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ABSTRACT In October 1928, an amateur troupe at San Francisco’s Temple Emanu-El performed the

most famous play of Yiddish theater, The Dybbuk by S. An-sky (or Ansky). This production, only the third

English-language staging of the play in the United States, was a signal event in the evolution of Jewish

American identity in California and across the West. The players were a mix of elite San Francisco Jews of

Western European descent and recent immigrants from Eastern Europe steeped in Yiddishkait, an

approach to Jewish life that sought to transform and fortify the commonplace language and culture of

Eastern European Jewry into a growing range of artistic, literary, intellectual, and social movements. The

director, Nachum Zemach, had worldwide renown as an artist in Yiddish theater. The backers of the

production had intended to bring about a revitalization of Jewish life in the city and the unification of

a Jewish community splintered along lines of class, regional origin, and religious practice. Instead, the

performance of the play became a catalyst for legitimizing the ongoing process of creating and recreating

American Jewish identity out of a variety of cultural, social, and religious practices. KEYWORDS: The

Dybbuk, S. An-sky, S. Ansky, S. Anski, Louis I. Newman, Emanu-El, San Francisco, Jews, Jewish

identity, Nachum Zemach, immigration, 1920s, 1928

Why, from the highest height,

To the deepest depth below,

Has the soul fallen?

Within itself, the Fall

Contains the Resurrection.

—The Dybbuk, Act I
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I
N A JEWISH village in the Russian Pale of Settlement—muddy streets, tired buildings,

small and shrouded by poverty, superstition, and ignorance—where all eyes scanned

the world for God, the spirit of a dead man (or dybbuk) possessed the body of Leah on

the eve of her wedding. Sender, Leah’s father, begged a renowned Jewish sage (or tzaddik),

known to have worked wonders, to free his only child of this spirit.1 What the tzaddik

learned as he prepared for Leah’s exorcism tore at his heart: Leah was pledged to marry

another. Sender and a friend had once vowed that their children would marry, but, years

later, Sender forgot his vow and pledged Leah to marry a rich man. Meanwhile, unbe-

knownst to Sender, the friend’s orphaned son Khonon was a guest in Sender’s house.

Khonon and Leah were instantly attracted to one another. A poor itinerant scholar, Kho-

non resolved to gain the wealth he would need to win Leah by submerging himself in the

Jewish mystical arts of kaballah. Khonon’s study proved too much for him: he died, and in

death he became the dybbuk who possessed Leah’s body. The mystic’s discovery that

Khonon was the dybbuk troubled him. Feeling torn between honoring Sender’s pledge

and Jewish laws that compelled the living to marry and to have children, he performed the

harrowing ritual that drove the dybbuk from Leah’s body. In the end, the laws derived

from holy texts could not prevail against two souls destined for one another. Leah died,

releasing her soul to join Khonon’s for all eternity.2

On its surface, this story seems a piece of timeless Jewish folklore, far removed from

modern California. But, by shifting the point of view, other stories unfold. No more is the

tale timeless: it is happening in the fall of 1928. The locale was not a shtetl (village) in

Eastern Europe, but rather the stage of the Martin Meyer Auditorium in San Francisco’s

Temple Emanu-El. The tzaddik, Leah, and her father were not shtetl Jews, but part of

a company of actors preparing to perform the most famous play of modern Jewish theater,

S. An-sky’s The Dybbuk, or Between Two Worlds (Figure 1). Many of the players were

descended from the city’s first generation of German Jewish pioneers who had founded

Temple Emanu-El and made it the city’s preeminent congregation.3 Also among the actors

and stagehands were recently immigrated Eastern European Jews, members of San Fran-

cisco’s Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club. Their presence on the Temple Emanu-El stage

was significant because it represented one of the few times in the history of Jewish San

Francisco that elite Jews of Western European descent joined together on an equal footing

with the middling, sometimes even impoverished, Jews of Eastern European descent.

More significantly, the newcomers brought an infectious passion for Yiddish culture to

the production. They saw The Dybbuk as an example of the highest and best of authentic

Jewish culture known as Yiddishkait, a movement that grew out of a cornucopia of

nineteenth-century liberation movements in Europe, transforming and fortifying the com-

monplace language and cultures of Eastern European Jewry into a wide range of sophis-

ticated artistic, literary, intellectual, and social movements that practitioners hoped would

reinvigorate Jewish life throughout its global diaspora. The impact of this cultural efflo-

rescence touched people across Europe and the United States but had been slow to

infiltrate Jewish San Francisco. The highly assimilated Jews of the Emanu-El theater group

knew little about this cultural phenomenon, but they found the immigrants’ passion for

the play irresistible. It lifted their endeavor above the banality of amateur theatrics, making
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Figure 1. “Meyer, Third, Second, First Batlamin and Sender Act I” (Ralph Cahn, Paul Bissinger, Leon

Waxman, Manuel Snyder, and Conrad P. Kahn). Waxman was a Russian immigrant and one of the leading

players of the Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club. The families of Kahn and Bissinger were members of the

elite Emanu-El congregation and descendants of pioneer Jewish San Franciscans. Photograph by Roger

Sturtevant.

Courtesy of Congregation Emanu-El
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it instead a transformative experience that connected players and audience alike to a wider

world of modern Jewish culture and life.

From 1848, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo marked the formal beginning of the

city’s American period, Jews in San Francisco carved out a vital role in developing Amer-

ica’s most important western city.4 They wholeheartedly embraced the freedoms they

found as new Americans in the American West, and so they were prepared to adopt

the practical, democratic turn that American religion, society, and politics had taken in

the first half of the nineteenth century. Most were also ready and willing to embrace the

cutting edge of liberal reform in their Jewish practice and assimilation in their daily lives.

They rejected Jewish orthodoxy, with its rabbinical dominance, legalistic boundaries, and

superstitions—strictures they believed had stifled their fathers, oppressed their mothers,

and marked them as a separate people in Europe. In San Francisco, the German Jewish

elite and their descendants never ceased to identify themselves as both Jewish and Amer-

ican (Figure 2). As numerous scholars have shown, the story of Jews in the American West

is the narrative of a people who went from being between two worlds, marked by their

Jewish and their American identities, to being a people who dwelt within both worlds, and

who therefore thought of themselves as the most American of Jewish Americans.5 Events

surrounding the 1928 staging of The Dybbuk in San Francisco show that, for both the

assimilated and the newcomers, embracing an American identity was a complex process.

It was an endless negotiation between upholding Jewish history and culture and mediating

the pressures to conform that accompanied American citizenship and social acceptance.

The arrival in San Francisco of a significant number of Jewish immigrants from various

Figure 2. Emanu-El Synagogue, ca. 1868. Photographer unknown. The synagogue so dominated the San

Francisco skyline that its unique round domes were used as navigational aids by pilots bringing ships into the

harbor. Some have said that these domes represent rimmonim, or the decorative finials placed on the top

handles of Torah scrolls, but the author has speculated that their unique shape owes as much to the Bavarian

onion-domed churches that must have been familiar to the many Bavarian-born founders and benefactors of

the synagogue.
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parts of Eastern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century renewed this process for

the community as a whole and, for most, ultimately transformed what it meant to be

a Jewish American in San Francisco.

The subtitle of An-sky’s original play translates as “Between Two Worlds.” It refers to

the condition of the dybbuk: because of his longing for Leah, Khonon fights to stay in

between the world of the living and the world of the dead. The Jews in the play have

a similar struggle. They struggle to resolve the conflicting demands of their law, religion,

culture, and community with their individual desires and earthly longings. Starting with

its first public performance in Warsaw in 1920, audiences all over Europe resonated with

the human struggles dramatized in The Dybbuk as war, revolution, and modernizing

economics caused old ways to fall and the new ways to remain uncertain.6

The theme of “between two worlds” was especially poignant to Eastern European

immigrants in San Francisco as they adjusted to their new lives in the United States. A

wave of anti-immigrant and anti-foreigner sentiment crested in the 1920s. Although

expressions of prejudice against Jewish immigrants were less pronounced in San Fran-

cisco than elsewhere, Eastern European Jews still experienced marginalization, often at the

hands of fellow Jews.7 A youthful group of these immigrants met this oppression in 1923

by forming the Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club at San Francisco’s Young Men’s

Hebrew Association. This diverse group from all corners of Eastern Europe came together

with equally diverse experiences, but their devotion to Yiddishkait united them.8 In staged

performances, lectures, readings, and discussions at their club, members expressed

pride in their American journey, even as they affirmed their identities as Eastern

European Jews.9

The young immigrants who formed San Francisco’s Yiddish Literary and Dramatic

Club took pride in the cultural heritage they brought with them. Youth stood at the

forefront of this cultural revolution in which, as one scholar puts it, “no respectable young

Jewish man or woman could expect to be perceived as modern unless they had mustered

the cultural performance skills: dance, music, or theater.”10 Their club was just one of

numerous Jewish literary and dramatic societies that had sprung up like spring wild-

flowers all over Eastern Europe in the early twentieth century, a movement that spoke

to a collective Jewish identity, drawn from the diverse experiences of Jews all over Central

and Eastern Europe, as well as those of the Jewish immigrant population in the United

States. Yiddishkait celebrated between-ness and within-ness, as concurrent expressions of

Jewish tradition, liberty, and modernity.11 To their way of thinking, they came not as

pitiful immigrants, hats in hand, but as passionate cultural pioneers equipped with the

knowledge of the old ways but seeking the new.

Ironically, the elite German Jews who marginalized immigrant newcomers had their

own history of being “between two worlds.” Legal proscriptions and anti-Jewish bigotry

had suspended their ancestors in an alien status at the beginning of the nineteenth

century in the European countries from which they immigrated. Arriving in the eastern

United States in the first half of the century, they felt the new immigrant’s outsider status.

But in the tumultuous openness of the evolving American West, the presence and partic-

ipation of Jews in the establishment of Euro-American dominance lessened the tendency

of other westering Euro-Americans to regard them as alien. And yet most still identified as
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Jews, even as they became insiders. They were, they thought, the most American of Jewish

Americans.

Anthropologists, sociologists, social psychologists, and some historians view identity as

a process, and social psychologists even embrace a theory called identity process theory.12

The process of ethnic identity is based on a back-and-forth dynamic between internal and

external meaning that erases what historian Frederick Barth calls “the distinction between

social and personal identity.”13 Barth emphasizes the external manifestations of this pro-

cess, analyzing how boundaries—like the boundary between the German Jewish elite and

their descendants and the other Jews of San Francisco—shift between groups and indivi-

duals. Change comes through the “sociology of people living and acting around the

boundary” resulting from “the connections that people spin by their actions and the

consequences of those actions.” Collective behavior is a constantly creative process as

people “grope for an understanding of the world, fallibly exchanging, adjusting and re-

constructing their models as they harvest the experiences that ensue.”14

For San Franciscans of this era, The Dybbuk was a landmark in how individuals and the

community as a whole processed their identities as Americans and as Jews. Inquiry into this

1928 production therefore makes a significant contribution to our understanding of the

importance of the play as well as our understanding of Jewish American identity formation.

Unlike the dybbuk, suspended between two worlds, the living and the dead, the Jewish San

Franciscans who staged and attended these performances navigated simultaneously within

two worlds. One was a Jewish world of their own conception: either the world formed from

Eastern European Jewish roots or the world rooted in life among the city’s Jewish elite. And

then there was the world of late 1920s San Francisco in which they all lived their day-to-day

lives. From this emerged a new Jewish American identity process, characterized by a wider

embrace of who might legitimately claim, “I am a Jewish American.”

E S T A B L I S H I N G A J E W I S H C O M M U N I T Y , 1 8 4 9 – 1 9 0 6

CHANNON: Talmud? The Laws?

Never had them in my hand?

The Talmud is cold and dry . . . so are

the Laws.

—The Dybbuk, Act I

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a variety of Jews from all over Europe and

America coexisted in San Francisco, from Sephardic Jews, with long aristocratic American

bloodlines, to immigrants fresh off the boat from shtetlach (the plural form of shtetl) in the

Russian Pale of Settlement. Their practice of religion ranged from indifference to ortho-

doxy. Despite this diversity, to the Jews of San Francisco, there were only two types:

German Jews and those considered not-German, primarily meaning Jews with Eastern

European backgrounds. Both groups saw Germans as the city’s Jewish elite. In the eyes of

this elite, Eastern Europeans were irrevocably stained by their origins in the superstitious,

orthodox, nonindustrial villages of Europe. These divisions had originated in Europe,

between Jews of the eastern hinterlands—whose lives centered on the shtetl, the
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rabbinate, the synagogue, and Hasidism (a form of Jewish mysticism)—and the enlight-

ened, emancipated, and increasingly assimilated Jews of Western Europe.15

This east-west pattern of Jewish division existed in other American cities in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, although it had certain unique characteristics in

San Francisco.16 There, German Jewish insistence upon the division intensified as mem-

bers of the group ascended to positions of extraordinary financial and cultural influence,

both within the Jewish community and in the secular world of San Francisco and the

broader western spaces the city dominated. A confluence of national origins, class,

degree of assimilation, and kinship via blood, marriage, and/or business ties determined

the group to which Jewish San Franciscans belonged.17

Membership in the favored group never exceeded a thousand or more. Yet by the 1870s

there were nearly sixteen thousand Jews in San Francisco, making up the largest concen-

tration of Jews in America, behind only New York City.18 Many of those considered as

belonging to the “non-German” side of the boundary were remarkably similar to the

Germans. Many had been present from the earliest days of the gold rush. Many began

as peddlers and worked their way up to store ownership, some establishing larger

mercantile or commercial enterprises and amassing fortunes that easily matched their

German peers. Yet, in the eyes of the elite group, they remained social subordinates.19

Poor Jewish immigrants made up yet another element in the divided city, a group even

larger than what historians Fred and Harriet Rochlin called San Francisco’s “Gilded

Circle.”20 During his visit to San Francisco in 1877, Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, the nation’s

leading proponent of Reform Judaism, wrote, “I know to a certainty that also among the

Hebrew [of San Francisco] the poor vastly outnumber the rich.”21 Their names appear only

in city directories or in the advertisements of Jewish and secular newspapers.22 Most of

the city’s Jewish poor came from Eastern Europe and lived south of Market Street among

other working-class immigrants, the Irish, Italians, and Portuguese.23

The city’s German Jews used matters of Jewish religious identity to sustain the bound-

ary between themselves and the Eastern European Jews. The experience of Jews in the

American West and the nationwide advent of Reform Judaism in the second half of the

nineteenth century dovetailed and accelerated the process by which the Reform movement

came to dominate American Judaism in the late nineteenth century. Jews in the American

West, especially Jews like those who belonged to the Emanu-El congregation, wanted

a Judaism that would celebrate their heritage as Jews but also celebrate the democratic

ideals of the American West—ideals that had, they believed, given them more empower-

ment and emancipation than Jews enjoyed anywhere else in the world.24 Wanting to be

more “American” and modern, less foreign and old-fashioned, they demanded forms of

worship that were more like that of their Christian neighbors: mixed-sex or “family pew”

seating, organs and choirs, sermons, Sunday instead of Friday services, given in a language

they could understand (i.e., not Hebrew, and certainly not Yiddish). Not least, they wanted

to eat the same foods as their Christian neighbors.

These demands for change were controversial, even in the American West. In San

Francisco as elsewhere, Jews divided on Reform Judaism along lines of national origin.

Many Western European Jews pushed hard for Reform, while many from Eastern Europe

resisted. Both of San Francisco’s first Jewish congregations, Sherith Israel and Emanu-El,
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began their lives as traditional orthodox congregations, but many Emanu-El members

soon agitated for reform.25 Indeed, by the late 1880s, there was little to distinguish

Emanu-El’s style of Sabbath service from the Sunday Eucharist practiced around the

corner at Trinity Episcopal Church.

Some observers saw this process of assimilation as a weakening of Jewish identity.

In some cases, this was true. The slope of assimilation proved quite slippery for San

Francisco’s Jews, as it did for established Jewish communities across the nation. At the

turn of the twentieth century, Jewish identity among San Francisco’s elite seemed to be

little more than a willingness to self-identify as Jews and to claim, if asked, that their

Jewish heritage compelled them to do good works.26 Advertisements for Christmas gifts

and Easter suits appeared in Emanu-El, the newspaper chiefly supported by the Emanu-El

congregation.27 Prominent Jewish families stopped giving their children Jewish educa-

tions, ceased observing Jewish holidays, and began celebrating Christmas and Easter,

albeit in a secular manner.28 Increasingly, Jews turned away from Judaism completely

and embraced other religious practices. Finally, in the early twentieth century came a wave

of Jewish name changing. “Choynski” became “Coe,” “Anspacher” became “Anson,” to

name only two examples.29 Yet, even as they decorated their Christmas trees and savored

their Easter hams, many of these pioneer families explicitly identified as Jews.

T H E “G I L D E D C I R C L E ” A N D T H E F E R V O R T O B E

A M E R I C A N

THE MESSENGER: Behold—in the window

there is glass and in the mirror there is glass.

But the glass of the mirror is covered with a

little silver, and no sooner is the silver added

than you cease see others but only see yourself.

—The Dybbuk, Act I

By the 1920s, most Jews in San Francisco—in particular, members of the elite—insisted

that they, like their pioneering ancestors, were the most American of American Jews.

Though they might have been inattentive to Jewish ritual and religious observance in

their lives, social organizations, and civic involvements, they nonetheless thought of

themselves as Jews. America’s established Jewish communities would continue a process

of hardening the religious, cultural, and social lines dividing the German and Eastern

European Jews. Fear drove these changes. At the end of the nineteenth century, millions

of immigrants poured into the United States, feeding into the country’s burgeoning

industrial economy. Many Americans scorned immigrants from Eastern and Southern

Europe as more foreign and less assimilable than previous waves of Western European

immigrants. The newcomers quickly engendered a reaction, inciting bigotry, oppression,

and, by the 1920s, a series of anti-immigration laws. Leaders of established Jewish com-

munities likewise saw the millions of Jews from Eastern Europe among this wave of

immigration as too foreign to absorb into American society. More alarming still, many

established Jewish community leaders feared that the newcomers, with their beards, side

CALIFORNIA HISTORY 39

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article-pdf/99/2/32/648075/ch.2022.99.2.32.pdf by U

niversity of C
alifornia Santa Barbara user on 20 M

ay 2024



locks, and ritual fringes, their women with wigs and head scarves, stoked a rising tide of

hate toward American Jews.30

Although Jewish San Francisco missed the surge of Eastern European Jewish immi-

grants until the turn of the twentieth century, the city’s Jewish elite—especially those of

Emanu-El—reacted negatively to their growing numbers in the city. Local leaders dis-

tanced themselves from the newcomers and redoubled efforts to reassure their gentile

neighbors of their 100 percent Americanism. Writing in 1898, Emanu-El’s Rev. Dr. Jacob

Voorsanger explained that “we want to be Jews and with the same degree of fervor we want

to be Americans, in no other sense than the purely religious distinguishable from our

fellow citizens.”31 About the new immigrants, he moaned, we “are confronted by an

invasion from the East that threatens to undo the work of two generations of American

Jews.” He claimed that Jewish immigrants from Russia created economic problems in

San Francisco, as well as “problems of the spirit and culture which must be confronted,

met, and if possible, solved.” Voorsanger excoriated the “Russian Jewish orthodoxy” as

“retrogressive” for rejecting every concession to modernity.32 As Eastern European Jewish

immigrants began to take up residence in the poorer neighborhoods of the city, Voorsan-

ger poured vitriol on their journalists, lay leaders, and rabbis. He even called for limita-

tions on immigration of Eastern European Jews; when many of his own congregants called

this too severe, his resistance softened.33

More than anything, Voorsanger, the people of his congregation, and the entire popula-

tion of established San Francisco Jews wanted to see these immigrants turned into Amer-

ican Jews like themselves, with the American values, aspirations, and sensibilities—the

white, bourgeois orientation—that characterized their own lives. They made sure their

immigrant co-religionists had jobs and supported the city’s two Jewish-led settlement

houses, where the newcomers could take civics classes and receive religious education

(in the Reform mode, of course).34 In these ways, the treatment of Jewish immigrants in

San Francisco by the elite and established branches of the Jewish community reflected the

impulse to Americanize immigrants that motivated voluntary social service organizations

all over the country in the 1910s and 1920s.35 It was also a token of the extent to which San

Francisco’s elite, established Jews had themselves assimilated.

These local programs were extremely successful in helping newcomers adjust to life in

San Francisco, but cultural exchange between established and immigrant Jews typically

took only one direction: as far as the former were concerned, the latter had nothing to

teach them.36 The newcomers realized that the services their benefactors provided would

not include invitations to dinner. Vivian Solomon, whose father came to San Francisco

from Russia in 1916, put it this way: “I think that the people who were running [the

settlement houses] wanted to give us the best opportunity to be able to make it in the

American community. But I don’t think they had any intention of having us mix with their

children or grandchildren.”37

R A B B I N E W M A N A N D T H E I M M I G R A N T S A R R I V E

RABBI AZRAEL: One day there came to Meshibach a troupe of German acrobats

who gave their performance in the streets of the town. They stretched a rope
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across the river and one of these walked along the rope to the opposite bank . . . [I]n

the midst of the crowd of onlookers stood the holy Balshem38 himself. His disciples

were greatly astonished and asked him the meaning of his presence there. And the

holy Balshem answered them thus: “I went to see how a man might cross the chasm

between two heights as this man did, and as I watched him I reflected that if

mankind would submit their souls to such discipline as that to which he submitted

his body, what deep abysses might they not cross upon the tenuous cord of life.

—The Dybbuk, Act III

The picture painted so far gives the impression that the Eastern Europeans were only

recipients in their relations with local elites. This may have been true in the beginning, but

conditions soon changed.39 The numbers of Eastern European Jews in San Francisco

exerted a growing influence. The newcomers not only swelled Jewish numbers in the

polyethnic working-class neighborhoods south of Market Street, but they soon launched

new synagogues and social organizations near the intersection of Fillmore and McAllister,

farther west in the city’s Richmond district, and just south of San Francisco in San

Bruno.40 Jewish residents in these districts often held a dim view of the local elite. San

Francisco Chronicle sportswriter Art Rosenbaum would later remark that, growing up south

of Market Street, he and his friends learned to hate the elite Germans and to spit every

time they passed a Reform synagogue.41

From the 1910s on, these neighborhoods grew into hotbeds of labor organization,

radical politics, and Zionism (i.e., advocacy for a Jewish homeland in Palestine), with busy

commercial enterprises and an all-around vibrant expression of Yiddishkait, which enjoyed

lively support in San Francisco.42 Touring companies and local acting troupes regularly

performed plays in Yiddish. Cinemas screened Yiddish-language films, local radio stations

carried Yiddish-language programming, and once, in 1924, the world-famous Vilna

Troupe of Yiddish players, the group that had premiered The Dybbuk in Poland in

1920, performed the play at a theater in San Francisco.43

Another phenomenon that signaled an imminent shift in the meaning of Jewish

American identity in San Francisco developed after a number of San Francisco’s religious

leaders hurled themselves into the breach on behalf of Jewish community unity. The first

to do so was Emanu-El’s Rabbi Martin A. Meyer, who succeeded Jacob Voorsanger in

1910. Meyer was determined to revive his congregants’ commitment to Judaism. He was

equally keen to heal the schisms in Jewish San Francisco, unifying immigrant and native-

born Jews and reconciling differences between local Reform, orthodox, and conservative

congregations.44 Rabbi Meyer erected the most significant bridge between Temple

Emanu-El stalwarts and the city’s Eastern European community in 1913, when he secured

Reuben Rinder to serve as cantor.45 Reuben had grown up in a shtetl in Galicia; his wife,

Rosie, came from a Hasidic village in Russia. Despite their Eastern European origins, the

Rinders were immediately popular among San Francisco’s “Golden Circle.” Frequent

dinner guests of the city’s most prominent Jewish families, the Rinders became, as one

local historian put it, “an integral part of the immigrant community as well.”46

Under Meyer’s administration, Emanu-El began planning, in the early 1920s, a fabulous

new synagogue and community center on Lake Street in San Francisco’s Richmond
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district (Figure 3). The work would be finished under the leadership of Rabbi Louis I.

Newman.

Rabbi Newman did not so much arrive in San Francisco from New York in 1924 as he

set down there like a tornado (Figure 4). At thirty he was the youngest rabbi ever to lead

Emanu-El. A personal protégé of America’s most progressive Reform leader, Rabbi

Stephen Wise, Newman was forceful, vigorous, ambitious, and cocksure. His boundless

ambition for the unification of the Jewish people of San Francisco arose from his intense

faith that all of Jewish American theology aimed at the overall unity of the Jewish people.

In the 1920s, as anti-Semitism and nativism were on the rise, Newman insisted that his

congregants not only take pride in their own Jewish identities, but embrace their Eastern

European brethren.47 As he explained, the faith of the Eastern European Hasidic Jews who

so worried Emanu-El congregants was perfectly consonant with democratic, egalitarian

American ideals. Their “preachment of humility, modesty, democracy and brotherhood,”

wrote Newman, was “a curative for unwarranted distinctions between the learned and the

ignorant, the rich and the poor, the powerful and the weak.” Their introduction into the

deeply divided society of Jewish San Francisco could help to heal “the eternal and universal

conflict between those in possession of the world’s goods, and those lacking them,”

a division that remained “acute . . . in the twentieth century.”48 Speaking to those he called

“assimilationists,” including members of his own flock, Newman revealed his idea for

demonstrating to one and all that Judaism was a modern, universalizing, and democra-

tizing faith: Temple Emanu-El would stage a modern-day production of The Dybbuk.49

The Dybbuk was not unknown in the Bay Area when Newman and others set about

generating local interest. In addition to the Vilna Troupe’s performance of the play in the

Figure 3. Emanu-El Synagogue on Lake Street in San Francisco, ca. 1929. Photograph by Gabriel Moulin.
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city in 1924, the lead theater critic of the San Francisco Chronicle, George C. Warren,

announced the publication of the play in English in an article he wrote in June 1926.

He noted that the play as staged in English at the Neighborhood Playhouse in New York

was a huge hit.50 Also in June 1926, Newman gave a lecture on the play at Emanu-El prior

to a reading of it by noted actress Hedwiga Reicher.51 That July, Adeline B. Croyland,

a local English teacher, gave a reading at Berkeley’s Sather Gate Bookshop.52 The following

February, a young women’s group, Junior Hadassah, heard another reading of the play in

San Francisco.53 In June 1928, Newman announced that the Emanu-El production would

be “a Jewish event of Coast-wide importance,” because he had secured a world-class

director: Nachum Zemach.54

At the time, Zemach was presenting a Hebrew-language version of The Dybbuk in New

York.55 The invitation was pure chutzpah (brazen audacity) on Newman’s part—asking

Zemach, a giant of Yiddish theater, to San Francisco to direct his newly formed amateur

theater troupe, the Temple Players, in only the third English-language production of the

play in the United States—but it is an excellent example of Newman’s leadership style.56

His self-confidence was well placed: in mid-July 1928, Newman crowed that he had “made

the rounds . . . to have the project underwritten” among well-to-do Emanu-El congregants

and not one refused him. “Even my supposed assimilationists,” he noted smugly, “are

with us 100%.”57

Subsequent events reveal that Newman did not fully understand The Dybbuk. This

became clear after he invited members of the Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club to

participate in the Emanu-El production. Club and crew member Philip Bibel later laughed

Figure 4. Rabbi Louis I Newman (1893–1972), ca. 1930. Photograph by Ansel Adams.

Reproduced with permission from the Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust
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that Emanu-El congregants “thought they were putting on some kind of Romeo and Juliet

story.”58 Indeed, Rabbi Newman said as much in an October 1928 article he wrote for the

San Francisco Examiner.59 But as Bibel and other club members knew, The Dybbuk was

a great deal more than a love story.

Drawn from the rich base of Jewish folklore, the play was a very modern grappling with

spiritual crisis. It invited audiences to reflect on the challenges that everyone faced,

whether immigrant or native-born, in navigating identity, in balancing the teachings of

tradition against the attractions of contemporary secular life. As literary scholar Seth

Wolitz observes, performances tugged at the foundations of traditional Eastern European

communities, suggesting the inevitability of such influences as individualism, rational-

ism, and social contract.60 Indeed, argues Wolitz, the love story and its attendant melo-

drama were newly added elements that had no precedents in Yiddish theater.61 Neither

Rabbi Newman nor the Jewish elite of Emanu-El realized that The Dybbuk was not an

ancient story at all; rather, it flowed from the global forces that sundered Europe and made

way for the efflorescence of Yiddishkait, a new, more modern view of a unified secular

Jewish nation.

S . A N - S K Y : T H E P L A Y W R I G H T O F T W O W O R L D S

RABBI SAMSON: He also found that his son, growing older, had become a wanderer

from province to province, and from country to country, and from city to city, for

the soul to which his soul had been predestined was drawing him ever onward.

—The Dybbuk, Act IV

Playwright S. An-sky (also spelled Ansky) often described his life prior to writing the play

as a time in which he “turned in all directions and went to labor for another people,”

feeling “broken, severed, ruptured.” Born Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport in Russia in 1863, in

Chashniki (now in Belarus), he recalled spending many years of his life “on the border

between two worlds.”62 An-sky drifted between occupations—craftsman, teacher, writer,

political activist, ethnographer—just as he drifted between his Russian and Jewish iden-

tities. But a contemporary, Victor Chernov, claimed that An-sky was effectively both

Russian and Jewish, each nature “whole, individual, each one [a] separate self.”63 Literary

scholar Gabriella Safran agrees: although An-sky presented himself as a man between

worlds, he was comfortable anywhere, from Russian intellectualism, to socialist activism,

to Hasidism, and in the evolving cultural form of Yiddishkait.64 “Only occasionally,” writes

Safran, was An-sky troubled by the contradictions between his Russian and Jewish sym-

pathies.65 Like so many European Jews living through tumultuous times, An-sky longed

for a way to reconcile his many identities, as either a place or a state of mind. He wrote this

longing into The Dybbuk. Like a cabinetmaker who uses reclaimed wood to make some-

thing new, An-sky reimagined Jewish folklore to accommodate the longings of modern

men and women. In a play that bridged past and present, An-sky encouraged his audi-

ences to move beyond the boundaries of religious orthodoxy to live as Jews in the modern

world.66 The Dybbuk was really a connecting point more than a conduit, and not merely

between two worlds but also of both worlds, a place where the old and new processed
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toward something that was both. And this would be exactly the alchemical process that the

production of The Dybbuk would work in San Francisco.

A man as American as Rabbi Newman might not have recognized the rich cultural

friction roiling at the core of An-sky’s play. Rather, he saw it as proof that the Jews of early

nineteenth-century Eastern Europe were modern, democratic, and egalitarian—essentially

American in spirit. Expecting his highly assimilated congregants to see The Dybbuk the

same way, Newman was convinced that presenting the play would be a transformative

experience for them: it would “Judaize” Emanu-El members, awaken their spirituality, and

make them avid to celebrate their faith.67 Instead the play proved that the Eastern Euro-

pean immigrants his congregants had so disdained were more sophisticated interpreters

of the past and the modern than they.

M O U N T I N G , P E R F O R M I N G , A N D R E A C T I N G T O T H E

D Y B B U K

RABBI AZRAEL: I am filled with profound

pity for you, wandering soul! And I will use all

my power to save you from the evil spirits.

—The Dybbuk, Act III

The director that Newman lured from New York, Nachum Zemach, arrived at San Fran-

cisco’s Ferry Building on August 21, 1928.68 The person who stepped off the ferry was not,

at first glance, an impressive figure. He was short, barrel-chested, and bald, with gapped

teeth and a round face. Zemach, who once admitted that he didn’t really like The Dybbuk,

had come for the money. Newman sent him $250 for travel expenses and promised to pay

his living expenses while in San Francisco, plus another $3,000 (a princely sum for

a theater director in 1928).69 Communication was challenging: Newman spoke no Yiddish

or Russian, and Zemach spoke hardly any English. However, with help from Emanu-El

German-speakers, they made themselves understood. That evening, Zemach met with the

Temple Players and, as Newman’s newsletter put it, began “putting them through their

paces, and organizing a tentative cast” (Figure 5).70

Soon Newman was penning articles for the local press and for the congregational

newsletter, trumpeting Zemach’s genius and enthusiasm, his meticulous directorial

methods, his brilliance as a mimic and teacher, as well as the hard work and commitment

of the cast.71 Newman’s reports did not mention Zemach’s frustrations with his cast, with

whom he could not communicate directly. No mention appeared of Zemach’s opinion that

the assimilated Jews of Temple Emanu-El were culturally and intellectually ill-equipped to

understand the meaning of the play or its roots in Eastern European Jewish folklore and

culture. Zemach may have wondered if any San Franciscans spoke Yiddish, until he

visited the Young Men’s Hebrew Association (YMHA), where Zemach discovered the

Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club.72

The YMHA building on Haight Street had become a meeting place for Eastern Euro-

pean immigrant Jews soon after it opened in 1916. Coming to America from Russia,

Poland, Hungary, Ukraine, and Rumania, many YMHA-goers had arrived as teenagers
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and young adults who brought with them their love for Yiddishkait. In 1923, young YMHA

men and women banded together as the Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club, and soon

were sponsoring lectures and poetry readings and mounting Yiddish-language plays.73

Many years later, Jean LaPove, a daughter of Rumanian immigrants, remembered the

YMHA fondly, especially the “Yiddish group that gave plays and readings and so forth.”

LaPove reminisced: “I was always interested in these boys, these Russian boys,” who “all

carried poetry in their pockets” and were “very studious and very romantic and poetic.”74

Zemach found in the club exactly what he needed to fill The Dybbuk’s forty-six roles. It was

here as well that Zemach found Betty (Bassya) Friedman, a twenty-year-old immigrant

from Ukraine and one of the club’s most accomplished actors. He found her perfect for

the role of Leah (Figure 6).75

But Emanu-El stalwarts—the play’s funders—had plans of their own. They rejected

Zemach’s choice for the critical role of Leah, insisting that Zemach cast Carolyn Anspa-

cher, descended from a prominent German Jewish pioneer family (Figure 7).76 Zemach

acquiesced, contenting himself with casting Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club perfor-

mers in at least six other roles, including two key supporting characters.77 Club members

also worked behind the scenes.78

Zemach and the members of the Yiddish Literary and Dramatic Club galvanized

Emanu-El’s amateur troupe, the Temple Players, raising the performance of the play to

Figure 5. The Martin Meyer Auditorium in the Emanu-El Synagogue, ca. 1928, where The Dybbuk was

staged. Rabbi Newman made sure the new synagogue had an up-to-date theater/auditorium. Photographer

unknown.

Courtesy of Congregation Emanu-El
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greater heights than anyone at Emanu-El would have thought possible. Philip Bibel,

a young Polish immigrant who claimed to have been Zemach’s translator during the

production, described an atmosphere in rehearsal in which the immigrants literally taught

the Temple Players how to walk, talk, and behave like Eastern European shtetl Jews.79 For

both groups, The Dybbuk proved a transformative experience, due in large part to Ze-

mach’s directorial style, which demanded the deepest possible emotional realism of per-

formers. The greatest surprise of all: Germans and Eastern Europeans reached across the

city’s historical divide to form new and long-lasting friendships (Figure 7).80

As the players rehearsed, Rabbi Newman tirelessly pursued his campaign to use The

Dybbuk to “Judaize our American Jewish communities.”81 He wrote interpretive pieces for

Figure 6. “Hasid and two boy Hasidim.” Photograph by Gabriel Moulin. Joseph Davidson plays the elder

Hasid. Betty Friedman (aka Bassya Bibel) is on the right. They were recent immigrants from Eastern Europe

and members of the Literary and Dramatic Club. The other “boy” is Rosalie Allenberg, descendant of German

Jews and member of the Congregation Emanu-El.

Courtesy of Congregation Emanu-El and the Bancroft Library
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the Temple Emanu-El Chronicle and the secular press, discussed the play on at least two

local radio programs, and, the week the show opened, delivered a sermon at Emanu-El

entitled “The Dybbuk: Its Inner Meaning and Universal Appeal.”82 Throughout, Newman

underscored the play’s universal, democratic, and egalitarian aspects. YMHA and Yiddish

Literary and Dramatic Club members also publicized the play. They produced a Yiddish-

language flyer and distributed it widely (Figure 8). The flyer assured San Franciscans that

the play was “not to be missed,” stressed Zemach’s professional pedigree, and noted that

the production included “the strongest players from the dramatic club” along with the

Temple Players.83 Koblik’s Bookstore, a business popular in the immigrant Jewish com-

munity, sold tickets to the play.84

The Dybbuk was a highlight of San Francisco’s 1928 theater season, playing to full

houses at every performance. Almost eight thousand people saw it.85 If only half of these

were Jews, then more than 10 percent of all Jewish San Franciscans attended a perfor-

mance.86 Reviewers from Jewish and secular presses throughout the broader San Fran-

cisco Bay Area raved about the play.87 The San Francisco Chronicle’s chief theater critic

called it a “privilege, and a great one” to experience this production.88 A second Chronicle

review appeared a few days later and praised the performers: “Truth to tell it was a triumph

as much for the least member of the cast as well as the principals. That facility with which

the Batlanim, the beggars, the Chassidim, and the wedding guests . . . followed their parts

Figure 7. The cast and crew of the 1928 Temple Players production of The Dybbuk. Nachum Zemach is in

the middle of the back row with arms crossed. Betty Friedman (aka Bassya Bibel) is front row center, holding

hands with Carolyn Anspacher (wearing pearls), who played Leah. Photograph by Gabriel Moulin.

Courtesy of Congregation Emanu-El and the Bancroft Library
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Figure 8. Yiddish-language announcement of The Dybbuk at the Emanu-El Synagogue. From the

Congregation Emanu-El scrapbook for 1928. Excerpts translated from the flyer: “Not to be missed THE

DYBBUK . . . . The full-length drama from Jewish life . . . [featuring] the strongest players from the Dramatic

Club under the direction of N. Zemach director from the Moscow Habima Theater” (translation courtesy of

Judi Meisel). It also announces that tickets could be purchased at H. Koblik’s bookstore, a prominent business

in the Eastern European Jewish community.

Courtesy of Congregation Emanu-El
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with a mingling of individual fervor and group action . . . adds very materially to the

warmth and reality of the drama.”89 Examiner critic Edgar Waite likewise complimented

the Emanu-El production, writing that it was “impossible to give credit to all those who

deserve it.”90

Rabbi Newman was ecstatic with the result. “Zemach has achieved a miracle!” he wrote

in a letter to Rabbi Stephen Wise. “He has the community at his feet!” In the temple

newsletter, Newman rhapsodized that “rarely in the history of cultural life in California

has there been such an outpouring of appreciative observers” as those who hailed The

Dybbuk. Insisting that the play had achieved his underlying goal of “Judaizing” his Amer-

ican Jewish followers, Newman theorized that “the chief factor of interest to the audi-

ences” was, “without doubt,” the play’s “spiritual purport.”91

Newman might be forgiven for expressing his fondest hopes as fact, but others testified that

the play was more than a fine night at the theater: the experience had affected them profoundly.

Edgar Waite, the Examiner reviewer mentioned above, admitted that the play was so moving, it

left him in something of a dream state, feeling that “his soul ha[d] been operated upon.”92

Rabbi Benjamin Goldstein reported that he and other audience members were transported,

forgetting “that the players are amateurs or professionals.” Instead, they became “persons—

Chassidim, Batlanim, men and women whose lives are for this moment inseparably involved in

the legend” behind the play.93 Emanu-El’s Cantor Rinder later remembered that the play

“profoundly impressed the large audiences who came to witness the performances.”94 Per-

formers fell under An-sky’s spell as well. After playing the character Khonon, Wendell Phillips

decided to become a rabbi.95 Fifty years after her turn as the possessed bride Leah, Carolyn

Anspacher recalled performing in the play as a “holy” experience.96

The play had an impact on San Francisco’s Jewish community as a whole. As the club’s

Philip Bibel put it, the play “brought together the assimilated Jews with the Yiddish speaking

Jews—in other words, the German Jews with the European Jews. This made a great impact”

on the assimilated group. “These people that were isolated around the reform temples began

to see” that the Eastern European newcomers were “a pretty vibrant people” who had

“something to contribute.”97 The immigrant group likewise realized that Emanu-El congre-

gants had something to offer as well. “We began to learn from each other,” Bibel remi-

nisced. The experience “opened up all avenues for both of us” (Figure 9).98 In other words,

The Dybbuk played a multidirectional role in the processes of Jewish American identity

formation in San Francisco: as Newman had hoped, it prompted both immigrants and the

native-born to think more deeply about who they were, who they wanted to be, and what

connected them to the larger Jewish community of the city that was their home.

T H E A L C H E M Y O F T H E D Y B B U K O N J E W I S H I D E N T I T Y

I N S A N F R A N C I S C O

RABBI AZRAEL: Every human being created by God in His own image and

likeness is a High Priest. Each day of a man’s life is the Day of Atonement, and

every word he speaks from his heart is the name of the Lord.

—The Dybbuk, Act III
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Figure 9. Betty Friedman’s (aka Bassya Bibel) signed cast list from her copy of the program for The

Dybbuk. Note some of the warm greetings offered by other cast members, including Carolyn Anspacher’s

“To my good friend.”

Courtesy of Jan Bibel, the Bassya and Philip Bibel Papers, and the Bancroft Library
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Historian James F. Brooks once noted that the inhabitants and the imaginers of cultures

along geographic borders collaborate, creating a “peculiar alchemy that binds ‘history as

social process’ to ‘history as knowledge.’”99 By “history as knowledge,” Brooks alludes to

the scholar’s practice of attaching fixed meanings to given moments in history. “History as

social process,” on the other hand, forces the historian to reject that practice, and instead

to see history as a collaborative, ongoing process. Historian Frederick Barth likewise sees

identity formation as a process. In Barth’s view, inhabitants of borderlands engage in

a constantly creative process of exchanging and adjusting, harvesting fresh experiences

to continuously reconstruct their understanding of the world they live in. Seeing the past

as this process, historians may more closely approximate the true meaning of life in the

past. Looking at things in this way, we can see that the performances of The Dybbuk in

1928 San Francisco drew audiences and actors irresistibly into An-sky’s imagined world,

where that shared experience produced an alchemy that erased—at least momentarily—

the distinctions that divided Jewish San Francisco. These effects passed, of course, but

they also lingered, as performers and viewers left the theater and the processes of self-

identification continued to unfold.

The elite’s prominence and wealth, and their insistence that they manifested the most

American of Jewish Americans, would continue to flavor the process of Jewish American

identity in San Francisco, but so, too, would the contributions of the Eastern European

immigrants. As the alchemy of border interactions such as the performance of The Dybbuk

hybridized these two factions into one, the old ethnic and class divisions that characterized

Jewish identity in San Francisco faded by fits and starts and gave rise to a new identity

process unique to San Francisco by the 1950s. The writer Earl Raab, one of the most

discerning observers of San Francisco’s mid-twentieth-century Jewish community, would

call this “the San Francisco ‘X’ Factor.”100

In Raab’s conception, what he called “The Old Guard”—the Emanu-El elite—gained

acceptance for Jews through their role in building San Francisco’s American foundations.

Their work—and their works—made space for the new immigrants to make a home,

though even the elite Jews would see the newcomers as aliens. But unlike the process

in the East, where the wave of Eastern European Jews arriving between 1890 and 1920

brought customs and cultures that would come to dominate the process of Jewish Amer-

ican identity, in San Francisco the flavors contributed by the elite and the immigrants

would blend into a process that was uniquely San Franciscan.101 It grew out of the secular

impulse of San Francisco’s Jews and their particular bent toward an assimilation process

that grew to accept all that claimed to be Jewish. It was the product of “the insistent Jew—

the Jew who insists on being a San Francisco Jew despite the historical distance (and

geographical distance) from his ethnic origins, the thorough Americanization, the com-

plete lack of ghettoization, the social mobility, the freedom of wealth, the mutations in

religious thought, and the relative isolation and absence of pressures.”102 The San Fran-

cisco X factor that Raab discerned in 1950 was born in the late 1920s, catalyzed by the

production of The Dybbuk.
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is substantial evidence that the significant number of Jews who settled in San Francisco between 1850 and
1880 were in fact German Jews and that this geographic distinction folded into class distinctions to create
an especially insular German Jewish elite. An excellent summary of the scholarship on the origins of the
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92. It is unclear how many times the local troupe performed The Dybbuk, which ran for two weeks. Waite,

“Review.”
93. Rabbi Benjamin J. Goldstein, “The Dybbuk,” Emanu-El, November 2, 1928, 15 (emphasis added). Rabbi
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