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Praise for Stefan Kanfer's

STARDUST LOST

“Entertaining…. You don't have to be Jewish to enjoy [Kanfer's] wry take on a nearly extinct institution that left an indelible mark not only on the Lower East Side, but also on Broadway and the American stage, and whose history echoes in today's headlines about immigration and assimilation.”

—The New York Times

“Beautifully written. …A marvelous re-creation of a bygone era that vanished not so long ago.”

—American Heritage

“It all started in the Old World, but strong new roots were planted on Manhattan's Lower East Side in the early 20th century and morphed from Broadway to Hollywood. Read all about it here.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“The culture of Second Avenue may never have been written about before with Kanfer's mix of scholarship and indefatigably entertaining anecdote.”

—The Buffalo News

“A well-written and lively treatise.”

—Encore

“Highly readable. …With the character-driven narrative skill and assiduous research that mark his biography of Lucille Ball (Ball of Fire), Kanfer limns delightful portraits of genre stalwarts like playwright/director Abraham Goldfaden and actor Jacob Adler. Though Yiddish theater had faded by mid-century, its demise hastened by Hollywood, Kanfer makes a salient case that it was more than a momentary fad.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fascinating, sprightly….A book to satisfy both lovers of Yiddish culture and aficionados of the golden age of American theater and its immediate antecedents.”

—Booklist

“A marvelous story marvelously told!”

—Jerome Charyn, author of The Dark Lady from Belorusse and The Black Swan

“The great comic artists make you feel they are only funny as a last resort, when the pain and stupidity of the world leave no choice but the horse laugh. This is the effect of Stardust Lost—a complete expression of the soul of a people, house in a theatre, indominable, hilarious and beautiful. No one but Kanfer could write such a satisfying book.”

—Roger Rosenblatt

“I started it with the intention of just dipping in…. But it's so informative and so much fun, I couldn't stop myself! It has all the wonderful energy and humor he [Kanfer] brings to all his works. A pleasure.”

—Joan Micklin Silver
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If statistics are right, the Jews constitute but one percent of the human race. It suggests a nebulous dim puff of stardust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way.

Properly, the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard of, has always been heard of. He is as prominent on the planet as any other people, and his commercial importance is extravagantly out of proportion to the smallness of his bulk. His contributions to the world's list of great names in literature, science, art, music, finance, medicine and abstruse learning are also way out of proportion to the weakness of his numbers.

He has made a marvelous fight in this world, in all the ages; and has done it with his hands tied behind him.

—MARK TWAIN, “Concerning the Jews”
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EXPLORING THE HISTORY of the vanished Yiddish Theater amounts to an archaeological dig. A good deal of the spadework took place in the great trove of material at YIVO, and at the 42nd Street Library and the Lincoln Center Library, all in New York City. In addition there were forays into the backwaters of the Sterling Library at Yale University, and, sometime back, in the shelves of Brandeis University.

The primary and most vital researcher on Stardust Lost was Villette Harris, a scrupulous and knowledgeable ally who has worked on some of my previous books, and who can find almost anything, including photographs and song sheets thought to be lost or beyond retrieval. Many of the translations from the Yiddish were done by Jocelyn Cohen, whose work was particularly valuable on unpublished memoirs recalling the work of David Kessler. Throughout, Jeremy Dauber, the Columbia University Yiddishist, proved to be a knowledgeable and patient counselor.

Nahma Sandrow, whose pioneering volume Vagabond Stars traced the Yiddish Theater from its infancy, was a generous provider of information and eyewitnesses. Others were helpful in guiding me backward to the heyday of Second Avenue, principal among them my parents, Allen and Violet Kanfer. I am grateful for accounts by Mina Bern, Shifra Lehrer, Lillian Lux, Viola Harris, Sholem Rubenstein of WEVD, and Victoria and Gene Secunda. In addition there were sage contributions from Elie Wiesel, Joseph and Harry Stein, Steve Zeitlin of City Lore, Zalmen Mlotek of the Folksbiene Yiddish Theater, Sidney Lumet, Caraid O'Brian, and the late Arthur Rosenblatt.

When this book was little more than an idea, and I was working at Time magazine, the subject of the Yiddish Theater came up in conversations with the late Herschel Bernardi, Chaim Ehrenreich, Walter Matthau, Harry and Teddy Thomas (né Thomashefsky), Seymour Rexite, Zero Mostel, Zvi Scooler, and Jack Gilford.

I continue to be grateful for the astute counsel and encouragement given by Myron Magnet of City Journal, Myron Kolatch of the New Leader, Professor Renata Adler of Boston University, Jess Korman, Hugh Nissenson, the intrepid Kathy Robbins, the ultrademanding, and uncommonly correct, Peter Gethers, and the late and very much missed Henry Anatole Grunwald.

I must also thank my fellow pongers who kept me going during this demanding period, among them Will Shortz, Rob Bernstein, Paul Indenbaum, Trevor Mack, Fred Gordon, Fred Ellman, Peter Wolf, Robert Mankoff, Alex Porush, Leo Trubman, Amy Hsu, and Rishi Gupta. In addition I am grateful for the companionship of my fellow bloggers on the old duckseason.org Web site: Lance Morrow, Priscilla Turner, Thomas Dworetzsky, James Morrow, John McWhorter, Jess Korman, Lisa Reitman-Dobi, Michael Walsh, and James Meigs; and to the Aestas Aeterna group, Alan Fine, Steve Becker, Robert Rittner, Jack Damann, Kevin, Andrew, and Timothy Ettinger, Robert Tucker, and Howard Weishaus.

My serious, encouraging, and amusing family is mentioned last but leads the gratitude parade: enduring and undying thanks and love to May, to Lili and Andy, to Ethan and Daniela, and to those bright and beautiful students, hope of the twenty-first century: Lea and Aly.
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TWO EXTREMES

i

IN HIS 1902 BESTSELLER, The Spirit of the Ghetto, journalist Hutchins Hapgood urged readers to visit the Jewish quarter on the Lower East Side. The exotic territory was bounded by 14th Street on the north, the East River on the east, Broadway on the west, and Catherine Street on the south—hardly the place for Manhattan's uptown crowd. But Hapgood insisted that visitors would not only be safe, they would be nourished in every sense of the word. For at the heart of the district were Yiddish theaters offering New York City's most exciting dramas, comedies, and operettas. And while the tourists were in the area, he added, they could visit cafés “where excellent tea and coffee are sold, where everything is clean and good, and where the conversation is often the best.”

A century after Hapgood published his guidebook, hardly a trace of the old times can be found. A few blocks to the south, Chinatown is still a vibrant community of Asian immigrants. To the west, Little Italy remains the scene of the Scuola Italiana, and the dialects of Naples and Sicily can be heard in the neighborhood shops. Artists seek places in Greenwich Village, as they always have. But on the Lower East Side, not one of those theaters is extant. No spirited Yiddish colloquies take place because none of the cafés and tearooms survive. Yiddish itself, the Velcro language that picked up idioms and words from every European nation, has vanished from the streets. With it has gone the audiences who once crammed dineries and emporia, and who filled the balcony and orchestra seats, night after night. Hardly any synagogues are left, and those that remain are attended by the elderly and the curious.

Hippies who moved in during the era of low rents in the 1960s; young couples who want proximity to their workplaces on Wall Street; adolescents in search of navel piercing and tattoo establishments—all have turned the area into the opposite of what it was, the focal point of American Jewry. Once upon a city, the Lower East Side was the place of sights and sounds and smells that remained in the minds of its denizens long after they had graduated to high-rises and suburbs.

Eddie Cantor, the child of Russian immigrants, was raised in that ghetto. He called himself the “world's supreme delicatessen eater, absorbing more salami, pastrami, bologna, and frankfurters in that short span than most families do in a lifetime.” Along with many such youths, he could recall the powerful aromas of Kosher food and drink well into old age. Others, like children's book writer Sydney Taylor, recreated the bygone scene in detail: “Heaped high with merchandise,” the pushcarts in the ghetto “stretched into endless lines up and down the main streets. They were edged up close to the curb and wedged together so tightly that one could not cross anywhere except at the corners. The pushcart peddlers, usually bearded men in long overcoats or old women in heavy sweaters and shawls, outdid each other in their loud cries to the passers-by.”

Not that the Lower East Side was a continual pageant of bounty and delight. For every greenhorn success story there were scores of early deaths and abject failures. A great deal of human misery was hidden from public view. Sweatshops used the immigrants mercilessly; sixtyhour weeks were not uncommon, and the overcrowded tenements were a breeding ground for mental illness, tuberculosis, felonies, and murder. In Looking Back, the novelist Belva Plain imagined a Hester Street apartment house at the turn of the century: “The stench surged from the street door … cooking grease, onions, an overflowing toilet…the sickening steam of pressing irons; a noxious drenching of tobacco from the front apartment where the cigar makers lived.” Another novelist, Meredith Tax, made her heroine, Hannah, wander through a place where “colors glowed more garishly, dirt was greasier, people grew bigger, and all the latent exaggerations in their characters flowered. Hannah heard her own voice come out louder than before.”

But these truths could not obscure the significance of the New York ghetto. In her study Lower East Side Memories, historian Hasia R. Diner notes that the pawnshops and eateries, the factories and workplaces, the tumultuous thoroughfares and teeming flats, the meeting halls and theaters, provide the iconography of the American Jewish experience. The turf below 14th, she observes, “has entered the realm of the sacred.”

Nothing about that realm is more hallowed than the Yiddish Theater. Most of the immigrants had never seen a drama or operetta before, and they regarded them with a child's credulity. When the ticket-holders witnessed scenes from the Bible, from czarist Russia, from American tenements and workplaces, they believed every speech and every incident. They were swept up in the narratives of avaricious bosses and passionate union organizers, autocratic parents and defiant children, whores and innocents, intellectuals and big shots. And as they watched, they came to understand the roles they themselves were playing in the New World.

Thus the history of that theater is more than merely a show business account; it is the saga of a people in the New World, illuminated by spotlights and scenery, backed by mood music, enacted by some of the most luminous talents of the twentieth century. As we will see, before the story was done it had not only changed the ghetto dwellers, it had altered the history of Broadway and Hollywood, and thus, to a certain extent, America.

THE CREATION of most art forms is lost in history. The Yiddish Theater is unique; it was born on a precise night in a precise year, and its lineage can be traced to an actual father. Its last, lingering illness can also be traced to a specific decade, although the causes of the malady are varied and subtle.

Late in the 1960s the celebrated Jewish actress Ida Kaminska came to New York with her troupe. The USSR had been currying favor with Arab nations of the Middle East, and yet another wave of antiSemitism had been encouraged by the Soviet government. Kaminska and her actor husband, Meir Melman, no longer felt at home in their native country, Czechoslovakia. In the 1965 feature The Shop on Main Street, she had played an elderly Jewish shopkeeper at the beginning of the Holocaust. Nominated for an Academy Award, Kaminska was endlessly praised and interviewed, a new face at the age of sixty. Everyone in the film and stage business knew her name. Roles were tendered. America seemed a likely place for the Melmans to relocate.

But en route to the United States, the actress had an unsettling premonition: though her touring troupe played to astonishingly full houses in Germany and to unsurprisingly enthusiastic audiences in Tel Aviv, Kaminska kept thinking of an old Yiddish folktale. A schlimazel— “luckless soul” in Yiddish—appeals to his rabbi for help. The ragpicker is advised to relocate; the move will change his luck. Packing up, he sees the Ghost of Poverty leaping with joy in a dark corner. “What are you jumping for?” demands the poor man. “Why shouldn't I?” chortles the apparition. “I'm coming, too!”

Despite her reservations and Old World superstitions, Kaminska settled the troupers in New York and booked Carnegie Hall for a night. Advance sales were outstanding. Then, on the eve of the performance New York was hit by the worst blizzard in more than twenty years. “Many people who had tickets couldn't come,” states Kaminska's memoir. “The results for the impresario were disastrous, and for us they were not too good either. In a word, schlimazel.” Nevertheless, she stayed in the city, hoping for another chance at a New York audience.

She was to get her wish. In 1970, the poet Louis Zukofsky published his lyrical Autobiography. “My first exposure to letters at the age of four,” he wrote, “was thru the Yiddish theaters, most memorably the Thalia on the Bowery. By the age of nine I had seen a good deal of Shakespeare, Ibsen, Strindberg and Tolstoy performed—all in Yiddish.” A handful of investors had similar memories; they agreed to back a project that mixed nostalgia with modernism. They founded the Ida Kaminska Yiddish Theater, rented an appropriate downtown location—the Roosevelt Auditorium on Union Square—and made ready for the renaissance.

But they had failed to consider a few details. Dressing rooms needed to be constructed, press agents hired, acoustical equipment rented. Because a language barrier stood between the actors and a large part of the audience, headphones were wired to every seat. Those who could not follow the Yiddish could listen to a simultaneous translation. Just when all seemed in place, more troubles piled on. The Roosevelt was owned by the Amalgamated Workers Union, and its directors had a new stipulation. When they needed the auditorium for a meeting, performances had to be canceled. The investors wearily agreed. By now the project was an idée fixe and judged to be worth any price.

Reviews were uniformly favorable; standing ovations greeted the players. Yet attendance fell off after the first several nights. Foul weather kept some people away; others attended and registered complaints. Kaminska recalled, “Once, when I left the theater after a performance, two young men in their mid-twenties were waiting for me. They seemed to be fine, intelligent young men. They apologized for stopping me and expressed their warm thanks for the performance, which stimulated much feeling and thought in them. At the same time, my husband emerged from another door. An old lady met him and said, ‘Are you a member of this company? Then I must tell you that you've shown us a terrible play and we didn't understand a thing.’ Two extremes.” The season ended on January 4, 1970, severely in debt.

No more was said about a new Yiddish Theater, run by Ida Kaminska or anyone else.

SOME SIX DECADES EARLIER there had been two dozen Yiddish theaters in New York. Now only a handful of productions made it to off-Broadway venues. None had a permanent home; all were short of cash. The audience had dwindled to a few hundred loyal fans, most of them in their seventies. Their colleagues had died, or retired to Florida, or gone to the suburbs. Those who remained in the city preferred to see plays spoken in English, the language they now regarded as their native tongue, even when they spoke it with an accent.

The Yiddish Theater was so far gone that even its melodies, some of them popular enough to have made the Hit Parade in the 1930s, were forgotten. To introduce the tunes to a new generation, the New York Times published Great Songs of the Yiddish Theater, a compilation of melodies from better times. A number of lyrics had been written by the Yiddish superstar Molly Picon; in 1975 she was signed to write the book's introduction and notes. Her chipper prose refused to acknowledge reality. “Recently I went to the Yiddish Theater to see Hard to Be a Jew,” she said, “and frankly was surprised to see a line stretching around the corner, buying tickets at the box office. As I approached the entrance, I overheard one woman say to another, ‘I've been waiting here for half an hour and the line doesn't seem to move. No wonder the Yiddish Theater is dying—you just can't get tickets!’” A pretty tale, but fiction nonetheless. After the second week of any such fare, tickets went begging.

That year another book about the Jewish experience was published, and this one made no attempt to avoid the truth. Irving Howe's massive history, World of Our Fathers, was subtitled The Journey of the East European Jews to America and the Life They Found and Made. The author sought to detail the entire immigrant experience in and around New York City, from the 1880s onward. Nothing seemed to escape his notice, from the tribulations of entering at Ellis Island, to the harsh overcrowded neighborhoods and sweatshops, to the labor agitations and the rise of Yiddish journalism and politics, to the intellectual ferment and the escape to the Catskills and the suburbs. Only thirty-six pages were devoted to the Yiddish Theater, though, shortchanging an art form for which Howe proceeded to sit shivoh—the Jewish mourning period for the dead.

Howe allowed that the dramas and operettas “reached everyone in the immigrant world, collapsing distinctions between serious and popular.” But that inclusiveness was to be both its glory and its curse. In order for the Yiddish Theater to have survived “some sort of leap was necessary … from folk to cosmopolitan.” Unfortunately this could happen “only if there had been more time, only if there had been several generations that used Yiddish as their native tongue yet were also at home in Western culture.” The rush to assimilate destroyed that possibility. In the end, “it was a theater blazing with the eloquence of its moment, and in the memories of a few the glow would remain.”

Howe's cheerless assessment was amplified in 1977, with the appearance of Nahma Sandrow's Vagabond Stars. The daughter of a rabbi, Sandrow was well versed in the literature and lore of the Yiddish Theater. Her volume covered early productions and performers in Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East, bringing the account up-to-date by reporting an incident that took place in New York City. Facing a faculty committee at Bronx Community College, Sandrow was asked to list her accomplishments. “I said I was writing a book about Yiddish Theater. The committee members sat doodling or taking notes, the atmosphere was formal but friendly. One professor said he had a question: ‘What's a nice girl like you doing writing about Yiddish Theater?' The laughter lasted for minutes. The questioner and half the committee were Jewish.”

… … …

NOW THAT ITS STARS HAD FADED, the Yiddish Theater and its once boisterous audience were ripe for satire. Broadway composer Robert Merrill (Funny Girl, Take Me Along) wrote the book, tunes, and lyrics for The Prince of Grand Street. The musical followed the later life of the fictional Nathan Rashumsky, a turn-of-the-century Jewish idol, no longer young and constantly in hot water with women, playwrights, and drama critics. Mark Twain made an appearance; the actor wanted permission to stage Huckleberry Finn, and the author almost acceded until he learned that Rashumsky wanted to play the title role. The show seemed very promising at a run-through. But during its out-oftown tryout, laughs came infrequently, and no one went out whistling the songs. That spring The Prince was booked to open at the Alvin Theater in New York. It never got out of Philadelphia.

Two other pastiches followed. The Broadway musical Rags (book by Joseph Stein, who had written the book for Fiddler on the Roof) told the story of Jewish immigrants at the turn of the century. In a key scene, three of the principals, Rebecca, David, and Saul, pay a visit to a Yiddish theater where the impresario/actor Boris Kaminsky is giving his version of Hamlet.


BORIS: To be or not to be. A terrible question. In other words to live or to die. Both bad! Living we know about—suffering without end.

AUDIENCE (Mixed reaction): That's true. Listen to him. Ssh, let him talk.

BORIS: But dying is better? That's also no life. Because after you're dead, what have you got?

AUDIENCE: Nothing.

BORIS: Nothing! I'm going crazy thinking about it. I once said to my friend Laertes, the more we think, the more mixed up we get. I'm the saddest person in the world.

AUDIENCE (Mixed cries)

MAN IN AUDIENCE: You think you got it bad? You should know my boss.

(Enter OPHELIA)

OPHELIA: Hamlet, you shouldn't say such mean things about your mother. Your mother is your best friend. I don't know what's happening to you lately, always talking to yourself.

AUDIENCE: Maybe he's sick. He should see a doctor. Go out in the sun more.

DAVID: Why is he so angry, Saul?

SAUL: Well, his father died and his mother married his uncle.

REBECCA: Terrible…a second marriage. It's always the children who suffer.



Rags lasted for four performances.

Jewish pride in Broadway's preeminent composers continued through the 1970s. The musicals of Richard Rodgers, Jerry Herman, and the emerging Stephen Sondheim drew loyal followings of Hadassah ladies at Saturday matinees; Leonard Bernstein's ballet The Dybbuk, based on a Yiddish play, was well attended; the comedies of Neil Simon, obviously written about Jewish characters but deliberately cast with gentiles, drew similar crowds. But as for the roots of all this— the Yiddish Theater—hardly anyone cared to attend its modest, live presentations.

One last attempt was made to send up the past imperfect. The Great Ostrovsky had songs by Cy Coleman (Sweet Charity; Little Me) and book and lyrics by Avery Corman (Kramer vs. Kramer). Like The Prince of Grand Street, it told the story of a Second Avenue actor in the old days. The score mixed sentimental ballads with light-handed klezmer orchestrations, and the jokes were genial and essentially nonsectarian. And, like The Prince, the show never made it to Broadway. Philadelphia was its final stop.

CERTAIN THAT THEIR CULTURE was in decline, Yiddishspeaking New Yorkers grew despondent. Then came the morning of October 5, 1978, when a dramatic reprieve sounded from Stockholm. The Swedish Academy of Letters sent word that Isaac Bashevis Singer had won the Nobel Prize for Literature. The press release cited his “impassioned narrative art which, with roots in a Polish-Jewish cultural tradition, brings the universal human condition to life.” Lars Gyllensten, permanent secretary of the academy, added praise for Yiddish, the language in which the laureate wrote. It was, he said, the tongue “of the simple people and of the women, the language of the mothers who preserved fairytales and anecdotes, legends and memories for hundreds of years past, through a history which seems to have left nothing untried in the way of agony, passions, aberrations, cruelty and bestiality, but also of heroism, love and self-sacrifice.”

In the wake of the announcement Singer gave hundreds of interviews. A charming, formally dressed figure, he captivated reporters, who quoted him on his favorite subjects, from vegetarianism, “I don't eat meat because I'm worried about my arteries. I don't eat meat because I'm worried about the arteries of the chicken,” to philosophy, “We have to believe in free will. We have no choice,” to the future of Yiddish, “The language is ailing, yes. But in Jewish history, the distance between sickness and death can be a long, long time.” He iterated the last observation during his Nobel speech, begun in Yiddish:

“Der groyser kovad vos di Shwedishe Acadamie hot mir ongeton is oich an anerkenung fun Yiddish—a loshon fun golus, ohn a land, ohn grenitzen, nisht gshtitzt fun keim shum meluchoh…. The great honor that the Swedish Academy has afforded me is also a recognition for Yiddish, a language of exile, without a country, without frontiers, that is not supported by any government.”

At a banquet given by the king of Sweden, Singer continued to praise Yiddish in a manner that ranged from wistful to tongue-incheek and back again. “His Majesty, ladies and gentlemen: People are asking me often, why do you write in a dying language? And I want to explain it in a few words. First, I like to write ghost stories, and nothing fits a ghost better than a dying language. The deader the language, the more alive is the ghost. Ghosts love Yiddish; they all speak it. Secondly, I believe in resurrection. I'm sure the Messiah will soon come, and millions of Yiddish-speaking corpses will rise from their graves one day, and their first question will be, ‘Is there any new Yiddish book to read?' Thirdly, for two thousand years, Hebrew was considered a dead language. Suddenly it became strangely alive. What happened to Hebrew may also happen to Yiddish one day.” When this gentle old man spoke, his lively blue eyes sparkled and his voice grew strong and persuasive. He was young again. So were his listeners and so was his language. That evening, anything seemed possible. Even rebirth. The illusion lasted until sunrise.

SEEN FROM THE INSIDE, the Yiddish Theater was an institution in need of celebration. From the outside, it was perceived as an antique, an instance of naive art whose time had come and gone. Serious appraisals began. At the Museum of the City of New York, “A Celebration of Yiddish Theater in New York” was mounted; more than three hundred items of memorabilia went on display, including production snapshots, drawings, and posters. And in Washington, D.C., the Klutznick Museum mounted a show called “Hurray for Yiddish Theater in America!” It guided the visitor chronologically through the Yiddish Theater's peaks and valleys. Both exhibits treated the subject with esteem and dignity; both embalmed it.

Bridge of Light, J. Hoberman's study of Yiddish cinema, added another valedictory. The medium in which so many Yiddish Theater stars found roles was long gone. Analyzing the film Brussels-Transit, the story of a family's flight from Poland to Belgium in the years of the Holocaust, Hoberman praised the Yiddish narration by the director's mother. “Postscripting the tumultuous history of Yiddish mass culture,” he concluded, “Samy Szlingergaum's austere film has the modesty of the pebble one places atop a Jewish grave. (This book, I put beside it.)”

Musicologist Jack Gottlieb weighed in with Funny, It Doesn't Sound Jewish, subtitled How Yiddish Songs and Synagogue Melodies Influenced Tin Pan Alley, Broadway, and Hollywood. He noted that Jewish composers of the last century (Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Richard Rodgers, Harold Arlen, Leonard Bernstein, Arthur Schwartz et al.) borrowed from what they knew—Yiddish operettas and musicals. But Gottlieb also showed that gentile composers ransacked the products of Second Avenue. Cole Porter's “You'd Be So Nice to Come Home To,” for example, bears a strong resemblance to the Yiddish Theater song “Oyfn Pripetshik” (“In the Fireplace”).

Indeed, in that melody “Porter conjures up a Russian-Jewish world to such an extent that Gregory Ratoff, the Russian-born movie producer-director, on first hearing it, thought it came from the Caucasus.” Porter confessed that he paid close attention to Yiddish musicals and once boasted to Richard Rodgers that he had discovered the secret of writing hits. Said Rodgers, “As I breathlessly awaited the magic formula, he leaned over and confided, ‘I'll write Jewish tunes.’”

That he did. And in the process, Porter and his colleagues slowly brought the Yiddish Theater to Broadway, off-Broadway, and Hollywood. It took decades to make the crossover, and that once vital art form got lost in the transfer. Later, the lamentations were long, loud, and futile. For no matter how great the debt of the American stage to its sources, no “foreign” theater has ever endured for very long in New York. When the French Comédie Français does Molière, or an Italian company commedia dell'arte, or a Greek troupe Aristophanes, it is widely regarded as a novelty, lauded by critics but ignored by the general public. Only when classics put on English garb do they find popular favor. Such was the case of Sly Fox, based on Italian, Elizabethan, and German sources and reworked by Larry Gelbart, Tartuffe in the translation by Richard Wilbur, and the Seamus Heaney version of Sophocles' Philoctetes. For the enthusiasts of Yiddish Theater to expect any other fate was to indulge in fantasy.

Yet had they dug a little deeper, they would have found many reasons to rejoice. For if the Yiddish Theater barely had a pulse, its impact on American show business was profound and enduring. When Marlon Brando began filming The Godfather, the awed cast members could barely converse with him. Al Pacino, James Caan, and Robert Duvall in particular were especially reverential. Producer Al Ruddy understood their attitude: “In a sense Marlon had created these guys.”

And Brando himself had been created by his teacher, Stella Adler, the daughter of a Yiddish Theater superstar. “If there wasn't the Yiddish Theater,” he once reflected, “there wouldn't have been Stella. And if there hadn't been Stella, there wouldn't have been all those actors who studied with her and changed the face of theater—and not only acting, but directing and writing.”

Among the Yiddish Theater's graduates and associates were actors Paul Muni, John Garfield, Zero Mostel, Walter Matthau, the acting teachers Lee Strasberg and Sanford Meisner, the playwrights Clifford Odets and Ben Hecht, the directors Harold Clurman and Sidney Lumet, and the stage designer Boris Aronson. The Yiddish Theater was their university, and when they left the ghetto and went out into the world, they altered whatever they touched. Neither Broadway nor Hollywood has been the same since then.

IN HASIDIC TALES : THE LATER MASTERS, Martin Buber relates one of the classic stories: “Whenever the Jews were threatened with disaster, the Baal Shem Tov would go to a certain place in the forest, light a fire and say a special prayer. Always a miracle would occur, and the disaster be averted.

“In later times when disaster threatened, the Maggid of Mezritch, his disciple, would go to the same place in the forest and say, ‘Master of the Universe, I do not know how to light the fire, but I say the prayer.’ And again the disaster would be averted.

“Still later, his disciple, Moshe Leib of Sasov, would go to the same place in the forest and say, Ribono Sehl Olam, I do not know how to light the fire or say the prayer, but I know the place and that must suffice.’ And it always did.

“When Israel of Riszhyn needed intervention from heaven, he would say to God, ‘I no longer know the place, nor how to light the fire, nor how to say the prayer, but I can tell the story and that must suffice.’ And it did.”

DISTANT FROM ITS RELIGIOUS underpinnings, bereft of its fire, without a permanent place, the story of the Yiddish Theater must suffice. We have no choice.




CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]

THE FOUR INGREDIENTS

FOR ALMOST FIVE THOUSAND YEARS the Jews needed no theater to relate their story. They saw themselves as participants in an epic teeming with conquests and enslavements, revelations and miracles. A burning bush that speaks, the parting of the Red Sea, a rod turned into a snake, a woman turned into a pillar of salt— where was the playwright that could match God's imagination? Even the setbacks were of a grand scale: expulsions from Eden and Egypt, lost wars, subjugation. What stage could reproduce these incidents?

The scholar Max I. Dimont was so impressed by the theatrical quality of Jewish history that he divided it into three acts. “When the curtain rises on the first 2,000 years,” he wrote in The Indestructible Jews, “we will note that it proceeds like a Greek predestination drama, with God seemingly the author and divine director.” But there was a difference. In the classic Greek plays, the characters remain unaware of their destinies. In the Jewish predestination drama, Jehovah gives them their parts and tells them of His expectations—expectations that will require martyrdom and perseverance.

The Old Testament's pivotal scene is the essence of dramatic tension. Abraham, the man Kierkegaard dubbed the Father of Faith, makes ready to offer up his son Isaac—until Jehovah reprieves him. A covenant is struck between man and Jehovah: if this true believer remains obedient to the divine will, he and his descendants will be the Chosen People: “I will make of thee a great nation,” promises the Voice, “and I will bless thee and make thy name great.” From then on, human sacrifice is no longer necessary in this tribe; worship and a moral life are sufficient unto the day.

Unlike the multitude of pagan gods who surrender to temptations and war amongst themselves, Dimont observes, “the God of Abraham acts with a moral purpose and a preconceived plan. He is not a capricious god who acts on a day-to-day basis. The Jews know what God expects of them and can therefore make long range plans.”

By the time Abraham's descendants settle in Egypt, they are suffused with the idea of monotheism. It will not be relinquished in the presence of their enemies. There will be many such adversaries over the course of history. Often these enemies come from without, like the Philistines; but sometimes they come from within, irresistible temptations that change the individual and threaten his people.

Those enticements become an integral part of the melodrama. The gods of the Hittites, the Assyrians, the Egyptians, the Greeks and Romans are subject to follies, passions, and mistakes. Jehovah never exhibits such weaknesses. He leaves the scandals to his all-too-human followers, who never experience a shortage of family violence. Cain murders Abel. Jacob betrays his brother Esau. Absalom rebels against his father, dies in the field, and King David's cry resounds through the eons: “Would God I had died for thee, O, Absalom, my son, my son!” Joseph is cast out by his jealous brothers, who rend his coat of many colors and falsely report his death.

And should the reader's attention flag, sexual adventures are there to pique it. Sodom is destroyed because of the uncontrolled lives of its citizens. David is so besotted by Bathsheba that he sends her husband off to war so that he can disport with her. The mighty Samson, seduced and weakened by Delilah, is destroyed for lust. The elders leering at Susannah, the ruinous fleshpots of Gomorrah, and, on a higher plane, the explicit love songs of Solomon (“My beloved put in his hand by the hole of the door, and I was moved by him”) all speak of the pleasures and snares of carnal desire.

And this is only the beginning. After the Holy Writ comes the second part of the Jewish saga, when Jehovah can no longer be seen in a burning bush or heard on Mount Sinai. Twice the great Temple in Jerusalem is destroyed, first by the Babylonians in 587 b.c. After it has been rebuilt and the city regained by the Hebrews, Roman troops raze the Temple and slay thousands of Jewish men, women, and children. This catastrophe in a.d. 70 marks the end of the Jewish state and the beginning of the Diaspora.

“Without Zion,” remarks historian Nathan Ausubel, the Jews are “like children deprived of their mother.” Wherever they disperse, they remember Jerusalem, setting up scrolls of the Torah—the first five books of the Bible—in their makeshift temples, nourishing the hope of a Messiah who will deliver them from their exile, endlessly poring over the scriptures in search of meaning, speaking in prayer—and sometimes in one-sided conversation with a silent Jehovah. This monological style, popularized by the “Tevye” short stories of Sholem Aleichem, and musicalized in Fiddler on the Roof, can be heard to this day: “Dear God, why did you have to make my poor old horse lose his shoe just before the Sabbath? That wasn't nice. It's enough you pick on me, bless me with five daughters, a life of poverty. What have you got against my horse? Sometimes I think that when things are too quiet up there, You say to Yourself, ‘Let's see, what kind of mischief can I play.’”

The going out from the Middle East is only the first of many such sorrows. In the early Christian era, the Jews are singled out for refusing to accept Jesus as the Messiah. Preachers find a ready target: Gregory of Nyssa sees Hebrews as “Murderers of the Lord, assassins of the prophets, rebels and detesters of God.” Saint John Chrysostom thunders, “Brothel and theater, the synagogue is also a cave of pirates and the lair of wild beasts.” The legend of the Wandering Jew, whom Jesus condemned to roam the earth endlessly, though mentioned nowhere in the New Testament, is related by Christian speakers and takes root from the thirteenth century on.

By the Middle Ages this antipathy hardens into doctrine. Pockets of tolerance exist throughout Europe—the Jews enjoy an unprecedented economic and religious freedom in the Arab-Christian culture of Spain. Yet a sword dangles over them at all times. Some nations force them into ghettos; others make them wear special clothing and caps to identify them as outsiders. In Germany they are forced to swear an oath of fealty on the carcass of a pig. The Passion Play at Oberammergau features Jews in horned hats to suggest their connection to Satan, and Jewish religious figures are portrayed as evil and sadistic. The sights and sounds affront rabbis; they condemn theater as “the seat of frivolity.”

Jews are considered the devil's allies whenever a plague surfaces. Martin Luther excoriates them when they fail to embrace his doctrines. “Therefore be on your guard against the Jews,” he warns, “knowing that wherever they have their synagogues, nothing is found but a den of devils.” Spain turns from oasis to killing ground during the Inquisition. Jews are burned, murdered, tortured, and finally expelled from the country in 1492, just as Columbus sets sail for America.

For centuries they're forbidden to live in England. The absence of Hebrews makes no difference; anti-Semitism without Jews is all the rage during the Elizabethan era. In The Jew of Malta, Christopher Marlowe makes his villain a scheming, outspoken Jewish merchant named Barabas: “Now I will show myself to have more of the serpent than the dove.” Shakespeare, in his turn, seizes on the incident of Dr. Rodrigo Lopez, a visiting Spanish convert who has been supplying information about his native country to the queen. Lopez runs afoul of the Earl of Essex. The aristocrat dislikes foreigners who have greater royal access than he has, and attempts to frame the doctor for espionage. At first Elizabeth will have none of it; but Essex persists and eventually gets his way.

En route to the block, the crowd shouting with excitement, the executioner's sword glinting in the sun, Lopez protests that he loves Elizabeth even more than he adores Jesus Christ. It does no good; the converted Jew is publicly hanged, castrated, his carcass pulled into pieces by four horses, to the amusement of the crowd. Shakespeare follows the incident with his own contribution. The Bard, states Anthony Burgess in his biography, “was not above exploiting the general bitterness towards Jews by writing a play in which a Jew is the villain—not a treacherous one, however, but a usurious one. Barabas is a Machiavellian monster; Shylock merely, and literally, wants his pound of flesh.”

Shakespeare, of course, is incapable of creating a two-dimensional character, and the man is immortalized by his famous plea: “Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?” All very well for the modern playgoer, but in the Bard's time and long after, audiences would see only a beaky moneylender rubbing his hands, alternately purring at his Christian enemies and planning their destruction.

On rare occasions the Jews find a welcome. The city of Vilna is created by Gedymin, ruler of the grand duchy, when he ventures out on a hunt for game. He sleeps where one of his arrows falls, and dreams of a big wolf wearing an iron shield and howling as loudly as a pack of a hundred wolves. Awakening in fright, he asks his priest for an interpretation. The wolf, says the holy man, represents an important place that will rise where he stands, and the roar indicates its future reputation. Accordingly, Gedymin builds a city on the site and names it for the river Vilia flowing through it. Anxious for a population to fill his new streets, he invites all newcomers regardless of their religion, and Jews crowd into this newly safe place. But as always in Europe, East and West, they remain subject to someone else's dream.

They prosper for long periods in the Netherlands, where the heretical Baruch Spinoza finds a home for his ethical philosophy. And in postrevolutionary France there are Jewish statesmen, bankers, musicians, and philosophers. In Berlin a free education becomes available to indigent Jews willing to study German, French, and European history. Still, menace is never far away. The nearest approximation to Hitler's genocidal procedures comes in the seventeenth-century Ukraine, where Cossacks, urged on by a maniacal leader who blames the Jews for all evils, go on a lethal rampage. Historian and Holocaust survivor Alexander Kimel describes the results: The Ukrainian Jews “were destined to utter annihilation, and the slightest pity shown to them was looked upon as treason. Scrolls of the law were taken out of the synagogues by the Cossacks, who danced on them while drinking whisky. After this the Jews were laid down upon them and butchered without mercy. Thousands of Jewish infants were thrown into wells or burned alive.”

Russia handles its Jews with slow-motion malice. Beginning in the eighteenth century its hundreds of thousands of Hebrews are forbidden to travel beyond the rural towns —shtetls—in which they already live. An invisible moat rings the Jewish communities of Poland, the Ukraine, and Russia. The Romanov czars, fearful of revolution in the wake of foreign wars and increased taxes, use them as convenient scapegoats. Pogroms are encouraged during the frequent periods of social unrest.

The mortality rate among Jews is twice as high as for Christians in the territories. That rate is accelerated by the military draft, which sweeps up Jewish boys and puts them into training schools far away from their homes. The Russian author Alexander Herzen witnesses one forced march in 1835. The officer in charge confides that less than half of the children will reach their destination. “They just die off like flies. A Jew boy, you know, is such a frail, weakly creature, like a skinned cat; he is not used to tramping in the mud for ten hours a day and eating biscuit—then again, being among strangers, no father, no mother, nor petting; well, they cough and cough until they cough themselves into their graves. And I ask you, what use is it to the government? What can they do with little boys?”

This method is judged insufficient to deal with the Jewish Problem. Some fifty years later Czar Alexander III resolves to find a way to deal with the obdurate, stiff-necked people once and for all. Konstantin Pobiedonostev, procurator of the Holy Synod, offers a three-pronged scheme: “one-third conversion, one-third emigration, and one-third starvation.”

And yet, wherever Jews congregate, a saving remnant always manages to survive. What is the formula for their endurance against millennia of savagery, persecutions, murders, evictions? There are four ingredients.

THE FIRST IS LITERACY. These, after all, are people of the Book. Sometime around a.d. 200, an epochal resolution is made. Some of the greatest wise men and teachers have perished at the hands of the Romans and they have left nothing behind. From here on, Judaism's traditions must be set down on paper, lest they be forgotten and lost forever.

The product of this decision is the Mishna. It deals with Jewish laws of diet, behavior, worship, justice, marriage. During the centuries following the writing of the Mishna, rabbis write down their discussions and commentaries in a series of books known as the Talmud. Together, the Torah, Mishna, and Talmud provide Jewish children with their moral education even in the worst of circumstances. Such study stays with them for a lifetime.

Well over a millennium later, the power of this textual base was still evident. An old book, preserved from the millions burned by the Third Reich and now housed in a New York City library, bears the stamp of the Society of Woodchoppers for the Study of Mishna in Berditchev. These axmen required no literacy to do their jobs, but that was beside the point. They were Jews, and therefore they met regularly to discuss Talmudic matters. The outside world, with its threats and exclusions, is forgotten during those hours. If they argue about religious matters, they agree about the special nature of their lives: gentiles drink away their leisure time; Jews analyze the Law.

The Yiddish novelist Mendele Sforim describes the education of a typical shtetl boy during this long period. From the Middle Ages to the eighteenth century there is hardly any variance: “Little Shlomo had accumulated before his bar mitzvah as much experience as if he were a Methuselah. Where hadn't he been and what hadn't he seen! Mesopotamia, the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, Persia, Egypt and the Nile, the deserts and the mountains. It was an experience which the children of no other people knew. He could not tell you a thing about Russia, about Poland, about Lithuania, and their peoples, laws, kings, politicians. But you just ask him about Og, King of Bashan. He knew the people who lived in tents and spoke Hebrew or Aramaic; the people who rode on mules or camels and drank water out of pitchers…. He knew nothing concerning the fields about him, about rye, wheat, potatoes, and where his bread came from; didn't know of the existence of such things as oak, pine and fir trees; but he knew about vineyards, date palms, pomegranates, locust trees. He knew about the dragon and the leopard, about the turtledove and the hart that panteth after the living waters; he lived in another world.”

Shlomo is allowed to live in that place until the Enlightenment (Haskalah in Hebrew) transfigures Europe in the 1800s. The prime minister of England, Benjamin Disraeli, a Christianized Jew, proudly identifies himself as the missing page between the Old Testament and the New, and pushes for greater tolerance. The Rothschild family of bankers rises from “Jew Street” in Frankfurt to enjoy an unmatched global reach. Within the city ghettos as well as the contained world of the shtetl, ambition is no longer something to be held in check. The sounds of laughter and desire serve as a powerful counterpoint to the sighs of resignation.

The gates of opportunity swing open again, and power of learning acquired at cheder, Hebrew school, is turned toward the other world— the real one—where for the first time Shlomo can be more than an obscure scholar in an unknown village.

THE SECOND INGREDIENT is adaptability, as reflected in two old Jewish stories. In the first, a new flood covers the earth. After thirtyeight days and nights of rain, scientists forecast the end of the human race. A Catholic priest addresses his congregation: “My children, it is time to make our confessions and offer up our souls to God.” A Protestant sermonizer says: “Let us bow our heads together and recite the Lord's Prayer over and over again until the final annihilation.” A rabbi speaks to his people: “My children, we have forty-eight hours to learn how to breathe underwater.”

In the other, a rabbi visits Poland. Returning to Lithuania, he informs the congregation, “The Jews of that place are especially remarkable people. I saw a Jew who all day long was scheming how to get rich. I saw a Jew who's all the time waving a red flag and calling for revolution. I saw a Jew who was running after every woman. And I saw a Jew who was an ascetic and preached religion all the time.” A listener responds: “Why's so surprising? There are many Jews in Lithuania, all types.” “You don't understand,” says the rabbi. “It was the same Jew.”

For Hebrews of any age, social and governmental restrictions are a way of life. The trick is not to get around them but to use them. Are we forbidden to enter any other guild but the diamond cutters? Very well then, we'll learn the trade and dominate it. Are we kept from owning land? Then we'll move into the cities, seek livelihoods there and invigorate the culture. Are Christians not allowed to lend money? Then we will become the world's bankers. When Haskalah provides new opportunities we take whatever comes our way—law, medicine, finance, education, politics, it doesn't matter.

This pliability exacts a high price. For their efforts, Jews are called disloyal, usurers, cosmopolites, plotters. Since they have no way to win this age-old battle for unconditional acceptance, a vast collective neurosis settles in. Sigmund Freud detects it in himself and others; he thinks it may be embedded in the genes. “Though we may admit for the memory-traces in our archaic inheritance we have so far no stronger proof than those memories evoked by analytical work,” he writes in Moses and Monotheism, “yet this proof seems convincing enough to postulate such a state of affairs.” It is an odd endorsement of Carl Jung's theories, which Freud so often opposes. Jung's monograph on analytical psychology posits a “collective unconscious” that constitutes “the residue of the life of the ancestors.” Whether the doctors are correct or not remains debatable to this day. But there is no arguing the psychology of apprehension among the world's Jewry, perhaps inherited, perhaps acquired in early childhood. If it is a source of unhappiness, it is also responsible for their social cohesion and their urge to make a place for themselves, however prohibitive the cost.

THE THIRD INGREDIENT is humor. Just as the word “laughter” is buried in the word “slaughter,” so the tragedies of Jewish history hide a subversive wit. We know that even in Auschwitz jokes made the rounds; common sense tells us that a people, no matter how oppressed, will find moments of humor in the long day's journey. Many times the Bible instructs the Hebrews to take harps, trumpets, cymbals, and lyres, and make “a joyful noise unto the Lord in all the earth.” Surely that noise must have been accompanied by merriment. In the postbiblical era, there are many descriptions of Jewish celebrations accompanied by hilarity. And in the Middle Ages, a new Jewish occupation is born: the badkhn, Hebrew for jester. A sixteenth-century poem speaks of a merchant who “danced so merrily/with the beautiful maidens/that he became thirsty/he forgot all his cares/to the jesters he nodded/that they stop not too soon.” Regulations regarding the Jews of Hesse in 1690 prohibit “the custom in vogue to date of riding to meet the bridegroom—except for waiters and jesters.” The method of compensation has not varied from that time to this: a Jewish wedding song of the eighteenth century pleads, “Give also gifts today to the clowns and to the musicians.”

The roots of modern comedy lie in the Jewish past. “The merrymaker did not occupy a prominent social position,” notes historian Ezekiel Lifschutz. “He was feared on account of the rhymes which he freely utilized to his own purposes and frequently caused embarrassment. People exploited his friendship for their personal advantage, they were amused by his apt parables, paraphrases and merry songs and then proceeded to censure him as a sinner.”

Comic stories, spread orally through the centuries, eventually catch Freud's attention. In a letter to his colleague William Fleiss in 1897, he writes, “Let me confess that I have recently made a collection of deeply significant Jewish jokes,” psychical productions that he finds analogous to dreams. Some of the most meaningful stories, he goes on, are those concerned with Jews hiding under layers of pretension: “The doctor, asked to look after the Baroness at her confinement, pronounces that the moment has not come, and suggests to the Baron that in the meantime they should have a game of cards in the next room. After a while a cry of pain from the Baroness strikes the ears of the two men: ‘Ah, mondieu, queje suffre!’ Her husband springs up, but the doctor signs for him to sit down: ‘It's nothing. Let's get on with the game!' A little later there are again sounds from the pregnant woman: ‘Mein Gott, mein Gott was fur Schmerzen!’ ‘Aren't you going in, Professor?' asks the Baron. ‘No, no, it's not time yet.’ At last there comes from next door an unmistakable cry of ‘Oy vay!’ The doctor throws down his cards and exclaims, ‘Now it's time.’”

Such tales are usually told by Jews in mixed company, and they tend to make gentiles uncomfortable. But that is their point—to discomfit the outsider. Somerset Maugham describes a relevant incident in “The Alien Corn.” A wealthy Jew, Fred Robenstein, mimics the accent and ghetto mannerisms of a pushcart peddler until his listeners are weak with laughter. But the listener cannot join in the amusement: “I was not quite sure of a sense of humor that made such cruel fun of his own race.”

Freud's disciple Theodor Reik explains that kind of uneasy comedy in a paper entitled Jewish Wit. In desperate times, “the Jew sharpens, so to speak, the dagger which he takes out of his enemy's hand, stabs himself, then returns it gallantly to the anti-Semite with the silent reproach: ‘Now see whether you can do as well.’” In less threatening situations, the humor acts “to bring relaxation in the ardor of battle with the seen and with the invisible enemy; to attract as well as repel him; and to conceal one's self. Jewish wit hides as much as it discloses. Like the seraph in the Temple of the Lord, it covers its face with two of its wings.”

THE FOURTH INGREDIENT is Judaism's other language, Yiddish. The primary tongue of the Jews is Hebrew, the language of the Bible and of prayer, and therefore sanctified. Yiddish is the common speech of the ever mobile people. It begins as a kind of slang, stirring Old High German with backchat from the Western European ghettos. As the Jews are forced to the Middle Countries, then north and east, they pick up phrases from the Romance languages and Slavic tongues. Although Yiddish is written in phonetic Hebrew, it is pronounced with greater expression and a more musical cadence. In time the irony, spirit, and rhythms of this polyglot vernacular begin to shape Jewish culture.

Condensed folktales spring up. Not quite jokes, not quite anecdotes, they find a home in the wry, ironic attitude and rapid pulse of Yiddish:


	Two Jews decide to assassinate the czar. They bring sharp instruments and conceal themselves behind trees in a park where the Russian leader takes his daily stroll. Hours pass and the czar fails to appear. At sundown one of them worries: “I don't know what's wrong. I hope nothing happened to him.”


	One Jew sighs to another, “It would be best never to have been born.” His friend agrees: “True, but how many are that lucky? Maybe one in a hundred thousand.”


	Two Jews are sentenced to be executed by a firing squad. The captain offers Sol and Mendel blindfolds. Sol accepts. Mendel spits in the officer's face: “Keep your lousy blindfold!” Sol demurs: “Mendel, don't make trouble!”


	As a magnificent funeral procession passes by the shtetl gates an old man weeps. “You're a relative?” asks an astonished friend. “No.” “Then how come you're crying?” “That's why.”




In time a literature rises from the chatter-poems, romantic stories, moral fables. By the middle of the nineteenth century Yiddish has developed from a kind of enriched patois, claimed one poet, into “the language which will ever bear witness to the violence and murder inflicted on us, bears the marks of our expulsion from land to land, the language which absorbed the wails of the fathers, the laments of the generations, the poison and bitterness of history, the language whose precious jewels are undried, uncongealed Jewish tears.”

Not everyone agrees with this assessment—including some very prominent Jews. In his lavish omnium gatherum, The Joys of Yiddish, Leo Rosten notes that from the start purists derided Yiddish for its “bastard” origins, its “vulgar” idioms, its “hybrid” vocabulary. “Germans called it a ‘barbarous argot'; worse still, Hebraicists called it uncivilized cant.”

An intense battle gets under way. On one side are the pedants who want Hebrew to be the one and only Jewish language—and their unwitting allies, the assimilationists who want Jews to discard Yiddish in favor of demotic German, French, and the Slavic tongues.

Against them are the common people who have no intention of abandoning what they called their mamaloshen—mother tongue. A badkhn known as Sanye of Bialystok foretells the outcome of this language war by voting with his feet. A nineteenth-century account describes the jester as one who “possessed great gifts of mimicry and comedy. He carried with him a suitcase with false beards, various costumes, even women's costumes, and portrayed every role with mimicry and comic gesture like a true artist.” By the end of the century, however, as the Jews drained out of the Pale, Poland, and Lithuania, seeking the freedom of Western Europe and the New World, life became insupportable for professional comedians. “Once, early in the morning on a summer day I met Sanye coming from a wedding. He complained to me: ‘Brother, things are bad. There is no longer any room for me here.’ Six months later he left for America.”

Sanye is not alone.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

THE FATHER

i

LOOKING BACK IN OLD AGE, Abraham Goldfaden came to recognize New York as Zion, the fulfillment of Jewish dreams. But it would not have seemed so back in Zhitomir. He was twenty-five when the United States finished its notorious Civil War. He had read about that conflict for nearly five years. Early on, the papers made much of the order from a General Ulysses S. Grant, who disliked Jewish peddlers catering to the Union soldiers: “The Jews, as a class violating every regulation of trade established by the Treasury Department are hereby expelled from the department.” This dictum was rescinded by Abe Lincoln, but look what happened: scarcely three years later the president was shot by a maniac, an actor. Who could tell what was in store for the Jews of America?

Goldfaden was content to stay put. On the one hand, Russia was not such a wonderful country for its Jewish residents. On the other hand, things were beginning to loosen up. The Enlightenment had brought big changes. There were now a few progressive Jewish academies, places where you could read not only the Torah and the Talmud, but also Western novels and plays. Abraham's parents sent him to one, and were delighted with the results. Their son had turned out to be intelligent, original, and funny—Abie the Jester, they called him. When he graduated, the young man shocked the neighborhood: he took a leading role in an amateur production. This was not a normal thing for a
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