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MaskirL AND THE CITY: REPRESENTATIONS OF THE MASKILIC
SUBJECTIVITY AND URBAN HABITUS IN THE LITERATURE OF
RUSSIAN MaskiLim, 1862-1888

Svetlana Natkovich

Modernization created rapid and profound upheavals in all strata of the
maskilic experience in Russia, from the basic practices of the everyday
life to the psychological and epistemological models through which the
maskilim processed their reality and placed themselves in its midst. But
concomitantly with their enthusiastic entrance into new cultural spaces,
maskilim realized that the available traditions of representation in Hebrew,
Yiddish, and Russian literatures did not furnish them with sufficient
discursive devices to describe their unique and ever-changing experience.

The maskilim experienced an acute shortage of narratives and means of
expression to comprehend and describe themselves, their situation, and their
lives. This shortage made itself felt acutely in the effort to describe urban
experience in cities lacking the tradition of Jewish residency, and in which
this residency was prohibited or restricted. Paradoxically, dwelling in cities,
which often was perceived as an apex of the maskilic success story, was
most challenging for plausible representation. In the course of discussion
I characterize the strategies of representation created by Jewish authors to
describe their experiences, their selves, and their very physical presence
in the Imperial cities during the period of the Great Reforms in Russia
between the 1860s and 1880s. I show that in the conditions of discursive
crisis such authors as Sh.Y. Abramovitch (1835-1917), M.L. Lilienblum
(1843-1910), Gregory Lifshitz (1854-1921), A.U. Kovner (1842-1909),
Gregory Bogrov (1825-1885), Peretz Smolenskin (1842-1885), and others
created models of hybridization, fragmentation, erasure, and omission to
represent the things that evaded representation. Through these literary
techniques the maskilim established two opposing poetic strategies: direct
representation of the maskilic physical presence in the cities, and avoiding
such representation. Through both these strategies they created something
out of nothing. The ‘nothing’ was the absence of tradition, of vocabulary,
of consensual cognitive patterns for comprehension and narrative framing
of maskilic presence in the imperial cities, and the ‘something’ became the
constitutive component of their poetics.
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SIDEWAYS FROM Moscow: URI NISSAN GNESSIN’S
ProvINCIAL WRITING

Natasha Gordinsky

This article explores the representation of provincial space in Uri Nissan
Gnessin’s Sideways. By analyzing the way in which Gnessin constitutes
the lives of three young Jewish sisters living in the Pale of Settlement at
the turn of the twentieth century, I argue that his novella sets the ground
for a new understanding of a provincial town, namely as a modernist
space. In order to characterize this space, the article compares Sideways to
Chekov’s seminal play Three Sisters. This comparative reading explores
a crucial difference between the chronotopes of the two literary texts.
While Three Sisters depends on the metropolitan space of Moscow, which
serves as an absent presence in the play, Gnessin imagines a provincial
space for which the metropolis does not function as its gravitational
force. The contextualization of the relationship between time and space
in Sideways within current theories of space and modernism underscores
the unique features of Gnessin’s early modernism, which does not rely
on a metropolitan chronotope. Instead, it is connected to the provincial
space that Gnessin associates with his female protagonists. Thus, from
an epistemic standpoint, moving sideways holds a twofold meaning: on
the aesthetic level it reflects literary issues that were on the margins of
Hebrew literary discourse (as Dan Miron has argued), and on the poetic
level it constitutes the representational space of a province in which young
Eastern European Jewish women became agents of cultural change.

BRENNER’S LONDON AS A CROSSROADS IN THE STORY OF
EArRLY HEBREW MODERNISM

Dina Berduchewsky

The essay focuses on the prose of Y.H. Brenner written during and
following his London period of 1904-1907. It discusses the historical
upheavals in Russia of the early twentieth century and the mass Jewish
migration from Russia to Western Europe during these years - a trajectory
in which London became a central juncture - and their influence on the
process of the rapid modernization of Hebrew literature. I argue that in
the history of Hebrew literature the London period marked the formation
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of a new aesthetic conception of the realm of the literary. The concept of
aesthetic autonomy was first formulated at that time, and the literary space
is reimagined and depicted in new ways, no longer as the representation
or continuation of historical-social reality but rather as a fundamentally
other dimension, foreign to history and society. In Brenner’s works this
process is made strongly evident through new representations of seeing
and visibility. Similar to the way that migrants, refugees and infiltrators
struggle to survive in the situation of mass migration by hiding and
sneaking out, in Brenner’s prose writings itself receives the image of a
disobedient subject. The literary text and its protagonists constantly seck
to hide their trails and to dim the field of vision. Thus, Brenner’s new
literary techniques of distorted and darkened visions lead to the carliest
expressions of Hebrew literary modernism associated with the essential
solitude of writing. Discussing the changes that take place on the poetical
level in their discursive and historical context reveals some of the
existential and political foundations of the emerging Jewish modernist
language of the early twentieth century.

LITERARY MODERNISM: THE RETREAT.
SHKLOV BY ZALMAN SHNEOUR

Lilach Nethanel

This article focuses on Zalman Shneour’s literary work during the 1930s. It
mainly refers to the Shklov prose cycle, which was published at that time,
a period characterized by Shneour’s retreat from the innovative aesthetic
sensibilities of modern Hebrew poetry as well as from the dominance of
European modernism in his own early work. The main oeuvre produced
during this retreat is the Shklov prose cycle, which provided Shneour’s
work with the symbolic expression of a return from the cultural capitals
of Europe to the city of memory.

Shneour’s retreat from modernism did not leave a significant mark.
He is still thought of as an urban poet, as he was called by Yosef Klausne
in the 1940s, although he mainly devoted himself to the description of the
Jewish shtet! from the 1920s onwards.

[ix]
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ELISHEVA BIKHOVKSY’S NOVEL SIDE-STREETS
REPRESENTING A NON-NATIONAL, MINORITY HEBREW CULTURE

Allison Schachter

This essay argues that Elisheva Bikhovsky’s 1920s Hebrew novel (Simtaof),
set in post-revolutionary Moscow, embraces Jewish cosmopolitanism to
imagine a non-national, minority Hebrew culture. Bikhovksy focalizes the
novel through the perspective of her two central protagonists: Ludmilla
Vivyen, a promising young Russian poet, and Daniel Royter, a Hebrew
writer who is attempting to gain acceptance in Russian literary circles.
Through various unconsummated erotic relationships between Jews
and non-Jews, the novel meditates on the conflict between minority and
nationalist literary cultures and highlights the tensions and interrelations
between two different linguistic, cultural, and national systems: Soviet
national minority policy and Jewish ethnic nationalism in Palestine.
Neither is presented as ideal; rather the novel attempts to situate Hebrew
at the interstices of Soviet and Zionist ideologies, envisioning a minority
Hebrew that transformed through its encounters with non-Jews.

THE CURSE OF THE FORBIDDEN CITY:
HAM LENSKY’S ST. PETERSBURG SONATAS AND THE IMAGES
OF ST. PETERSBURG IN RUSSIAN AND HEBREW LITERATURE

Rafi Tsirkin-Sadan

After arriving in Leningrad, formerly known as Saint Petersburg, in
1925, Haim Lensky wrote many poems dedicated exclusively to the city
which shortly before had been the capital of the Russian Empire and the
main site of the communist revolution. The extensive representation of
the imperial capital in Lensky’s poems was almost unprecedented in
the history of Hebrew and Yiddish literature, usually anchored in towns
within the Jewish Pale of Settlement. Therefore these poems must be
examined through the prism of the Russian poetics of Empire. This article
shows that Lensky’s poems directly correspond with canonical texts in
Russian literature, and in particular with poems by Aleksander Pushkin
and Osip Mandelshtam, which deal with imperial monuments in the urban
space and with Saint Petersburg’s status in Russian history and culture.
Yet unlike the Russian poets, Lensky avoided presenting Saint Petersburg
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as a sublime object, and even used carnival techniques such as curses
and parody to undermine the city’s central status in the Russian imperial
project. Instead of eulogizing the imperial metropolis, Lensky promoted
supra-cthnic local patriotism in the Western reaches of the Russian empire,
while utilizing Hebrew-language poetry for the benefit of all the victims
of Russian imperialism, regardless of their identity.

THE LostT GERMAN CITY: BERLIN OF LEAH GOLDBERG
Maya Barzilai

Between 1936 and 1939, Leah Goldberg drafted a novel entitled Avedot
(Losses), revolving around the figure of Elhanan Yehuda Kron, a Jewish
poet and scholar of Eastern European extraction who resides in Berlin.
After publishing a couple of chapters and attempting to rewrite the novel,
Goldberg ultimately decided not to publish this work. Avedot is set in
Berlin on the eve of the Nazi takeover, and the city plays a major role in
the novel as a crowded, ever-shifting site where unexpected encounters
take place. My essay traces Goldberg’s literary use of urban space, paying
close attention to the different versions of the novel. In the first version,
Goldberg employs confusing narrative devices (gaps in the plot, free in-
direct discourse) in order to represent the Jewish protagonist’s sense of
blindness, disorientation, and even loss of direction, as he traverses the
city space. When comparing the revised version to this earlier one, I show
that Goldberg avoided such devices in her rewriting, composing a more
realistic text that also minimizes the role that Berlin plays in the novel.
The essay locates these shifts in the context of two traditions of writing
about the urban spaces of Berlin: the Hebrew one, which flourished in the
early twentieth century, and German writing about the city and its Jew-
ish immigrant population. I argue that Goldberg conceived of Avedot in
the context of modernist European literature about the metropolis, written
in both languages, while also recognizing the belatedness of her project,
composed in Palestine of the late 1930s. Her revisions and decision not
to publish Avedot demonstrate the impasses entailed in forging, through
Hebrew prose, a renewed relationship to the Berlin’s literary and histori-
cal past.

[xi]





