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As Simone Signoret used to say, “nostalgia isn’t what it used to be…” Hasidic literature is nearly always nostalgic, or at the very least glorifies the past, particularly past tzaddikim. However, comparing Hasidic hagiographical works from the beginning of the 20th century to parallel literature from the beginning of the 21st century, one can discern a number of prominent differences, whether in genre, style, topics described, or the descriptions themselves. I shall describe a number of these variances, but before I begin I would like to state that I cannot comprehensively detail every distinction and what it represents and will therefore focus exclusively on Hasidic books devoted to describing Hasidic life in pre-Holocaust Poland. Even before I begin, the purport of these accounts may be summarized as follows: the Poland of yesteryear was a lost Eden, a utopia of warm, deeply rooted Hasidic Judaism. This message may appear to be banal, but a thorough analysis in light of earlier works of Hasidic literature indicates that it is not self-evident in any respect.
Let us begin with the differences: the Hasidic hagiographic literature of the 20th century was comprised almost exclusively of short stories, at times nearly miniatures, about past tzaddikim. Even when a book was dedicated to one person, it was not generally structured as an ordered biographical narrative. Most works were not devoted to one person, but rather to several tzaddikim. The stories exclusively depicted the tzaddik, or group of tzaddikim, while everything else was mere decoration. It is hard to find detailed and straightforward descriptions of the town under question or its residents, landscape, and ambiance. One must generally extract these details by cleverly reading around the author's intended focus. Additionally, the narrator observes from a distance, only rarely entering the story as an active participant. The genre of first-person narratives, well known from centuries of memoirs in western literature, is almost completely absent from the Hasidic literary corpus, even as it was adopted by other Orthodox Jews in Eastern Europe.
All of this has changed. Collections of stories written in the old style continue to exist today, but they have become rare as they have been eclipsed by a range of new literary genres. From the 1970s onward, biographies of Hasidic rebbes, and more recently memoirs of Hasidic elders, have gained wider acceptance. These two genres could be viewed as a regeneration of the classical works of ‘Hasidic tales.’ In the following remarks, I shall focus primarily upon memoirs, but it is important to mention a few points about the biographical works in general.	Comment by i: התרגום שלי לאדמור"ים. אפשר גם  Admorim, Grand Masters, Great Masters 
מה שאתה מעדיף
In contrast to storybooks of the past, these biographies of Hasidic rebbes are written systematically in a chronological order, beginning with the rebbe's forefathers, continuing through to his birth, youth, marriage, period of leadership, and concluding with his death. At first glance, the quasi-academic style seems to fall apart as the biographies quickly spiral into compilations of anecdotes, including some belonging to the old style. However, these are, in fact, organized by topic, as each chapter seeks to present a particular facet of the rebbe’s personality. For example, there are multi-volume books, filled with anecdotes, depicting the lives of the rebbes of Gur, Belz, Aleksander, and other prominent tzaddikim, which are nevertheless systematically ordered.	Comment by i: איך אתה רוצה לכתוב את השמות של החסידויות באנגלית?
An even more remarkable genre is that of the memoirs of Hasidic elders. The authors are not necessarily figures who enjoyed a close relationship with the rebbe or other rabbinic leaders, but rather run-of-the-mill Hasidim seeking to portray their own view of the past. An example is the recently published book Days of my Youth [Yemei Megurai], containing the recollections of Rabbi Berel Chishinsky, a Gur Hasid and past resident of the town of Gur [Góra Kalwaria]. The book was published this year, in 2017. The narrative is told from a vantage point nearly nonexistent in classical Hasidic literature—first person. Interspersed with questions from the editors, the book takes on the form of an interview, a format which also completely absent from classical Hasidic literature. The editor, Chishinsky’s son, is aware that this is a new genre, as he writes in the introduction:	Comment by i: Is this correct spelling?
It is true that the Hasidic elders were not accustomed to record their memories in writing, and most were transmitted by word of mouth. However, at that time we enjoyed the company of Hasidim from that time period, who served as a living reminder linking us to the glorious past. Today, as the population of survivors dwindles and there is hardly anyone left who remembers Gur in its days of glory, we see great importance in recording these matters in print, so that they may endure.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  צישינסקי, ימי מגורי, עמ' 7.] 


***
Chishinsky’s book is characterized by its considerable, at times exhausting, level of detail. He writes extensively, not only about the rebbe and his saintly sons, but also about many other characters present in the narrator's surroundings. An entire chapter is dedicated to the town of Gur, beginning of course with the rebbe himself. However, aside from the tzaddik, there are, perhaps primarily, descriptions of the atmosphere surrounding the rebbe and the tremendous admiration his followers held for him. Having said that, the chapter proceeds to extensively detail the town: a brief account of its history, extent, population, and landscape. This is followed by a detailed report of the layout of the town’s streets and buildings: where the post office stood, where the train station stood, where the hospital was, and so on. Descriptions of this type, it must be stressed, are absent in the old style of Hasidic storybooks.
In these books, the Jewish towns of Poland are illustrated in an exceedingly idyllic manner. All is infused with holiness, purity, piety, studiousness, and social harmony. As is the case in Hasidic literature, dispute and internal conflicts are disregarded or blatantly ignored, while even societal and economic troubles receive scant attention. Discussions of economic hardships generally appear in order to demonstrate how nobly the Jews endured a life of poverty, or to show how they were rescued from poverty by virtue of the divine salvation or the actions of the rebbe; while societal woes, such as crime or anti-Semitism, hardly receive mention. (All of this is, of course, preceding the Holocaust, about which a number of authors do recount their experiences.) Consequently, pre-Holocaust Poland is portrayed in an entirely utopian light, and the authors themselves do not hesitate to say so. I shall quote two excerpts which are typical in content, but radical in degree. Chishinsky writes:
If I wanted sum up ‘Gur’ — the rebbe, the surroundings, the atmosphere, and the shtetl, in a few words, it would be as follows: an introduction to the Garden of Eden! An introduction to the world to come![footnoteRef:3] [3:   צישינסקי, ימי מגורי, עמ' כח. ] 

In the memoirs of the Hasid Rabbi Ephraim Londoner, titled A Bridge to a Wondrous World, the editor writes in the introduction:	Comment by i: Is this how it's spelled?
Somewhere in Poland, there was a magical and perfect world [!] Beyond the pillars of smoke of the awful inferno ignited by God, there was a Garden of Eden on earth [!] and there was also, beyond the oceans of blood, the choicest of human creation which was bled like water.[footnoteRef:4] [4:   לונדנר, גשר לעולם מופלא, עמ' ז. ] 

What about the non-Jewish surroundings? What about the anti-Semitism which gained momentum in the years leading up to the war? Somewhat remarkably, the Hasidic authors do not allow the gentiles to mar this idyllic picture. This too is a notable difference: while in classical Hasidic literature gentiles are generally depicted as wicked Jew-haters, in the contemporary publications such figures are placed delicately, nearly concealed, in the background. If there is a particular depiction of violent or anti-Semitic gentiles, such portrayals are not applied to all, or even the majority, of Gentiles. Indeed, gentiles are present yet absent in today’s Hasidic literature. The impression is that the non-Jews live out their lives in large cities and villages, while the Jewish towns enjoyed a seemingly pure and holy environment in which the Jews lived separately from the gentiles, who are ornamental, or merely statistics. Jewish life in these places, particularly towns in which a rebbe resided, was so rich and vibrant that the Jews could ignore the world around them and live solely within their own surroundings. The fact that Poland was, after all, a non-Jewish country, only strengthens the Hasid’s sense of separation from the outside world, and consequently the sense of purity and sanctity within. Here too it is perhaps worthwhile to cite Chishinsky:
Here in Israel the situation is different. Today we live in the special air of the Land of Israel amongst Jews, some of whom travel to the rebbe…In Poland we lived amongst gentiles. It’s true, there were many Jews and many Hasidim, but the feeling was one of diaspora amongst the Gentiles. When we arrived in Gur, we felt that we had left the diaspora.
How typical it was that one would ask his fellow, “Where is Warsaw?” and he would answer him, “Next to Gur”… (Warsaw was the capital city of Poland, home to hundreds of thousands of Jews, aside from a vast non-Jewish population, while in Gur there dwelt only 800 families.)[footnoteRef:5] [5:  צישינסקי, ימי מגורי, עמ' כח. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is interesting to note that not only do gentiles not mar the idyllic picture, but neither do non-normative Jews. It goes without saying that these books do not depict Jewish crime, prostitution, or the like — as I stated above, these works tend to ignore societal and economic woes. Furthermore, ‘ideological criminals’ do not occupy a prominent place either. At most, Maskilim, Zionists, Bundists, and advocates for assimilation are secondary characters. However, one must distinguish between two distinct literary genres, based on what we have described above: that of the rebbe biography and that of the memoir. In rebbe biographies, there is almost always a chapter dedicated to the struggles of the rebbe, the hero of the story, against reformers. The chapter generally describes the efforts of these dissenters to undermine traditional education, rabbinic authority, and the observance of Halakhah — and how the rebbe stood firm and relentlessly maintained opposition. One almost never encounters failures: either the rebbe is presented as victorious, or the biography simply avoids a report of successes and failures. In any case, there will be very little attention given to these reformers in the remaining chapters. In contrast, memoirs, written from the point of view of ordinary Jews, have no need to portray these characters at all — for these Jews had no involvement in public affairs. What about relatives or neighbors who took a different path? As we have said, these books have no interest in mentioning such ‘imperfections.’ Consequently, only on rare occasion do memoirs make any reference made to such types (there are exceptions, which are worth noting), successfully preserving the utopian atmosphere.

***
One could go on at length presenting further perspectives and examples. However, at the end of the day these will merely add additional layers — some strengthening, some refining — to the same general model which I have already set forth: contemporary Hasidic authors write in new genres, and these genres depict pre-Holocaust Poland as a Jewish utopia which is no more. 
How can this be explained? Regarding the new literary genres, that is, the organized biographies and memoirs, the simple explanation may be that Hasidic writers have been influenced by genres prevalent in the cultures surrounding them. Just as the aesthetics of books are different than those of previous generations, so too is their manner of expression. This is what sells, so this is what the authors produce. 
But how can we explain the utopian portrayals of Poland? Here, it seems, there are several factors. One cannot claim that Poland was actually so wonderful;  we know that this was not the case. Furthermore, we have seen that the authors of these books needed to ‘overlook’ a number of uncomfortable elements in order to construct their utopia. We are confronted here with deeper needs. First of all, there is a great nostalgia for Poland, overstepping the regular human bounds of nostalgia, due to the destruction of the Holocaust. If the Holocaust divided the lives of survivors into two halves — life before and after the Holocaust — this fault line continues to be sharpened with the passage of time. Poland does not merely represent itself, it represents childhood, parents, friends, and everything else symbolized by the Jewish life of yesteryear. In addition to this, one must take into account the widespread doctrine of ‘the decline of the generations’, according to which the past is always greater and happier than the present. This is a powerful doctrine in the Haredi world, which I have even defined as one of the fundamental principles of Haredi faith. One could add to this a ‘sanctification of the diaspora’, as Mendel Piekarz termed it, an intellectual trend which has developed largely as a reaction to the anti-diaspora attitude of Zionism.
All of these explanations are correct, but only to a certain degree. The narrators could have constructed a nostalgic and idyllic recollection of Poland without transforming Poland into a utopia, a lost Eden. The need to construct a utopia is an independent drive, which stands apart from the other needs I have listed.
Indeed, why do people write utopian literature? When Thomas More or Francis Bacon wrote their utopian works, what was their purpose? If they were aware that their visions were not capable of realization, why did they feel a need to imagine them, nevertheless, at such great length and detail? The authors of classical utopian works most likely did not ask themselves this question, but the philosophical movements and research which followed in their wake did. Lyman Tower Sargent, in his popular but insightful book on utopianism, summarizes the existing research into six primary motivating factors for writing utopian novels. Sargent addresses societal and political utopias and dystopias, but his remarks, with the necessary adjustments, are quite relevant to religious, and other, utopias as well:
Literary utopias have at least six purposes, though they are not necessarily separable. A utopia can be simply [1] a fantasy, it can be [2] a description of a desirable or undesirable society, [3] an extrapolation, [4] a warning, [5] an alternative to the present, or [6] a model to be achieved.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Lyman Tower Sargent, Utopianism – A very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 8   (המספור בסוגריים – שלי). ] 

I would like to add a seventh purpose to Sargent’s list: coming to terms with that which cannot be radically changed. Indeed, at times, utopias do not awaken an aspiration for radical change, but on the contrary highlight the unrealistic, unnatural, and hence unattainable nature of the desired goal, and therefore, perhaps somewhat paradoxically, allow one to come to terms with the inability to fundamentally alter the nature of things. This is true regarding future utopias, and it is true regarding past utopias. All of the depictions of utopian Poland emphasize that the Poland of yesteryear is forever lost; and if so, the necessary conclusion — neither stated nor perceived — is that the only choice left for us is to come to terms with our own flawed world, to accept it as it is and not demand of it too much. The past is indeed receding away from us, but Poland continues to inspire Hasidim, if not through memory, then at the very least through imagination.

