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I set out on my journey all alone – from the YIVO’s autobiographies. 
 (איינע אַליין מיט מײַנע זיבעצן יאָר האָב איך זיך געלאָזט אין וועג אַרײַן.)
Even if an autobiography focuses on the most intimate aspects of one's own life, even if this life is a most ordinary one without meaningful achievements, the sharp contrast between “I” and “the rest of the world” reveals much about the problems pervading one's environment and generation. It obviously cannot create an objective picture, all the more so because it is just a narration crafted according to certain patterns, with a fashioned portrait of self. However, it still gives a unique perspective on matters that are difficult to capture in any other way. The initiators of the YIVO autobiography contest, aimed at youth in the 16-22 age group, did not doubt the significance of getting such insight despite the very young age of the authors, who had not yet reached the point of justifying writing an autobiography and despite the mostly unresolved life situations.
 On the contrary, the true intention was to reach this age group, which was in the midst of probably the stormiest time of their lives. In the collection accumulated in this way, we recognize a range of problems, but the fact of living in the newly re-established Polish state, under political circumstances that affected the ideologies and trends of Jewish life in the interwar period, is reflected in many of the texts. I would like to take a closer look at one of the autobiographies, written by an acculturated young woman with a Hasidic upbringing who called herself “Esther,” and who summarized her life as a “collection of unfulfilled desires.” I would be curious to see how her personal story and the manner she presents it correspond to an autobiography of a young man who was only one year older, but who, with similar yearnings, had a large head start on his way to fulfill them.
The striking autobiography of nineteen-year-old Esther was written in Yiddish, even though she became immersed in Polish culture during the years she spent in a Polish school.  Another remarkable account of aspirations for study in the face of environmental difficulties unfolds in a very different, but still Jewish-Polish setting. It is a text in Polish, also submitted to the contest in 1939, by “EM. TEPA,” at that time a twenty-year-old man. The gender difference between these two seems at first to make any comparison unsuitable, but other parallels can perhaps help us to imagine a variant of Esther’s life if she had been born with the same personality and sensitivity into a different family.  In my opinion, these two autobiographies tell much about the psychological and social uniqueness of the generation coming of age in the late 1930s. Even though the forthcoming destruction of Eastern European Jewry should not be read into these texts, they are clear evidence of a harsh social and identity crisis in the last prewar years.   
If we approach the autobiography from a gender perspective, the role of Esther’s patriarchal family is central. She begins her writing by describing her most intimate, pious surrounding, but from the position when she had become estranged from it, and also relates how her father decided about matters of education; he paid lip service to her ambitions, which were much greater than were appropriate for a Hasidic girl. The figure of the father is crucial – their relations become quite complex; Esther finds his decisions unfair and suffocating and secretly rebels against him, yet she respects him deeply and understands his Hasidic values. This respect can be slightly exaggerated by a feeling of guilt that most likely caused her to write at length about him after the description of his death [good]. No matter what the proportions between loving and opposing him really were at different stages of her life, Esther’s development is accompanied by her measuring herself against him, which falls into a pattern of women discovering their identities by relating to male others. As expected, female figures are present in the life of a religious girl in greater numbers; they come and go, often bring tremendous changes, and ignite new desires, but often they eventually lose their impact. On the contrary, the authoritative figure of the father remains constant, as it represents the whole systems of values that Esther drifts away from. Even after his death, the father symbolizes the demanding Authority construct, in addition to having an actual, profound impact on her life while alive. 

There is a certain similarity between the constant references to the father in Ester’s and EM TEPA’s autobiographies, which only emphasizes what was different and why. The young man also starts by depicting the atmosphere of his home, where the only room was occupied by the father’s workshop. Much later, he reveals that his great love and absolute admiration for his father and his shame at his mother can be explained by the mother’s nervous illness and her inability to create a safe, stimulating environment for her children. By delaying his explanation to later in the narration, EM TEPA tries to reconstruct in stages the process of his own coming to understand the familial relations. He sharply distinguishes the time of his childish convictions from the moment when he comprehended his father’s sadness and apparent ideological struggles. These struggles, although not so much his own, are very important – it was  not the youngest generation, the obedient son, but the previous one who has rebelled and suffers bitter consequences. We understand well that the father has become secularized, that he has rejected traditional religious studies and developed an interest in worldly culture and sociopolitical life. Despite that, he did not cut off relations with his own father, with the boy’s grandfather, who insisted on sending the grandson to kheyder, on bringing religious literature to their house and starting arguments over it. Years earlier, the grandfather had smashed a violin purchased by his son to prevent him from becoming a musician. We observe here a shift in generational conflict: in place of the expected one involving the youngest generation, EM TEPA himself, it involved the previous generation. Other than the early childhood incident of his running away from the dirty, regressive kheyder, the author of the autobiography has nothing to rebel about. The mother is only a living “memory” of the “small-town mentality,” but has no influence on him as such. On the contrary, the boy is encouraged by his own father to continue secular education in a Polish school, an opportunity that Esther could only dream about. In this respect, the young man is well ahead of her, he has a real chance to fulfill his ambitions. But there is another side of this outward ideal, of which the older brother makes the author aware: “Father was sending me to the gymnasium out of a desire to realize his own aspirations through me, to turn me into what he might have become if only his father had shown any understanding." EM TEPA always strives to please his father. Perhaps it would have been possible for him to rebel against his father’s aspirations and find his own way; however, he was not very much against them. He had no better alternative models to consider – he had started from the position that traditional religious Jewish life had no power over him and gave him no reasons to rebel. 
As noted above, in both autobiographies the figure of the father is the measure, but the striking conclusion is that EM TEPA’s father has apparently reached the point that Esther is only approaching in her own manner, under restrictions specific to a woman’s situation. The young man’s father compromised his dreams by taking the job of a craftsman in his hometown, to which he had no vocation, and desperately tried to find time for intellectual activities; we can expect something similar in Esther’s future (if only she had had one). The father also struggles constantly to provide for the family. His son, who measures himself against his father by imitating him, was likely to suffer the same fate no matter how positive and humane were the examples that the father had set.

If we ask: What shaped Esther’s distinctive personality, nature or nurture?, the answer is obvious: It is the human environment and communities she became part of that turn out to be extremely influential and mostly oppressive.  The main feature of her personality was her enormous desire to learn – first, as a child, in the framework of the Hasidic Beys-Yankev schools, in accordance with her family’s wishes, and later in Polish public schools. But her yearning for knowledge was for a long time, into adulthood, accompanied by a strong need to belong to some larger group, to identify with a movement and to have an active role in it. Perhaps in this way, Esther tried to replace the ties to her own family, which weaken with time as she gradually rebels against her Hasidic upbringing. 
I would like to propose a closer examination of the manner in which she portrays her oscillating between the Hasidic and non-Jewish worlds. I think that she applies a certain pattern to her story. While EM TEPA’s development consistently leans towards the non-Jewish culture, Esther shifts from one ideological choice available for young Jews at the time to another. Her first described memories reach back to the time when she was five. She expresses excitement at the establishing of a Beys-Yankev school in Gritse and her enormous desire to attend it, but I think it’s a self-fashioned moment – what child of her age would be so aware of subjects and so interested in nothing else but school? This introduction is intended to show both Esther’s ambition to study – as an inborn characteristic, a kind of predestination – and her initial integration within the Hasidic system of values. After two years, the idea of enrolling in a Polish secular school comes almost naturally, as the result of Esther’s capacity for learning; thus, at first, she maintains her place in the traditional system. But then these two trends, Hasidic and Polish schooling, start to drift apart. A scheme can be helpful to locate the fluctuation in Ester’s ideological interests. Rejection or disappointment in one option would draw her to the other (“Orthodox line” and “acculturation line”), but to the more radical variant. The initial “average” level, her childish, coherent system of beliefs nourished in the family environment, is left far behind. In my opinion, as Esther grows and the communities she belongs to expect more from her, these lines become more and more polarized. The line of active acculturation into Polish society is eventually cut off by growing anti-Semitism and is later replaced by socialism, which is introduced to her by her best friend. I still place it on the same “non-religious/acculturation” side that eventually dominates. Her formal belonging to her local youth Hasidic organizations Bnoys finally remains the only way of not being totally excluded from the last available group. It is an insincere, bitter choice, a result of the fear of complete isolation. 
Reading Esther’s autobiography, I could not stop wondering whether she was indeed so eager to learn or whether there was another force pushing her that way. She constantly underlines how much she would have achieved if only she had been given an opportunity to continue studying.  Even though her outstanding skills are proved by her writings, we understand, from EM TEPA’s example, that graduating from the gymnasium would not necessary provide her with a clear and promising future. The young man admits that he has strived to advance in school for a long time without thinking what he would have done after school ended. It is easier to find additional motives for his goals in his autobiography, as he communicates them quite clearly, with a literary awareness, while tracing symbolical moments in his early life. There were three situations when he wanted very much to impress: first, on a day of wearing his brand-new suit from Warsaw, when he looked down at his playground friends; second, when participating in a school play he felt very special, but to his disappointment, he did not make an impression on the other children; third, an incident that turned out to be a complete failure instead of an expected triumph, was a public declamation of a poem. EM TEPA frequently uses the word “victory” (zwycięstwo, translated either ‘victory’ or ‘triumph’). Almost every new goal was described as a way to victory and fame. Ironically, when he relates his dreams of achieving fame as a violin virtuoso that have been evoked by the movie Janko Muzykant, he apparently does not know that the original version of this short story, which was adapted by filmmakers into a nonsensical happy ending, actually finished with a young peasant, an autogenous talent, being beaten to death in the face of an indifferent community. It is interesting that the need to impress and surpass his surroundings was the trigger to undertake projects suggested by his father.
When we attempt to unfold some of Esther’s implicit motivations, we must first recognize how much she was steeped in the Polish milieu, even though she broke with it before she responded to the YIVO contest. Her creativity in Polish is the best proof of that. Remembering that autobiography is a parasitic type of writing, which feeds on other genres, I looked for literary conventions that Esther applied in her writing and tried to understand what they say about her choices. I found quite specific cultural archetypes and figures. It is not surprising that her perception of reality was formed by books, but the fact that she identifies herself with figures present not in just any Polish book, but particularly in Polish patriotic literature, while she describes her struggles within the Jewish community, seems to be quite unusual. She mentions openly her favorite writers and it is clear to me that her admiration is not limited to their historical novels. Sienkiewicz, Prus and Orzeszkowa, all among the late nineteenth-century positivists, reflected in their stories the ideal of organic work as opposed to hopeless fights for independence. One of the focal points of this ideology, if not the most important one, was educating the masses. The literary hero who embodied this idea was usually either a doctor, who organizing medical care for the poor, or a teacher. In another writer, Zeromski’s, story “Strongwoman,” such a young idealistic female teacher is portrayed. She devotes herself to educating peasant children and lives among the poor; she has had to renounce her private happiness and ambitions of studying abroad.  In “From the Diary of a Poznań Teacher,” Sienkiewicz depicts a Polish school under the Prussian partition, where teaching in Polish and the teaching of Polish history was prosecuted.  Orzeszkowa wrote a short story “A…B…C…” about a female teacher in some German city who passionately teaches children of Polish emigrant factory workers for an extremely modest 
salary. One day she is called into court and accused of illegal schooling.

I think that Ester’s description of her work in an unlicensed Beys-Yankev school in some tiny town, of all the difficulties she faced and her inner doubts, is crafted according to these “organic work” stories. We can find here typical motifs, such as perceiving children at first as very limited, but finally igniting their interest in learning; parents who do not appreciate the teacher’s efforts; and the fear of the illegal activity being discovered. The paradox is that Esther uses all these to tell her story, first of private tutoring, then within the strictly orthodox framework of a Beys-Yankev teacher, but she does not use any Jewish notions or context for that purpose. This also explains why she initially came to terms with the perspective of going to a Beys-Yankev seminary to be trained as a Hasidic teacher instead of pursuing her dream of attending a gymnasium. From Polish literature, she learned the virtue of devotion to the masses at the expense of her own happiness.  [very perceptive]
In the context of reading as a powerful way of absorbing values and ways of thinking, I should add that Esther also developed early in her life as a form of self-expression the other aspect of literacy – writing. She kept a diary, for a short time in Yiddish, until it was found and read by her brother, then in Polish. She also wrote poetry and short stories; one of them most likely portrayed her own situation and convictions in the guise of a young Hasidic man
. These genres, as well as all she that read of Polish literature, as opposed to propaganda books in Yiddish recommended by the Beys-Yankev school, gave her the patterns and preparation for writing an autobiography. It is quite remarkable that despite her literacy shaped through Polish, she felt an imperative to respond to the YIVO contest in Yiddish.
EM TEPA, on the other hand, does not enumerate favorite authors, but does mention a few names from his school curriculum, and phrases he uses prove his acquaintance with literary Polish. He quotes fragments of his poor attempts at poetry, but his narrative skill, in which he emphasizes crucial and symbolic moments, is much better. The influence of books and also cinema – new at that time – are quite obvious, especially in relating what dreams of fame his reading about a renowned violinist and his watching Janko Muzykant have awakened in him.
However, in Esther’s above-mentioned decision to give up on gymnasium, it is possible to see not only an idealistic sacrifice, but a moment of weakness. Such an ambitious young girl, who has outgrown the role designated for her in the traditional environment, who did not hesitate to read the books she wanted, suddenly gives up. Something very similar happened to EM TEPA, who considered a musical conservatory but finally chose a gymnasium. He did not believe in his success as a musician, and what’s more, understood that success would be his only aim, not following a vocation. Comparing those two choices, we can see that what was for him a “minor” option was for Esther a major ambition, due to the long road she had to travel to reach this choice at all. But most important is that both had a moment of hesitation, resignation, fear of the unknown. They were not ready for radical changes.
Another crucial aspect of the coming-of-age present in these autobiographical texts, even an aspect that sheds some light on the hesitations, failures, disappointment and final surrender, is the dominant feeling of loneliness. Esther feels estranged, first from the people in the town where she teaches, then from her hometown. She does not fit there anymore, but maintains at least a superficial belonging to the youth group out of fear of being completely isolated, and she hopes for approval of her only friend. At the same time, with her new Polish-immersed identity, she has no Polish friends. EM TEPA suffers in his gymnasium years because as a Jew, he is not accepted by Poles, and he is perceived as a provincial, poor student by his Jewish schoolmates. In his case, isolation from his peers has begun much earlier, because of his shame at her mother’s mental illness. Both young people, due to their loneliness, developed depression and negative feelings toward their environment. I think that being afraid of new, unknown forms of loneliness in those pivotal moments while getting closer to their dreams, caused them to resign from them,  replacing the dream with a more familiar reality. The loneliness I am pointing to is not only about relations with their peers, though these are evident. It reaches deeper, to the problem of shaping a new identity by a young Jew, and not being able to cope with, on one hand, growing anti-Semitism and shrinking economical possibilities for Jews within Polish society; on the other hand, fitting anymore into the old, familiar milieu. The latter is relevant to some extent to EM TEPA with his supporting father as well. The source of conflict for him is seeking his father’s approval in the circumstances of constant problems at home that could have no resolution. In these two autobiographies, we find an expression of a generational feeling of loneliness of young Jewish people at that time. Even though there were thousands of them struggling with new identities, each one was solitary in this struggle. The new “self” was just like EM TEPA’s clothes – for some a new suit from Warsaw, which makes them look different from everyone else, for others – an old, provincial jacket that contrasted with handsome school uniforms.   
The focus on going it alone is excellent, given that adolescent identity formation is a profoundly lonely process.  Here are three suggestions for further thought: (1) Look more closely at Esther’s bonding with her soul-companion and her amazing deferral to the other’s intellectual superiority.  This may underscore your suspicions about Esther’s real intellectual ambitions.  (2) the myriad forms of Esther’s creativity and how each helped alleviate her terrible loneliness, culminating in the writing of the very autobiography that we are holding in our hands.  And (3) the failure of Bnoys to provide a meaningful outlet.  Her trenchant critique of their supposed openness is among the strongest passages.
� See “The Intellectual Backgrounds of YIVO’s Autobiography Contest,” in Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Marcus Moseley and Michael Stanislawski, introduction to Awakening Lives, ed. Jeffrey Shandler. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, xvii-xxvi.  


� This is extremely telling: her adopting a heroic male protagonist.
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