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Preface
By ABRAHAM CAHAN

Edilor af the Jewizh Dhily Forward end author af
Ykl “The While Tervor and the Eed® “The
Ttise uf JThevid Lesinshy™ ete.

HE birth of Yiddizh literatore in Russis and
the beginning of the greai Jdewish exodus
from that country to Awmeriea are two ellecls

of one and the same conzse. The same anbi-zemiti
prusade that foreed the Children of Israel to go be-
vond the seas in search of o sale home, aroused
therm to o new zcnze of their racial sell-respect and
to an unwonted imoeresr in thelr native tongue.
Frior to tho aonti-Tewish riotz of 1851 cducated
Jows were wout to ook vpon their mother toogue
a3 a Jarwon beneath the dignity ol eultured atlen-
tion. TYiddizh, wore especially in its written Lorm,
was the longuage of the worotored. People wilh
modern training spoke and wrote Russian, As lor
the intelleetnal elass of the Talmudie type, 18 would
earry on itz corrcapondence and, indeed, write ils
essavs, verse and fetion, 1o the langnawe of Ismianh,
One wrote Yiddish to one's mother, lor the mothers
of those days were not apt te understand anyihing
else. For the rest, the tongue of the Jewish
magses was never taken szeriously and the very no-
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tion of a literatnre in “*a gibberish that has oot
even a grammar’ would have seemed lodicrous.

Popnlar stories and songs were wrilten in Yid-
dish long before (he end of the nineleenth century,
buf, barring cerlain exeeptions, these were intended
exelugively for Lhe most ignoranl elements of the
populace, and were contempluousiy deseribed as
agpvant-maid  lteraiurs,” (As Lot Yiddish poetry,
it was almost wholly confined to the purposes of
the wedding bard.) The ezeoptionz lhere menticned
beloog to the sixties and the seventics, when zome
brilliant attempts wore made in the direcrion of
literature in the better senze of the lerm by B 0L
Abramoviteh, But Abramoviteh's stories were noi
even regarded oz vansnard swallows heralding the
approach of Spring. They aroused an amused sorvt
of admirntien. Imdecd, it required 8 peenliar in-
dependenee of mind to read them al all, and wlhile
they wore arceted with pafrotiiang applanse, 1E was
a long time before they found tmilalors,

All this changed when the whip of leval digerimi-
nation aml massaeres  prodeesd  the “national
awakening'' of the edurated Jew., Thogsands of
culightened men and women Lhen snddenly made
the discovery, as il were, {hul the speech ol their
childbond was nol a jorgon, bat a real lanpnage,—
that instead of being a wrelehed conglomeration ol
nneonth words and phrases, it was rich in neglected
beanty amd pogsessed o bomely vigor (ull of artistie
possibilities. A stimulus wag given to writing Yid-
dizbh “"gs Lhe Genfiles do their mother tonswes. ™'
Abramovileh was hailed as “the father of Yiddish
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literature ' and his example waz followed by a num-
ber of new writers, several of whom proved to be
men of extraordinary gifts,

The movement bears eurions resemblanee to that
of the preseat literary renaissanee of Treland,

Some trulv marvelons results were soon achieved.
the list of writers produced by the new literature
ineluding the names of men like Habinoviteh (Sho-
lom Aleikhem) and Peretz, whose Leles were crowned
with immense popualarils.

Sholom Azh belongs to a yonoger groap of Yid-
dizsh zrorv-tellers and now thal Abramovitel, Habin-
ovitelh and Peretz are in {heiv graves (they have
all died during ihe last 1wo wears) he is the most
popalar living producer of Yiddish fletion.

His marratives and playvs are alive with a spiet
of poetie realism, with a stoonger leaping toward
the poetie than toward realily, perhaps, but always
throbbing with dramulic fures and beauty. Sholom
Ash’s pussion [or eolor and melody manitesés it-
zelt az mueh in his 7ieh, eavishing styvle as in the
pieturesque images it evokes. The **jargon of ser-
vant maids’’ heeomes musie in lLis hands.

Iis “ God of Vengeance,'' which is his stroogest
plav, is one ol Lhe best Langs he lias written in any
Form.  Absorhingly interestiog and instinet with
haman sympathy, it woants te o ooatoural elimsas ol
cataclyzmal foree samd greal spiritunl beants.

The theme, while thoroughly originnl and unigoe,
reflects [he artistie iraditionz of the country in
which the author woz horn and bred. It was a mat-
ter of eourse that the voung literature of which be
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i3 & conspleuons representative should shape itself
nnder the influenece of the moch older and richer
literary tressures of Slavie Hussia and Poland, 1f
it was natural for the novel of countries like
Irance, Germany, Morway or Italy to fall under
the sway of Turgenev, Tolstoi, Dostoveveki, Chelk-
hov and Gorki, how mueh more so was it for a
nin-Hussion fiction produeed on Russian soil to seck
puidanes, directly or indireetly, in the same souree.

Homan sympaihy iz the watebhword. ity for
and interest in the underdog —-the soul of Hussian
art — became, Trom he very oulsel, the nnderlyine
principle of the new-horn Yiddish ari, No human
being iz so oiterly brutalized as to possess nol a
gingle spark worthy of the artizi’s sympathetie,
thourh ruthlessly impartial, attention,— thiz iz the
basic rule of Yiddish letters.

Himszclf & ereature of the putter, ¥Yokel Tebaficluo-
viteh, the ecutral fisuree of ** The God of Vengeanee,™
g abirred by the noblest ambition known to a father
in the world of orthodox Judaism, Jembedded in the
glime that fille Yekel's soul is 4 jewel of sparkling
beaunty. But the very ineome by which he zecks
lo secare his danghter’s spintnal splendor contains
the germs of her loallsome Call and of his own
cruzhing defeat.

The clash between Yekel's revolting career and
his paternal idealism, and the catastrophe to whieh
it inevitably leads form one of the strongest and
most Laseinating sitoations known to the modern
drama.
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I eannot conclade without a word of well-esarned
praise for the English version of “The God of
Vengeance,” T Isaac Goldberg's translation is
not only a thoroughly correct and felicitooy equiva-
lent of the original, bul a pieee of art in itself.

Mew York City, Aprl, 1918,
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