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A Word in Edgewise: Yiddish, Hebrew, and Sholem Asch

Yisroel Rabon
translated by Ben Kline

Introduction: This essay by Yiddish novelist, poet, and critic Yisroel Rabon was
published in December 1936 in the literary monthly Os (Letter), which Rabon himself
edited. Rabon was born in Gowarczéw in 1900 but spent most of his life in Lodz, which
was the setting of his two published novels, Di gas (1928) and Balut: Roman fun a
forshtot (1934). He also published several volumes of poetry and serialized novels in
Yiddish newspapers, including Haynt (to which he obliquely alludes in this essay as
having “the most honorable attitude towards Yiddish writers,” despite its “reactionary”
political slant).

Scholarship on Rabon’s work has mostly focused on his fiction, which was controversial
in its day for its grotesque depictions of sex and violence among Jews on the urban
fringe. Khone Shmeruk, in a 1981 Hebrew essay recently translated by Tsiona Lida and
published in In geveb, places Rabon’s fiction within the context of Yiddish shund
literature, a genre which Rabon defended in his own essays on Yiddish literature.'
Miriam Udel has engaged with and complicated the characterization of Rabon’s Di gas
(by Khone Shmeruk and others) as “above all, a chronicle of alienation, social
fragmentation, and inter-war disaffection.”” However, relatively little attention has been
paid to Rabon’s nonfiction and critical work, much of which he published (sometimes
pseudonymously) in Os and other journals that he edited. In a 1938 letter to Sholem
Asch, Rabon ostentatiously described Os as “the only literary-art journal around which
young Jewish writers are congregating.” Rabon appears to have cultivated a contrarian,
béte noir persona with regards to the Polish Jewish literary establishment in Warsaw

! Khone Shmeruk, “The History of "Shund" Literature in Yiddish,” In geveb, April 2023, trans. Tsiona Lida,
https://ingeveb.org/texts-and-translations/the-history-of-shund-literature-in-yiddish.

* Miriam Udel, “When Narration is the Only Salvation: Yisroel Rabon's Modernist Picaresque,” Polin Studies in
Polish Jewry, Volume 28, 2016, pp. 307-321, 309.

? Letter from Yisroel Rabon to Sholem Asch, 1938, RG 602, Shalom Asch Papers, F85. YIVO,

https://encyclopedia.yivo.org/media/1400.
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and Vilna (embodied in this essay by Max Weinreich, Yankev Pat, and Itzik Manger).
Critic Y.Y. Trunk wrote that Rabon was “the most asocial writer in Yiddish literature in
Poland...[who] believes in no manner of community.” It is a characterization both
uncharitable and somewhat believable.

“A Word in Edgewise” describes—at times with humorous irony, at times with great
conviction—the ideological infighting between Yiddish cultural workers in Poland in the
1930s. Rabon takes special issue with the hypocrisy of a Yiddishism more concerned
with signaling its own leftist virtues and combating the symbolic threat of Hebrew in
Palestine than with supporting the apparently dwindling Yiddish cultural life in Poland.
In doing so, Rabon gives voice to a Yiddishist pessimism of his age, distinct from the
naivete or tragedy that post-war readers have so often projected onto interwar Yiddish
writers. For example, it is jarring to read the phrase “der khurbn fun yidish” (the
destruction of Yiddish) in a piece written in 1936. Rabon’s perspective defies simple
categorization: he is a committed socialist with no great love for the Bund’s cultural
politics, a promoter of Yiddish with respect for both modern and ancient Hebrew
literature, and a Yiddish writer with a realist attitude towards Polish overtaking Yiddish
as the primary language of Poland’s Jews. A modern reader may recognize some familiar
and enduring themes of a culture war, largely fought through rumor, speculation,
projection, and symbolic gesture.

I have taken liberties to shorten some of Rabon’s longwinded paragraphs into more
readable English sentences, while attempting to preserve some of the humor and
poignant word choice in the original Yiddish. I have also removed a digressive section,
in which Rabon quotes at length some French and German literary critics to defend
Sholem Asch against Itsik Manger’s critique of the former’s allegedly poor grammar and
punctuation.

* Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher literatur, vol. viii (New York: Congress for Jewish Culture, 1981), 283.
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A Word in Edgewise: Yiddish, Hebrew, and
Sholem Asch

Sholem Asch was in Palestine. There, at some reading or banquet—according to Dovid
Pinsky’s account—he hurled insults at the Yiddish language. But exactly what he said we
do not know. I don’t discount the testimony of a personage like Dovid Pinsky, but—given
the Language Question among us—what the Yiddishist Dovid Pinsky might consider
insulting would not be insulting to the average Yiddishist. I, for one, don't see anything
demeaning in calling Yiddish the language of the cobbler’s alley. And that’s not because
my democratic disposition holds the cobbler’s alley in such high esteem, but simply
because that's how it is: Yiddish is only spoken in the cobbler’s alley. On the main
streets, whether their residents be Zionists or Bundists, Communists or Revisionists, we
speak Polish. Still, there are those Yiddishists—and not particularly orthodox ones—who
are ready to challenge you to a duel when you tell them that Yiddish is the language of
the cobbler’s alley.

Based on some ad hoc honor code, The Yiddish Pen Club® decided to respond to this
reprimand of its members’ working language (and Sholem Asch’s, too). When Sholem
Asch came to Warsaw, there was a pointed lack of any reception in his honor, even
though he is the honorary chair of that same organization. The affair came out into the
open, several articles have been penned about it, and it’s even reached the point of
name-calling, as is our habit. But what exactly Asch said in Palestine about Yiddish is
unknowable. We can only rely on Dovid Pinsky’s interpretation of Asch’s speech: what
he said was insulting!

Now don’t call me a Hebraist, but it makes sense to me that Sholem Asch, a sensitive
and impressionable writer, could witness the awakening of Hebrew cultural life in
Palestine and become embittered over the state of the Yiddish language, especially in
Poland. No one with open eyes and a genuine will to stay within the realm of truth can
deny that the destruction of Yiddish across sectors is frighteningly immense.

3 The first PEN Club was founded in London in 1921, for the purpose of promoting cooperation and defending the
rights of writers across national borders. Although PEN clubs around the world were initially created on a
national-territorial basis, the Jewish PEN Club was founded in Vilna in 1926 by Yiddish and Hebrew writers whose
interests were not represented by the Polish PEN Club in Warsaw. In 1929, a Hebrew PEN Club was founded in
Palestine, at which the Vilna-based club--whose center of membership and activity was nevertheless
Warsaw--changed its name to the Yiddish PEN Club. Sholem Asch was elected Yiddish PEN’s honorary president in
1932. See Aneta Stepien, “The Role of the Association of Jewish Writers and Journalists in Warsaw in Interwar
Poland. The Perspectives of Isaac Bashevis Singer and Zusman Segalovitsh,” Irish Slavonic Studies, vol. 26, 2017,
177-194.
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Not a single publishing house for Yiddish books in Poland remains. The Yiddish press
declines from day to day. The Polish-language newspapers easily devour Yiddish
publications, tearing in with the sharp teeth of a living language.

One brief anecdote suffices to illustrate the enormity of Yiddish’s extermination in the
arena of Gutenberg’s invention—and the resulting catastrophic retrogression of Yiddish
as a cultural factor and useful linguistic medium of Poland’s Jews:

Before the war, despite that particular tendency of Lodz’s industrialist middle class
towards Germanization, three daily Yiddish newspapers were being published, with a
circulation of thirty thousand copies. On the other hand, the only Polish paper led a
pathetically anemic existence with barely six hundred readers. Today, the entire Yiddish
press produces at most fifteen hundred copies. And there are several Polish papers with
a circulation in the tens of thousands. Over ninety percent of their readers are Jews,
because the Jews in general make up the literate element.

Lodz is not unique in the cultural life of Jews in Poland.

In a province as large as Galicia, with a Jewish population of over three hundred
thousand souls, there is almost no sign of a Yiddish cultural pulse. There are three large
Jewish newspapers in Polish, and they sell brilliantly. The once extensive daily Yiddish
newspaper in Lwow, the Togblat, has morphed into a pitiful ten-groszy pamphlet that
gives the impression of a droopy tallow candle at the head of a deathbed.

No polemics about Yiddish as the only language of the Jewish masses can deny the facts:
in public and at home, the youth—and especially the youth of the parties making Yiddish
demands to the state and communal departments—overwhelmingly speak to each other
in Polish. In the largest Jewish library in Lodz, named after Borochov—an institution of
the Left Poaley Tsiyen, who are kosher Yiddishists—seventy percent of the books are in
Polish and a measly thirty percent are in Yiddish. The claim that Yiddish is the
vernacular of the Jewish people falls apart. No amount of heated debate and
hairsplitting will do any good here.

Holding up the Polish Census of 1931 as key evidence is a fool’s errand. Everyone knows
perfectly well that Jews marked Yiddish as their mother tongue in the census simply for
demonstrative reasons, and as a token to the agitation of the Jewish parties.®

Go on the streets of Lodz, Warsaw, and other cities today and you'll see Jews with
twisted peyos and frocks, speaking “Poylish” with their wives and children.

¢ Per the 1931 Census, which included questions about religion and mother tongue (but none about “nationality,”
which had been a question on the 1921 Census), 79% of those identifying as Jews said they spoke Yiddish as their
mother tongue, whereas 12% listed Polish and 8% listed Hebrew. Post-war scholarship echoes Rabon’s assertion that
the self-reporting of Yiddish was inflated. Celia Stopnicka Heller, On the Edge of Destruction: Jews of Poland
Between the Two World Wars, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1977), 68.



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (June 2025)

Sholem Asch arrived in Palestine and witnessed the rise of Hebraism. He saw the
evidently respectable Hebrew press and the lively activity of the many publishing
houses—funded by healthy sales, not by tycoons—that publish books which actually
have readers. He heard the language of the Bible being spoken by thousands of children
as a natural, robust mother tongue. Seeing all this, comparing Hebrew in Palestine with
Yiddish in Poland, it’s no surprise Asch could have slipped into singing Hebrew’s
praises.

In Palestine, Hebrew is the language, the literature, the schools—a matter as vital as
daily bread. In Palestine, one buys a Hebrew poet’s book and looks proudly at the new
release: what a wonder! What are the Yiddishists in Poland doing for the Yiddish writer?

First of all, they go out of their way to make him a caricature, a straw man.

The pillar of Yiddishism in Poland, the Bund, has “delegated” Mr. Yankev Pat to
Literature. Pat assembled a gang of graphomaniacs, and for a few years they put out a
literary weekly with the holy task of throwing sand and ash, week after week, on every
Yiddish writer who isn't sufficiently Marxist or Proletarian

These critics have badmouthed every significant phenomenon in our little Yiddish
literary world. They fail to understand that the Yiddish writer’s social origin endows him
with a proletarian mentality, which he intuitively instils in the character of his work.
(Though it should be said that a writer’s social origin by itself is irrelevant to his literary
quality).

Even before Asch apparently said something mean about Yiddish, Mr. Pat’s literary
organ pilloried Asch’s first-rate work, Der tilim yid, which is simply one of the most
marvelous, belles-lettristic creations in recent years. The reason? The protagonist of the
novel is a zealous follower of the Psalms, rather than of Karl Marx. His splendid epos of
synagogues and great rabbis was written off as insignificant. And yet what a work, with
its masterfully crafted personages, powerful depictions, and a virtuosic recreation of a
vanishing Jewish way of life. Yoshe Kalb by 1.J. Singer (the novel, that is, not the play)
was criticized because its heroes say nothing about the “class struggle” or the
“proletariat”.

The result of this and similar defamation is that the Bund-supporting public, which
numbers in the tens of thousands in this country, wants nothing to do with the most
important Yiddish  writers because they are, according to Mr. Pat,
“counterrevolutionaries” and insufficiently proletarian. And he doesn’t care for our own
“poets” because they simply lack any talent.

The Folkstsaytung is the only newspaper in Warsaw that pays the porter for delivering
paper, the errand boy for picking up a letter of type, the custodian for sweeping the
room—but it hasn’t a grosz to spare for the Yiddish poet. I don’t want to praise the
Yiddish press and its attitude towards Yiddish writers, which leaves much to be desired,
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but for honesty’s sake I must state that even the “reactionary” and Hebraist-Zionist
newspaper Haynt has the most honorable attitude towards Yiddish writers, ninety-nine
percent of whom are sworn Yiddishists. The most important Yiddish prose writers and
poets in Poland who publish their pieces there can corroborate my claims.

The sorry state of Yiddish cultural life forces many Yiddish writers to publish books with
their own money. Then, to cover their basic needs, they must make back part of their
investment through direct distribution to the reader via the outdated practice of
traveling from city to shtetl with a bundle of books. These writers know already that the
sworn Yiddishists in Poland, the Bundists, are not among the buyers. If Itzik Manger,
who has recently become the Bundist Folkstsaytung’s polemical literature and theater
sprite, is willing to be honest, he’ll have no choice but to back my words. He is, after all,
the king of the wandering poets who sell their work in the cities and towns (to borrow,
for a moment, the language of the boulevard paper).

And so: a paradoxical situation has been created. The pillars of the Yiddishist movement
in Poland have crushed Yiddish literature—the very essence of the Yiddish cultural
movement—in the eyes of the greater Jewish masses, and all because of some tall tale
about proletarian literature.

It has reached the point that some fellow (belonging to the Bund or another Yiddishist
party) grew so agitated by the Folkstsaytung’s literature wonks that he disrupted a
reading by the well-known poet and outspoken, fanatical Yiddishist and anti-Hebraist,
Z. Segalovitsh. “Down with the counterrevolutionaries! You won’t read to us! Go to the
‘Whites’...” he yelled, with all the courage of a barricade fighter.

Meanwhile, the literary readings of Mr. Yankev Pat, a man with very dubious knowledge
of literary questions, draw audiences by the thousands in every city he goes.

With the help of the party badge, he steals the bravissimi owed to the talented Yiddish
literati.

Perhaps the spirit of the Yiddish writer in Poland is now somewhat gnawed-on by the
worm of contempt towards Yiddish as a healthy literary language. Should that be the
case, I blame those mentioned above: they've gotten their fingers dirty in the
matter—and likely their entire hands as well.

Dr. Max Weinreich is the cream of Yiddishist Vilna and the writer of some
Mekhires-Yosef-Shpil,” which among other peoples would belong in a national
graphomania treasury, but which our schoolteachers in Vilna have described almost as a
scientific revelation. Attendees of the Literature Day at the YIVO conference will
remember perfectly how Weinreich declared—in the confident, blithe, and direct tone of

" Max Weinreich published Mekhires-Yosef in Berlin in 1923. It is in fact not a play, but a Yiddish narrative of the
Biblical “selling of Joseph” episode, which was a common subject for Purim-shpiln and other Ashkenazi folk plays.
Weinreich derived his source material from collections of midrashim. Perhaps the derivative nature of the work led
Rabon to describe it as belonging “in a national graphomania treasury.”
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a Yiddish cultural bigshot—that YIVO was disavowing its association with Literature
Day.? All this, even though the most important members of the Yiddish Pen Club in
Poland had taken part—that is to say, that Yiddish literature in Poland had gathered in
Yerusholayim-Delute.®

I am no Hebraist, inasmuch as the word is understood in our newspaper industry: it’s
nonsensical to think, and even more so to desire, that Hebrew should take the place of
Yiddish among the Jews of Poland. But it is no sin against Yiddish when one hopes that,
if another nation’s language should succeed Yiddish, Hebrew would be the rightful heir.
Hebrew is clearly a language of the Jewish people, a medium of the luminous
emanations, the radiant spirit of the great poets, shining through generations and
millennia, and admired by the world’s peoples to this day. It is the language of the
prophets, and many other brilliant poets and thinkers, like Yehuda Halevi and
Bialik—giants of song and thought.

If Sholem Asch expressed insult and injury towards Yiddish, as Dovid Pinsky says, he
deserves his sentence. But if instead, he only spoke about Hebrew enthusiastically, as
one does about a living, creative, and awakened language, he has committed no crime
against Yiddish. Measuring Hebrew and Yiddish against each other as if they were two
rival stalls at the Mier Halls in Warsaw or Baluty Square in Lodz is small-minded. It is
utter stupidity to hate a language. If you were to say to some Europeans, “I hate Dutch,”
they would answer, should they even stoop to your level: “Mein Herr, you are a fool.”

In our little world there are cultural workers who brand themselves as outspoken
Hebrew-haters. No need to name names—we know who they are. Say a good word about
the Holy Tongue and you’re immediately declared a fascist. I know I may not be spared
the same fate—surely I'll be dispatched to Mussolini’s Black Shirts. In the USSR, Maxim
Gorky risked nothing when he declared at an open writers’ conference that Hayyim
Nachman Bialik is an excellent poet. Even after his pronouncement, half a million
people attended Gorky’s funeral. But if Yankev Pat said something like that, he’d be sent
packing from the Folkstsaytung at once!

I am deeply convinced that this isn’t in any sort of contradiction with my unwavering
belief in the victory of socialism, which is the only salvation for bloodied mankind. I also
hold the conviction that Yiddish is our language, in which the elegiacal creations of
generations of Yiddish writers glow like the scarlet-red flowers of sorrow. It is the
language which the genius of the Jewish folk masses, the dwellers of those scorned,
impoverished alleys, brought into the temple of our art. But nor would I contradict

¥ The official YIVO conference publication indicates that the “Yiddish Literature Day” (Tog fun der yidisher
literatur) took place on August 17, 1935, and was organized by the Yiddish Pen Club. See Yidisher visnshaftlekher
institut, Der alveltlekher tsuzamenfor fun yidishn visnshaftlekhn institut tsum 10 yorikn yoyvl (New York: YIVO,
1936), 8, 101-102, https://archive.org/stream/nybc205692.

? Rabon intentionally misspells Xu>2>7-0°7w17 “Yerusholayim Delite” (Jerusalem of Lithuania) as Xm>7-2°w1
“Yerusholayim Delute.” This is a jab at the prescriptivism of YIVO’s standard Yiddish, which adopted the Litvak
pronunciation of the vowel “3”. Spelled this way, “daluta” resembles the Yiddish word m?7 “dales,” meaning
“poverty”.



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (June 2025)

myself if I were to say that Hebrew is also one of our languages, and that in Palestine it
exhibits all the attributes of a living and natural literary tongue.

Nor do my words exclude me from the ranks of those who stridently protest the
persecution of Yiddish in Palestine.

[...]

These few printed words of mine will surely be called bad blood by the board of the
Yiddish Pen Club.

I think that it is high time to acknowledge the truth, even if it’s as brutal as a heavy
Siberian frost. And especially now, when Yiddish literature has turned into just a few
authors who haul their bundles of books to sell in the market of readers that are
nowhere to be found.

The Yiddish writer is surely not at fault for this. My sympathies are with him, as he
drags himself through cities and towns with a satchel over his shoulder. I've largely
shown who’s at fault. They have committed the crime. But it’s our poor mameloshn,
Yiddish, that bears the punishment.
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