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Abstract

This MA thesis explores the Yiddish texts that Scholem Aleichem wrote,
placing children at their center, focusing mainly on the corpus of his
many of children’s stories as well as a few chapters from the book Mot/
Peysi dem khazns. 1t deals with the significance of his choice to write
stories for children, against the backdrop of the shortage of children’s
literature in general at the time and in Yiddish in particular. It discusses
the question of the intended audience for his stories and explores its main
topics he wrote about: family, holidays, the kheder, the figure of the
rabbi, animals etc. It also examines the influence of these works on
children and adults in his time as well as for years afterwards, up until
today.

Scholem Aleichem was rightfully considered to be the first significant
Yiddish writer who shaped childhood in the modern Yiddish literature.
His story »Dos meserl” (The Pocketknife) was published first in 1887 for
an adult audience, and its purpose was to offer a sharp critique of the
educational system of the kheder. In 1901 he rewrote the story, changing it
into a children’s story, and later on in his literary career he wrote
additional stories geared toward children, some of which were published
with the explicit subtitle ”A mayse far yidishe kinder” (A Story for Jewish
Children).

One of the main aims of this study is to determine the extent to which the
stories were actually intended for children, placing them in the context of
the development of literature especially intended for children in Western
culture. It turns out that this question has preoccupied various critics and
researchers, and even Scholem Aleichem himself addressed it. This
question can be examined in light of the changes and rearrangements he
made in later versions of some of the stories, as well as his plans to
convert many of his other stories written for adult readers into children’s
stories.

This thesis also deals with the connection between Scholem Aleichem’s
personal biography and his children’s stories. His autobiographical book

Funem yarid (From the Market Fair) and his correspondence with writers
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and critics clearly indicate such a connection, particularly in regard to the
child’s relationship with the figures surrounding him, such as his father
and mother at home and the rabbi in the kheder.

The main issue explored in this thesis is a fundamental conflict between
children, who take joy in life and are curious, open individuals, and
adults, who are bitter and limited in their approach to life, and do not dare
to deviate from the norms governed by the Jewish historical-social
collective. The various stories present different facets of this conflict:
between the child and his parents, between the child and his rabbi,
between the child and his older siblings. This conflict is discussed
throughout the thesis by means of examples from the stories. The thesis
also tracks the development of the adolescent child, who himself
eventually becomes part of the adult collective.

One of the central questions in this work is why the narrator (who is often
also the protagonist) usually appears as an only child, despite the fact that
most Jewish families at the time had many children. The main answer to
this question lies, in my opinion, in Scholem Aleichem’s choice to place
the focus on the main subject figure presented in each story and to avoid
obscuring him with the addition of other figures. Another important
question is why Scholem Aleichem hardly wrote about girls in his
children’s stories, and in the cases when he did write about them — why
did he chose to write about exceptional and unusual girls, most of whom
meet their deaths during the course of the story. It seems that the main
reason for this is that in those days characters of young girls were quite
unusual in Yiddish literature, particularly not as objects of exposure and
humor, as he so often treated all of his characters.

Everyday life in the shtet/ is presented in the children’s stories from a
refreshing angle, through the eyes of a so-called child narrator. The
stories were very popular in their time, during Scholem Aleichem’s life
and afterwards. They were read and taught in Jewish educational systems
around the world, including in Israel. To this day, some of his most
important stories are included, in Hebrew translation, in the Ministry of

Education’s curriculum for elementary and junior high schools.
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The stories provide a view of the world through the lens of Scholem
Aleichem’s special style with its signature tragic humor. Moreover, the
stories are a rich literary corpus, that recreates children’s life in the shfet/
and represent a significant landmark in the deployment of modern Jewish
children’s literature, both in Yiddish and in Hebrew.
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