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Introduction: The Family Mashber and the Mission of the Writer, 1939-41

1939 was a good year for Der Nister (pseudonym of Pinhas Kahanovich, 1884-1950). The first part of his epic novel Di mishpokhe mashber (The Family Mashber), the fruit of the intensive five-year labor on which he placed his hopes for survival both as a writer and a human being, was finally published by the main Soviet Yiddish press, the Moscow Emes. Its editor (an important official function in the Soviet literary system) was professor Isaac Nusinov, a respectable literary authority and a long-time supporter of Der Nister. Ten years earlier, a novel like this, suffused with Hasidic mysticism and nostalgia for traditional Jewish live life would most certainly had incurred the wrath of zealots of proletarian realism, but now it was greeted with almost unanimous acclaim, both in the Soviet Union and abroad. Its six thousand print-run was quickly sold out, and it was in high demand in the libraries.  As Europe was plunging into a new war in the autumn of 1939, Der Nister was preoccupied with preparing the publication of the second part of the novel. Although he was still living in provincial Kharkov and struggled financially, having to support his family and his sick daughter in Leningrad, he regarded himself part of the “Kiev group” such as Markish, Bergelson, Kvitko, Nusinov, and Gurshteyn who by now occupied the leading position in Moscow.[footnoteRef:1] 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Sometimes Karkhov, sometimes Karkhiv – needs harmonization [1:  For more details see Mikhail Krutikov, “‘Turning My Soul Inside Out’: Text and Context of The Family Mashber,” in Uncovering the Hidden: The Works and Life of Der Nister, ed. Gennady Estraikh, Kersing Hoge and Mikhail Krutikov (Oxford: Legenda, 2014), pp. 111-144.] 


The publication of The Family Mashber brought Der Nister from the margins to the center of the Soviet Yiddish literature, which experienced a turbulent period during the first two years of World War II. The swift German occupation of western and central Poland followed by the Soviet annexation of the eastern parts dramatically changed the position of Yiddish literature. After the slow but steady decline during the few preceding years caused by the combined effects of successful assimilation, change in the Soviet minority politics, and Stalinist purges, Yiddish culture suddenly became revitalized. Yiddish was needed as a linguistic and cultural tool of “Sovietization” of more than one million new Soviet citizens for whom it was their native language. Leading Soviet Yiddish writers were dispatched as organizers of new Soviet culture to the new centers of Soviet Yiddish culture in Vilnius, Kaunas, Riga, Bialystok, Lviv, Chernivtsi, Kishinev. 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Sometimes Lviv, sometimes Lvov – needs harmonization. 
Due to his reclusive temperament and low rank in the Soviet literary hierarchy, Der Nister was not suitable for such task. But the changes of the cultural atmosphere helped improve his situation. One of the peculiar side effects of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Treaty was the ideological “rehabilitation” of Y. L. Peretz, who had been practically banned in the Soviet Union since 1935.[footnoteRef:2] Der Nister correctly interpreted this as a repudiation of the “sociological” approach, which had caused him so much trouble ten years earlier.[footnoteRef:3] In his memoir “Peretz hot geredt un ikh hob gehert” (Peretz Spoke and I Listened, 1940) about his visit to Peretz in Warsaw in 1910, he declared his “immense admiration and reverence” (gvaldike farerung, der yires-hakoved) for the great Yiddish writer.[footnoteRef:4] Their conversation went in one direction, but the theme of Peretz’a Peretz’s speech was the first literary experiments of Der Nister, who had the feeling as if Peretz was undressing him and would soon leave him completely naked. Der Nister was so excited and happy just by being close to Peretz that the actual words had little meaning. As a sign of special respect, Peretz even wrote Der Nister a rejection letter, with a comment: “You should know that I rarely write letters, but for you I made an exception.” In that letter, which Der Nister had kept for many years, Peretz explained the reason for refusing to publish Der Nister’s submission: “perhaps I am too grey for you, or you are too green for me.”[footnoteRef:5]	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Historians tend to use the words “Agreement” or “Pact” rather than “Treaty”	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Sometimes the translation comes in parentheses/footnotes, and sometimes it is the original text that comes in the parentheses/footnotes. It needs harmonization. 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: “felt as if Peretz…” OR “had the feeling that Peretz…” [2:  For a more detailed analysis of that episode, see Mikhail Krutikov, From Kabbalah to Class Struggle: Expressionism, Marxism and Yiddish Literature in the Life and Work of Meir Wiener (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 242-246.]  [3:  Krutikov, “’Turning My Soul Inside Out’…,” 116.]  [4:  Der Nister, Dertseylungen un eseyen (1940-1948), ed. Nakhmen Mayzel (New York: YIKUF, 1957), 279.]  [5:  Ibid.,283.] 

This memoir was was unusual for Der Nister who until then cultivated his assumed “hidden” persona, carefully avoiding revealing any personal details about himself. Now he not only proudly, although not without self-irony, declared his literary genealogy but also set himself against the Warsaw kibitsarnye of Yiddish literati who dismissed Peretz as old-fashioned and irrelevant.[footnoteRef:6] As Peretz got to know Der Nister closer, he  recommended that Der Nister leave Zhitomir and move to a big city: “Even Kiev would be to small for you! St. Petersburg, Warsaw, Berlin – that’s what you need!”[footnoteRef:7] Peretz offered him to stay in Warsaw and become a translator of his works into Hebrew, but Der Nister declined, believing – “rightly or not” – that his place was in provincial “hiding” (oysbahaltenish). For years afterwards, Der Nister preserved his deep admiration for Peretz, whom he compared to the sun in the world of Yiddish literature, where Mendele was black earth and Sholem Aleichem – ripe ears. Over the years, his admiration and respect for Peretz developed into a sense of duty and responsibility. Peretz’s mental image commanded: “remember to whom you are responsible…”[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Ibid., 283-4.]  [7:  Ibid., 288.]  [8:  Ibid., 289.] 

The issue of the writer’s responsibility to the people is central in another essay “A Letter to Dovid Bergelson” (1940). Here Der Nister formulates his understanding of the writer’s mission: 

Everything that the people have experienced in a certain time, the most joyful as well as the most painful, should be recorded and embodied in types and half-types which are created by the artist’s writing. This writing is the people’s witness, which is unearthed from the people’s deepest innermost treasures, polished and clarified with the help of all means that the people’s artist and plenipotentiary representative is endowed with.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid., 290.] 


Thus, Der Nister argues, the writer’s task is to create characters as a kind of Jungian archetypes that reflect and personify the key features of the nation’s collective existence in history. These embodiments of different aspects of the national character simultaneously belong to their time and transcend it, and the writer must speak both from within and outside his time, revealing through these archetypes his people’s essence. The writer, Der Nister continues, must be not only an artist but also a “national leader” (folks-firer), who provides the people with a “truthful mirror,” both for the present and the future.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Ibid., page?] 


This somewhat convoluted declaration can help understand Der Nister’s own approach to writing, which he was developing at that time. By bending and stretching chronology and situating characters as if theyit were anachronistically, and by depicting their extraordinary actions, passionate feelings, and deep thoughts both within and outside the “real” space and time that they inhabit, the writer can highlight what he regards as essential and eternal in the national character of the Jewish people. Responding to his friend and colleague, the Soviet critic Aron  Gurshteyn who described The Family Mashber as a historical novel, Der Nister explained that historical settings merely provided him with atmosphere, “kolorit” for portraying what he deems essential and eternal.[footnoteRef:11] As we shall see further, this understanding of the role and mission of the writer as the people’s voice and consciousness, which was shaped under the impact of different factors form the success of The Family Mashber to the rehabilitation of Peretz, but perhaps more significantly albeit less directly, as a response to the growing sense of the approaching catastrophe, became formative for the development of a new style that Der Nister used in his “Holocaust” stories.	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: unclear…	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: this sentence has some grammatical issues, but I’m not sure how to make it right without altering the meaning of it.  [11:  Krutikov, “‘Turning My Soul Inside Out’…,” 130.] 


Victims or Sacrifices? 1941-43

The second part of The Family Mashber, edited by Gurshteyn, went to print in the by now Soviet Vilnius a few weeks before the German invasion. Most of the print-run was destroyed by the war, and Der Nister was unable to see a single copy of his book until the liberation of the city in 1944 (when he finally did see it, he was unhappy with the result and started to prepare a third edition which eventually appeared only in New York but never in Moscow). In his last postcard sent to Gurshteyn from Kharkiv on July 4, 1941, he asked to deposit a copy of the new edition to the Moscow Literary Museum and send sent the honorarium to his daughter Olga in Leningrad. In a A few months later, Gurshteyn was killed in action defending Moscow while Olga died in 1942 in besieged Leningrad, but Der Nister with his wife and son managed to escape to Uzbekistan with his wife and son. It was probably in Tashkent, where Der Nister’s family settled in the evacuation, that he met Jewish refugees from the Nazi-occupied Poland and heard their stories. Using them as his source material, he composed three novellas which came out, in the an 8000 copies print-run of 8000 copies, in December 1943 in the Moscow Emes Press under the title Korbones, which in Yiddish and Hebrew means both “sacrifices” and “victims.” Each story bears a subtitle identifying it as an “Occurrence in the Present-Day Occupied Poland,” but the actual location is specified only in one case. The stories were reprinted, with slight but meaningful changes, in the collection Dertseylungen un eseyen (New York, 1957), which included Der Nister’s works between 1940 and 1948. Two of the three stories were included, in their 1943 Soviet version, in the collection Vidervuks (Moscow, 1969).[footnoteRef:12]	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Karkhov? As earlier… [12:  The Moscow collection is translated, not always accurately, into English: Der Nister, Regrowth: Seven Tales of Jewish Life Before, During, and After Occupation, tr. Erik Butler (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2011).] 

Heshl Ansheles, the eponymous hero of the first story, dated from August 1942, is a brilliant but somewhat mentally disturbed and emotionally unstable young intellectual who lives with his father and a manservant Shamai after his mother’s suicide. After the Nazi invasion, a German officer moves into their house and orders Heshl to carry a bag in his teeth. This is a critical moment for the story, which is indicated by Heshl’s eyes changing their color from grey to white, “as if his mother’s milk had entered into them.”[footnoteRef:13] The shock, which can be partly attributed to the psychological condition that he inherited from his mother, makes Heshl mute and unable to close his mouth, and “from that point on, Heshl didn’t know what was happening around him.”[footnoteRef:14] The family is forced out of their house into the ghetto, his father’s and Shamai’s health is rapidly deteriorating but Heshl remains in the same transfixed state. One day, encountering on the street three German soldiers one of whom is carrying a bag, he suddenly bends down as if to repeat the earlier order, but instead bites off the soldier’s finger – and closes his mouth for the first time since that traumatic incident. Heshl is instantly killed by the Germans, and, after a prolonged negotiations, his body is finally released by the Germans for burial. At this final point, a complicated legal issue arises: when the burial society prepares the body, they are unable to tear his mouth open and extract the finger. The burial society is split by the argument: one side says that it’s wrong to bury a corpse “with another’s limb in his mouth,” whereas others, “the more pious ones, precisely – pressed for the opposite: precisely with it [the finger], let them [up] there see, in what situation we are [dafke mit dem un zol men dort zen, vu me halt]…”[footnoteRef:15] The story concludes on a somewhat hesitant note: “Presumably, he was buried like that—with the bone, which couldn’t be taken out.”[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 190.]  [14:  Ibid., 191.]  [15:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 196. The English translation corrected according to the Yiddish original. The Yiddish quote here follows the Moscow editions of 1943 and 1969; in the New York 1957 edition the appeal to Heaven is more pronounced: “un zol men oybn dort visn… zol men dort zen un zikh mien…” (and let them up there know… let them there see and try to do something…).]  [16:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 196. ] 

In her insightful analysis of this story, Harriet Murav elaborates on the symbolic significance of the striking and disturbing synecdoche, the image of Heshl’s mouth as “the sign of injury”: “His open mouth cannot speak, cannot provide testimony, but it can inflict violence.”[footnoteRef:17] Murav concludes: “The story does not absorb the violence it describes into a comfortable narrative of loss and restoration but instead reinflicts it.”[footnoteRef:18] Indeed, Heshl’s macabre response to the inflicted trauma, which is explained by the author as a hereditary psychological instability, is the central theme of the story. It has immediate and powerful appeal to any reader, regardless of his or her familiarity with the Jewish tradition. There is, however, another layer of reference, which brings Der Nister in a dialogue with Peretz. Following Peretz’s model, Der Nister uses the ending to prompt the reader to reread the story and rethink the meaning that appears as obvious.  [17:  Murav, 141. – citation incomplete: title, publisher, year?]  [18:  Ibid., 142.] 


Reading the story in a psychological or a symbolist mode does not explain the somewhat enigmatic legalistic debate regarding the eligibility of Heshl’s corpse for a Jewish burial. Didn’t Jews in the ghetto have other, more pressing problems than the obscure legal issue of whether body parts of a Gentile may be buried at a Jewish cemetery? According to the basic position in Judaism, a Jew is to be buried as he was born, which makes Heshl’s case problematic. Moreover, according to Rashi, Jews can involve themselves in the burials of Gentiles in case they are found killed together with Israel, which is clearly not the case here.[footnoteRef:19] And yet, as we see in the story, what prevails is the opinion of the “more pious” party, which argues that the German’s finger in Heshl’s mouth should serve as a message sent up there, presumably to Heaven, about the desperate situation of Jews down here (interestingly, dort is italicized in the first edition but not in the second one of 1969, thus deemphasizing the metaphysical aspect).  [19:  For a summary of the debates and their contemporary relevance see the paper of  The Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly, Feb. 10, 2010.] 

This unexpected and darkly ironic twist of the story questions one of the basic tenets of Judaism, the divine omniscience. It also brings to mind Peretz’s classic story “Three Gifts,” in which thea soul of a modern Jew is required to offer gifts as a kind of bribe for admission to Heaven. When this soul travels through time and space, collects three objects that are associated with Jewish martyrdom for kiddush hashem (literally, sanctification of the Divine Name), and delivers them to the guardians of Paradise where they are put on display, “a connoisseur’s voice is heard to say: ‘“Ah, what beautiful gifts! Of course, they’re totally useless—but to look at, why, they’re perfection itself!’”[footnoteRef:20] This ambiguous ending (which was sometimes omitted in publications for children) questions the entire tradition of glorifying suffering for the sake of piety. It seems that Der Nister is evoking Peretz’s critique of the tradition using a similar subversive device. What for Peretz was a distant memory of the medieval past, has now become reality. Jews, at least in Poland, remain loyal to the legal letter of the tradition, but they have to break the law to send an emergency message to the absent-minded heavenly forces. [20:  Ruth Wisse, ed., The I. L. Peretz Reader, tr. Hillel Halkin (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 230.] 

The second story, in Korbones, “Grandfather and Grandson” (Der zeyde mitn eynikl, 1942) is set in the Galician town of Mielec in South-Eastern Poland. Its protagonists belong to different generations of one family and represent opposite worlds. The pious ascetic grandfather Rabbi Aaron is fully immersed in studying the holy books, while his teen-age grandson Itsikl gets involved in the underground communist movement. The Rabbi is concerned about the spiritual decline of Jews and is envious of his great predecessors, such as Isaak Abarbanel who refused to convert to Christianity and led his people to exile from Spain, or the medieval German Jews who chose to slaughter each other rather than give up their religion. But, he ponders, is his generation ready to sacrifice their lives, “if, God forbid, even now a time of evil decree and persecution were to come and martyrdom might be demanded”?[footnoteRef:21] Rabbi Aaron’s only weakness is his love for Itsikl, his sole family member, whom the Rabbi should have rejected for of his atheism and communism. Itsikl makes fun of his grandfather’s devotion to the study of obsolete laws of the ritual sacrifices, to which the grandfather retorts:  [21:  Der Nister, Korbones (Moscow: Emes, 1943), 22. English translation by Joseph Sherman, in Joseph Sherman (ed.), From Revolution to Repression: Soviet Yiddish Writing 1917-1952 (Nottingham: Five Leaves, 2012), 203.] 


And who told Itsikl that there is no Temple and that neither priests nor sacrifices are needed? Here, after all, is Itsikl himself, also, it would seem, a bit of a priest in a temple that no one sees, and there he offers sacrifices that one sees quite clearly: the years of his youth which are passing him by and that will be difficult to snatch back later.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ibid., 209.] 


At this point the relaxed and slightly ironic voice of the narrator changes to the somber tone, foretelling the coming martyrdom of both the grandfather and the grandson who, “though from different sides, ascended the same sacrificial altar to be slaughtered by the same knife.”[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Ibid. page?] 

In the following section the narrator tells to the story of their future executor, the Gestapo officer Heinrich Dreyer. A frustrated World War I veteran from Altona near Hamburg (where Der Nister spent his last two years in Germany, 1924-26), he worked for a Jewish firm for a meager salary, which did not allow him to marry his fiancée. Angry with the socialists and the Jews whom he blamed for his misery, he joined the Nazi party and made a professional career in its paramilitary forces. He participated in the Kristallnacht and the persecution of Jews in Austria and Czechoslovakia, and now his Gestapo unit was following Wehrmacht into Poland. Jews of Mienec attempt to flee to the Soviet border, but are surrounded by the German army and forced back to the shtetl. They return on the even of Yom Kippur, with no time left to eat before the fast. As the congregation starts the Kol Nidre prayer, a Gestapo unit appears in the shtetl, and when the service moves to the Shmone Esre, one can hear the sound of gallows being built on the market place near the synagogue. That night Itsikl was arrested and beaten by the Gestapo. 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: “Shifts/switches to the story” OR “tells the story”
Early the next morning the entire community is back in the synagogue, and when the precious old scroll is take out of the arc for the Torah reading, the Germans come in and order Rabbi Aaron to go with them. Holding the scroll like a baby, he walks to the market square, followed by the entire congregation. From the other side is brought Itsikl with Lenin’s portrait hung on his chest. A German soldier orders Itsikl to spit at the Torah scroll in his grandfather’s arms, which he refuses to do; similarly, the grandfather refuses to spit at Lenin’s portrait. They are both hanged in front of the terrified Polish and Jewish population. As they die, their bodies turned toward each other, and when the Nazis roar Heil Hitler, the Rabbi shouts Shma Yisroel, to which the congregation responds, according to the custom, “Blessed be the Name of his glorious majesty,”, while Itsiskl seems to respond “Long live the liberation of the world” (velt-oysleyzung, which can also be translated as “redemption”).[footnoteRef:24] They both are both buried ion the Jewish cemetery, but their graves remain neglected due to the troubles of the community, . Addressing the reader in the present time, the narrator concludes with a promise that “when better times come we shall see a tombstone erected there, clearly marked with an explicit inscription composed in Hebrew in the traditional Jewish manner.”[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ibid. 226.]  [25:  Ibid., 227.] 

This story stands out among Soviet Yiddish writings with by its openly religious symbolism, density of references to the Bible, Talmud and liturgy, and parallelism between Judaism and Communism as two paths toward messianic redemption through self-sacrifice. The martyrdom scene of Rabbi Aaron and his grandson is a reenactment of the story of ten martyrs, which is part of the Yom Kippur liturgy that follows the Torah reading. While Rabbi Aaron fulfills the commandment of kiddush hashem to which he was preparing himself his whole life, Itsikl dies with Lenin’s portrait around his chest like the High Priest wearing his breastplate in the Jerusalem Temple. The characters’ names intensify religious symbolism by referring to biblical figures of Aaron, the first High Priest, and the sacrifice of Isaac. All of it was perhaps too much even for the relatively liberal ideological climate of the 1960s, which can explain why this story was not included in the Vidervuks collection.
“Meyer Landshaft,” the last story in Korbones, is in certain aspects similar to the first one. It is set in an anonymous location and begins with an intimate portrayal of a wealthy and cultured family. Following the traditional Jewish custom, the merchant Meyer Landshaft divides his time between business and study. His favorite authors are the nineteenth century scholars Nakhman Krochmal and Shmuel David Luzzatto who sought to combine enlightenment with traditional Judaism. The atmosphere in his house is patriarchal, the wife dedicates herself fully to the service of her husband, while the modest and beautiful daughter Wanda patiently waits for a suitable marriage to be arranged for her by her parents. She attends a gymnasium, where her pious father has arranged for a dispensation from the local priest for her not to attend school on Shabbat. 
When the Germans invade the town, Meyer, like Hershl Ansheles, withdraws to his study. He is disturbed by the rumors that all young Jewish women would be taken away for the “entertainment” of the German troops. In despair, he takes to sharpen kitchen knives so that he could slaughter his daughter rather than surrender her to the enemy like his medieval Ashkenazi ancestors. In the end, however, Meyer is incapable of sacrifice sacrificing his daughter for kiddush hashem. By accident, his action is discovered by the Germans who arrest him on the suspicion of preparing an act of sabotage. In the Gestapo prison he tries to impress his interrogator with his knowledge of German culture, but the Nazi officer coldly and cruelly tears off his beard. Shocked and humiliated, Meyer retreats into his room and refuses to come out even to say farewell to Wanda when she is taken away together with other young women to be sent to Germany: “she thought of no one but her father—who had hidden away behind the locked door.”[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 217.] 

Meyer represents the middle-class Jewish type that combines piety, learning and wealth, but, unlike other characters in Korbones, he is capable of neither physical nor spiritual resistance. The pre-war lifestyle of the family seems to be somewhat anachronistic and more suited for the pre-1914 Russian Empire rather than for interwar Poland. Indeed, Nakhmen Mayzel, who published Der Nister’s stories in his New York journal Yidishe kultur, noted in a letter to the author that Meyer Landshaft reminded him of his father, whom Der Nister knew well from his Kiev days. Der Nister agreed, explaining: “naturally, I had in mind only the ‘aura’, (oysshtralung) of a personality, because everything else is ‘poetry’, not ‘truth’.”[footnoteRef:27] Rather paradoxically, Der Nister seems to suggest here that the “truth” of the character resides in its “aura,” whereas factual reality is merely “poetry,”, that is, fiction. This idea fits with Der Nister’s belief that the writer’s mission is to create national archetypes that transcend the limitations of time and space rather than reflect historical reality according to facts. Meylekh’s “aura” as a weak modern Jew whose identification with Judaism is purely intellectual once again brings to mind Peretz’s “Three Gifts.” One of the gifts that the poor mediocre soul brings to Heaven is a bloody needle with which a Jewish girl pinned her dress to her body so that not to expose her body when she was dragged to an execution by the Christian mob in a medieval German town. A similar situation is played out again in the Nazi-occupied Poland, and the weak modern father withdraws from the horrors of reality instead of confronting it as his medieval Ashkenazi ancestors did.	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Is it a new character? Does this refer to Meyer? [27:  Published by Khone Shmeruk, “Arba igrot shel Der Nister: letoldot sifro ‘Di mishpokhe mashber’ vedfusotav,” Bekhinot, 8-9 (1977-78), 238.] 

The stories in Korbones examine the inter-generational relations under the extreme conditions of the Nazi occupation. In “Heshl Ansheles” and “Meyer Landshaft” the traditional middle-class family breaks down, while in “Grandfather and Grandson” the first and the third generation are reunited in the act of sacrificial martyrdom. The fathers of Hershl Ansheles and Wanda are unable not only to defend their children, but also to live up to their Jewish values, while Rabbi Aaron and Itsikl share a common ground in commitment to their ideals, however different they are. Thus communism turns out to be closer to genuine yiddishkayeit than the diluted intellectualized Judaism that seeks to combine religious observance with moderate enlightenment. In spirit, if not in letter, communism is closer to the messianic dreams of redemption through suffering of Isaac Abarbanel and Ashkenazi Rabbis, rather than to the philosophical musings of Krochmal and Luzzato.

From Victims to Victors, 1945-46

The second set of the his war stories was written after Der Nister’s return to Moscow by the beginning of 1944. As the scope of the war and the destruction of Jewish life was becoming clearer, he was able to use a more general historical frame of reference and draw on a broader variety of sources for his fiction. But he also had to conform to the war narrative scheme that had already taken shape in Soviet literature. These two factors help explain certain differences between the new stories and Korbones. Now the emphasis shifts from martyrdom with its openly religious connotations to the acts of heroism and resistance, whereby Soviet elements become more pronounced, women assume a more active role, inter-generational dynamics becomes more positive, and intellectuals become recognized as central to national survival and regeneration. The ethical issues become more complicated and problematic. Der Nister closely examines the potential moral conflict between personal heroism and responsibility for others, between trust and suspicion, and the painful need to uncover and eliminate traitors among underground fighters. Explicitly Jewish religious and national symbolism gives way to a more humanist moral-psychological discourse. The narrative style becomes more varied, besides the dominant omniscient chronicler we begin to hear individual male and female voices. 
Stylistically and thematically closest to Korbones is the story “Rive Yosl Buntses” (dated by from December 1945).[footnoteRef:28] Like Rabbi Aaron, the protageonist is introduced as an ancient character, “a kind of historical relic, to be displayed in a museum,”[footnoteRef:29] and “a kind of universal grandmother from whom all were descended”[footnoteRef:30] who serves as spiritual leader and authority of the community. Rive took care of orphans and the poor, collected charity, and attended to the dead. Living out of touch with the modern age, she did comprehend what happened what when the Germans came and forced the Jews into the ghetto: “she felt the evil decree more than she understood it,”[footnoteRef:31] as one of the evils that befell Jews since the ancient times about which she read in the Yiddish adaptation of the Bible. Finally, one Friday all unemployed and “useless” women” were ordered to march out of the ghetto. In the evening, as they stood at the ditch where they would be shot, Rive took out her family silver candlesticks that she managed to keep safe all that time, and lit candles in the honor of Sabbath. After the execution, when all the bodies were covered with earth, her candlesticks were still burning. In the a final macabre gesture, one of the policemen relieved himself on them, “whether for the sake of his personal needs or in order to share something with others – it’s all the same.”[footnoteRef:32] One can speculate on why Rive Yosl Buntsies, a female counterpart to Rabbi Aaron, was deemed more acceptable for the inclusion into the 1969 Soviet edition. While the Jewish religious symbolism is obvious in both stories, its significance is different. The martyrdom of Rabbi Aaron and Itsikl carries an obvious mystical meaning as a sacrifice performed for both Judaism and communism, a parallel that was perhaps too politically dangerous even for the liberal 1960’s. Rive, in her life and death, also embodies a strong attachment to the Jewish tradition, but the emphasis here is on communal solidarity. Her lighting of Sabbath candles is first and foremost an gesture of communal solidarity and defiance of the imminent death. By following her in reciting the blessing over the candles, women form a community of fate. Quite strikingly, the policeman’s act of defiling the candles can also be regarded, as the narrator ironically suggests, as a gesture of solidarity of murderers, which, the narrator adds, has no significance.  [28:  In the 1957 New York edition this story is subtitled “About a Fourth Case in the Formerly Occupied Poland,” but in the Moscow edition of 1969 the subtitle is changed to “Third Case in the Provisionally Occupied Poland of the Past,” reflecting the editorial decision to remove “The Grandfather and the Grandson.”]  [29:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 219.]  [30:  Ibid., 221.]  [31:  Ibid., 233.]  [32:  Ibid., 241.] 

A different, more complex and ambiguous female character is the heroine of “Flora” (1946).[footnoteRef:33] The story consists of three parts written in different styles and narrated by different voices. The first and the largest part is a fragment of the diary of a young woman which, as the author explains later, he has edited as a “professional, who enjoys the right to straighten, edit, and pass things through a stylizing typewriter.”[footnoteRef:34] Flora addresses in her diary to her deceased father, a respectable doctor and a leader of the Jewish community in an unnamed “Polish-Jewish city.” Among his achievements was the building of a high-quality Jewish school system that operated independently of from the Polish state. Flora recalls her happy school years and her graduation dance, which brought her a great success and marked the end of her youth and beginning of the adult life. On that occasion, her father presented her with a family heirloom, a precious ring inherited from its his prominent ancestor, a doctor who moved to Poland from Italy via Holland and Germany in the seventeenth century and published a medical manual.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  “Flora” is analyzed in detail by Erik Butler in his afterword to Regrowth, 279-285.]  [34:  Ibid., 134.]  [35:  Like some other pseudo-historical characters in Der Nister’s fiction, this one is composed out of several real figures who lived in different times. One is the famous Jewish scholar Joseph Solomon Delmedigo (1591-1665), who studied medicine in Padua but never set foot in Poland or wrote a medical treatise; the other is Moyshe Markuze (1743-?) from Poland, the author of the first popular medical handbook in colloquial Yiddish Sefer refues (1790). Apparently, some of Delmedigo’s descendants lived in Belarus  (http://ha-historion.blogspot.com/2007/09/colorful-jewish-historical-figure.html - date of consultation?)] 

The happy pre-war memories are interrupted by the German invasion and the establishment of a new cruel order. Flora’s father is forced by the Nazis to become the head of the Judenrat but resigns when his position became intolerable, and is put in prison. To save him, Flora appeals to the Nazi Gebietskommissar. As she confesses in the diary, for a moment she was “acting as a woman,” contemplating to offer herself as a bribe; in the end, the father commits suicide in prison, and she writes down in her diary the first line of the Kaddish prayer with a note of hesitation: “they say, I guess, for the dead.”[footnoteRef:36] Unlike the stories in Korbones, which represented Jewish martyrdom at the hands of the Nazis as a reenactment of the medieval kiddush hashem, in “Flora” and in other stories of 1945-46, the national-religious message is muted. Thanks to her Jewish education, Flora is familiar with the Jewish tradition and history and is inspired by the heroic examples, but she does not fully identify with their religious commitment. She thinks and acts as a modern woman, and her story does not end with the death of her father.  [36:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 109.] 

After her father’s death she loses her privileged position and has to work in the ghetto sewing workshop, where her brave independent attitude attracts the attention of the underground organization. After a while she is entrusted with a difficult and dangerous task of exposing a spy among the underground fighters. Using her charms, she has to keep the suspect close but not too close, until their group of ghetto fighters reaches the partisans in the forest and the traitor can be exposed and put on trial. Her diary ends as the group leaves the ghetto, and the “professional” narrator takes over, “on the authority of oral reports he received after making her acquaintance.”[footnoteRef:37] Among his other sources, he names the Jewish museum in that city (likely Vilnius) where “records of both the open war and the secret, underground one” have been preserved, including the protocol of a trial, with a photograph of the executed man and Flora next to him.[footnoteRef:38] Cutting short the second part that depicts Flora’s life among the partisans, the narrator tells us that “it was the time before victory, when—very soon—reality would pass over into legend, and every single participant and contributor, more or less, would have more than enough to add.”[footnoteRef:39] His version of the story, the narrator tells us, is nothing more than an “introduction to the essence (iker) of the true resistance,” for which she had the blessing of her father and of all her ancestors down to the biblical “mother Deborah”,” “the original singer of her people’s deeds (amol-amolike folk-zingerin).”[footnoteRef:40] [37:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 134-135.]  [38:  Ibid., 145.]  [39:  Ibid., 148.]  [40:  Ibid., translation slightly modified, page?] 

The final part, written as an eyewitness account by the narrator, depicts the Victory Day celebration at a “Jewish social organization,” evidently the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, of which Der Nister was a member. Among many decorated war heroes Flora attracts everybody’s attention by her elegant stature and grace, wearing a dress similar to the one she had at her graduation ball and betraying no traces of “’forest’ in her eyes or connection to partisan activities.”[footnoteRef:41]  Speaking in her own language, which she had not used since she had been in the forest, the she tells the audience about the ghetto, and, touching the ring on her right hand in symbolic gesture of betrothal, calls upon the women in the audience, in the name of her father, to “raise a generation that would be worthy of upholding the thread of our national existence.”[footnoteRef:42] The festive evening is concluded with a ball where Flora performs two dances. First is a Cossack dance with the ghetto fighter Berl, with movements that point to abandon and free rein, (hefker un gots barot)[footnoteRef:43] in a “non-Jewish fashion,”[footnoteRef:44] which is a reminder of the days in the forest. It is followed by a “modern” dance with a more appropriate partner, a dashing cavalry officer, which brings back the memory of her graduation ball when her father withdrew himself into the crowd and blocked his own sight afraid of giving her an “evil eye.”  [41:  Ibid., 150.]  [42:  Ibid., 157.]  [43:  Der Nister, Vidervuks, 159 – incomplete citation: editor, publisher, date?]  [44:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 153.] 

As Gennady Estraikh comments on this episode, the Cossack dance “became a dance of victorious Soviet Jews, whose symbiosis with hereditary Russian warriors did not denationalize them […] but allowed them to achieve an extraordinary level of heroism.”[footnoteRef:45] Der Nister already used dance imagery as a way of expressing most subtle and fluid nuances of female characters’ feelings in The Family Mashber, drawing on the elaborate tradition of Hassidic dance as mystical and ecstatic experience.[footnoteRef:46] Jewish war heroes not only appropriate the militant Cossack tradition but also “Judaize” it, cleansing it from the historical anti-Ssemitic connotation, not unlike the Habad Hassidim appropriated and “purified” the Marseillaise and other foreign songs for their nigunim as a way of transforming and defeating the forces of evil.[footnoteRef:47] But the final elegant dance restores Flora’s status according to her distinguished genealogy. Flora is associated in the course of the story with a whole range of illustrious Jewish women, from biblical Deborah and an anonymous young martyr in the medieval German city of Speyer (another nod to “Three Gifts”) to the elegant German Jewish salon women Henriette Herz and Moses Mendelssohn’s daughter Dorothea von Schlegel.,[footnoteRef:48] Unlike the tragic figures in Korbones, Flora embodies the hope for the future of the Jewish people which is envisioned as a synthesis of the Jewish religious and secular traditions with the Soviet victorious optimism. Rather than a historical relic stuck in time, the Polish-Jewish past becomes “useful” and is integrated into the Soviet-Jewish future. Moreover, Der Nister’s praise of for the Jewish school system that existed independently of from the state can potentially be read as a call for the restoration of Yiddish schools in the Soviet Union. [45:  Gennady Estraikh, “Jews as Cossacks: A Symbiosis in Literature and Life,” in Soviet Jews in World War II: Fighting, Witnessing, Remembering, ed. Harriet Murav and Gennady Estraikh (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2014), 100.]  [46:  On Der Nister’s varied use of dance motifs in different contexts, see Uncovering the Hidden, pp.  40, 41, 83, 85, 135-36, 140, 170.]  [47:  Ellen Koskoff, Music in Lubavitsher Life (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press: 2001), 99-100.]  [48:  Born Brendel, she married in her second marriage the famous German Romantic writer Friedrich von Schlegel and changed her name to Dorothea, after their joint conversion to Catholicism.
] 

Whereas “Grandfather and Grandson” was excluded, apparently for ideological reasons, from the Soviet edition of 1969, the novella “Melekh Magnus” was published that year for the first time, in the June issue of Sovetish Heymland and as the opening story in Vidervuks. The publication had no introduction or commentary, leaving its interpretation to the reader. Subtitled “Pages of a Biography,” it is indeed a biographical sketch of an outstanding Yiddish intellectual. It begins in the aftermath of the failed 1905 Revolution, when the Jewish intelligentsia became preoccupied with developing new ideological programs for the Jewish future. Meylekh is portrayed as an introvert individual, equally shy and reserved with men and women. In the atmosphere of decline and disappointment in of the revolutionary ideasls, when many young people returned to their previous bourgeois occupations and lifestyle, he starts courting Feygele, the daughter of a well-off family is explained. On the verge of their engagement Feygele is shot in front of Meylekh by her former suitor, a former revolutionary who sunk into alcoholism and depression. Shocked and traumatized, Meylekh withdraws to a non-Jewish part of town and stops looking after himself to such a degree that even the czarist police dismissed him as a “demented lunatic.”[footnoteRef:49] 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: Melekh (no Y) at the beginning of the paragraph. 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: ??? [49:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 16.] 

He slowly recovers, and eventually graduates from the university in the capital city, presumably St Petersburg. On the day of his graduation he runs into an old acquaintance of his named Boris Groysbaytl (Big Purse), “a rich playboy” who occasionally financed revolutionary activities. Now Boris is happy to support Meylekh’s work for the cause of Jewish cultural revival and puts him in charge of his publishing projects. An extravagant character that combines a reckless lifestyle of wealthy landowner with commitment to Jewish culture and revolutionary politics, Boris takes control of Meylekh’s life and finds him a lively daughter of a well-off merchant. But the second marriage attempt also fails because the frivolous girl falls for an adventurous owner of a “half-circus, half-zoo” and runs away with him leaving behind debts, unpaid employees and hungry animals. World War I separates the narrator from Meylekh, who finds himself in Poland, where he receives an academic position at a newly established research institute, evidently YIVO in Vilna. Eventually he gets married to a woman older than hime, but she dies at childbirth leaving him alone with his son. 
Skipping the next ten to fifteen years, the narrator switches style from personal memoir to epic tragedy. Suffering from the shock caused by the Nazi atrocities and his inability to comprehend the events and explain them to others, Meylekh Magnus turns mute, while his son joins the underground resistance in the ghetto and is killed. After his burial, the deeply depressed Meylekh is moved, with the help of the Judenrat, to a secret underground bunker, which has been built by Boris. Meeting Boris brings Meyelekh back to life, and he sets off to write an account of the ghetto experience. It is not clear how he died, but what remained from his writings was preserved by his disciple and brought to the narrator, presumably to Moscow. They are described as “half-clear, half-unclear experiences,”, a kind of literary work that would better suit a professional writer whose task is “always to balance his spiritual accounts and see their every part neatly arranged, fixed, and given form,”[footnoteRef:50] which is, presumably, what the narrator did with those these writings.  [50:  Der Nister, Regrowth,  90.] 

As the narrator explains concluding his story, this kind of personal accounts of traumatic experience are affected by the mechanism of “sublimation,” which he describes as the impulse of one’s self to turn away his or her feelings and thoughts from harsh reality, sometimes for a short while merely for the sake of distraction, and sometimes for longer, in order to “change the psychological material” in a more fundamental fashion – which is “one of the healthiest instincts of self-preservation.”[footnoteRef:51]  [51:  Ibid., page?] 

This brief digression into psychoanalysis may elucidate Der Nister’s vision of his role and task as a writer. The writer arranges, fixes, and shapes the source material that he receives from survivors in an oral or written form. These original accounts are naturally distorted by the traumatic experience of their authors, and in particular affected by the mechanism of sublimation. The professional writer, like a trained psychoanalyst, has necessary skills to see through these distortions and restore the “truth” (to use the term from Der Nister’s letter to Mayzel) behind those “half-clear, half-unclear” accounts. Like an analyst, the writer needs the narrative to start at an early stage, which enables him to establish the behavioral patterns of the character’s response to critical experiences. This is why all of the war stories contain a substantial and detailed account of the characters’ pre-war life. Seen from this perspective, literary devices such as symbols and metaphors become basic tools for reconstructing the “truth” through condensing apparently chaotic original narratives into fixed and stable symbolic forms.
It is not always easy today to discover what real people and events served as source materials for Der Nister’s fiction. However, in the case of “Meylekh Magnus” we do have reliable clues. As reports the late Israeli scholar of Yiddish and Hebrew literature Shalom Luria reports in the afterword to his Hebrew translation of the novella, he was told by Leyzer Pordyadchik, a Soviet Yiddish literary scholar who emigrated to Israel in the 1970s, that Der Nister explicitelyexplicitly tried to portray the personality of Luria’s father, the prominent Yiddish linguist and political activist Zelig Kalmanovitch. On the one hand, Luria writes Luria, some “knowledgeable people” found many details of the story completely wrong.  On the other hand, the poet Avraham Sutzkever told him that “Der Nister came to his little room in Moscow and asked for a detailed account of that man, his life and fate, and when he listened, his eyes filled with tears.”. Evidently, it was a “deep human feeling hidden in the depths of the soul that the artist sought to express in words.”[footnoteRef:52] Luria also identifies Boris Groysbaytl as Boris Kletskin, a prominent publisher of quality Yiddish literature and scholarship, who indeed employed Kalmanovitch in 1910, after his return from university studies in Berlin and Königsberg,  as the administrator and co-editor.[footnoteRef:53] But then the real Kletskin died in 1937, and was therefore unable to support Kalmanovitch/Magnus in the ghetto. [52:  Der Nister, Meotsar sipurey hanistar, tr. Shalom Luria (Jerusalem: Carmel, 2006), 277.]  [53:  Joshua Karlip, … 78-79. – incomplete citation: title, publisher, date?] 

In his analysis of the story, Luria contrasts the pre-war biographical sketch of Magnus with the story of the Nazi occupation, which are separated by a hiatus of ten to fifteen years.[footnoteRef:54] He describes the first part as “purely realistic” and similar in style and content to Der Nister’s unfinished novel Fun finftn yor (From the Year 1905), which has a protagonist based on the famous Jewish political activist and Yiddish scholar Ber Borokhov.[footnoteRef:55] Perhsp Perhaps both texts belong to the same literary project of creating a fictionalized portrayal of the young Jewish intelligentsia after 1905 based on Der Nister’s own milieu in provincial Ukraine.[footnoteRef:56]  He notes the ironic detachment of the narrator from his characters with whom he was presumably close at that time, which reflects in the choice of their names (the Hebrew-Latin concoction Meyelekh Magnus meaning “Great King”). The ironic and somewhat gossipy tone disappears in the second part, which is narrated in a somber tragic mode. Whereas the first part of Meylekh’s life has ups and downs, the second part is a steady descent into the abyss.[footnoteRef:57] [54:  Interestingly, Karlip’s study of Kalmanovitch’s political activity similarly skips the period between the early 1920s and 1939.]  [55:  An unfinished draft of the novel was published in Sovetish heymlan in 1964. On different interpretations of the novel, see Mikhail Krutikov, “Writing between the Lines: 1905 in the Soviet Yiddish Novel of the Stalinist Period,” in The Revolution of 1905 and Russia’s Jews, ed. Stefani Hoffman and Ezra Mendelsohn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), pp. 212-223, and Daniela Mantovan, “The ‘Political’ Writing of an ‘Unpolitical’ Yiddish Symbolist,” in Uncovering the Hidden, 73-90.]  [56:  Der Nister, Meotsar sipurey hanistar, 282. (or note 52 is a wrong citation)]  [57:  Der Nister, Meotsar sipurey hanistar, 281.] 

“Mayn bakanter” (An Acquaintance of Mine, February 1944) is a variation on the same theme which helps better understand Der Nister’s narrative and stylistic strategies.[footnoteRef:58] It is the narrator’s personal memoir about his unnamed senior colleague from the pre-revolutionary days, a budding Hebrew writer. There is the familiar motif of unhappy love of a poor intellectual type for a rich merchant’s daughter, who inevitably prefers more dashing and flirtatious types not burdened with “surplus of erudition and seriousness.”[footnoteRef:59] He is being ridiculed and dismissed for his weird manners and unkempt appearance by her and her friends. Frustrated, he indulges into drunkenness and chess playing, which leaves him penniless, but soon he collects himself and in one year completes the full course for Russian gymnasium, and in a few years’ time, graduates from university where he studies Greek and Latin classics, performing all these feats wearing the same pair of galoshes on bare feet, winter or summer.  [58:  Butler’s identification of the protagonist with Der Nister (Regrowth, 298) seems not justified by the text. ]  [59:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 247.] 

After a great deal of suffering over his unrequited love for a woman, he finds another object for his affection, directing his love “toward a region where he was free, unrestrained, and unlimited—and without the fear that he would encounter any obstacle, resistance, or opposition from the other side”: “He gave himself over to the people and its awakening.”[footnoteRef:60] He immerses himself into the study of ancient and medieval sources of Jewish history and visits old Jewish settlements in Europe, which makes him look “like an ancient apostle who can change his life for what he believes in.”[footnoteRef:61] This detailed portrayal of a young Jewish intellectual who embraces the nationalist cause out of failure in love illustrates Der Nister’s understanding of the concept of “sublimation.” Moreover, as the narrator confesses to his readers, “if truth be told (and to employ our crude literary jargon)—from time to time, I also thought about ‘exploiting’ (oysnutsn) him for certain occasions and in certain thematic contexts, adding an entirely different beginnings and endings to events.”[footnoteRef:62]  This brief remark elucidates Der NIster’s Nister’s literary technique of using real people as prototypes for his literary characters but placing them into different frameworks of events, as if putting their personalities to test under imaginary, and unexpected, circumstances. Initially, the narrator relates, “I presumed to provide the portrait of my friend in full measure and in a fitting manner,” but in reality the end of his friend was “unexpected and premature.”[footnoteRef:63] This admission supports Luria’s hypothesis that Der Nister used for his war stories literary materials that he accumulated working on a novel about his pre-revolutionary milieu.   [60:  Ibid., 256-7.]  [61:  Ibid., 257.]  [62:  Ibid., 258.]  [63:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 258.] 

World War I separated the narrator from his friend who stayed in Poland. The second, tragic part of the story was told to the narrator by an anonymous Polish-Jewish literat who managed to escape from the occupied Poland. Having no success with his grand cultural-nationalist project, the friend withdrew from the world and dedicated himself to a love object “of a wholly exalted kind,” a cosmological treatise titled, in Hebrew, “Haya, Hove, veYihye” (“He Was, Is, and Shall Be” (a reference to God in the famous medieval hymn “Adon Olam”), which is described as  “a kind of encomium (loyb-gezang) of all that comes into being and goes away”[footnoteRef:64] from the most ancient times to the remotest future. But his work is interrupted by the war, and large parts of the manuscript are destroyed in a bombardment. Aloof to what is happening around him, he goes to the street of the ghetto and encounters a group of German soldiers who humiliate him by forcing him to perform “circus tricks.”. He spends the next few days in bed, refusing to take food and speak, until one morning he takes the remaining pages of his work, lights them up and throws them out of the window – after which he jumps onto the street, with the words “Haya Hove veYehye,” “like a kind of Shma Yisroel.,”[footnoteRef:65] After his suicide the Polish-Jeiwhs Jewish literat collected a few remaininged half-burned pieces of the manuscript from his apartment and brought them to Moscow. “He showed them to me, and I recognized my friend’s handwriting. Then, I undertook the work that is hereby given to the reader. Honor his memory!”[footnoteRef:66] Structurally and typologically, this story is similar to “Meylekh Magnus,” although so far I have not been able to identify its prototype. The story is dated by from February 1944, which is about one month before Sutzkever arrived to Moscow by a plane from the Lithuanian forest; therefore, there must have been some other Polish-Jewish literat who told Der Nister about the tragic fate of his old friend.  [64:  Ibid., 260.]  [65:  Ibid., 272.]  [66:  Ibid., 273.] 

A different variation of the two-part structure is the story “Vidervuks” (Regrowth, 1946). Its protagonists are two neighbors who live in one building in a big Soviet city, successful middle-aged Soviet Jewish single parents, the surgeon Dr. Zemelman and the pedagogue Ms. Zayets. Over the years they have become estranged from their Jewish origins and from all that occurred in the “thickets of the masses.”[footnoteRef:67] Soon after the outbreak of the war they lose their children, and the shared loss brings them closer to each other. The news about the death of Dr. Zemelman’s brother and his wife under the Nazi occupation reminds them of their places of origin somewhere in the Soviet-Polish borderlands. As an act of reconnection with the Jewish people, each one decides to adopt a Jewish orphan who lost their parents on in the occupied territories. They received “more than they desired: not ordinary children but children of action, children who already had a story in their lives, children who had passed through the smoke and fire – In in a word: partisan children.” [footnoteRef:68] At first, the adopted children’s ability to speak seems impaired because their language lost clarity as a result of their traumatic experience. When Dr. Zemelman encouraged his adopted son Moyshke to speak as he likes, “a stream of words rushed out” in a “strangely personal language, which had been preserved by the people from whom he had been torn.”[footnoteRef:69] To the acculturated ear of Dr. Zemelman this sounded like “a greeting from an old, dear home that could never be forgotten.”[footnoteRef:70] Moyshke is able to recall what happened to him among the partisans in the Belorussian forest in great detail, which even attracts interest of “professional historians”[footnoteRef:71] and gives food for thought to Dr. Zemelman. Thus, a vernacular variety of Yiddish mixed with other languages has a therapeutic effect on both sides that had been estranged by the years of separation between Poland and the Soviet Union, and who are now being reunited by talking about the shared past.  [67:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 155.]  [68:  Ibid., 165.]  [69:  Ibid., 167.]  [70:  Ibid., page?]  [71:  Ibid., 171.] 

Ms. Zayets’s adopted daughter Elke survived in a ghetto un in Ukraine and is somewhat mentally slow because of her traumatic experience, but “her soul had a voice” which finds its expression in songs that she composed. Her song draws upon the ancient poetic resources of the biblical lists of curses and calamities, “a klole-lid, vi fun der toykhekho,”[footnoteRef:72] giving voice to “everyone – all those who lived with her in the ghetto.”[footnoteRef:73] Like Moyshke, Elke also cannot speak pure Yiddish, mixing it with Ukrainian and German, but her corrupt language is “close to her body” as her most precious possession which retains memory of her lost family.[footnoteRef:74] The attraction that grows between the young people is gradually transferred onto their adopted parents. It evolves in their subconscious finding its expression in dreams but not in words. In one of his dreams, Dr. Zemelman sees himself and Ms Zayets, drawn in a sled, are greeted by his murdered brother and his wife who are sitting behind them holding candles. With their “half-living, half-dead mouths” the brother and his wife greet Dr. Zemelman and Ms. Zayets with a mazltov, and then a voice (from Heaven?) is heard, whose message is not entirely clear to Dr.Mr Zemelman. One thing that he “allowed to hear” is the reiteration of the biblical commandment of “growth and regeneration,” “despite all that has struck everyone- and, especially, us.”[footnoteRef:75] This dream makes him resolve to speak clearly to Mrs. Zayets, presumably proposing to marry himher.  [72:  Der Nister, Vidervuks, 171.]  [73:  Der Nister, Regrowth, 168.]  [74:  Ibid., 169.]  [75:  Ibid., 179.] 

In this story therapy is performed by the surviving children, whose stories reconnects their assimilated adopted parents with the historical experience of the Jewish people. Narrated in an uncultivated raw language, the stories awaken the suppressed Jewish feelings in the estranged Russian-Jewish intellectuals, and prompt them to restore the nearly broken chain of Jewish generations by performing the most basic commandment “be fruitful and multiply,” which Der Nister rephrases as “vaksn un vider vaksn,”[footnoteRef:76] thus providing an additional religious meaning to the title of the story, Vidervuks. Thus the vernacular Yiddish serves as a key instrument of the restoration and reunification of the fragmented remnants of the Jewish people. [76:  Vidervuks, 181.] 

As we have seen, Der Nister’s war stories are typically split in the middle by the sudden outbreak of the war. The first part gradually builds the protagonist’s psychological profile and highlights his of or her most characteristic features. It focuses, with a varying degree of elaboration, on their moments of crisis such as unhappy love, death of their loved ones, depression, etc., sometimes offering detailed depictions of their appearance, lifestyle, and social behavior. This part of the story is told in a detached, somewhat ironic and occasionally gossipy tone. The tone becomes somber and tragic in the second part. It reaches the climax in the episodes of suffering and martyrdom, when the entire inner spiritual strength of the character reveals itself in a heroic act of resistance. Here the psychological type that has been portrayed in the first part turns into a mythological Judaic archetype. 
In the foreword to Vidervuks the Soviet critic Moyshe Belenkii offers helpful insights in Der Nister’s literary method. He detects Der Nister’s main philosophical concern already in the first book: “how can contradictions and unity fit into one soul.”[footnoteRef:77] To convey this dialectics between contradictions and unity the writer uses symbolic language, which serves him as an artistic instrument for “generalizing and reflecting the contradictions and the depth of reality.”[footnoteRef:78] Whereas until 1929, during the first half of Der Nister’s literary career, his symbolic characters and their actions were mostly of “fantastic” nature, Belenkii argues, borrowing this concept from Dostoevsky, during the last two decades of Der Nister’s life symbolism became an artistic method for depicting socio-historical reality.[footnoteRef:79] Applying Belenkii’s scheme to the war stories, one can see how the socio-historic reality, which is represented in the first part of each story, becomes transformed into a symbolic fantasy in the second part, thus reversing the chronological order, in which symbolism was replaced by realism in Der Nister’s career. [77:  Ibid., 10.]  [78:  Ibid., 11.]  [79:  Ibid., page?] 

In Der Nister’s grand historical scheme the destruction of Polish Jewry by the Nazis becomes a yet another ring in the long chain of the tragic Jewish history. This unexpected catastrophe reconnects the present generation with its ancestors through the acts of heroism and martyrdom, and restores the eternal unity of the Jewish people. That unity has been disrupted by modernity, which brought separation and discord between old and young, religious and secular, assimilated and traditional, Soviet and Polish Jews. Der Nister’s narrator, like Rabbi Aaron, is eager to find out whether the present generation of Jews who are removed from their religious and communal foundation is still strong enough to withstand the ordeal of their age like the previous generation of Jewish victims, heroes and martyrs. And all of the case studies, each one in its way, give an affirmative answer. The writer plays a crucial role in this process of restorative investigation: using his professional skills, he reconnects the fragments of written and oral memories of the traumatic experience, creates archetypical characters out of real protagonists, and constructs a narrative by way of organizing reality through symbolic structures. 

Epilogue: Seeking New Home in Birobidzhan 

In June 1947 in Moscow Der Nister boarded a train that was carrying about a thousand Jewish migrants from Podolia to Birobidzhan.[footnoteRef:80] He described this 19-day long journey in a series of reports that appeared in the Soviet Yiddish press. As Boris Kotlerman remarks, “In these notes one feels the almost ecstatic exuberance over the renewal of resettlement in Birobidzhan after the Holocaust.”[footnoteRef:81] The reportage “With Settlers to Birobidzhan” (Mit ibervanderer keyn Biro-Bidzhan, 1947) opens with a long and detailed list enumerating different kinds of people who travel to settle in Birobidzhan, from a postal office manager to a group of gerim, converts to Judaism, “typical Russians, with their evil desires somewhat suppressed in a sectarian way and with pious quotations from the Scripture (psukim) on their lips.”[footnoteRef:82] “In short,”, Der Nister concludes his two-page catalogue, “you have here a kind of Noah’s ArcArk, modern style, that is, not on water but in the train, and not in a flood, but after a horrific world war.”[footnoteRef:83] He envisions the motley mixture of Jewish survivors from Transnistrian ghettos and camps, evacuees from Central Asia, and demobilized Red Army soldiers as a Jewish microcosm, a kernel from which the regeneration of the Jewish people after the catastrophe will grow in the Soviet Far East. Each episode in the narrative is presented in a dynamic cinematic style, framed by the moving natural landscapes of Siberia and captured on film by the accompanying cameraman. [80:  For a detailed reconstruction of this trip see Ber (Boris) Kotlerman, “We are lacking ‘A Man Dieth in a Tent’: Der Nister’s Search for Redemption in the Summer of 1947,” in Uncovering the Hidden, 174-184.]  [81:  Kotlerman, Ibid., 176.]  [82:  Der Nister, Dertseylungen un eseyen, 257.]  [83:  Ibid., 258.] 

The central moment of the journey is a wedding of two survivors, which is performed on the train according to the Jewish custom, with khupe and kidushin, klezmer music and dance. The celebration, a “symbol of the revival of the entire community,”[footnoteRef:84] is watched and admired by an assortment of people who happen to be nearby, including Japanese prisoners of war travelling in a prison train in the opposite direction, and healthy Siberian peasants waving from the station platform. Before the wedding the bride feels compelled to tell the bridegroom the story of her painful and miraculous survival in the shtetl of Khmelnik, where the entire Jewish population was murdered: “the bride talks fast, the hasty stream of memories overflows her, and she rushes to pour as much as possible into the stranger’s ear.”[footnoteRef:85] The bridegroom, still in his Red Army uniform, can only listen but is unable to talk, being overwhelmed by the sudden flood of words. Another passenger on that train, the Yiddish writer Yosef Kerler, remembers Der Nister as an attentive listener who is/was? always looking out for people with great stories to tell, to collect material that he would later transform into his fiction.[footnoteRef:86] Sharing the experience of death and survival with fellow passengers and professional writers during the journey was the key tool of rebuilding a future community. 	Comment by Yaya Gavchau: this sentence has grammatical issues, and is not entirely clear. Is it Kerler or Der Nister who is an attentive listener, and collects material for his fictions? Lack of main verb.  [84:  Ibid., 270.]  [85:  Ibid., 271.]  [86:  Yosef Kerler, Geklibene proze (eseyen, zikhroynes, dertseylungen) (Jerusalem: Yerusholaymer almanakh, YEAR?), pp.111-112.] 

The train was welcomed in Birobidzhan with great fanfare. On every station on the territory of the Jewish Autonomous Region it was greeted by speeches in Yiddish and orchestras playing Jewish tunes. In Birobidzhan Der Nister was received as a guest of honor, put up in the only hotel in town, and a special cook was assigned to prepare dairy meals that would fit his diet. No one was allowed to disturb him during his writing hours, but the rest of the time he was meeting with the local intelligentsia and simple folk, and tried to convince the local authorities that developing Yiddish culture and turning their region into a “Jewish home” would attract more Jewish migrants and bring them international fame. It was apparently under his influence that Yiddish was introduced, for a short period of time, in all schools of the region. According to the memoirs of the Polish Yiddish writer Yisroel Emiot, Der Nister was “intoxicated” by the reception for during his entire lifetime in Russia he never enjoyed such “worship” (farherlekhung) as in Birobidzhan.[footnoteRef:87] At the same time his mind was constantly preoccupied with the destruction and the future of the Jewish people. In the old days, he told Emiot, “Jews did not play with yiddishkayeyt; every moment they were prepared to sacrifice their life [zeyer yeder rege iz geven a geyn tsu der akeyde.” By contrast, “we” – the modern Jews – practice a “stylized yiddishkaeyt” which costs little.[footnoteRef:88] Emiot believed that Der Nister was especially interested in Polish refugees like him because of their authentic, “not distorted yiddishkaeyt”[footnoteRef:89] [87:  Yisroel Emiot, In mitele yorn (eseyen, dertseylungen, lider) (Rochester, NY: Jewish Community Council, 1963), p.12.]  [88:  Emiot, In mitele yorn, 10.]  [89:  Ibid., page?] 

Remarkably, Der Nister undertook this long and arduous trip to Birobidzhan on his own initiative. As Kotlerman notes, “this trip does not easily fit into Der Nister’s way of life”, becasue because he always stayed away from Soviet official social life and showed no interest in the Birobidzhan project. Moreover, contrary to the usual Soviet practice, this trip was not initiated by any authority; Der NIster Nister merely arranged a recommendation letter from the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee.[footnoteRef:90] Kotlerman suggests that Der Nister, in a Hasidic mystical fashion, regarded his journey as a travel into “exile” which would be transformed into redemption: “a voyage made out of personal distress became a public mission.”[footnoteRef:91] But even though Der Nister certainly was very knowledgeable in Hassidism and Kabbalah, and used its metaphorical language, his worldview was secular; Emiot describes him as a “modern” and “national” Jew but not as a religious one, who admired Hasidism but had no connection to the Hasidim.[footnoteRef:92] For Der Nister, Birobidzhan was a place where a new Soviet-Jewish synthesis would be forged, far away from the “Golgotha landscape” of Europe where “the last stretch of our history has been crucified martyrdom [martirerish gekreytst].”[footnoteRef:93] In the final episode of his travelogue he describes a friendly wrestling match between two young Jewish men. The winner, who is younger and smaller than his adversary, brings to his mind the fight of David and Goliath. It turns out that not long ago, just before boarding the train in Ukraine, this “David” was attacked and stabbed by a band of “hooligans.” This somewhat veiled reference to the outburst of antisemitism anti-Semitism on in the liberated Soviet territories brings Der Nister to the concluding vision of Birobidzhan as a gathering place of those “little brave Dovidlekh” who will be ready to defend their tribe (shtam) and their Soviet homeland from any “Goliath.”[footnoteRef:94] (278). [90:  Uncovering the Hidden, 175.]  [91:  Ibid., 179.]  [92:  Emiot, In mitele yorn, 11.]  [93:  Der Nister, Dertseylungen un eseyen, 267.]  [94:  Ibid., 278.] 


Conclusion

Der Nister’s literary style was eclectic. He drew from many different sources and was inspired by many different authors and figures, such as the Bible and the Book of Zohar, Rabbi Nahman and Jesus Christ, Y. L. Peretz and Chekhov, Goethe and E. T. A. Hoffmann. He was apparently familiar with Freudian psychoanalysis and Jungian theory of archetypes. When he was forced to abandon his obscure symbolist style after 1929, he invented a unique blend of social realism infused with mystical metaphors, which enabled him to produce a masterpiece epic novel. Despite his cultivated persona as a social recluse and elitist writer, he turned out to be one of the most adaptable, and successful, Soviet Yiddish authors. The German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 caught him at the peak of his success and put him before the greatest challenge of his life. Now he had to develop a new way of writing that would be adequate for the overwhelming tragedy that he was observing from a far.
	Soviet Yiddish literature during the war years developed what Arkadi Zeltser describes as the “Jewish Heroic Tradition” which celebrated Jewish heroes and martyrs across the time, from biblical Deborah to Red Army soldiers.[footnoteRef:95] The most famous example of this new discourse is Itsik Fefer’s poem “I Am a Jew” (Ikh bin a yid, 1944), which traces the heroic Jewish genealogy from King Solomon to Lazar Kaganovich. As Zeltser notes, the theme of kiddush hashem also appears implicitly in Fefer’s use of the term kdoyshim (holy martyrs) for the mass murder of Jews.[footnoteRef:96] Der Nister went mach much further by placing this concept of kiddush hashem at the very center of his stories and highlighting the sacrificial, even mystical, aspect of Jewish suffering. No longer “nister” (hidden one), he was increasingly assuming an active role, taking political risks and pursuing his agenda beyond literature, which culminated in his spontaneous trip to Birobidzhan. This activist position was first articulated in his “Letter to Dovid Bergelson,” which, incidentally, first appeared in the Birobidzhan journal Forpost. Echoing Isaiah (55:4), he called the writer’s word “folks-eydes” (“the people’s witness”) and described literature as a “truthful mirror” which preserves the reflection of the “people’s body” for the present and the future. [95:  Arkadi Zeltser, “How the Jewish Intelligentsia Created the Jewishness of the Jewish Hero: The Soviet Yiddish Press,” in Soviet Jews in World War II: Fighting, Witnessing, Remembering, ed. Harriet Murav and Gennady Estraikh (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2014), 116.]  [96:  Ibid., 117-18.] 

	Der Nister, more than any other Soviet writer, made creative use of a broad range of mystical sources, transforming their imagery into symbolic national archetypes. But he was no less interested in depicting the everyday atmosphere of his pre-revolutionary milieu. His sympathy for the long-disappeared life style of the provincial Jewish middle-class, respect for wealthy philanthropists and regard for noble provenance were at odds with the fundamental Marxist principles, and can be contrasted with the unambiguous and probably sincere disdain for the Jewish bourgeoisie in the works of Bergelson or Markish. Yet Der Nister’s characters are never faithful portraits of real people. He is interested in highlighting the “typical” in their characters by trying to imagine how they would respond to extreme circumstances. Every story can be read as a case study of a certain national archetype as a bridge between past and present, such as a pious ascetic man or woman, an intellectual, a wealthy merchant, a revolutionary, and even an assimilated Soviet professional. Some of them are based on well-known people, such as Zelig Kalmanovitch. Ber Borokhov, or Boris Kletskin, whose character features are amplified beyond their real stature. He was probably not aware that n in a year and a half after his trip to Birobidzhan he himself would follow the path to martyrdom at the hands of Stalin’s henchmen.
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