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“Jewish life has undergone an enormous upheaval during the last fifty to sixty years and the losses in our folk creations are among the most unfortunate victims of this change. With every old man who dies, … we lose a piece of our past …the old poetic legends and the songs and melodies will soon be forgotten… in short, our past … is vanishing and will soon be forgotten.” 





– S. An-ski, The Jewish Ethnographic Program

“In the ruin history has physically merged into the setting. And in this guise history does not assume the form of the process of an eternal life so much as that of irresistible decay.” 

– Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama

Introduction


This paper examines the Yiddish play The Dybbuk, in its 1937 Polish film incarnation (directed by Michal Waszynski), in the context of its intermedial and intertextual presentations of Jewish history and folklore. I explore its use of literary art forms (intertexts) and performing art forms (intermedia) as vehicles for presenting history and folklore. I also discuss the temporal effects of dance, music (particularly singing) and literature. I examine the role of mythology and mystical texts, along with their part in the failed romantic union of the protagonists. The Dybbuk relies on intertexts and intermedia to present one of the most dense and complex readings of Jewish History in any art form. The use of intermedia serves to enrich the text and highlight nuances of folklore, mythology and liturgy that exist within this history. In this paper, I intend to show how the intertextual and intermedial qualities of the text heighten its reading of history as cyclical and as a living part of the present.

S. An-Sky and The Dybbuk

Playwright S. An-Sky, (1863 – 1920), was born Solomon Rappoport in the Lithuanian city of Vitebsk. Early in his life, he became fascinated with the Russian Folk people and their traditions, changing his name to be more ethnically Russian sounding, and working as a miner for several years. He wrote and tutored in Russian as well. In later life, partially in response to the work of Yiddish writer I.L. Peretz, An-Sky began to take an active interest in Eastern European Jewish folk culture and folklore. He led the

Jewish Ethnographic Expedition, July 1, 1912 – 1914, a gathering of folklorists and ethnographers that traveled in Eastern Europe collecting Jewish folklore and folk culture in the form of photographs, folktales, folksongs, music cylinders, melodies, historical documents, proverbs and folk beliefs, manuscripts, and sacred objects. With this collection, An-Sky established the Jewish Ethnographic Museum in Petrograd. While studying and collecting these folk legends and folk culture, An-Sky continued writing, most notably penning The Dybbuk, which has been performed all over the world and has inspired films, ballets and other art works.


The Dybbuk, originally titled Between Two Worlds, weaves together folk legend, mythology and Jewish history. It tells the story of Khonnen and Leah, star-crossed lovers who were promised to each other at birth, but separated by tragedy. Leah and Khonnen’s fathers, Sender and Nissn, promise to wed their unborn children to each other. When Nissn dies on the way back to his town, and Sender’s wife dies giving birth to Leah, the tragedy distracts Sender from his promise. When Khonnen comes to study in the town where they live, Sender doesn’t realize that the poor student is the man he intended his daughter to marry. He promises Leah to a richer student. Khonnen loses himself in dark and mystical texts, and dies, only to return and possess Leah as a dybbuk (from the Hebrew davek - 'to cling' - a spirit who takes over the body of a loved one). Sender takes Leah to a powerful and mystical Rabbi, and a folkloric religious trial is held to exorcise Khonnen from Leah’s body. Khonnen’s late father is called from the dead to testify about the vow. The Rabbi perseveres, and Khonnen leaves Leah’s body after much struggle. Leah, however, can not live without him, and dies in the synagogue, their voices joining at the last moment of the play.

Temporality and History


The Dybbuk constructs time and historical boundaries playfully and creatively. The film contains a number of examples of slippage between past and present, present and future, as well as mythological constructions of history as the present and time as eternal. The Dybbuk presents a clever sequence of Leah’s growing up. We see Leah’s aunt holding her as a baby. The reverse shot shows Leah’s father, Sender, counting his money and telling the aunt to quiet down the baby. The next shot shows Leah as a little girl, asking to help count the money. Its reverse shot shows Sender with more money, telling Leah to quiet down. Within four pairs of this segment, Leah has grown up, and the sequence is interrupted by Nuta (Max Bozyk), a family friend, entering with news. 

The Ruin as Historical Present


The play speaks directly to Walter Benjamin’s sense of the ruin as the physical embodiment of the past and as irresistible decay rather than eternal life. The Dybbuk expresses this both physically, in the form of the grave of a young couple in the center of town, and in the form of the repeated singing of mystical texts and of the Biblical Shir ha Shirim (Song of Songs). As a text written in a time of linguistic shifting, Shir ha Shirim has the unusual linguistic position of being able to use Hebrew verbs as either marked by tense (past, present, future) or by aspect (perfect/complete, imperfect/ongoing) and participle (present tense as adjective). This gives it an inherently amorphous temporal quality, which the play exploits and builds upon. 


As Village Voice film critic J. Hoberman describes The Dybbuk, “The power of the past is continually made tangible”(Hoberman, p 280). Shir ha Shirim adds a tone of Biblical Jewish history. Not only do the characters physically embody it by repeatedly singing it, they also embody the Rabbinical conflict (or suture) related to the text – the question of whether the clearly erotic words of the text should be taken as religious sublimation of the power of love and lust, or simply understood at face value. The film builds on the play’s use of this text, making it clear that the attachments marked by the song are all frustrated in one form or another.


The first time the film presents us with the song occurs during the film’s added prologue, the pilgrimage festival of Succot, when old friends Sender and Nissn have returned to the town where they attended Yeshiva (Jewish religious higher education). They have both left behind pregnant wives to travel to see their Rabbi and each other for the festival. They make a vow that if one of them has a boy and the other a girl, their children will marry. The religion itself considers these sorts of vows to be dangerous, and a messenger (Isaac Samberg) comes to the festival just at that moment, presumably to interrupt their plan. 


The Rabbi asks Sender to sing Shir ha Shirim because he sings it so nicely, and we see Sender singing and Nissn looking enraptured. Clearly the two men love each other. We are left to speculate whether this love is of the Rabbinical sublimated / platonic type, or whether the vow of arranged marriage puts their children in the position of standing in for their own frustrated union. When Nissn leaves town after the festival, the film cuts back and forth between each of the two men and their wives who are giving birth as they return home. Nissn’s boat capsizes and he falls into the stormy seas. The film cuts to a shot of Sender, now safely home, shouting out Nissn’s name as though he understands his friend’s fate. Sender’s wife dies in childbirth, and his daughter, Leah, is raised mainly by her aunt. Nissn’s son, Khonnen, becomes a scholar, and we see him, now a young adult, walking along the road to the yeshiva (school) in Sender’s town.


To continue the frustrated union theme, we find the center of Leah and Sender's town occupied by the grave of a couple who died while they were under the chupah (wedding canopy). The unfortunate couple were getting married when a band of armed men led by Ukrainian nationalist Bogdan Chmelnitzky came through and presumably massacred half the town. This detail brings historical resonances into the film – Historian Dr. Meyer Balaban of Warsaw University is listed in the credits for doing historical research for it. This use of historical events as part of the film’s diegesis ties the film into history, placing the folkloric amalgam of the film in the context of specific events in Jewish history. The film also employed Rabbi Gershon Sirota as a liturgical consultant, and choreographer Judith Berg, who specialized in Chassidic dances. The film thus links itself not only to An-Sky, but to historical and cultural apparati outside of its own diegesis.


Shir ha Shirim next appears in the film when Khonnen (Nissn’s son) is talking to a friend in a side room of the synagogue, among Yeshiva bokhers (students). He wants to marry Leah, but her father sees only money. Khonnen tells his friend that, as the song sublimates desire, he has sublimated his desire for Leah into mystical channels. The Yeshiva bokhers suddenly burst into song, quietly at first, and Khonnen joins in with their rendition of the song. Leah, who has been visiting the torah curtains in the next room, hears the song and walks to the edge of the bimah platform. Khonnen walks over to her and they look at each other in a state of rapture until Leah’s aunt drags her away. Back at home, Sender hears Leah singing this particular version of the song, and asks her where she heard it. He recognizes it as the version he and Nissn shared, and realizes that Khonnen must be Nissn’s son, to whom Leah has been promised since before birth. He becomes slightly hysterical because he has already agreed to marry Leah to someone else. Just then, Nuta comes in with business news and Sender gets distracted by finances yet again. 


The final time we hear Shir ha Shirim, Leah has been possessed by Khonnen as a Dybbuk, has had the Dybbuk exorcised by a Rabbinical court, and has died on the bimah platform in the synagogue. Nuta collapses on the stairs, the messenger blows out a candle with a significant look, and the song plays again, as a summation of the story. A book blows closed and the camera fades out (a reversal of its opening sequence) and the film ends, coming full circle. The ties between the beginning and end of the film serve as another reminder of its mystical approach to time, and its sense of closing in on itself, or being one of Benjamin’s ruins. The film gives a sense of time as an eternal loop of tragic fate; perhaps a spell cast by Shir ha Shirim. History exists as a part of the present, and as a warning that the present will suffer a similar fate.

Dance as Intermedium


Dance has often been seen as one of the art forms not restricted by linguistic constructs. While dance may not be entirely beyond mediating expression, it certainly creates an impressive effect in conjunction with film, and specifically as a bearer of history and folklore and a method of problematizing linear time in The Dybbuk. Dance as an intermedium gives the film richness and a sense of motional dynamism. Along with its intermedial relationship to song, The Dybbuk makes extensive use of dance in conveying its message and in presenting Jewish folklore and history. The film includes choreographed folkdances, researched for historical accuracy. A short pamphlet on Chassidic dances published by The Union of American Hebrew Congregations relates: “Judith Berg was commissioned to choreograph the Yiddish speaking film The Dybbuk in 1937 Warsaw, Poland. In this film she danced the part of Death. In order to research authentic material she went to different villages in Poland to observe and learn Chasidic dances”(Berk, p x). We also learn from film historian J. Hoberman that “[t]he fanciful toytntants (dance of death), led by [choreographer] Berg herself, is based on descriptions she heard from her grandmother”(Hoberman, p281). Folk culture creates a presence in this film through dance. Berg clearly gathered material from a variety of sources to use in her choreography. Hoberman explains: “Like [playwright] An-sky and the Yiddish modernists, Berg took Chasidic folk forms as the basis for a new Jewish art. In 1986, she told the folklorist Michael Alpert that, having grown up in a Chasidic environment, she saw herself as “choreographing tradition” (Hoberman, p285). Tradition, and thus history, becomes an intertext through dance. 


The Yiddish cinema continues a tradition found in the Yiddish stage. Yiddish stage choreographer Lillian Shapiro, quoted in the same pamphlet on Chassidic dance, explains: 

…the Yiddish theater…has a deep-rooted tradition [as] … a musical and dance theater. The plays were based on biblical themes and folklore and were strongly influenced by the folk dances and folk songs of Eastern Europe. The folk idioms of Russia, Rumania, the Ukraine, and Poland are easily recognized. (Berk, p35)

The dances integrated into the theater or film present another medium for expressing aspects of tradition and cultural memory. They embody the same mixture of folklore, history and cyclical time that we find in the play. The use of dance as intermedium serves to emphasize these aspects of Jewish History, so that they can be represented in such small diegetic elements as the gesture of an actor, or a movement coordinated with background music.


The dances in The Dybbuk occur after Khonnen’s death and revolve around Leah’s impending wedding to a terrified yeshiva student who would rather study Talmud. They all contain a sense of the macabre, infusing the atmosphere with a foreboding that the marriage will never occur. The first dance, the Dance of the Poor, surrounds Leah with ill-dressed grunting people pushing her around in the center of the circle. The poor are given their required time with the bride, to share in her joy. Here, the very juxtaposition of the poor and the bride’s joy creates a sense of unease. Leah appears numb with grief over the loss of Khonnon, and the poor behave as though she owes them each some part of her soul.


We see Nuta (Max Bozyk, known for playing a badkhan/ macabre wedding singer) talking to the messenger in the balcony above the town courtyard. The messenger throws a glass on the ground and it shatters – an ill omen for a Jewish wedding, where the groom is supposed to step on the glass during the ceremony. Then the messenger starts reciting a poem containing the phrase: “from dust you came, to dust you return” (Genesis 3:19), and the Dance of Death begins. 

Dance as Mourning, Dance as Allegory

“[mourning:]the state of mind in which feeling revives the empty world in the form of a mask, and derives an enigmatic satisfaction in contemplating it.” 

-Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama

 “In allegory the observer is confronted with … history as a petrified, primordial landscape. Everything about history that, from the very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is expressed in a face – or rather in a death’s head.” 

-Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama


The choreographer, wearing a death mask, approaches Leah with broad steps and wide arm gestures. Leah backs away until she begins to see Khonnen’s face superimposed on the death face. Then she joins the dance with a look of rapture. In this way, she literalizes Walter Benjamin’s description of mourning. She gazes directly at the failures of history, and of her own past, condensed into a physical symbol, and is satisfied to ponder it. Judith Berg, wearing the death mask, enters the diegesis of the film as a mystical figure, physically embodying the folkloric and macabre elements of the film and the culture it depicts. Her presence in the film, like the presence of Dr. Balaban’s historical research, both ties the film to history and creates a temporal link to multiple eras. Berg serves as both a modern choreographer, contemporaneous with the film’s making, and as the symbol of a past that has been revived in the form of a death mask and in the dance of death. Her role is one of historian and historiographer, dancer and folklorist. In Judith Berg’s choreography, dance hints at history and folk legend, mourning and the macabre, and non-linear models of temporality. Through dance, the dead are revived, the past speaks to the present and legends become embodied.


The dances in The Dybbuk all contain highly stylized representations of Jewish History and culture, delivered in the culturally traditional, but not officially religious ceremonies leading up to an Eastern European wedding. The wedding dances each mimic some element of marriage or married life and the Jewish bride’s relationship to the larger community. Leah’s wedding dances serve as a part of the wedding ritual, and as a symbol of the wedding as a ruin or an event containing within it its own failure. During the second dance, we see the inappropriate groom telling his teacher he feels as though he is being dragged to the gallows. As the dance repositions time through its connection to history and folklore, the groom’s statement revives the ill-fated internal history of this film. The Dance of the Rich and the Clapping Dance follow the Dance of Death. The first involves well-dressed people dancing at a distance around the bride in a restrained manner and the second involves dancing in a circle and clapping. These dances lend a sense of normalcy to the sequence, without quite balancing the macabre effect of the first two dances. 

The Dybbuk and Voice


Leah is possessed by Khonnen, who returns as a dybbuk. While Leah is in the cemetery inviting her mother and other dead relatives to her wedding, the messenger warns her about being alone in cemeteries. She takes his message as a recipe for invoking the spirit of Khonnen and offering to share her body with his soul. After the various wedding dances, Leah visits the town grave of the massacred bride and groom, where the invited dybbuk enters her body. 


Leah speaks in the voice of the spirit until she is taken to a rabbinical trial and the spirit is driven out. Then she invokes Khonnen’s name and dies on the bimah platform in the synagogue. Leah does not speak in her normal voice until the spirit has left. Here the voice of Khonnen serves as the dislocated voice, having taken over another body. No one seems concerned about the absence of Leah’s voice (why does it not speak along with Khonnen’s?), or with a need to restore her voice to her body. Khonnen has nowhere to go, and yet people want him out of Leah’s body. 


If we read the spirit as a symbol of Leah’s own desires or thoughts (she did actually invite the dybbuk into her body), we can see the way in which the female voice is being suppressed, or even directed out of its own body. We could also read this possession as a sign of the impossibility of the romantic union of these two families – the one physical consummation (the act of possession) in the film inspires a Jewish folkloric form of exorcism. In this manner, the folk history and folk legend become embodied by characters and absorbed into the film’s internal time scale and sense of history.

Nostalgia and History

Historical materialism wishes to retain that image of the past which unexpectedly appears to man singled out by history at a moment of danger. … In every era the attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism that is about to overpower it.

 


-Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”


Walter Benjamin frames history as constantly under threat from the conformist whims of the present. The past must be constantly challenged and re-envisioned in order to prevent it from becoming a petrified landscape. At the moment of danger, history merges with the now to steer tradition away from conformist tendencies. This drive to keep history current serves as a motivating force in The Dybbuk. In the work of An-Sky and choreographer Judith Berg, tradition, in all its folkloric and cultural guises, becomes an element of a new and modern art form. Berg, for example, does not simply collect and recreate the dances of her grandmother as though they are an object of nostalgia or a finished work to be preserved. She embeds them into her own form of modern dance to create a new dance form with both elements of tradition and modernity, a fluid and living work of dance. An-Sky also takes up and breathes new life into aspects of tradition and folk culture in writing his play. His writing speaks to the tradition not as a relic of the past, but as a living element of his own creative impulse. It might be more accurate to say that as Berg choreographs tradition, An-Sky scripts folklore. The playwright actually creates a new folklore from the ethnographic material he collected in the shtetls of Eastern Europe. 


The 1937 film cast and crew, led by husband and wife team Leon Liebgold and Lili Liliana, also strongly suggest the creation of new work from the intersection of folklore and modernity. Openly gay director Michal Waszynski clearly had his own modern influence on the traditional aspects of the text as well as on the direction of the film – the relationship between the fathers both typifies the homosocial atmosphere of the traditional study house and suggests a romantic involvement between the two men. The actors and actresses in the film, while Jewish and Yiddish speaking, were more likely to be found on the Warsaw stage than in a shtetl. They were creating a world that their grandparents might have recognized. Like An-Sky, they drew from folklore, folkdance, and mythology, and combined it with their own modern sensibility and acting styles to create a new folk culture, at once modern and infused with tradition as a living element.

Conclusion


As we have seen, The Dybbuk creates a sense of Jewish history through the use of non-linear temporality; ties to folklore and intermedia such as dance, liturgical poetry and song; and the expression of mythology in its relationship to the physical and the temporal. The film captures a past era while simultaneously drawing from other eras past and present. The town center memorial to a doomed marriage creates a physical space for dances of death and the embodiment of a Dybbuk. Dance ties folklore to history and to the present and speaks to Benjamin’s sense of mourning and ruin. Time loops and connects beginning to ending through visual symbols, sound symbols and music. The Dybbuk expresses its relationship to Jewish history through all the intermedia and intertexts that shape it. These intermedia subvert time and play freely with the boundaries between history, mythology and art. They make use of folklore and reveal its undercurrents in the present. Through intermedia and intertexts, The Dybbuk presents a multi disciplinary art form infused with a living Jewish history, a Jewish art that bridges the worlds of secular and religious, tradition and modernity. 
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