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Preface

By ABRAHAM CAHAN

Editer of the Jewish Daily Forward and author of
“Yekl,” “The White Terror ond the Hed” “The
Rige of Dovid Levinsky,” elc.

HE birth of Yiddish literature in Russiz and
the beginning of the great Jewish exodus
from that ecountry to America are two effects

of one end the same canse. The same anti-semitie
crueade thet foreed the Children of Israel to go be-
yond the sess in search of a safe home, aroused
them to a new sense of their racial self-respeet and
to an unwonted interest in their native tongue.
Prior te the anti-Jewish riots of 1881 edncated
Jewe were wont to look upon their mother tongue
a8 a jargon beneath the dignity of coltured atten-
tion. Yiddish, more especially in ite written form,
wea the language of the gntotored. People with
modern training spoke and wrote Russian. Ar for
the intelleetusl class of the Talmudie type, it would
carry on its correspondence and, indeed, write its
eseays, verse and fletion, in the langusge of Isaish.
One wrote Yiddish to one’s mother, for the mothers
of those days were mot apt to understand anything
else, For the rest, the tongue of the Jewish
masses was never taken seriously and the very no-
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tion of a literature in ‘‘a gibberish that has not
even a grammar'' would have seemed lndicrous,

Popular stories and songs were written in Yid-
dish long before the end of the nineteenth century,
but, barring eertain exceptions, these were intended
exclusively for the most ignorant elements of the
populaee, and were contemptuounsly described as
‘*servant-maid literature.’’ {As for Yiddish poetry,
it was almost wholly confined o the purpeses of
the wedding bard.) The ezceptions here mentioned
belong to the mixties and the seventies, when some
brilliant attempta wers msade in the direetion of
litexature in the better semse of the term by 8. J.
Abramovitch. But Abramovitch’s stories were not
evan regarded as vangnard swallows heralding the
approach of Spring. They aroused an smused eort
of admiration. Indeed, it reqnired a peculier in-
dependence of mind to read them at all, and whils
they were greeted with patronizing applauss, it was
8 long time before they found imitators.

All this ehanged when the whip of legal diserimi-
nation and massagres prodosed the “‘national
awakening'' of the educated Jew. Thousanda of
enlightened men and women then suddenly made
the dimcovery, as it were, that the speech of their
childhood was not a jargon, but a real lzngnage —
that instead of being a wreteched conglomeration of
unconth words and phrases, it was rich in neglected
beanty and possessed a homely vigor full of artistie
possibilities. A stimulus was given to writing Yid-
dish ““as the Gentiles do their mother tongues.’’
Abramoviteh was hailed as ‘‘the father of Yiddish

iv



PREFACE

literature’’ and his example was followed by a num-
ber of new writars, several of whom proved to be
men of extraordinary gifts.

The movement bears curious resemblance to that
of the present literary rensissance of Ireland,

Some truly marvelons results were soon achieved,
the list of writers prodoced by the new literature
insluding the names of men like Habinoviteh (Sho-
lom Aleikhem) and Peretz, whose tales ware crowned
with immense popularity.

Sholom Ash belongs to a younger group of Yid-
dish story-tellers and now that Abramoviteh, Rabin-
oviteh and Peretz are in their graves (they have
all died daring the last two years) he is the most
popular living producer of Yiddish Hetion.

His narratives and plays are alive with & spirit
of poetie realism, with a stronger lesning toward
the poetie than toward reality, perhaps, but always
throbbing with dramatie force and beauty. Bholom
Ash's passion for color end melody manifests it-
gelf as mueh in his rieh, ravishing style as in the
pieturesque images it evokes. The *‘jargon of ser-
vant maids’’ beeomes musie in his hands.

Hiz “*God of Vengeance,”" which is his strongest
play, is one of the best things he has written in any
form.  Absorbingly interesting and instinet with
human eympathy, it mounts to a natoral elimaxz of
cataclysmal force and great spiritual beaunty.

Tha theme, while thoronghly original and unigue,
refloets the artistic traditions of the country in
which the anthor was born and bred. It was & maf-
ter of conrse that the young literature of which he
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ia & conspicnous representative should shape itself
under the influence of the much older and richer
literary treasures of Slavie Russia and Poland, If
it was natural for the novel of countries like
Franee, Germany, Norway or Italy to fall under
the sway of Turgenev, Tolstoi, Dostoyeveki, Chek-
bov and Gorki, how mumeh more so was it for a
non-Russian fietion produced on Runseian seil to seek
guidanee, directly or indireetly, in the same scurece,

Human sympathy is the watehword. Pity for
and interest in the underdog — the sonl of Rnesian
art — hocamea, from the very ontset, the nnderlying
prineiple of the new-born Yiddish art. No humen
being is 8o unitorly brotalized ae to possess not &
single spark worthy of the artist’s sympathetio,
though ruthlesaly impartial, attention,— this is the
basie role of Yiddish lattars.

Himeelf s creature of the gutter, Yekel Tehafiche-
viteh, the central figure of ‘*The God of Vengeance,’
is stirred by the noblest ambition known to & father
in the world of orthodox Judsism. Imbedded in the
slime that fills Yekel's soul iz & jewel of sparkling
beauty. But the very ineome by which he secks
to secure hia daughter’s spiritual splendor contains
the germs of her loathsome fall and of hiz own
erushing defest.

The elash between Yekel’s revolting earcer snd
his paternal idealiasm, and the catastrophe to which
it inevitebly leads form ome of the strongest and
most fascinating situstions known to the modern
drama.
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I cannot eonelnde withont a word of well-earned
praise for the English version of ‘*The God of
Vengeance.'’” Dyr. Isaae Goldberg's translation is
not only a thoroughly eorrect and felieitons equiva-
lent of the original, but & pieee of art in itself.

New York City, April, 1018,



