
 
Page 1 

The Ivansk Project e-Newsletter, No. 48, May - June 2011 

 
THE IVANSK PROJECT e-NEWSLETTER 

 
Issue Number 48        May - June 2011 

 
< http://www.ivanskproject.org/ > 

 
 
Contents 

  
    
o The Ivansker Mutual Benefit Society’s 25th Anniversary,  1932 – 1957.   

 
Two interesting articles have been copied from The Ivansker Mutual Benefit Society’s 25th 
Anniversary Jubilee Book. M. Meyers reviews the accomplishments of the Society during 
its first 25 years. Most admirable is the membership’s commitment to assist those in need 
both at home and abroad. N. Shemen’s essay focuses on religious life in Ivansk before 
WWII. He describes numerous Torah scholars and the charitable, social and political 
organizations that were central to the town’s dynamic Jewish culture.  
 
 

o The Holocaust We Don’t See: Lanzmann’s Shoah Revisited.  
  by Timothy Snyder 

 
To mark its 25th anniversary, Claude Lanzmann’s landmark film, “Shoah” was re-released in 
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The Ivansker Mutual Benefit Society’s 25th Anniversary, 
1932 - 1957 

 
 
 
Introduction by Gary Lipton (Toronto) 
 
This e-Newsletter contains two sections taken from the Ivansker Mutual Benefit Society Jubilee 
Book of 1957, the 25th anniversary of the society. Two Jubilee Books marking important 
anniversaries in the Society’s history have already been reprinted in earlier e-Newsletters. The 
books do not appear in chronological order because we have chosen to publish them in the order 
in which they were discovered.  
 
Already published is the 1961 Jubilee Book marking the 30th IMBS anniversary (see e-News No. 
37), as well as the 1938 Jubilee Book commemorating the 7th IMBS anniversary (see e-News No. 
46). In the current e-News we feature two articles taken from the Society’s 25th Anniversary Jubilee 
in 1957. (A fourth booklet issued in 1952 (the IMBS 20th Anniversary) has recently been found. 
Excerpts will appear in a future e-Newsletter.)  
 
All IMBS jubilee books provide important information about the history of the shtetl as seen through 
the eyes of Ivansk immigrants to Toronto. Perhaps at times the memories of Ivansk, as noted in the 
written sections here, are exaggerated in a favourable light. This may be compared to less 
favourable stories of poverty, anti-Semitism and indolence that we may have heard from our 
parents and grandparents who emigrated from Ivansk. What is not in doubt is that the stories in the 
jubilee books reflect the courage, determination and success of Ivansk immigrants in building 
better lives in Canada. The IMBS bound them together in their new homeland. The landsmanshaft 
has evolved and flourished; while most other Jewish immigrant mutual benefit societies have 
disappeared, the IMBS will celebrate its 80th birthday in 2012.  
 
We have come a long way since 1932. For instance, Ivanskers had the vision to buy the land for 
what is now Bathurst Lawn Cemetery on Bathurst Street just south of Steeles; we acquired our 
own meeting place on Bathurst Street; we helped create the D’Arcy Street (Eitz Chaim) Talmud 
Torah. In times of need we assisted our own membership and also supported worthy causes both 
at home and abroad. Before the outbreak of war in 1939 we regularly sent money overseas to 
support our landsmen families in Ivansk. Our thoughts never left them, and after Hitler’s army was 
defeated we received and supported the few remaining survivors that arrived in Canada. In 
Toronto we erected a monument in the Ivansker section of the Bathurst Lawn Cemetery to honour 
the memory of those who were slaughtered by the Germans (see e-News No. 37). More recently 
we helped fund the reclamation of the Jewish Cemetery in Ivansk (“Iwaniska” in Polish). These as 
well as other accomplishments testify to the vitality of the IMBS. But our future cannot be taken for 
granted. Times have changed and most of the current members were born in Canada. This means 
that the Society must continually evolve to attract and serve the interests of new members. This is 
a constant challenge but many of us are committed to keeping the IMBS alive and growing.  
 
Help us document the history of the IMBS. It is likely that more Jubilee Books remain to be 
discovered. If you find any, or if you come across any other IMBS archival records or photos, 
please get in touch with me.  
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1957 JUBILEE COMMITTEE 
 

FRONT ROW (L to R)    M. Lipowitz, H. Kesten , H. Lederman  (Vice President),  
              Max Myers (Jubilee Chairman), A. Lipton   (President), A. Myers, S. Cooper 
 
BACK ROW (L to R)     J.  Lipovich,  H. Cooper, L.  Lederman, H. Goldhar,  G. Teperman,  
              A.  Shuman,  N.  Tepperman,  I.  Spedgang, M. Cohen, W. Citron,  M. Lipowitz 
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A poster advertising Shoah 
1985 

 
 
Movie Review: “Shoah” 
The Holocaust We Don’t See: Lanzmann’s Shoah Revisited  
by Timothy Snyder 
 
In: The New York Review of Books (NYRBlog 2010) 
 
< http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2010/dec/15/holocaust-we-dont-see-lanzmanns-shoah-revisited/ >           
 
 
[e-Newsletter Editor]   Recently, I attended a 5-day course, “The 
Holocaust and Genocide in Film”. Professor Michael Steinlauf 
lead the program at the Summer Institute of Gratz College 
(Melrose Park, PA). The films included subjects ranging from the 
Holocaust in Europe to the Rwandan Genocide. By the end of 
the week I was emotionally exhausted. We tried to absorb the 
dimensions of mass murder. What drives people to hate other 
national, religious or racial groups? What causes them to 
deliberately exterminate other human beings? Why do some risk 
everything to help the victims? Why does the majority stand 
aside and watch?   Many questions. Few answers. 
 
The most powerful film was “Shoah”, a 9-hour documentary 
which Claude Lanzmann completed in 1985.  Professor Steinlauf 
characterized it as the definitive visual history of the Holocaust. 
Lanzmann spent a total of 16 years recording and editing his 
material. He interviewed survivors, bystanders and perpetuators 
and filmed scenes in Treblinka, Auschwitz, Chelmo, and other 
death factories where millions of men, women and children were 
“processed”. With great emotion Jan Karski, a member of the 
Polish government in exile, tells us how he came to understand 
the magnitude of the “Final Solution” and how he tried to marshal 
world leaders to do something to stop the slaughter.  
 
To mark the 25th anniversary of its original appearance Shoah was re-released in late 2010. Seeing 
it again for the second time was just as gut-wrenching as the first time. A quarter of a century later 
the film revealed more insights and perspectives that I did not appreciate before  
 
Shoah is a must see for every thinking adult, Jewish or non-Jewish. If you’ve not seen it, get it. If 
you’ve watched it before, it deserves to be seen again.  
 
Below, I have copied Timothy Synder’s 2010 review of Lanzmann’s epic chronicle. Snyder is a 
Professor of History at Yale University. His most recent work, “Bloodlands. Europe Between Hitler 
and Stalin” (Basic Books, New York, 2010) has been acclaimed by many historians and 
commentators as one the best books of 2010. Beginning in the early 1930s and throughout WWII, 
Stalin and Hitler murdered millions of helpless civilians. The scope of the carnage was without 
precedent, but until the Iron Curtain imploded the horrors could not be fully documented. Professor 
Snyder creates a unique narrative that views the monstrous crimes committed by the Germans and 
the Soviets as parallel atrocities that decimated the peoples of Central and Eastern Europe.  
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The Holocaust We Don’t See: Lanzmann’s Shoah Revisited 
 

Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, opening this month in New York twenty-five years after its original 
release, is one of the great works of art of the twentieth century. As it begins, Simon Srebnik, a 
Polish Jew who was one of two survivors of Chełmno, returns to the death facility at Lanzmann’s 
request, and sings a song of his boyhood—about a white house, a house that is no longer—in the 
language of a country that was his homeland as it was of millions of Jews for centuries, a Poland 
made wretched by war. Mordechai Podchlebnik, the other survivor of Chełmno, in another 
conversation with Lanzmann, remembers human smoke against blue skies. The work of the 
stationary gas chambers began in German-occupied Poland on December 8, 1941. Here is the 
beginning of Lanzmann’s nine-hour reconstruction of the Holocaust, and in commencing with the 
faces and voices of Chełmno’s survivors, he has chosen well. Using no historical footage, 
Lanzmann instead elicits the detailed horror of mass death by asphyxiation at Chełmno, Bełżec, 
Sobibór, Treblinka, and Auschwitz from his own conversations with Jewish victims, German 
perpetrators, and Polish bystanders.  

A quarter century ago, the Holocaust was not as widely recognized as it is today as an 
unprecedented evil. Lanzmann did much to change that. In his expansive “fiction of the real,” as he 
calls it, he is like a French realist novelist of the nineteenth century, addressing an injustice by 
painstaking research: a decade of reading; hundreds of risky conversations with victims, 
perpetrators, and bystanders; thousands of hours of unused film. This is “J’accuse” six million 
times over. Lanzmann is quite visible in the film, and heroically so. In his conversations with Jews 
and Germans and Poles, he is the perfect image of a French intellectual seeker of truth, doing 
what the existentialists spoke about but rarely did: imposing his mind and his will on a great 
emptiness, forcing it to take shape, and so leaving a trace of himself in history.  

Lanzmann thereby helped to rescue the central event of the twentieth century from neglect. Yet his 
business is not history, or so he has always said. Marc Bloch, one of the greatest French 
historians, defined the goal of history as “understanding”; that historical comprehension of the 
Holocaust, in the sense of regarding its participants as human and grasping their constraints and 
motives, is just what Lanzmann rejects as impossible. Nevertheless, the film itself was a turning 
point in the history of the representation of the Holocaust, both as a source and as a model. In 
1985 many survivors (and perpetrators, and witnesses) were still with us, despite the assurances 
to the contrary of President Reagan before his visit that year to Bitburg. Lanzmann had to find such 
people and induce them to speak—cajoling, insisting, intimidating them to say what they 
themselves regarded as unsayable. Now they are gone: Srebnik died in 2006, and we will never 
hear his song outside of this film.  

Lanzmann’s aim was to bring the viewer into contact with the seemingly impossible, the unqualified 
nothingness of mass death, which he called, in a term that is inextricable from Sartre, “le néant.” 
During the last quarter century, libraries and archives have paid homage to his film by collecting or 
recording tens of thousands of video testimonies of Holocaust survivors. These are a precious 
record of individual lives and a valuable bulwark against forgetting, but they present difficulties as 
material for historians. Very few of them have been transcribed, and watching them all is simply 
impossible.  

The leap to the visual has temporal costs for students of the Holocaust, of which the nine hours of 
Shoah are only a small taste; the written word has its advantages as a medium, and history (and 
so perhaps memory) depends upon it. Lanzmann’s marvelous work of research and selection 
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leaves us with scenes around which the memory of the Holocaust has been framed: the former 
SS-man Franz Suchomel recalling Treblinka to the hidden camera, the calm mien of Treblinka 
survivor Richard Glazar as he describes the death facility, the Polish railway engineer Henryk 
Gawkowski’s gesture of a finger across the throat. The hundreds of thousands of hours of 
Holocaust video testimonies that we now have, precious though each of them is, are not arranged 
with such artistry and will never be edited with such skill. It is to be hoped that a benefactor will 
appear who will fund a team of historians, translators, and lawyers to select, transcribe and 
annotate some of this priceless material. This would add much to the value of the indexes and 
finding aides already compiled with much labor.  

In Shoah, Lanzmann pays tribute to history in his conversations with Raul Hilberg, the man who 
wrote the first serious scholarly study of the Holocaust. We are reminded, watching Hilberg speak, 
of his heroic empiricism, his ability to confirm mass killing on the basis (for example) of records of 
one-way conveyance by rail. Yet between the scholarship of an extremely cautious institutional 
historian such as Hilberg and Lanzmann’s visual reconstruction of the Holocaust lies a world of 
valuable written material about the lives and deaths of Jews—much of it, twenty-five years later, 
still little used. This owes not least to Hilberg’s own skepticism about the reliability of survivor 
testimonies. Thanks in part to the powerful intimacy of Shoah, Lanzmann’s assumption is now 
widespread: we know what we need to know of the Holocaust, but we need help to “see” or 
“experience” it, in order to best identify with its victims. Yet the clearest records of the victims are 
often written documents produced by survivors during or after the war, such as those at the Jewish 
Historical Institute in Warsaw.  

Viewers’ identification with the Jewish victims of the Holocaust was not at all something Lanzmann 
could take for granted in 1985. Through unbearable conversations about unthinkable horror, such 
as his conversations with a Jewish barber who cut the hair of naked Jewish women just before 
they were gassed, he brings the viewer into seemingly unambiguous emotional contact with Jews, 
in this way acclimating us to the Holocaust while denying that it can be understood. The Jews with 
whom Lanzmann speaks are, sadly, exceptional; the main victims of the Holocaust were those 
millions of Jews who were killed. In the film the small number of tragic survivors help bring us into 
contact with the millions of tragic dead, their families and friends. Would the victims have wanted 
for us to identify with them? More likely, as Auschwitz survivor Filip Müller suggests, they would 
have wanted us to help them. Identification and solidarity are perhaps related, but they are not 
quite the same thing.  

Now that we take for granted that most people feel sympathy with the Jewish victims of the 
Holocaust, we might ask how far this truly brings us to some moral understanding of the tragedy 
itself. Perhaps it would make more sense, at least as a thought experiment, for those of us who 
were not in fact victims to also try to identify with the bystanders? Bystanding is what people 
generally do at times of moral need, and is thus the moral risk that we have confronted ever since 
the Holocaust. Lanzmann makes such an alternative experience of the film impossible: this is its 
demagogic appeal and substantive weakness. The chief bystanders in Shoah are toothless, 
uneducated, anti-Semitic Polish peasants, names absent or misspelled, impossible objects of 
identification.  

The traditional objection to this portrayal of Jews’ Polish neighbors is that Lanzmann should have 
included conversations with Polish rescuers or with Polish Jews who survived the war and 
remained in Poland. But Lanzmann wanted to make an important point about the continuity of 
Christian anti-Semitism after and despite the Holocaust, and he makes it well: fair enough. There is 
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an undeniable moral and aesthetic power to the scenes in which Polish peasants reveal their anti-
Semitic understanding of the world in their very descriptions of the Holocaust: as a catastrophe 
brought down on Jews by the Jews themselves. But how does Lanzmann direct this power? He 
flatters us with it, unmistakably separating the western allies from a barbarous Polish countryside 
where such things as death facilities could be erected (Lanzmann has denied that such a thing 
could happen in France). It would perhaps be hard, today, for a French intellectual to make such a 
film about the Holocaust without mentioning, for example, the notorious roundup of Paris Jews by 
French policemen at the Vel d’Hiv in 1942.  

Lanzmann does speak with one Pole, the famous wartime courier Jan Karski, who figures as a 
civilized man of the West. In 1942, Karski slipped into the Warsaw ghetto, spoke to Jews, and 
came to understand the Holocaust. But Lanzmann does not have Karski discuss what happened 
next. Karski left the ghetto, made his way (no small undertaking) to London and Washington, and 
told leaders about the Holocaust. There was no meaningful reaction, in part because almost no 
one, in those anti-Semitic times, was interested in fighting a war for the Jews, or in being seen to 
do so. Karski is in the film to introduce the Warsaw ghetto, but his mission from its Jews to 
describe their fate to the West is left out. If Lanzmann had included it, we might then have to see 
our countries, in some limited but nevertheless significant measure, as among the bystanders. 
When we identify with victims, we believe we see ourselves, but perhaps we are simply looking 
away.  

December 15, 2010  

View Shoah movie trailer on YouTube: < http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BbGO3x6JkxQ > 

 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO REVIEWS OF THE MOVIE: 
 
Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness (2011) 
 
 
 

[Editor’s comments] “Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness” was written and directed by 
Joseph Dorman and has been released in Canada and the USA. It is a thoughtful biography of the 
life of the man whose vivid tales of shtetl life captured the imagination of countless readers. Below I 
have copied two reviews of the film: “So, Would It Hurt You to Go See a Documentary About a 
Yiddish Writer?” by Stephen Holden and “Meet Sholem Aleichem” by Nahma Sandrow. 

But before you read these commentaries, I suggest you view the film trailer at: 
 

 < http://www.sholemaleichemthemovie.com/ > 
 
 

continued next page 
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So, Would It Hurt You to Go See a Documentary About a Yiddish Writer? 
      by Stephen Holden,   New York Times, July 7, 2011 

< http://movies.nytimes.com/2011/07/08/movies/sholem-aleichem-laughing-in-the-darkness-
review.html?scp=2&sq=STEPHEN%20HOLDEN&st=cse > 

 

 “Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness” is much more than a documentary biography of “the 
Jewish Mark Twain,” as the creator of Tevye the Dairyman, Menachem-Mendl and other beloved 
folkloric characters has been called. It is a rich, beautifully organized and illustrated modern history 
of Eastern European Jewry examined through the life and work of the author, born Sholem 
Rabinovich in Pereyaslav (near Kiev) in 1859. His literary pseudonym was derived from the 
Hebrew expression “shalom aleichem,” meaning “peace be with you.”  
 
The film, directed by Joseph Dorman, explores the history and dissolution of Eastern European 
Jewish culture and the conflicting desires of later generations to remember and to forget. In the late 
19th century Jews were second-class subjects in czarist Russia and convenient scapegoats in 
times of social and political unrest; any dreams they had of assimilation were shattered by periodic 
pogroms.  

The rural Jewish culture of the shtetl was further eroded by the Industrial Revolution and World 
War I and finally wiped out by the Holocaust. One of the film’s central themes is Sholem Aleichem’s 
personification of the tug of war between nostalgia for the past and the impulse to leave it behind. 
As millions of Jews emigrated to the United States, where they found it easier to assimilate, 
Sholem Aleichem was not everyone’s idea of a forward-looking cultural hero.  

The movie reveals that Sholem Aleichem was every bit as colorful a figure as the characters in his 
stories. He was one of 12 children whom his recently widowed father hid with relatives before 
remarrying, then introduced one by one to the dismay of his shrewish second wife. One of his 
earliest works was a glossary of his stepmother’s curses. As a young man Sholem Aleichem, who 
was something of a dandy, took a job tutoring the daughter of a wealthy Jewish landowner. When 
a relationship between them was discovered, he was fired, and the lovers eloped. He was 
eventually accepted by her family.  

Hebrew was the written Jewish language, and Yiddish, a mixture of German, Hebrew and Slavic 
languages, had no literature, no newspapers or publications. According to the movie, Sholem 
Aleichem, who founded a Yiddish literary journal, aspired to be “the designer of modern Yiddish 
literature.” This rich, highly expressive language, which one scholar in the film likens to 
Shakespeare’s English, is remembered as having been “a protective shield” and “a portable 
homeland” separating insular rural Jews from their Russian neighbors.  

Upon moving to Kiev, Sholem Aleichem became rich from speculating on stocks, but he lost 
everything in 1890 and fled Russia only to be rescued financially by his mother-in-law, although 
she never spoke to him again. He was ruined but never learned his lesson, and he continued 
coming up with reckless, unsuccessful get-rich-quick schemes.  

In his stories, his fantasy of riches, voiced by Tevye, boiled down to a five-word wish, “If I were a 
Rothschild.” In “Fiddler on the Roof,” the hit 1964 Broadway musical based on the Tevye stories, it 
became the song, “If I Were a Rich Man.” Many of his stories, which turned difficult situations into 
high comedy and farce, were tales of generational conflict told from the parents’ point of view.  
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Sholem Aleichem was a workaholic who, clad in an old bathrobe, would rise at 5 a.m. and write 
constantly, usually standing up. For more than 25 years he turned out a story a week. Oddly, 
because Russian was spoken in his home, his six children never learned to write or to speak 
Yiddish.  

Short excerpts from these stories are read by actors, including Peter Riegert (playing Tevye) and 
Jason Kravits (Menachem-Mendl). The film’s scholarly sources include Sholem Aleichem’s 100-
year-old granddaughter, Bel Kaufman (author of “Up the Down Staircase”), Sheldon Harnick (the 
lyricist of “Fiddler on the Roof”), Aaron Lansky (founder and director of the Yiddish Book Center), 
Mendy Cahan (founder of Yung Yidish, an Israeli center for the preservation of Yiddish culture) and 
Ruth Wisse (a professor of Yiddish literature at Harvard).  

The movie’s old photographs conjure the look and vitality of shtetl life so vividly you can almost feel 
yourself jostled in the crowded and dusty streets, hear the cries of peddlers and smell the pungent 
aromas of the cooking. The gnarly faces and hunched bodies of Jewish peasants, many dressed in 
rags, attest to decades of pain, hardship and stubborn endurance.  

Sholem Aleichem was 47 when he came to the United States for the first time in 1906, hoping to 
be a celebrated playwright, and he was deeply crushed when his first two plays, which opened on 
the same night, were savaged by critics. He returned to Europe, where he supported himself by 
giving readings. (The film includes a short, scratchy recording of one.) When he reluctantly 
returned to America shortly before his death, he received a much warmer reception. More than 
100,000 people, The New York Times reported, lined the streets for his funeral in New York in 
1916.  

 
Meet Sholem Aleichem     by Nahma Sandrow 
    Jewish Ideas Daily,   July 19, 2011 

< http://www.jewishideasdaily.com/content/module/2011/7/19/main-feature/1/meet-sholem-
aleichem/e > 

 

In the 1880's, the Ukrainian Jew Solomon Rabinowitz began his literary career under an assumed 
name—assumed because he was writing in Yiddish, rather than a respectable language such as 
Hebrew or Russian. The pseudonym he chose was Sholem Aleichem, which is simply the 
everyday greeting "How do you do?" His stories were immediately popular, and everyone soon 
knew the identity of the man behind the pseudonym, but he kept it anyway; it was perfectly 
emblematic of his creation and his era, in which common colloquial Yiddish came gloriously into its 
own.  

The pseudonym also suited the author because of its companionableness. A marvelous new 
documentary film, Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness, is full of hundreds—maybe 
thousands—of individual faces, in vintage photos and on old home movie clips. These people look 
back at you, engaging you and each other in conversation, defying you to reduce them to nostalgic 
abstractions. These were Sholem Aleichem's readers, and Laughing in the Darkness tells Sholem 
Aleichem's story as a way of telling theirs.    
 
In the late 1800's and early 1900's, the settled ways of Jewish life in Eastern Europe fell apart. 
External forces were involved in this upheaval: the Industrial Revolution and the increasing 
impoverishment in the Pale of Settlement; the liberalization under Czar Alexander II and the violent 
repression and pogroms that followed his assassination; the Russian Revolution and World War I. 
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And there were internal forces, both causes and effects: the Jewish Enlightenment movement and 
the concomitant flowering of Yiddish as a modern secular language with its own literature and 
press, Zionism, migrations, and assimilation.    

Sholem Aleichem experienced personal upheavals along with the communal ones. From a happy 
boyhood, he plummeted into poverty with a stepmother who cursed so bitterly that her stepson's 
first literary work was a dictionary of her creative maledictions—demonstrating not only his relish 
for demotic Yiddish, but his lifelong impulse to derive comedy from pain. Throughout most of his 
life, while writing story after story, he was anxiously shifting from one money-making scheme to 
another and even one place to another, constantly seeking security: just like his readers.  

The film's writer and director, Joseph Dorman, adroitly weaves together the fortunes of the man, 
the Yiddish-speaking population, and the secular Yiddish literature and language itself. It 
accomplishes this through economical narration, with commentary from exemplary "talking heads," 
major figures who speak with authority and humor: professors Ruth Wisse, David Roskies, Dan 
Miron, Avraham Novozstern, and Michael Stanislavski; translator Hillel Halkin; National Yiddish 
Book Center founder Aaron Lansky; teacher and performer Mendy Cahan; as well as the author's 
granddaughter, Bel Kaufman. It also integrates snippets from Sholem Aleichem's writings, read by 
actors, and excerpts from several film versions of his stories.  The film also introduces two of 
Sholem Aleichem's best-known fictional figures, both of whom exemplify the experiences of many 
contemporaneous Jews, including Sholem Aleichem himself.   

First we meet the luftmentsh Menahem-Mendl, who has gone off to the big city to make a killing. As 
poverty squeezed the small artisans and shopkeepers of the Pale, the international stock market 
was expanding, and the fortunes made by a few attracted many others to try their luck. Hapless 
Menahem-Mendl represents them all in Sholem Aleichem's epistolary novel; he sends letters 
home, exhilarated by the riches he's bound to make someday soon.  Meanwhile, his exasperated 
wife, marooned in the village with the children, writes back that dumplings in dreams are only 
dreams, not dumplings. Sholem Aleichem himself was playing the market in a big way and actually 
made a fortune—before he lost it all, permanently. 

The second character is Tevye the dairyman, perhaps as famous as his creator from the many 
versions of Fiddler on the Roof. Like the boy Solomon Rabinowitz, and the grown-up author as 
well, Tevye dreams of security, which he imagines as the luxury of owning a whole big house. Like 
Sholem Aleichem, Tevye has daughters to support and guide, daughters who are growing up in a 
world that has changed drastically since his own youth. One of Tevye's daughters marries a 
revolutionary and leaves for Siberia; this is painful enough. But a second, in marrying a non-Jew, 
participates in the disintegration of the Jewish people.  This he cannot forgive. 

After Sholem Aleichem's death in 1916, Laughing in the Darkness traces the fate of his readers in 
the Soviet Union, where at first Sholem Aleichem and all Yiddish secular literature were celebrated 
and even subsidized as the voice of the folk.  But the 1930's brought repression and purges, 
culminating in 1952 with Stalin's murder of almost all remaining prominent Yiddish authors. In 
Israel's early days, immense self-discipline and social pressure combined to suppress Yiddish, 
associated with Diaspora powerlessness, in favor of modern Hebrew.  

Ironically, it was American Jews, the very ones who'd left the Old World behind, who became the 
keepers of the flame.  Inevitably, they tended to romanticize it. By the 1960's, Tevye had ventured 
forth to Broadway and Hollywood, becoming a sweeter, more cheerful dairyman along the way. 
When Sholem Aleichem's original Tevye is expelled from his village, his daughter leaves her non-
Jewish husband and returns, loyal to her own people as they wander into exile.  Several decades 
later, the film version of Fiddler on the Roof acquired a tellingly all-American ending: Tevye goes 
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off to safe harbor in the new land while his daughter remains with her non-Jewish husband—with 
Tevye's blessing. 

The 200,000 mourners at Sholem Aleichem's funeral in 1916 made it the largest to date in New 
York City. All the quarreling factions of Jews—the socialists, Zionists, Orthodox and so on—joined 
the funeral procession. The event was so large that it seems in retrospect to have announced the 
Jews' arrival as a powerful bloc in the city's population. Only a decade earlier, when the man 
himself had tried to make it in the American Yiddish theater, his plays were panned, leaving him 
broke and humiliated.  But for the mourners at his funeral, Sholem Aleichem represented their 
pasts. Almost a century later, Sholem Aleichem shows us who we were, how we became what we 
are today—and, perhaps, how we may still be Jews in the modern world.  

_________________________________ 
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