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Itzik Manger

Folklore and Literature

Modern anti-Semitism, which reached its climax in the most com
plete and most savage form under Hitler, in Germany, the classi
land of Jewish emancipation and assimilation, must have destroyec
all the illusions that people still had about assimilation as a solutior
of the Jewish problem. A great many Jews who had been trying tc
escape from the “backward,” “obsolete,” “Asiatic,” “ghetto peculiar-
ities” which made the Jews a distinct people with its own ways and

character, are now struggling to find their way back to those Jewish
values which they had despised.

The first and most important step, I think, should be to try to di
cover the Jewish folk life, to learn to know the soul and spirit of th
folk, through its folklore. If you lay your ear to listen to what th
folk thinks, dreams, says, sings, you will know its life. When Hitle
took command in Germany and bawled at the top of his voice, “Jew
get out!” the German Jew started to run—but he carried with hin
like the old man of the sea, around his neck the German languag
and the German culture, which would not let him get to grips with th
Jewish culwure. It's a hard case. It may be that some Jewish villag
Tzaddik will succeed in exorcising the foreign-culture Dybbuk tha
keeps him reciting on his wanderings Lessing’s parable of “the thre
rings.” The same with the Polish-Jewish assimilationists, who soake
themselves in Krasinski's Undivine Comedy and Wyspianski's Wed
ding. They are not the stufl of which the Baal Shem and Rabbi Lev
Yitzchok were made.

I am not denying the beauty of the foreign mythos. But at a tim
like this, when a people must consolidate, it must get away from the
foreign, to discover itself. The great thing about Yiddish literature
is that it never lost contact with the soul of the Jewish people, anc
with Yiddish folklore.

Is a living literature possible without a folklore basis? No. You have
the proof of that in the new Hebrew literature and the new Hebrew
theater. The problem as they saw it and posed it is as follows: The
Galuth, the exile and dispersion, broke up the Jewish people in lan
guage and culture. The fragments must be collected and put together
again, assembled, to make it a unity, a whole. Behind Hebraism stands
Zionism, a powerful national renaissance movement. The revival of
the Hebrew language is a heroic effort to find the national synthesis
to join together what the Galuth had sundered. Zionism, which rep-
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resents in our day the idea of Jewish statehood, has not by chance
taken its stand with Hebrew, which is the language in which the Jew-
ish people created its greatest literary achievement, the Bible, the
language in which the Jewish people lived its life in the era of Jewish
independent statehood. Two such tremendously romantic arguments
should have created a great new modern Hebrew literature.

But is the new Hebrew literature an organic expression of Jewish
folk life and Jewish folklore? If I say that Bialik was the last Jewish
poet in Hebrew it may sound a paradox. But I think it is true. Bialik's
close and intimate contact with Yiddish folk song, with the Slav land-
scape, with Galuth life is there in all his work, the snow-covered Slav
countryside, the heart throb of the Jewish folk-soul. It is thoroughly
Jewish right through. If only the language were Yiddish—and Bialik
wrote much of his work too in Yiddish. He felt that it was the natural
thing for him to do.

Bialik, the greatest modern Hebrew poet, was inspired by the Yid-
dish folk song. It was the last real contact that modern Hebrew litera-
ture had with the Yiddish folklore foundation. After Bialik Hebrew
literature moved away from the Galuth and its folklore. And without
them it remained hanging in the air. What true feeling and pathos
the new modern Hebrew literature has, it owes to its memories of the
Bible, which are stored up in the Hebrew language itself, and in the
landscape of the Land of Israel. But you feel the lack of a living or-
ganic and creative new Hebrew folklore.

So, with the landscape of the Land of Israel in mind, Hebrew litera-
ture and the Hebrew theater have gone for their theme song to the
Arabs. The Arab song serves as a substitute for the Hebrew folk song.
When the Israel Hebrew Theater Ohel presents a Biblical play, like
Jacob and Rachel, it produces it as though it were a play of Arab
Bedouin life—on the assumption that the Patriarchs in their day lived
like Arab Bedouin sheikhs. It is an Arabic, not a Hebrew play, though
the language in which it is played is Hebrew. -

The new-Hebrew experiment is not the only attempt that has been
made to continue a literature without a folklore base. The classic ex-
ample is the Latin poetry of the time of the Humanists, There is of
course a lot of good poetry there, but without the human life of the
ancient Latin-speaking folk masses in Rome, who no longer existed
when the Humanists wrote their late-Latin poetry, it was an unsub-
stantial thing. The spirit, the folk life had passed to the living vernacu-
lar languages that had descended and inherited from the Latin. Dante,
Petrarch and Boccaccio all wrote in Latin, but their greatness rests on
the work they did in the vernacular.

The living language and the living folklore is the rich black soil on
which a literature grows. The crown of English folk-creation is the
ballad. The crown of English literature is the drama. The strong sense

of the dramatic which the English folk showed in its ballads ripened
to Shakespeare’s supreme dramatit genius.

The crown of Jewish folklore creation is the Yiddish folk humor,
the Jewish joke, which ripened to the genius of Shalom Aleichem.
When we consider the active-heroic role of the English’ in world his-
tory, and the passive-heroic role of the Jews in modern world history
we realize how that came about.

Neither Hebrew nor Yiddish literature has yet produced a great
drama. It is strange, for a people like the Jews who have such a
dramatic past and such a dramatic tragic present. But it has no great
dramatic literature. The Bible alone gives us a multitude of dramatic
figures. Yet not one of them has been given great dramatic form in
either Hebrew or Yiddish literature. The figure of Cain, who slew his
brother, the tragedy of King Saul, the Hamlet of Jewish history, the
Jewish Iphigenia story, Jephthah's daughter—they have none of them
yet been cast into great dramatic form in our literature. Jephthah’s
daughter and Iphigenia—two sisters with a like fate. But the story of
Iphigenia was made great tragedy by Greek, German and French mas-
ters. Jephthah’s daughter has been treated only by one Yiddish writer,
Sholem Asch, and it is not one of his successful plays.
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The lack of a great dramatic sense among Jews prevented Jews
from developing the ballad form in their folk poetry. The Destruction
of the Temple—the tragedy of the national disaster—still lives on the
Jewish folk tongue in the words of Jeremiah's Lamentations—lyrical
elegy, not drama. And the connection between ballad and drama is
not just my own idea. All nations that had a sense of drama have the
ballad in their folklore and the drama in their literature, as a natural
and consistent development. It is true of the English, the Germans
and the Scandinavians. The Spaniards are the only Latin people who
have achieved a great authentic, not just a contrived drama. None of
the Slav nations has achieved great ballad in its folklore or great drama
in its literature.

There are two distinct lines in Yiddish folklore—one lyric-pathetic,
the other grotesque-realist. The lyric-pathetic element is closely and
powerfully linked with the Hebrew tradition, the distant past, the
wonder story, the miracle, the legend, the Jewish-religious ecstasy.
The grotesque-realist element is linked with the folk-anecdote and
with folk-mime. The first gave us our modern romantic literature,
Peretz, Leivik, Ignatiev. The second gave us Goldfaden, Shalom
Aleichem, Moishe Leib Halpern. Yiddish romantic literature caught
the tone of the religious folk-spirit and the wonder story generally—
Peretz’s Chassidic and folk stories, Leivik's Golem and Redemption
Comedy, Ignatiev's Wonder Stories of Old Prague. Yiddish literature
is very far still from having exhausted anything like all the motives,
figures and problems contained in the religious romantic folklore.

But one fact emerges here—on the romantic-pathetic line the new
Yiddish literature meets the new Hebrew literature, which too has
shown an extraordinary sense of affinity for the romantic-pathetic
motives and tones in Yiddish folklore, especially the Chassidic folk
tale. The Yiddish religious folklore has preserved a creation of the
Jewish soul, an atmosphere of mind and feeling which is as old as
the Jewish people itself. In this soul-landscape God was still saying
to the light, “It is good.” In this soul-landscape the Ari and the Lamed
Vov Tzaddikim still wandered about. In this atmosphere of mind and
feeling the figure of the Baal Shem rose—the youngest mystical legend
in all European folklore. The Yiddish religious folklore preserved
like a precious jewel the prayer, the lyrical de profundis monologue
of the Jewish soul with the Creator of all the worlds. The intimate
lyrical resonance of the Psalms, up to the astonishing complaints which
Rabbi Levi Yitzchok leveled against God, lyrical, insurgent and devout.

Yiddish literature could not ignore this living spring. No matter
how antireligious and heretical it may have been at certain times it
still had to strike against this folklorist treasure, which is both a living
form itself and a reminder. Remembering the prayer which his pious
mother murmured when she lighted the Friday night and Festival
candles the severe and scofing Mendele Mocher Seforim goes into
ecstasies. The sober Maskil, the satirist becomes lyrically exalted. He
has discovered that the women'’s prayers in Yiddish contain an ocean
of love not only for their own household, not only for their own
people, but for the whole world.

The religious folk tale revealed both the Jew and the man. And
this recognition elevated Peretz as a great writer. Not everything
there is in the patheticromantic line of Yiddish folklore has been
taken up and answered in the new Yiddish literature, but always
when Yiddish literature will return to this source it will like Columbus
have the feeling that it has discovered a new world, new motives, new
symbols, new loveliness.

The second parallel line that Yiddish folklore has marked out for
itself and for Yiddish literature bears an altogether different char-
acter. This line is more worldly, secular, almost wholly dissociated
from the tradition. It is anti-pathetic, realist, but it goes further—it
borders on grotesque fantasy, as Jewish real life does in the last few
centuries. This field of Yiddish folklore is peopled with fools and
drolls and pranksters, with practical jokes and barbed words, with
imprecations and execrations, with puns and quips and jibes, with
playing the fool and with making an ass of yourself. True, even in
this field of Yiddish folklore there is often a strong pious note. As in
the love song of the young tailoress, in the family song and in the
cradle song. The folk song and the Purim shpil were synthesized to
create the Yiddish theater. Raisins and almonds plus masquerade plus
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pious religious folk mood. The Yiddish folk theater rose on a broad
base of folklore. The further the Yiddish theater since Goldfaden
moved away from its folklore base the lower it sank.

But the base is there. And there can always be a return. Shalom
Aleichem’s roots are deep in Yiddish folk anecdote. His work sparkles
with Yiddish folk anecdote and Yiddish folk sayings. If Peretz is
the supreme expression of the romantic-pathetic line Shalom Aleichem
is the supreme expression in art of the realist-grotesque line. Shalom
Aleichem caught the way of speech of the man of the folk, his tendency
to monologue, the monologue which is essentially theatrical, but not
dramatic. Shalom Aleichem is thematically rooted in the Jewish way
of life, in Yiddish folklore. His Reb Yossifel is based on the Rabbi of
Chelm. His Enchanted Tailor is based on one of the folk tales of
Chelm. Every literature that builds on jts popular folklore builds on
a sound and sure foundation, on a living people.

We have an example of folklore lifted to the supreme pinnacle
of art in Goethe’s Faust. The German people had started talking in
the Middle Ages about this magician Dr. Faustus, who had sold his
soul to the devil. Goethe took the motive and made a tremendous
work of art of it. That is the way of literature—folk and genius are
one. Each with the help of the other.
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