and when you are writ-
ing a novel?

S: Even when | am writing a
novel, I am looking for the
story. But always the begin-
ning is a kind of an atmos-
phere I want to create. The
first thing is not the story but
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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 1 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 unusual and the
sametimeso. ..

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
cando in two minutes, it some-
times takes i writer two years
to do.

B: You once said to me that
yvouwdon't really invent charac-
tors.

S: | always take models
from life. Most of the modets
from *'Satan in Goray'' come
from the town of Bilgoray
where my grandfather was a
rabbi. Actually, in some cases,
I even ook the names of the
people, like Mordecai Joseph,
This man 1 took, so to say, with
his flesh and bones and also
with his name. 1 use living
characters. 1 don't want to
boast, but the people whom 1
describe have life. They are
not ideological creatures; not
suciological 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 1 get the idea, the

emotion. Then | 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.

this atmosphere. And then you
ook for a story to it an atmos-
phere, an emaotion, an idea.
Take, for example, Strind.
berg's “The Father.”” Strind-
berg's first idea was that the
whole system of fatherhood is
a phony thing. No father
knows surely that he is the fa.
ther of his children. ANl men
are cheated, or they are all the
time about to be cheated. This
was a strong emotion for
Strindberg, because he hated
this idea. He wanted man to be
sure that he is the father of hiy
child. And then, out of thiy
emotion, he created his story
Of  course, sometimes  the
story comes first and the idea
later. Sometimes the story -
self is the idea. There are no
rules to the pame.

Drawing on Lif

B: Bul what about Isaac
Stnger? How does the work
come toyvou? imapme differ
ent stories come in different
Wways.

S: For me, it is a desire 1o
record either emotions or
system of emotions, or a local.
ity which | think no one hax
ever before done. Let's say in
“The Family Moskat®' [ sind to
myself, “Warsaw has just now
been destroyed  No one walil
ever see the Warsaw | knew
Let me just write about 1t 1.1
this Warsaw not  disappear
forever.”” Just like Homer
(forgive me the compirison),
who was the greatest of them
all, felt about Troy, I felt about
Warsaw. But 1 said to myself,
“1 can anly write about the
Jewish Warsaw, not the Catho.
lic Warsaw ™' [ didn't know the
Catholics as well as the Jews

B: Then how does the story
come lo you?

S: Thisstory of **The Family
Maoskat” didn’t come at once 1
knew a man hke Meshulam
Maoskat would be interesting to
write about, but there must be
a story to tetl, And then [ sad
to myself, if there must be o
story, it has to be a love story
because 1 knew already then
that you cannot write a novel
without a love story. Many
writers have tried and they al-
ways failed. It becomes bor.
ing. It must be a love story.

1 also wanted to hive some-
one who's kind of similar to
me, like this Asa Heshel, al-
though he's not really me. And
then [ knew that Asa Heshel
would not alone mike the

novel interesting. There must
be other people. | would say
it’s the process of creating i
world of emotions. Then you
must stowly develop the story,
because the story and s (en.
sion — in

connection with

Anold snapshot of Singer's first wife und their son, [srael Zamier

n't have many surprises as
well,

The second condition is 1
must have a passion to write
the story. Sometimes | have a
very good plot but somehow
the passion to write this story
is missing. If this is the case, !
would not write it.

And the third condition is the
most important: | 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 [ am
the best writer. That for this
particular topic and environ-
ment | am the only one. Let's
take for example, " Gimpel the
Fool." The way | tell it, is a
story which only 1 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, | ook at
the people | have met in my
life who would fit into this
story. | take ready-made
characters. This does not
mean that 1 just “‘photograph’’
them. No. | sometimes com-
bine two characters and make
from them one character. 1
may take a person whom 1 met
in this country and put him in
Poland or vice versa. But just
the same, | must have a living
mlel.

The 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,
& 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
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time there were won’t be twa
people really alike, Just like
experts at fingerprints do not
create fingerprirds but learn
how to
writer reads God's characters,

read them, so the

B: You satd once that some-

tirnes you develop the charac-
ter to such an extent that the
model  hecomes  almost  a
skeleton,

S: Yes, I almost forpet the
model. At the begmning 1 look
all the time into the model but,
after 1T have developed the
model more and more, the pic-
ture becomes richer than the
model itself and then | can af-
ford to forget the model for a
while. But even this sn't
really so good. It's bettes
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 4 million umes? they
have already seen his (ace. '’
But thatisn’t true. Every nmwe
this artist looks up, he sees
something  else, sume  new
vartation. This 1s very impor-

tant. | think it’s a  great
tragedy that lterature
stopped looking  at  models.

Writers are so nterested in
“isms,”" n adeolugies and in
theories, that they think the
model cannot add much. But,
actually, all the theonies and
all the ideas become stale in no
time, while what nature deliv-
ers o us is never stale, Be-
cause what nature creates has
eternity init,. i

NEXT WEEK

Passion, hetrayal.error
and will. These

are some of the great
themes that Isaac
Bashevis Singer explores.




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 unusual 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
cando in two minutes, it some-
times takes a writer two years
todo.

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
rebots. 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. Then 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 ome character. I
may take a person whom I met
in this country and put him in
Poland or vice versa. But just
the same, I must have a living
model.

The 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

time 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 tolet 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 theideas become stale in no
time, while what nature deliv-
ers to us is never stale. Be-
cause what nature creates has
eternityinit. l

NEXT WEEK
Passion, betrayal,error
and will. These

are some of the great
themes that Isaac
Bashevis Singer explores.
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. THESECONDOF A TWO-PART SERIES

ext Sunday, in
Stockholm, Isaac
Bashevis Singer
will receive the 1978
Nobel Prize in Lit-
erature. Seidom be-
fore has he spoken
publicly with such
candor and intimacy as he does in these
sometimes droll, often exalted, conver-
sations with Richard Burgin, a writer.
This week, in matchless Singer fashion,
the Nobel laureate explores many of his
favorite subjects: love and betrayal,
Spinoza and Schopenhauer, his experi-
ments in free will and his natural lazi-
aess, his admiration for Tolstoy and his
private quarrel with the Almighty —
“with hints,” as Mr. Singer says, grin-
ning puckishly, “that if the Messiah
won’t come by Himself, we will have to
force Him to come by picketing the
gates of Heaven!’

BASHE

BURGIN: You gave the name “'Pas-
sions’’ to a recent collection of your
stories. Passion is one of the great
themes that runs through your work
and it seems to have two faces: People
are victims of their passions and this
makes for a perilous world; but it’s
equally perilous to be without them.

SINGER: Completely so. | always
feel that God was very frugal, very
stingy in bestowing gifts on us. He did-
n't give us enough intellect, enough
physical strength, But when He came to
emotions, to passions, He was very lav-
ish. He gave us so many emotions and
such strong ones that every human
being, evenif he is an idiot, is a million-
aire in emotions. Sometimes we ask:
Why do we need so many emotions
which make us suffer and confuse us?
When I observe the animals, I see that
their emotions are quite limited. The
emotions of horses or of elephants are
more or less the equivalent of their
behavior, You will never say about an
animal that its emotions drove it in one
direction while it acted in another di-
rection. An animal acts perfectly ac-

ISAAC
VIS S)
UNIVERS

The master storyteller
unfolds his own passionate, original vision of
(natural and supernatural) life.

cording to its feelings, while man can-
not exist if he gives in to all his feelings.
We know that if a person, any person,
would try to live according to his pas-
sions, he would immediately . . .

B:...break all the Commandments?

S: Let's say not only he would break
the Commandments, he would break
his neck. When you ride a motorcycle or
a car, you have sometimes the desire to
drive 200 miles an hour. But you know
that if you use too much gasoline, you
may be punished or the car may be
broken or you may kill somebody. The
more man progresses, the more he has
to curb his passions. In this respect, he
is a complete excepton in the creation
of life. All other living things which we
know don’t curb their passions.

The very essence of literature is the

war between emotion and intellect, be-
tween life and death. When literature
becomes too intellectual — when it
begins to ignore the passions, the emo-
sions, it becomes sterile, silly, and ac-
tually without any substance.

Although I don’t agree in every way
with Spinoza, I admire one sentence of
his where he says that everything can
become a passion. It means actually
that there is nothing in life which can-
not become a passion. The man who
collects stamps can become so passion-
ate about them that he would endanger
his life to get some silly stamp from
some faraway country. The number of
passions are almost as great as the
number of objects, the number of no-
tions. Of course, there are the main
passions like sex and power. But all the
other things can also evoke passions,
even great passions.

B: So you do not believe that a single
passion dominates man, such as
Nietsche's will to power or Freud’s libi-
do?

S: Nietsche knew very well that if you
let your emotions run amok, eventually
you destroy yourself, To be able to
write “Thus Spake Zarathustra,’” he
had to control himself. Man cannot live
without self-control. Even when a man
is letting go, he doesn’t really let go.

B: Borges once said that a writer has

only three or four stories or passions to
impart and that everything he writes is
avariation on these few themes.

S: 1 think in a way it is so. A good
writer writes about things that stir his
passions and each man has only a
limited number of them. But if he's a
good writer, he can describe countless
variations on every one,

When you read, let’s say, Tolstoy: In
“War and Peace” and “‘Anna Kareni.
na,” here it is Pierre and there it is
Levin and they are all the same type of
people. They are also like Tolstoy,
more or less, as Tolstoy might have
been. Those people who complain that
the writer repeats himself are not
really just, because if he wouldn't have
repeated himself, he wouldn’t have
been true to his basic desires,

Every writer must write on his own
topics, which are connected with his
passions, with the things he is ponder-
ing about, brooding over. This is in part
what gives a writer his charm. And it
makes him genuine. It's only the ama-
teur who will take hold of any topic. He
will go somewhere, he will hear a story
~— something, anything — and immedi-
ately it will become *‘his" story. The
real writer writes only stories which
are connected with his personality,
with his character, with his way of see-
ing theworld. Soina way when we read
the books of the great writers — when
we read, let's say,'‘The Brothers Kara-
mazov'’ — we have the typical déja vu
feeling. Nevertheless, because Dos.-
toyevsky is a great writer, we want to
see him do it again in some different
way.,

Errors and Betrayals

3: The theme of betrayal also often
occurs in your work: men betray
women, women betray men, children
betray parents, people betray their
religions or betray God.

S: What bothers me more than any-
thing else is that men betray them.
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selves. For example, a man makes a
decision to be a good socialist, then he
becomes a phony socialist. This is very
much connected, of course, with the
problem of free will — because if man
would really exercise free will, he could
make a decision and do as he decides.
But in many cases, man will make a
decision and do the very opposite.

Even in love, people betray them-
selves. And when you betray somebody
else, you also betray yourself. 1 would
Say a great part of human history is a
history of self-betrayal and betrayal of
others.

Free Will and Fatalism

B: You once wrote, *‘The universe is
full of errors.” Error is another fre-
quent theme in your work.

S: Spinoza says that there are no er-
rors in the universe. Errors are only er-
rors from the human point of view.
Error is a human conception. We would
never say that a storm makes an error
because it didn’t howl in the right way.
We know that a storm or light or water
or fire — everything which is, say, con-
nected with dead nature (although we
don’t know if it is dead or not) — makes
no errors. Because we assume that a
person has free will, we may say that
he made a mistake. The truth is that
the belief in free will is a categorical
imperative. We cannot live a moment
without believing in it. You can say a
hundred times it does not exist, just as
you can say that gravity does not exist.
But while you say that gravity does not
exist, you are still walking on the earth,
youdon't fly up to the sky.

B: Schopenhauer believed in blind
will motivating nature.
S: I would say that Schopenhauer is

full of contradictions, but just the same
he is wonderful. He was a genius — a
beautiful writer, a profound observer of
human affairs. He was a great psy-
chologist, As far as psychology is con-
cerned, I believe in him more than in all




the other psychologists. Hq
had a deep knowledge o
human life.

However, I don’t agree witl
Schopenhauer that the will is
blind. I could agree with hinr
that the thing-in-itself is will;
but I don't believe that a blind
power could create a flower or
a man. What 1 admire in
Schopenauer is his courage to
be a pessimist. Because most
of the philosophers a|j try, one
way or another, to paint an or-
derly universe and to give peo-
ple hopes which are false and
nothing more than wishful
thinking, Schopenhauer had
therare Courage to say that we
areliving in a world of evil.

In this respect, he resembles
the cabalists. They, too, call
this world a den of demons.
They say that the world in
which we live is the worst of all
the worlds: the weakest link in
God's chain, Especially manis
weak; unless he makes an ef-
fort to act rightly. If human
beings behave well, the cabaj-
ists say, then they keep all of
creation in order. Then the
chain of creation js whole. If
we do the wrong things, we
break the chain of Creation; or
You may even call it the chain
of evolution.

According to the cabalists,
God has compensated man for
creating him in an evil world
by giving him free will. But
Schopenhauer never went in
this direction. Actually he does
not believe in free will,
Schopenhauer is g fatalist al-
though, like al) fatalists, even
he is compelied to think in
terms of free choice. His belief
that intellect can light up blind

will so that it should reverse ji
self, this is something! This i
a casuistic compromise.

B: On one level, your work
as a whole seems to constitute
an imaginative reconstruction
of the history of the Jews, the
Polish Yiddish-speaking Jows.
Did you intend, like Proust or
Faulkner or Balzac, that your
fiction would form ¢ Rind of
grand design?

S: Fiction can be very grand
if you stay in your element
with your own passions and
your own opinions. But if you
try to go out and make it a co-
herent philosophy, it never be.
comes one. After all, Balzac
tells us about French people,
not necessarily about all peo-
ple. He stays within his own
society. He doesn't tell us
about the Chinese

What we enjoy in literature
is not what is common to all
people but what is unique (o
one specific person. The so-
called universal writer reveals
nothing. He repeats old truths.
On the other hand, the more
specific the writer is, the
greater his individuality, the
more we learn from him about
all of us,

Keeping the
Commandments

B: Sartre once said that lit.
erature will replace religion.

S: I think it's completely
false. Literature hasn’t really
done anything for humanity
which could be compared (o
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religion. People live according
to religion; they die for reli.
gion.

No novel, no poem, and no
short story can take the place
of the Ten Commandments. To
be a religious person, it's not
enough to read the Command-
ments, you have to practice
them. So literature will not do
the job. Religion becomes lit-
erature when people don't take
it seriously anymore. This ac-
tually happens inour time.

To ascribe too much impor-
tance to literature iy very
false. The Jews consider the
Torah of the highest impor-
tance — but only as long as the
Torah is practiced. If the man
is a scholar of the Torah and he
doesn't keep the Command-
ments, they consider him a
heretic and a traitor to his relj.
gion. If you read the Bible as
Just a good book, as poetry or
prose or history, then you are
not anymore a religious per-
son.

B. You have said to me thai
morully, ethically and spirity.

ally, man has made little
progress through the cen-
turies,

S: I spoke from the point of
view of religion. When Moses
gave the Torah, he believed it
was possible to create a nation
of spiritual people, a kingdom
of priests, a whole nation
which would live according to
moral codes. This never be.
came a reality. I would say
that the reason why, according
to legend, Moses wasn't al-
lowed to cross the Jordan wasg

(Continued on Pape 44)



Continued from Page 40

because what he wanted 1t
create and what followed ij
the years after the revelatio
on Mount Sinai were two di;
ferent things altogether.,

We have material progres
in Israel today, but this is no
really the essence of Judaism
From a religious point of view
our greatest achievement:
were not in Israe) actually, bu
in exile. It's only after the Tal
mud was composed — betweer
the Talmud and the Emanci.
pation — that the Jews lived,
generally speaking, a highly
moral life. The Bible tells us
that our ancestors were idola.-
tors most of the time. Our
kings, with few exceptions, did
not do what was right in the
eyes of Jehovah.

B: How do you reconcile this
view of Jewish history with
your belief in God?

S: I believe in God, but I
have my doubts about revela-
tion. I have no proof what-
soever that God reveals Him.
self or tells us how to behave,
what to do, what He wants. |
believe God is a silent God.
And He must have a very good
reason why He is silent. If He
would begin to talk, He would
have to speak in 3,000 lan.
guages and in all kinds of ac-
cents. God speaks in deeds.
But the language of deeds is S0
large — its vocabulary is as
large as the universe, perhaps
— SO0 we only understand a
very small part of His lan-
guage,

Everything man says about
God is pure guesswork. But
since I believe in God's exist.
ence and since God created
man and formed his brain, 1
believe also that there must be
something of the divine in
men'’s ideas about Him — even
if they are far from being ade-
quate.

B: What do you understand
of His language ?

S: l understand it like a child
of 3 years — who can use a few
words: Papa, Mama, bread —
understands when he hears
adults discuss higher matters.
S0 in a way, because the lan-
guage of deeds is so large and
our understanding of it is so
Small, | would say that God
has reveals Himself in very,
very small doses. We don't
know really who He is, what
He is, what He wants. But just
the same, I feel that He's
there. To me, He is a God who
only allows us to grasp a few
words of His large language.
He s a hidden God.

B: What in your life has con-
firmed this belief?
S: 1 will tell you. I cannot be-

‘T'm inclined to
believe that God
and the world are
actually identical.
God is everything:
a spirit, all

matter, what is,
what was and what
will be, as Spinoza
conceived Him.’

“

lieve that, as thematerialists
say, the universe is a result of
some explosion which took
place billions of years ago. If
you don’t believe the universe
is an accident, you have to be-
lieve that there was some plan
in its becoming, some design,
some intelligence. And if you
believe this, you believe al-
ready in a God. If you insist on
calling it nature, you can call
it nature. But to me, nature is
not blind. As a rule, when we
Say nature, we mean blind na-
ture — a nature which does
things according to laws, by
sheer causality, without plan
or purpose. This I don’t be-
lieve. So if I believe the oppo-
site, I already believe in God.
You can call it the Uncon-
scious, the Absolute, the Sub-
stance, the Monad of alj
Monads. It doesn't make any
difference. ““God* is just as
good as any other word.

The World of God

B: Do you envision God in
any material form?

S: I'm inclined to believe
that God and the world are ac-
tually identical. God is every-
thing: a spirit, all matter,
what is, what was and what
will be, as Spinoza conceived
Him. However, according to
Spinoza, the Substance with its
infinite number of attributes
has no will, has no purpose. 1
don't believe in this part of
Spinoza, ! think that we can
just as well ascribe to the Sub-
stance, intelligence and will
and designs and purposes. The
fact that we only know, ac-
cording to Spinoza, two at-
tributes - extengion and
thought — does not mean that
the other attributes which we
may ascribe to God don't
exist. We can ascribe to Him
many more — even mercy ——
although we may not see them.
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Here is the place where defini-
tion and logic end and faith
begins. Pantheism isn't
geometry. Without faith it dis-
solves into nothing.

B: In spite of your own belief
in God, you portray men and
women who are skeptics with
such vitality, verisimilitude
and compassion.

§: Since there is no evidence
attesting to what God is, 1
doubt all the time. Doubt is
part of all religion. All the reli-
gious thinkers were doubters.
Even the Bible, although it is
full of faith, it is also- full of
skepticism. The Book of Job,
you can call a book of skepti-
cism.

In the Book of Psalms, man
says to God, ‘“Why do you
sleep, God? Why don't you
wake up and see what'’s hap-
pening?"” Great lovers are
sometimes full of suspicion
and even hostility. You love a
person and the person assures
you he or she Joves you: at the
same time, there is doubt. The
girl who loves you will ask you
10 times a day, ““Do you love
me, do you really love me?"’
You have to all the time say,
“Yes, yes, yes!” The same
thing is true in religion.

B: You once said to me,
“Well, if the world is a jungle,
that's the way God wants it."’
We were talking about men
like Stalin and Hitler: little
men who had too much power.
I said, “How can God allow
'his?*’ You said, “Maybe God
salittle God.*’

$: I am not a man who is
eally preaching religion. My
'eligion is for myself. 1 have
noments when I almost deny
yod, but I also have moments
f exultation. When I'm in
rouble, I pray. In spite of the
act that I pray to God, I also
in against God. Religion is not
. stmple thing, and neither is
ve, You can love a woman
nd you can betray her. You
an love her, quarrel with her,
nd hate her. Everything in us
s human. In my belief in God,
1ere’s only one thing which is
leady: I never say the uni-
erse was an accident. The
'ord ‘‘accident’” should be
rased from the dictionary. It
as little meaning in everyday

fe and no meaning in philoso-
hv.

3: You mentioned that ai-
wgh you have mixed feel-
's about Nabokov, you were

ieved to find out that he be-

What do you mean by that
term?

S: Let me tell you. I don't
really believe that there are
two things: the natural and the
supernatural. 1 will not say
that gravity is natural and
telepathy is supernatural. If
telepathy exists, it has as
much right to call itself a part
of nature as gravitation. We
call supernatural the things
which we don't know, for
which we have no evidence.
For example, there is no reaj
evidence that there is a soul or
free will. The same applies to
ghosts or spirits or other enti-
ties whose existence we cannot
prove (because we cannot take
them into a laboratory and
show evidence that they really
exist). So we call them super-
natural.

When it comes to such things
as electricity and magnetism
— although we also don’t know

‘

‘We still don't
know what
magnetism is and
why a magnet will
attract anailor a
pin and not cottage
“heese. The atom is
nore of a riddle
oday than it was
3,000 years ago.’

h

vhat they are — we at least
an show how they function.
lut, actually, if these other
1ngs which we call supernat-
ral really exist, they too are
art of nature — although, for
e time being, unprovable. Or
erhaps they are unprovable
y their very essence as is, for
xample, the existence of ab-
Mute ethics and other such
gher matters. But in my
ew, ghosts, spirits, premoni-
ons, telepathy, clairvoyance
‘e actually part of nature.

Can we prove that there is
icha thing as love? There are
number of people who will
Il you that love is nothing but
~ord and doesn't exist; there
only carnal desire. As a mat-
r of fact, some extreme
haviorists don’t believe that
ere is such a thing as inborn
aracter or personality. They
y everything is behavior,
erything in man is condi-
ned, except for a few in-
ncts like the fear of loud
ise or falling. There are
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Continued from Page 46

many things we have to be-
lieve in — such as love, such as

the human spirit — because
without believing, we are com-
pletely lost.

B: Conrad said the real
world is so fantastic that, in a
sense, there is no difference
between the so-called ‘‘super-
natural’* world and the “‘real”’
one.

S: Yes, we still don’t know
what magnetism is and why a
magnet will attract a nail or a
pin and not cottage cheese.
The atom is more of a riddle
today than it was 3,000 years
ago.We don’t know what light
is. We don't know what life is.
We speak about electrons and
we know how they work, more
or less, but not what they are
and how they came to be. Ac-
tually, our knowledge is a little
island in a great ocean of non-
knowledge. The supernatural
is like the ocean, while the so-
called natural is only a little is-
land on it. And even this little
island is a great riddle.

B: When you affirm the so-
called supernatural, are you
saying, ‘“I'm trying in my
writing to call attention to how
little we really know**?

S: Exactly. You have ex-
pressed exactly my way of
thinking. I try to call attention
to the things which we cannot
prove, but in whose existence I
believe, nevertheless.

B: Socrates said, ““I know
nothing, except the fact of my
own ignorance. "

S: When it comes to these
matters, no one can be really
original. Originality is not the
only great quality of a writer.
Sometimes we have to repeat
emotions and ideas because
we cannot live without them.
If a man is in love with a
woman and says, *‘I love you,"
he knows very well that mil-
lions of people have said it be.
fore. But this word, ““love,” is,
for the time being, adequate;
it expresses more or less what
he feels. So he will use it.
Originality is not seen in single
words or even sentences.
Originality is the sum total of a
man’s thinking or his writing.
There are writers who try to
make every sentence original.
They are afraid to say some-
thing which has been already

said by somebody else. They |

don’t allow themselves to
write a single sentence unless
it has some queerness, and the
net result is banality. In the
end, you say to yourself:
There is nothing original in

Jill Krementz

Ensconced in an easy chair beside his livi ng-room work table,

Singer edits a long manuscript.

this man except the frustrated
ambition to be original.

B: Can you think of such
writers?

S: I can think of such writers
but I'm not going to mention
names.

Science vs. Literature

B: In our conversations, we
have often been discussing
philosophic ideas. Do you be-
lieve that philosophy is more
aligned with science than with
literature?

S: Philosophy is a kind of
learning in which you have
really to believe. There are no
proofs, as in science. You can-
not say that Spinoza has
proven that there is a Sub-
stance with an infinite number
of attributes. But you can still
say, ‘Il believe in Spinoza. 1
fove him.”” I would not call
Spinoza’s ‘‘Ethics' a book of
fiction. It would mix people up
too much if we were to call
Spinoza and Schopenhauer fic-
tion writers, like Tolstoy and
Flaubert. In a real sense, they
do not write literature. Litera-
ture has to have charm and
beauty. It has to entertain the
spirit. But neither are Spinoza
and Schopenhauer scientists.
So let’s just call them philoso-
phers.

B: Kant says that our minds
are constructed to perceive
time and space, aithough they
may have no objective exist-
ence.

It has been shown that even
existence is nothing but a cate-
gory of thinking. We cannot
say that something exists be-
yond our consciousness, that

cause perhaps existence itsel|
doesn't exist.

it's good that these philoso
phers have finally made us
realize that reality is only real.
ity from our point of view;
from the point of view of our
senses and our way of think-
ing. But although they have
destroyed many illusions, they
have never created anything
positive. Even a man like
Spinoza, who tried to give us
something positive, ended up
with something that became
nothing. His Substance with its
attributes is really again only
a product of thinking, not of
anything beyond it. We just
don’t know what a storm or a
piece of wood may be if you
take away man's perception of
it. We don’t know if the chair
that stands near the mirror is
reflected in the mirror when
we go out of the room and don’t
see it. And since we are im-
prisoned by our senses and by
our way of thinking — and
since this prison will last as
long as we live — we have to
make peace with it. We have to
deal with the things in this
prison, as Plotinus and Philo
called the body and the senses.

Making Decisions

B: Although you speak of the
prison of the senses, you also
belteve in freedom of choice.
Howcanthis he?

S: Of course, I cannot prove
that it exists, but I do believe
that there is free choice. And
I'm, in my own way, making
experiments in free choice; al-
though free choice and experi-
ments don’t go too well to-
gether — since free choice is
nothing but a matter of faith.

there is a thing-in-itself, be-

want to convince myself ho
free I am. Can I make a dec
sion and keep it or can’t 1? B
cause all my life I made, G¢
knows, myriads of decisior
and ! broke so many of them.
For example, I made a dec
sion to getup at 8 o’clock in th
morning and I got up at 10 o
clock in the evening. In Wa;
saw, almost every day I mad
a decision not to go to th
writer's club to take part in th
gossip ... and immediately
went and I wasted my tim
playing chess with some ba
player while I was myself gos
siping and talking nonsense
So all these decisions which
made, I almost invariabl
broke. Even now, in my ol
age, I try again and again t(
make decisions and keej
them,hoping against hope tha
it is not too late and that [ may
succeed one day. Hope and the
idea of free will are entities
one cannot give up completely.
I have been wasting time
since I was born, but somehow
I succeeded in doing a little
work, as you see. I would say
that wasting time is my pas-
sion No.2; and the feeling of
guilt for wasting time is my
sickness No.3. To me, this feel-
ing of guilt proves that I really
believein free choice.

The Eternal Questions

B: What can a fiction write:
gain from a passionate study
and concern for philosophy?

S: I will tell you. If the novel-
ist is not curious about philoso-
phy, there is no reason why he
should read philosophy. But
the fact that he is never curi-
ous about philosophy, even
when he is young, shows
there's something small about
him. A larger person, a bigger
person, is interested in the
eternal questions: Who am 1?
Is what we see reality? Is
there any way of reaching true
reality? If he sits down to read
philosophy because he thinks
that a writer should know |
philosophy, I'd tell him,
“Don't read it.”” But if he's a
real writer and a thinking
man, he will be curious about
it and maybe, after a while,
disappointed in it. He will say,
“I've had enough of philoso-
phy,” and return from ab-
straction to the world of the
senses. That is the way of a
real writer.

B: Dostoyevsky dramatized
philosophical ideas. How have
you yourself used them?

S: I never use them, so to
say, with a purpose. But since
1 describe often people like

Nevertheless,

myself and I am interested in
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human ideas, I must be faith-
ful to the subject. So I let my
people ponder the eternal
questions, 1 could never make
the protagonist of a novel a
person who would not be inter-
ested in the eternal questions.

In other words, I don't make
use of philosophy with a perti-
nent scheme, with a plan. But
since | write always about a
person whom I consider a real
person, he must ask himself
almost constantly, ““Why am 1
here? What am I doing here?
Why was [ born? Why am I to
die? What is the nature of all
these things which surround
me?’’ He will always ask these
questions and he will never be
able to answer them. This is
my own case, and perhaps
your case and, more often than
not, the case with most human
beings.

Those writers who imagined
that they found the final an.
Swers were sooner or later a
disappointment to others and
often to themselves. In our
time, Tolstoy could serve as
the example par excellence.
There is no question that he
died a disappointed man. His
disenchantment would have
been even greater if he had
lived to see the Bolshevist
Revolution. Just the same I
have only great admiration for
him and for his struggle with
God and human nature.

I myself try to think that I
have made peace with human
blindness and God's perma-
nent silence, but they give me
no rest. I feel a deep resent-
ment against the Almighty.
My religion goes hand in hand
with a profound feeling of pro-
test. Once in a while, the old
Jewish hope for the coming of
the Messiah awakens in me,
There must come an end to our
blindness. There must come
the time for some revelation!
My feeling of religion is a feel-
ing of rebellion. 1 even play
with the idea of creating (for
myself) a religion of protest. I
often say to myself that God
wants us to protest, He has had
enough of those who praise
Him all the time and bless Him
for all His cruelties to man and
animals.

I have written a little book
which 1 call “Rebellion and
Prayer or The True Protest-
er.” It is still in Yiddish, un.
translated. It was written at
the time of the Holocaust. It is
a bitter little book and I doubt
if I will ever publish it. Yes, I
am a troubled person, but I am
also joyful when I forget (for a
while) the mess in which we
are stuck. I may be false and
contradictory in many ways,
but I am a true protester. If |
could, I would picket the Al
mighty with a sign, *“Unfair to
Life.” N
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