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     	 Dazed and ConfusedLamed Shapiro’s American Stories
 
	 Leah Garrett
 

 
 
 
  Lamed Shapiro (1878–1948) is most widely known as the author of groundbreaking Yiddish short stories about pogroms, including the 1909 tale that made him famous, “The Cross.”1 Shapiro’s pogrom stories were revolutionary for a number of reasons. Foremost, at the turn of the century, they offered extremely graphic portraits of violence unlike anything that had been seen before. The tales challenged the notion that Jews become ennobled sufferers from their trauma, and that by undergoing it they are transformed into better people. Instead his stories suggest that brutality causes the victim to become more violent and debased. Also, his writings employed extremely lyrical, spare, and beautiful language to convey the events, and by so doing, they turned the trauma of the pogrom into the material of high art.
 Yet although these tales read as explicit and true renditions of anti-Jewish violence, Shapiro in fact never experienced a pogrom firsthand; these Yiddish stories were composed in the United States after he had emigrated in 1905 with his mother to seek employment and to make a clean break from the Ukrainian shtetl of his childhood.
 As a group, Shapiro’s narratives about shtetl life suggest strongly that the Jews need to leave Europe, since the hatred that the Christians have for them is permanent and intractable. America, di goldene medina, in contrast should offer the Jews a location where they can thrive and be free of the constant violence and endemic poverty of the old country. And yet, when he came to write about New York, rather than presenting it as a setting where things have improved for the Jews because they no longer face hatred and they can now live freely, America is shown to be almost as harrowing a location as Europe.
 Taken together, as I shall discuss in this essay, the American narratives express Shapiro’s vision of the struggles and loss of meaning undergone by young Jewish American men during the 1920s and 1930s as they unsuccessfully sought to [End Page 47] lay roots in a place where they felt themselves to be strangers. Shapiro’s New York stories put a spotlight on the troubling aspects of the American immigrant experience, much as his shtetl tales did with Europe. There has been much analysis of Shapiro’s pogrom stories, but next to nothing on his New York writings. I examine these neglected tales as a means not only to map out this stage of Shapiro’s artistry, but also to explore what these works say about how the author understood life in America for Jewish immigrants. I will also consider how the American tales relate to his pogrom stories.
 The unhappiness of Shapiro’s characters in many ways matches his own troubled life. His literary output was quite small when compared with many other Yiddish writers. As early as 1912, the Yiddish critic Shmuel Niger (1883–1955) tried to put a positive spin on this: “Shapiro writes little,” Niger explained, “because he is not a wide river that flows freely and readily, but a deep, hidden, underground well that slowly and with care must make its own path to the light” (122).
 Perennially broke, Shapiro constantly struggled to support himself and his wife Freydl.2 In the United States their life was marked by frequent moves: from New York, to Los Angeles, to Chicago, to Warsaw, to Switzerland, to New York, and finally to his last home in Los Angeles. Often too poor to feed themselves, the Shapiros relied on handouts from friends or literary admirers, and for a time in Los Angeles they even tried to grow their own food. Shapiro opened a series of restaurants and cafes that inevitably failed because they were filthy and poorly run. For instance, he would only reluctantly charge his customers since many of them were his friends (Miller 11, Weinper 92).
 In 1909, while briefly living in Warsaw, Poland, Shapiro published his first collection, Noveln, which reprinted his earlier works including some of the pogrom stories. In 1912, he and Freydl moved briefly to Los Angeles and then returned to New York, where in 1919 he...
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