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Zydzi radzynscy na fotografiach — btedy w opisach katalogu YIVO
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Radzyn Jews on photographs — errors in YIVO catalogue descriptions
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Od 10 lat, a moze diuzej, dostepna jest dla wszystkich uzytkownikéw internetu wy-
stawa przygotowana przez YIVO pod tytutem People from Thousand Towns. Wiasciwie nie
jest to ekspozycja w dostownym tego stowa znaczeniu, lecz katalog zdje¢ (wraz z opisem)
portretujgcych zycie Zydéw w przedwojennych sztetlach. Pozyskiwano je w rézny sposéb.
Jeden z nich polegat na wigczaniu do katalogu fotografii prasowych z nowojorskiego
dziennika ,Forwerts”, ktory wychodzit w okresie miedzywojennym. Poniewaz Zagtada do-
prowadzita do catkowitego zaniku kultury Zydéw matomiasteczkowych, kazdy taki materiat
jest cenny, poniewaz tworzy skonkretyzowany materiat poznawczy. Wéréd wizerunkéw Zy-
déw znalazly sie na wystawie/katalogu i te wykonane w Radzyniu Podlaskim.

~Forwerts” to gazeta wychodzaca w jezyku jidysz od konica XIX w., ktéra w pewnym
momencie na swoich ostatnich paru stronach zatytutowanych Kunst wejlage, czyli sekcja
artystyczna, zaczeta zamieszcza¢ zdjecia polskich i rosyjskich Zydéw z krétkimi komenta-
rzami ttumaczonymi na jezyk angielski. Nie prezentujg one wysokiego poziomu artystycz-
nego, a sg zwyktymi fotografiami, do jakich jestesmy dzi$ przyzwyczajeni w gazetach. Pod-
pisy pod nimi sg btahe, cho¢ nie zawsze bohaterami tych stron dziennika byli przecietni,
zwykli Zydzi. Czesto informowano np., o $mierci matomiasteczkowych autorytetéw albo o
drobniejszych wydarzeniach waznych tylko tych matych srodowisk. Dziat ten byt peten tego
typu ciekawostek ze sztetli. Nie jest to zatem kronika fotograficzna oddajgca bieg zycia
spotecznego czy politycznego. Nie ma tez zadnego klucza, wedle ktérego zamieszczano
zdjecia.

YIVO na ekspozycji pokazato 5 zdje¢ wykonanych jakoby w Radzyniu Podlaskim. Nie-
stety, dwa z nich pochodzgce z ,Forwarts” nie zostaty wykonane na ziemi radzynskiej.
Pierwsze, z 1923 r. przedstawia sojfera, czyli osobe, ktéra, wedle Scistych regut, przepisy-
wata Tore (fot. 1). Zwyczaj ten utrzymywat sie mimo wynalezienia druku. Gdy siegnetam do
oryginatu, okazato sie jednak, ze pod fotografig nie ma informacji o radzynskim pochodze-
niu sojfera. Natomiast obok tego zdjecia zamieszczono w gazecie inne wykonane w Radzy-
niu, ktérego brak w katalogu YIVO. Kto$ wiec pomylit sie i btednie zidentyfikowat tego Zyda
jako radzynskiego sojfera.
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Fot. 1. Zydowski sojfer. Zrédto: ,,Forwards”, vol. 26, no. 9302/1923, s. 19.

Pominieta na internetowej wystawie fotografia prezentuje, jak gtosi podpis w jidysz,
Berla Diamenta z wnuczkg (fot. 2). Nie wiemy, kim byt. Zapewne jaki§ nowojorski redaktor
uznat, ze jest ona urokliwa i zamiescit jg w sekcji artystycznej. Jej autorem jest L. Bernson.
Co ciekawe, nieznajomos¢ jidysz owego redaktora spowodowata, ze materiat ten podpisa-
no w nastepujacy sposob: Diament of Radzyn and his great-grandaughter, co ttumaczymy
jako Radzyriski diament [czy Diament Radzynia] i jego prawnuczka. Ten, kto dokonywat
przektadu z jidysz, ominat zatem imie portretowanego Zyda, a z wnuczki zrobit prawnuczke,
nadajgc ponadto swojg interpretacje zdjeciu. Pod jej wptywem zwykty dziadek z wnuczkg z
Radzynia stat sie zydowskim ,diamentem”, ktéremu w domysle, zapewne ze wzgledu na
wiek i dokonania, nalezat sie ten szczegdlny przydomek. W wersiji jidysz nie pojawia sie
tego rodzaju ,diamentowa” konotacja, procz nazwiska, jakich w miedzywojennej Polsce
byto wéréd Zydow tysigce.
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Fot. 2. Berl Diamant z wnuczka. Zrédto: ,,Forwards”, vol. 26, no. 9302/1923, s. 19.

Innego rodzaju pomytka pojawita sie w zwigzku z drugim btednie opisanym w katalo-
gu zdjeciem. To pochodzi z ,,Forwerts” datowanym na wrzesien 1933 r. Na fotografii wi-
dzimy portret Israela Mejera (Ha-Kohena) Kagana (1838-1933) (fot. 3). Wedle katalogowe-
go podpisu miat on w wieku 100 lat umrze¢ w Radzyniu, co z punktu widzenia historii re-
gionalnej wydaje sie informacjg ciekawg. Postac ta jest bardzo znana w zydowskiej tradyciji
jako autor dzieta Chofec Chaim i zatozyciel ruchu Musar itd.



Fot. 3. Israel Mejer Kagan. Zrédto: ,,Forwarts”, vol. 37, no 13.086/1933, s. 15.

Konfrontacja podpisu katalogowego z gazetowym w jidysz przynosi i tym razem po-
prawke w zwigzku z miejscem jego smierci. Kagan nie zakoriczyt bowiem zycia w Radzyniu
Podlaskim, ale w Raduniu (ob. grodzienski), a ten lezy na historycznej Wileriszczyznie, oko-
to 80 km od Wilna.

W katalogu tym roi sie od tego typu pomytek. Radzyn Podlaski nie jest tu wyjgtkiem.

English version

For 10 years, or maybe even longer, an exhibition named People from Thousand
Towns, prepared by YIVO, has been available for all of the Internet users. Basically speak-
ing, it is not a display in the literal sense of the word, but a catalogue of several pictures
(together with their descriptions), which portray lives of Jews in pre-war shtetls. The pho-
tographs were acquired in various ways. One of these ways consisted in inclusion of press
photographs of New York’s “Forwarts” journal, which was continually published in the in-
terwar period, into the catalogue. Because the Holocaust led to the complete disappear-
ance of the small town Jewish culture, every piece of such material is precious, for it con-
stitutes specified cognitive material. Among the images of Jews, the exhibit/catalogue also
presents those photographs which were taken in Radzyn Podlaski.
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sForwarts” is a newspaper published in the Yiddish language, up to the end of the
19t century, which in a certain moment, on the several last pages titled Kunst wejlage, in
other words artistic section, had started to include photographs of Polish and Russian Jews
with short comments translated into English. They do not present high artistic quality and
they are merely plain photographs, which resemble standard pictures which we may find in
today’s newspapers. The captions under those photographs are paltry, although the char-
acters portrayed on those pages of the journal, were not always common, average Jews.
The newspaper often informed about e.g. deaths of small-town authorities or even smaller
events which were important only for those tiny communities. The section was full of that
kind of curiosities from shtetls. Therefore, it is not a photographic chronicle, which reflects
the course of social or political life. There is also no key, according to which the photo-
graphs were posted.

YIVO presented 5 photographs at the exhibition, which were supposedly made in
Radzyn Podlaski. Unfortunately, two of them, originating from “the Forwarts” were not tak-
en on the Radzyni’s soil. The first one, from 1923, presents a sopher - namely a person
who, based on strict rules, transcribed Torah. This custom remained even after the print
was discovered. When | examined the original, however, it turned out that under the pho-
tograph, there is no information about Radzyni’s origin of the sopher. On the other hand,
right next to the picture, the newspaper presented another photograph, which was taken in
Radzyn and which was absent in the YIVO catalogue. This means that somebody made a
mistake and wrongfully identified that Jew as a Radzyn’s sopher.

The photograph, which was omitted in the exhibition, presents, as the description in
Yiddish states, Berl Diament with his granddaughter. We do not know who he was. Proba-
bly some New York editor considered that the picture is charming and posted it in the ar-
tistic section. The photograph author’s name is L. Bernson. Moreover, what may seem in-
teresting, the lack of knowledge of editor’s Yiddish caused, that the material was captioned
in the following way: Diament of Radzyn and his great-granddaughter, which after transla-
tion into the Polish language, may be understood as Diamond of Radzyn [or Radzyi’s Dia-
mond] and his great-granddaughter. Therefore, a person who translated the Yiddish words,
omitted the name of portrayed Jew and made a great-granddaughter out of a granddaugh-
ter and moreover, he added his own interpretation to the photograph. Because of that, the
simple grandfather together with her granddaughter from Radzyn became a Jewish “dia-
mond”, who presumably, because of his age and achievements earned this unique alias.
The Yiddish version does not contain such “diamondlike” connotations, except the sur-
name, which in the interwar Poland, belonged to thousands of Jews.

Another kind of mistake appeared in relation to a second of wrongfully captioned
photograph in the catalogue. This one originates from “the Forwarts” and is dated Sep-
tember 1933. The photograph contains a portrait of Israel Mejer (Ha-Kohena) Kagana
(1838-1933). According to the catalogued caption he was to die at the age of 100 in
Radzyn, what from the perspective of regional history seems to be an interesting piece of
information. This character is very well known in the Jewish tradition, as the author of Cho-
fec Chaim and the founder of the Musar movement. The confrontation of the catalogue
caption with the newspaper one in Yiddish, however, also asks for a correction in relation
to the place of his death. For Kagan did not end his life in Radzyn Podlaski, but in Radun
(Grodno region), and this region lies in the historical Vilnius region, about 80 km away from
Vilnius.

The catalogue is full of that kind of mistakes and Radzyn Podlaski does not constitute
an exception.
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