Sostene Massimo Zangatri

Between Political Commitment
and Literary Modernism: Michael Gold’s
Jews Without Money

Michael Gold could not have imagined a more appat@ritime to publish his fictio-
nalized memoidews Without MoneyComing out in March 1930, as the first signs of
what would develop into the Great Depression becasible, the book enjoyed a huge
popularity for its depiction of the miserable Iledl by Jewish immigrants in New York’s
Lower East Side, and went through eleven printimg©ctober (Folsom 15). In the long
run, howeverJews Without Monewas forgotten, and even during the post-war ethnic
revival it received scant attention. One of thesoaes behind this neglect can be ascribed
to Gold’s political commitment. Until his death 1967 he remained a staunch critic of
capitalism and from his column F¥he Daily Workehe targeted the most pressing polit-
ical issues. Moreover, his compliance with the Rus€ommunist Party agenda during
the 1930s got him many “enemies” in the Americaltucal establishment. The acade-
mia has remained almost indifferent to the booky among the historians of the Jewish
immigration there has been a mild interest in ia@®cumentary source.

Marcus Klein'sForeignersis one of the few exceptions. Reconstructing the caillt
milieu of New York’s Greenwich Village and followgrnthe vicissitudes of radical publi
cations likeMassesLiberator andNew MasseKlein shed new light on Gold as a leac
ing figure of the inter-war cultural revolutidrivioreover, he claimed a crucial role fc
ethnic writers in the shaping of American moderni&y now, the role of ethnicity in
the understanding of modernism has been affirmedn éhough traditional reading:
centered on contributions by the expatriatesstébail.

Jews Without Moneyowever, demonstrates that alternative approachemdernity
were in existence alongside the activity of intgll&ls living in London and Paris. Nev
York, with its futuristic architecture, multicultakr and multilingual population, diversifi-
cation of spaces into business districts, immig@gmttoes and leisure areas, impos
a fragmented perception of the urban experiencéd,Gmm the vantage point of his
immigrant background, could grasp the multiple tayef the metropolitan texture mor

! Klein’s analysis ofJews Without Moneythough, fails to acknowledge Gold’s experimestadipproach to
narrative form. 33
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distinctly than other intellectuals, and his Matxisining helped him understand its
state as a consequence of the advent of capitdlishis book, then, Gold tries to make
sense of both the fragmentation of the urban e&pee and the exploitation of immi-
grant labor, establishing a middle-ground betwedraad politics: the descriptions of
squalid conditions of the Jewish working-class dwvmielodramatic sensationalism and
blend with the style and imagery inspired by theréry experimentalism of the 1920s.
In this way, his work well documents how ethnic modsm originates from the immi-
grant writer’s need to aggregate all the scattgriedes of the self and the community
after their mass dislocation in the late nineteemhtury. Modernism thus appears to
function as a strategy of survival, a desperatengit to keep together both the self and
the community as (fragmented) wholes.

|. In Search of Form

It took more than a decade for Gold to achievephisarious middle-ground. The au-
thor, who was yet to assume the pseudonym by wiechecame famods;ame up with
the idea of writing a book about his childhoodtie LLower East Side as early as 1917,
when in the November issue of the radical peridditasseshe published “Birth.” The
sketch had a subtitle, “A Prologue to a TentatiastESide Novel,” which revealed the
lack of any definitive plan about the final outcowfehis project, still in need of direc-
tion. Gold was looking for a suitable form to fmtialize the ghetto. “Birth” begins thus:

I was born (so my mother once told me), on a aedan day of April, about seven in
a morning wrapped in fog. The streets of the Eadé Svere dark with grey, wet
gloom; the boats of the harbor cried constantke tireat bewildered gulls, like deep,
booming voices of calamity. The day was sombertaaly and unavoidable, like the
walls of a prison about the city. And in the sanm&irhand the same tenement that
bore me, Rosie Hyman the prostitute died, and #ie par of the same doctor heard
my first wails and the last quiverings of her sbeart. (44)

The paragraph exploits traditional narrative teqhes; like a staple ninettenth-century
novel, the opening lines mark a point of origin adentify the narrator/protagonist as
creator of the emotional and visual landscape. dinaiscient narrator imposes his vi-

2 Michael Gold was born Itzok Isaac Granich. Histfivorks, “Birth” included, were published undee th
name Irwin Granich.



sion, providing the reader with the metaphors byctithe setting should be interpreted
and underlining the link between life and deathasgociating the narrator’s birth and
a prostitute’s death. Eleven years later, the begg of Jews Without Moneyakes
quite a different impression:

I can never forget the East Side where | lived beya

It was a block from the notorious Bowery, a tenetr@@myon hung with fire-escapes,
bed-clothing, and faces.

Always these faces at the tenement windows. Theetstrever failed them. It was an
immense excitement. It never slept. It roared éileea. It exploded like fireworks.
People pushed and wrangled in the street. There aanies of howling pushcart
peddlers. Women screamed, dogs barked and copulzdbies cried.

A parrot cursed. Ragged kids played under truclséwmrFat housewives fought from
stoop to stoop. A beggar sang. (13)

Both quotations present the East Side as a wretobaghborhood, and the author is
mainly concerned with its misery and overcrowdiBuyit whereas the first draft ex-
presses all this through the prison metaphor aeduie of dark colors, in the final ver-
sion Gold shifts his focus onto the sounds andpthesical presence of people. Further-
more, the short coordinate sentences that repteceneditative phrasing of “Birth” pile
up a succession of images that overlap and createmgrehensive picture of an East
Side block. The street is put at the center ofsthge, the exterior prevails over the indi-
vidual and no filter is interpolated between texd aeader.

The stylistic evolution of Gold’s writing, along thi an evocative imagery and the
presentation of city life through a kaleidoscopesoénes, comes from his decade-long
literary apprenticeship as both critic and writdis first meditations on art, published
some years after “Birth,” reveal a degree of ngiatd lack a clearly defined poetics.
“Towards Proletarian Art,” the manifesto that apeeiin theLiberator in March 1921,
calls for an artistic renewal led by the masses) will impose new contents and new
styles on literature. Faced with the necessityalatice the personal recollections of his .
tough childhood in the ghetto and the messianiogations of a more equal social order,
Gold singles out the tenement as a metaphor suggestnew artistic principle. The
writer declares that the tenement is “the patterwhich my being has been cast” (“To-
wards” 64), providing the filter through which tbatside world is seen and understood.

But what is a tenement? In his article, Gold wrabsut weeping mothers, sick work-
ers and dirty children, and this thematic aspeoviges the very nourishment for his
artistic vision. The tenement, however, is morenttizat: it is not just a “content,” but 35
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a style. The tenement is a “theatre” where the kneinvoluntarily stage “shows” for
one another, causing a confusion which the trasiligingle points of view cannot deci-
pher. The narrow and mostly dark spaces compgiabele to project parts of their lives
outside onto stoops, fire-escapes, roofs and staeers, establishing a continuity be-
tween exteriors and interiors that challenged thetovian notions of domesticity. In
short, to put the tenement into fiction requiresesv way of writing fiction.

What in “Towards Proletarian Art” was no more themintuition achieves a clearer
shape in the following years, when a flourish gbesments in literature, ranging from
Dos PassosManhattan Transfeto the works of the Paris expatriate colony, predid
Gold with a new literary language and helped hirdarstand what stylistic direction he
should follow. In “Hemingway — White Collar Poeg"review published in 1928, Gold
criticizes the author ofhe Sun Also Risdsr adhering to escapist literature but, at the
same time, praises his “bare, hard style of a gadreporter,” providing the ground for
a narrative that is “precise and perfect as sciefi€@0). In his later writing, Gold would
go so far as to acknowledge that “Hemingway anérsthave had the intuition to incor-
porate [a] proletarian element into their work,&thcorn for any “vague fumbling poe-
try” (“Proletarian Realism” 206). In the article ritten in the mood of confidence fol-
lowing the publication oflews Without MongyGold outlines ten rules for writing what
he calls “proletarian realism,” among which thesehie recommendation to use “as few
words as possible,” to avoid “straining or melodaaon other effects,” and to attempt to
create “cinema in words,” concentrating on “swittian, clear form” and the “direct
line” (“Proletarian” 207-208).

Avoiding melodrama when confronting a neighborhadtre deaths, alcoholism and
sickness were daily features was not an easy @lkl, however, follows Hemingway’s
rule of evoking emotion through the employment @renfacts. The episode in which
the reaction to the death of Esther, the narratster, is described is a perfect example
of this technique. The situation of death couldéhagcasioned an overflow of sentimen-
tality, but Gold avoids such an effect by first yiing a visual representation focused
on the mother, seen in her stillness and changéddat after the great loss, and then
contrasting her silence with the usual vitalitytthas peculiar to her. The bare fact of
Esther’s death asks for no further comment:

Esther was dead. My mother had borne everythidifeinbut this she could not bear.
It frightened one to see how quiet she becamewsiseno longer active, cheerful, qu-
arrelsome. She sat by the window all day, and hesigpprayer-book. As she mumbled
the endless Hebrew prayers, tears flowed silerglyrdher face. She did not speak,
but she knew why she was crying. Esther was d@&8) (



Throughout the book, Gold appears to be quite irabof his narrative materialthe epi-
sodes are dramatized through sentences that fatétéeand avoid interpretations, thus com-
municating particular states of mind without ansedi reference to them. Another example
can be found in the following passage about theatwats discovery of sex:

...Then they went to her room.

Nigger and | followed them. It was on the grourmbfl of my tenement. Stealthy as
detectives, we stared through the keyhole. Whatn siade my heart beat, my face
redden with shock.

Nigger snickered. He saw | was hurt and it amusged {25)

The ensuing row between Nigger and young Mickegldges the latter’'s psychological
drama occasioned by a discovery he was not yeppgdito deal with. This key episode,
testifying to the vulnerability of immigrant chilein to the crude aspects of life, does not
give rein to the explicit condemnation of livingrahitions. Emotions are restrained, but
the repeated references to crime and prostitutiaihe following chapters help to envi-
sion the grimness of a childhood spent in the ghett

1. The Ghetto as Theatre

The Lower East Side was not just a site of vice sordlidness. The immigrant com-
munities transformed this section of the city iataultural laboratory and the street be-
came the incubator of new forms of art. This stredture, that reshaped the urban set-
ting into a multitude of theatrical stages, is cahih Jews Without Moneyhe East Side
is “an endless pageant” (13), a “free enormoususirevhere “there was always some-
thing for boys to see” (38); the coming of an orgaimder, for example, stirs up children
who, gathering into a dance, catch the attentiopasters-by. People stop their activities
and become the audience:

But the dancers make every one else happy- sontieegprostitutes have left their
‘business’ for a moment, and watch with gentle smilThe cop leans against a lamp-
post and smiles. A grim old graybeard with a litécken under his arm is smiling at
the children. A truckdriver has slowed down andcolas them dreamily as he rattles
by. Mothers watch from the tenement windows. Aifaportant little business Jew,
bursting like a plum with heat, mops his face, adthires the children. (51)

3 There are few exceptions, like the episode thatrilees an unjust punishment at school (36-37).
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This description, highlighting the social varietlytbe audience, testifies to the author’s
intention of using theatre as a trope to conveyctimplexity of the ghetto life.

Even attending a synagogue service is perceiv@erformative terms: “The synago-
gue... was like a theater. The Rabbi blew a ram'sihand a hundred bearded men
wrapped in shrouds convulsed themselves in agohgy hroaned, sobbed, beat their
breasts and wailed those strange Oriental melodigis85). Since his visit to Russia in
1925, where he sojourned for almost a year, Gotiitme an enthusiast of constructivist
theatre. He was particularly impressed by Meierdschttempt to bring “the street onto
the stage” and his ability to reproduce the rhytlamd dynamics of the modern city life
(Tuerk 7-9). Back in America, Gold tried to follave Russian director's example in a new
play, Hoboken BluesThe stage directions for Act Ill, depicting thife lin Harlem, reflect
Gold’s preoccupation with a scenography which biebigy advertising signs and futuristic
architecture, and which requires the reproductiocitp music, a mixture of “horns, gongs,
sirens, whistles, bells, flat wheels” (Tuerk 9)islinot difficult to see the correspondence
between this experiment and the emphasis on thedsoin first paragraphs idews
Without Money placed at the very beginning of the narratives tmusical overture”
works as a soundtrack that must be kept in minouinout the reading of the book.

Another cue Gold derived from watching productibgsMeierchold was the division
of the stage into a number of spaces where diffesetions were performed simulta-
neously, thus presenting the plurality and compyeaf working-class neighborhoods.
The juxtaposition of scenes without chronologicahcatenation, allowing for the inclu-
sion of all possible perspectives through whictpace becomes textualized, had been
already successfully attempted in fiction by witdike Sherwood AndersonAine-
sburg, Ohig and John Dos Passdddnhattan Transfgr Gold followed their example
and adopted what might be called a cubist narratisetegy. This choice, though, is not
just a matter of form, but responds to an inneressity of the dislocated immigrant,
who, as Henry Roth once put it, saw his own lifesamething made “out of rags and
patches... a crazy quilt” (211): the scenes describddws Without Moneyhus, are to
be understood as pieces that make up a fragmeittenepof the immigrants, suspended
between worlds and confronting a pluralistic antef@geneous environment. The relics
of the European past, whether people or theiretpdonstitute the narrator’s identity as
much as the sounds of streetcars, the toweringibgs and the products of popular cul-
ture, all signifying the metropolitan experiencénus, the subdivision of the narrative
material into autonomous scenes, each describipgréicular character, situation or
place, on the one hand reflects the complex andi-fagkted ghetto life, and on the oth-
er illustrates the process of self-reinvention byicl the narrator can claim all the “rags
and patches” that make up his quilt-like identity.



Mickey, the narrator/spectator, finds himself caugha kaleidoscope of images and
perceptions, and any attempt at imposing a sing®rv or interpretation on the sur-
rounding environment is bound to fail. The divees® contrasting images and expe-
riences generate a confusion that reproduces thatisin of a child whose intellectual
faculties are yet to develdpOnly gradually does the contemplation of humariesirfg
and exploitation emerge as a consequence of thendabhtapitalist order, until the final
invocation of the “workers’ Revolution” (309) dissles the author’s political visidn.

[11. A Landscape of War, Junk and Decay

While Gold’s withdrawn narrator avoids imposing amgw and meaning of the
events, the recurring images define the prevaitiegaphors that shape the perception of
the ghetto experience. Concerned mostly with theergi of the immigrants’ lives, the
author puts emphasis on three emblems of urbarteexs: ruin, waste and violence.
Evidently, Gold reassesses the enthusiasm withhwtiie astounding economic expan-
sion of the 1920s was greeted. The Lower East ‘Side a world of violence and stone”
(Jews63) and throughout the book it is seen as a ¢eyrito be conquered, which re-
flects the immigrant struggle to carve out an ovace. When Mickey crosses the Bo-
wery, new exotic worlds appear to him: a pig's head butcher's window, the “strange
green vegetables” and “men eating oysters” faseitfae young explorer in Little Italy,
but he is soon singled out as a Jew, and the bbylseoneighborhood beat him with
sticks (187). The fights between gangs of childgpitomize the struggle of immigrants
to take root in a territory, a vital space that kade controlled and defended against<
forces from outside, as in the episode about thiebfar the possession of a vacant lot =
used as playground (45-48).

As the only available, although temporary, openraireation area, the Delancey
street vacant lot has a quite un-edenic outlooikgohome of all the twisted junk, rusty
baby carriages, lumber, bottles, boxes, moldy pantsdead cats of the neighborhood”
(46). Junk and garbage are a constant feature lof<Scower East Side, and their signi-

oney

4 What contemporary critic Kenneth Burke wrote ifietse of Henry Roth’€all It Sleepin a letter toNew
Massesseems also appropriate fdews Without MoneyBurke declared that Roth “caught the ‘pre-
political’ thinking of childhood”, and the great niteof his book lies in the “fluent and civilizeday in
which he found, on our city streets, the new edeiva of an ancient jungle” (quoted in Denning 236)

® Although some scholars consider the final invaratas too sudden and ungrounded, a gradual develop-2
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ment of the narrator’s political awareness cancéffely be traced. Politics comes suddenly intolibek >
when Dr. Solow mentions the union as a possible twuthe illness that affects the narrator's fa(2&3).

Then, it is Aunt Lena’s involvement in a strike tlogiginates political debates in the family (23572 Fi-

nally, in chapter 18, the narrator show awarené#iseoconnections between capital and immigrantsid
conditions (241). 39
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ficance goes beyond a simplistic indictment of tihbealthy conditions in the neighbor-

hood to signal the deterioration of the Americarthmgs promise. Discarded objects, the
polluted waters of the East River, the stench etragndrom garbage cans and tiny al-

leys used as dumps are tokens of a city in ruirerattife has withered under the pres-
sure of economic expansion:

New York is a devil's dream.... It is all geometrygées and stone. It is mythical,
a city buried by a volcano. No grass is found is getrified city...
Just stone. It is the ruins of Pompeii...(40)

Transforming the New York cityscape — unquestiopdbé very image of modernity
— into an archaeological phantasy has much to dle etiallenging the great American
narrative of development and progrés3old’s representation of New York contrasts
with the imperial vision that characterizes lateeteenth-century culture, when a public
discourse modeled on classical ideals of ordersymimetry, that found expression in
a number of architectural projects, was considéiedsolution to threats of social frag-
mentation (Trachtenberg, Rutkoff).

The repeated reference to junk — the archeologigi#facts of a consumer society
where objects quickly lose their functions — putmgside the official public discourse
of economic prosperity those elements excluded fitprastablishing an identification
between immigrants and useless, undesirable olj€etati). A further reference to his-
torical past reinforces the role of waste as sekrér of the immigrant’s instances: some
seventeenth-century gravestones that pave a tetsrbackyard, one of the few places
where the ghetto children can play, refer to anchpibat is alien to their experience.
Looking at them, the narrator cannot find any cdib&ontinuity between the traditional
past and his own present (Denning 248). The dischabjects that he recognizes are
just those that fill garbage bins and empty lots.

The overall picture of the city is that of a lifeteplace, taking a heavy toll on its in-
habitants. Nigger’s father, a tailor by tradejkehed to a mummy, as his face resembles
“a skull with sharp cheek bones and nose from wktiehflesh had rotted” (263), while
another character, Aunt Lena, hardened by sweatstap, has lost the “rosy peasant
cheeks” and “shiny black hair” (131), which peoptimired when she arrived from Eu-
rope: her “skin was yellowish with bad health, smared and tight over the cheek bones”
(236). The immigrants inhabit a dystopian urbancepand when the winter and the
economic panic coincide, they transform the ghietima scene of apocalyptic disaster:

® See Benjamin: “with the destabilization of markebnomy, we begin to recognize the monuments of the
bourgeoisie as ruins even before they have crurmigl&).



There was a panic on Wall Street. Multitudes weithout work; there were strikes,
suicides, and food riots. The prostitutes roameadstreet like wolves...

Life froze. The sun vanished from the deathly gs&y.... There were hundreds of
evictions...

Other dogs and cats were frozen. Men and womenwere found dead in hallways
and on docks. (241-242)

V. An Ethnic Route to M oder nism

The vision of the modern metropolis as an “unrégl’ cecalls T. S. Eliot's depiction
of London inThe Waste Landeven though it could be hardly possible to thafi more
distant pair of writers. Gold’s modernism, althougjfaring imagery and style with the
literary circles in Europe, has a peculiar genealddie modernist school, which origi-
nated in the New York radical circles, developerbtigh the contribution of intellec-
tuals, coming from different backgrounds and uniigdhe challenge to represent the city's
social and ethnic multiplicity in novels, paintingsd music. Theirs was a completely differ-
ent approach from the academism of the London and Eircles, where tradition was held
as the unifying element against the fragmentatfanagernity. This “transatlantic” divarica-
tion, although regrettably underestimated, is irtgrdrin order to appreciate how modernism
itself was a fragmented cultural experience, dndtiates the plurality and heterogeneity of
responses to the challenges of the new era. Naschtion hints at a basic contradiction that
has marked the intellectual response to modenmity fts beginnings: as a number of artists @
reacted to urbanism and industrialization with seeof horror and estrangement, others fedg
upon “the real trouble in the modern streets, eanasformed their noise and dissonance into
beauty and truth” (Berman 31). In most countrieglenoism was “a compound of the futu-
ristic and the nihilistic, the revolutionary ancetbonservative” (Bradbury 46), and in the
context of Anglo-American letters these contrasttiifudes depend much on the thou-
sands miles that separated Europe from the Unita<s In New York a peculiar com-
bination of bohemia and radicalism made the GregmWillage a unique laboratory where
art seemed to contain “two types of revolt, theviddial and the social” (Cowley 66). It was
the product of two overlapping geographies: a welmtellectual circles, magazines (from
the Massesto the Broon), galleries (Stieglitz’s 291) and theatre compan{@he
Provincetown Players) thrived alongside the swegishwhere Italian and Jewish
workers earned their daily bread and fought fortdreconditions. The immigrants,
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workers in March 1911, was located on WashingtamaSg)
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then, played a key role in bringing political issue the fore, and in the case of the
“Paterson Pageant,” staged in 1913 at the Madisgnat® Garden, art not just
represented their struggles, but articulated them.

As he came of age and crossed Broadway to settteiNillage, Gold found a cultur-
al milieu where his past life in the Lower Easte&ibuld be infused with new political
meaning and find literary expression. He absorbeia of the artist’'s quest as revolu-
tion, against both cultural tradition and societyd of intellectual work as a step toward
the creation of a new order. The ramification ofgfnAmerican modernism, thus, de-
pends on a difference in political attitudes as Imas the socialism professed by many
New York-based artists was completely antithetics@ay, Eliot's staunch belief in the
forces of tradition, church and monarchy. Moreowtbe presence of immigrant com-
munities and intellectuals in the American metrapoépresented a powerful agency of
radicalization. It is true that ethnic literatuadthough showing a “remarkable concern
for the American world of modernity” (Sollors 406pr the most part clung to tradition-
al styles. All the same, a convergence betweemth@grant experience and modernism
took place, as some writers of different backgraulike Toomer, Roth, Di Donato and
Gold ventured into the territories of the avantegato find a vocabulary and a stylistic
repertoire suitable for their personal versionstbhic life.

In the context of American modernism, the quesirame into a coherent whole an
urban environment that had undergone dramatic @waingolved both Anglo-Saxon
and ethnic writersJews Without Mongya powerful depiction of immigrant life in the
modern American metropolis, has to be understoogaas of this artistic effort. The
strength of Gold’s book lies in the equilibrium Wween politics and modernism achieved
through a rigorous stylistic discipline. This cheielicited attacks from many left-
wing intellectuals, who blamed the author for havallowed only marginal space to
“true” proletarian issues (Klein 185). By deferrinteaning and concealing his own
political vision, though, Gold leads the readerotigh a new hell where people,
sounds, smells, violence and exploitation emergerasary features of the daily life
of immigrant neighborhood. It is only at the end the journey that the writ-
er/narrator unmasks himself and cries out his “l&ven.” The style Gold borrowed
from other modernist writers intends to show lifethe metropolis as a battleground
where the individual is lost and overwhelmed, asiegly incomprehensible enigma
that only the final reference to Marxism — provigian interpretative frame which
connects economic growth, development, urbanizatind immigrant exploitation
into a single thread — can illuminate.
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