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CARRYING ON THE 
TRADITION 
JEWSH WOMEN 
WlW?ERS IN W A D A  

Students ofCanadian culture are well 
aware of the significant contribution 
Jewish writers have made to Cana- 
dian literature. Whether writing in 
Yiddish as first-generation immi- 
grants, or writing in English as the 
children or grandchildren of imrni- 
grants, Jewish writers have produced 
literaryworks that are among the best 
and most loved in the Canadian liter- 
ary canon. The work ofYiddish writ- 
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ers such as Solomon Aty and J. I. 
Segal has been translated and an- 
thologized for a diverse audience of 
appreciative readers; and of course 
writers such as A. M. Klein, Irving 
Layton, Leonard Cohen, and 
Mordecai Richler are on virtually 
every list of English-speaking Cana- 
da's literary "giants." Clearly, then, 
one can talk about a Jewish-Cana- 
dian literary tradition that is signifi- 
cant, both as a separate literary strand 
and as a significant feature of Cana- 
dian literature as a whole; diverse, yet 
characteristically enriched by the 
many layers of Jewish cultural 
memory, as an interrelated body of 
texts, many about immigrant experi- 
ence, Jewish-Canadian literature of- 
fers readers a bittersweet exploration 
of love and despair, loss, and longing, 
of struggle and survival: a complex 
celebration of life. Also dear is the 
major place that Jewish women writ- 
ers have earned in both of these liter- 
ary spaces, though this is not always 
as widely recognized and acknowl- 
edged as it should be. 

One need look no further than the 
work of Rachel (Rochl) Korn and 
Chava Rosenfarb, for example, to 
gain an appreciation of the contribu- 
tion made by women toYiddish writ- 
ing in Canada. As well, some of the 
work of both of these writers has been 
translated into English, thereby wid- 
ening their sphere of influence. (See 
for example the pioneering collection 
edited by Gerri Sindair and Morris 
Wolfe, The Spice Box: An Anthology 
of Jewish Canadian Writing, To- 
ronto: Lester and Orpen Dennys, 
1981; and that of Miriam Wad- 
dington, who edited Canadian Jew- 
ish Short Stories, Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1990). Readers of 
these works have appreciated Korn's 
sensitive, yet doggedly bleak and in- 
cisive portrayal of the kinds ofbrutal- 
ity possible within the framework of 
familial and shtetl life, particularly 
when it is complicated by Nazi occu- 
pation, as in her short story in that 
collection, "Earth," which explores 
unrelentingly the devastation effected 
when human weakness, need, and 
depravity collide. They have also ap- 

preciated the subtle insights into im- 
migrant experience and into surviv- 
ing great loss expressed in Chava 
Rosenfarb's short story, "The Green- 
horn," in which a simple act of kind- 
ness by a fellow factory worker ena- 
bles the recent immigrant, Baruch, 
who has lost all of his loved ones in 
the Holocaust, to survive for one 
more day his crippling sorrow, com- 
pounded by the horrors of the factory 
and the derision of his co-workers. 

Readers of these two texts will be 
heartened by the recent publication 
(1994; 1995) ofFound Treasures: Sto- 
ries by YGfdish Women Writm. Ed- 
ited by Frieda Forman, Ethel Raicus, 
Sarah Silberstein Swartz and Margie 
Wolfe and published by Toronto's 
Second Story Press, this collection 
contributes substantially to scholar- 
ship on Yiddish literature in general, 
and to our understanding in particu- 
lar of the contribution women writ- 
ers have made to that tradition. It 
does so by providing readers with 
heretofore unavailable selections, as 
well as with a detailed and 
groundbreaking introduction by 
Irene Klepfisz: "Queens of Contra- 
diction, A Feminist Introduction to 
Yiddish Women Writers." Thought- 
provoking and scholarly, Klepfisz's 
introduction surveys, from a feminist 
perspective, the development of Yid- 
dish literature, and doing so, devel- 
ops a complex and convincing argu- 
ment that, ironically, the nineteenth- 
century movement to legitimate Yid- 
dish literature andscholarship worked 
to marginalize Yiddish women writ- 
ers in a variety of ways, such that 
despite 

their rootedness in and identifi- 
cation with Jewish life, commit- 
ment to Yiddish . . . [their] . . . 
publications never secured them 
an honoured place in Yiddish 
cultural history. Despite the 
record of their writings, not a 
single woman prose writer has 
ever received attention and re- 
spect comparable to those ac- 
corded male writers during and 
since the classical period. The 
origins of this erasure can be 

traced to Yiddish cultural lead- 
ers and writers whose ambiva- 
lence toward them and their 
work left women in limbo, a 
women's country from which 
most could not escape. 

As well, the volume is a kind of total 
package. Carefully edited, the text is 
virtually error free and presented in a 
visually attractive format, and it in- 
dudes useful bibliographies and a 
glossary, in addition to biographies 
and photographs of the authors. 

While the two previous antholo- 
gies focussed exclusively on Cana- 
dian literature, and included works 
written originally in English as well as 
in Yiddish, and works by men as well 
as women, this collection satisfies the 
appetite whetted by these earlier col- 
lections for disaporic Yiddish litera- 
ture and for literature by women. A 
substantial volume at 390 pages, it 
not only provides readers with here- 
tofore untranslated works by Rachel 
Korn and Chava Rosenfarb, but also 
with a variety of works by a stunning 
array of Yiddish writers working in 
diverse times and places, from the last 
years of the nineteenth century to the 
years following the Second World 
War, from eastern Europe, North 
America, Palestine, and then Israel. 

Because of its considerable scope, 
this new volume will intrigue a vari- 
ety ofreaders beyond those interested 
primarily in Yiddish literature. Stu- 
dents ofJewish history and culture, as 
well as of immigration and Women's 
Studies generally will find the vol- 
ume particularly worthwhile: the va- 
riety of genres, styles, and subjects it 
contains as well as the diversity of 
experiences the authors chronicle of- 
fer considerable insight into each of 
these areas and into the ways in which 
they intersect in the experiences and 
perceptions ofparticular women writ- 
ers. For example, a number of the 
writers included evoke shtetl life, es- 
pecially as experienced by women, 
with unprecedented realism. Sarah 
Hamer-Jackl~n's "My Mother's 
Dream" portrays vividly an expect- 
ant mother's foreboding about the 
upcoming birth of her child, and the 
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ways in which the world of family 
and community she inhabits at once 
both protect and doom her; Dora 
Shulner's "Reyzele's Weddingn pro- 
vides a revealing glimpse into the 
complex social codes surrounding 
courtship and marriage; Malka Lee's 
"Through the Eyes of Childhoodn 
offers a poignant depiction ofa young 
girl whose aspirations to become a 
poet pit her against her father and the 
conventions ofher community. These 
and the many other pieces in this 
admirabe collection together illumi- 
nate a world of experience that most 
readers will have heretofore glimpsed 
only dimly. Further, they add sub- 
stantially to our appreciation of the 
important role women writers have 
played in developing the Yiddish lit- 
erary tradition. 

Women writers have also contrib- 
uted significantly to the Jewish-Ca- 
nadian literary tradition in English. 
The work of Miriam Waddington, 
Adele Wiseman, Shirley Faessler, 
Helen Weinzweig, Erna Paris, and 
Fredelle Bruser Maynard, for exam- 
ple, constitutes an impressive literary 
foundation upon which younger gen- 
erations ofwomen writers in Canada, 
both Jewish and non-Jewish, can 
build. Though their works vary 
greatly in terms ofsubject matter and 
genre, each gives voice to and cel- 
ebrates life at the margins rather than 
at the centres of various kinds of 
social power. The poems, short sto- 
ries, and critical writing of Miriam 
Wadding-ton and the novels and 
short stories of Adele Wiseman can 
be seen as emblematic of this per- 
spective. For example, Adele 
Wiseman's artful and subversive 
novel, Crackpot (1 974), foregrounds 
a working-class Jewish prostitute 
growing up in Winnipeg in the inter- 
war years, weaving her story into a 
profound challenge to the glib codes 
of Anglo-Canadian nativism, puri- 
tanism, patriarchy, and materialism. 

Two recent books by Jewish-Ca- 
nadian women writers carry on this 
tradition of celebrating difference, 
though their literary quality makes 
them considerably less significant 
than their predecessors, in terms of 

the contribution they make to Cana- 
dian literature. Sharon Kish's juve- 
nile fiction, Fittingln (Toronto: Sec- 
ond Story Press, 1995), chronicles 
the often painful experiences of her 
young protagonist, Mollie, as she 
comes to understand what it means 
to be Jewish in a gentile world. Al- 
though Fredelle Bruser Maynard 
makes the same point about differ- 
ence and the ultimate importance of 
faith and love with more artistry and 
the added bonus of insightful depic- 
tion of region in her fictionalized 
memoir, RaisinsandAlmondc (l  972), 
Kish's novel is nevertheless instruc- 
tive for young readers, providing 
them, through the medium of an 
accessible, engaging, and contempo- 
rary suburban character with whom 
they can identify, with a fictional 
lesson in how it might feel to grow up 
outside the cultural mainstream. 

Karen X. Tulchinsky's In Her Na- 
ture, acollection ofshort stories about 
lesbian experience, is also squarely 
within the tradition of writing by 
Jewish-Canadian women I have de- 
lineated. Like Wiseman's Crackpot, 
Tulchinsky's stories give voice to 
women who have heretofore been 
largely silenced by the powerful 
mechanisms of both Jewish culture 
and the larger society. "A Different 
Kind of love," for example, portrays 
a "typicaln Jewish mother, recently 
widowed, coming to grips with her 
daughter's lesbianism. Despite her 
initial misgivings, Mrs. Rabinovitch's 
open and loving nature ultimately 
enables her to accept her daughter 
Nomi's lesbian lifestyle as positive 
and fulfilling. Unabashedly didactic, 
the stories portray again and again the 
challenges faced by lesbians in a hos- 
tile world, and call for greater toler- 
ance and understanding. Although 
this is hardly a message one would 
want to quarrel with, one might wish 
for more artistry in language, form, 
and characterization than Tulchin- 
sky's stories display. One might also 
see in a few of them a perpetuation of 
some of the very stereotypes Ms. 
Tulchinsky seems dedicated to writ- 
ing against, as for example in her 
depiction of Mrs. Rabinovitch, the 

rather stock Jewish mother, or of 
Toby and the other tough "dykesn 
who hang out at "Rosie's Seaside" 
bar, looking for lovers. Nevertheless, 
Tulchinsky's fictional world is often 
energetic, earthy, and entertaining 
and one can see it as yet another 
strand in the rich tradition created by 
Jewish-Canadian women writers, 
working in both Yiddish and Eng- 
lish, of giving voice to the previously 
silenced, of celebrating the margins. 
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by Susan Nosov 

Canadian Jewish feminist move- 
ments, likeother political movements 
for social change, are built on ques- 
tioning and challenging what exists 
and examining what could be done to 
make it better. At the root ofmuch of 
this work are questions ofidentity. As 

VOLUME 16, NUMBER 4 




