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Ukrainian literature written in Yiddish:
Dovid Bergelson and post-pogrom problems

Moriyasu Tanaka

Since Ukraine’s democratization, various attempts have been made to reconsider
Ukrainian literature from new perspectives to liberate it from its status of subordination to
Russian literature. One such efforts can be found in an attempt to construct multilingual
Ukrainian literature. In light of the recent research on Ukrainian literature, this paper
reexamines Dovid Bergelson as an author of Ukrainian literature written in Yiddish, despite he
is generally referred to as a Soviet-Yiddish writer.

Bergelson was born in Ukraine under the Russian Empire. He began his career as a
Yiddish writer in Kiev and moved to Berlin after the Russian Civil War. He spent more than a
decade in Berlin, from 1921 to 1933. During this time, he wrote several novels set in Berlin,
including two short stories “Two Murders” and “Among Refugees,” both of which dealt with
the traumatic memories of pogroms. This paper places these two works in the genealogy of
post-Sholem Aleichem’s Ukrainian literature written in Yiddish, and reexamines them as the
works that have sought to reconstruct a relationship between Jews and Ukrainians after the
pogroms.

Aleichem was in the last generation of Yiddish writers who were able to portray the
shtetl as a symbiotic space between Jews and Ukrainians. His masterpiece, Tevye the Milkman,
depicts the transitional period of the shtetl’s collapse in a mongrel language, a mixture of
Ukrainian and Yiddish. On the other hand, Bergelson could not portray the Jewish-Ukrainian
relationship in the post-pogrom period as friends as Aleichem did, and refused to portray it as
enemies. Both “Two Murders” and “Among Refugees” can be read as novels that depict the
swaying relationship between friendship and enemy.

Bergelson’s literature can be contextualized in the present scenario, where both Jews
and Ukrainians are in the process of reconciliation, struggling to overcome the post-pogrom

confrontational relationship.
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