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THE WRITINGS OF SERGE LIBERMAN






By Richard Freadman








The Literary Encyclopaedia (online)
Serge Liberman is one of Australia’s most distinctive and distinguished writers of short fiction and a major figure in Australian Jewish letters. He was born in 1942 at Fergana, Uzbekistan, in the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. With his parents who had been Polish Jewish refugees fleeing the Nazis he spent one year, 1946, in a displaced persons’ camp in Germany. After a five-year period in Paris he and his family arrived in Australia in 1951. Liberman attended primary and secondary schools in Melbourne, then Melbourne University from 1962-1967. Formerly literary editor of The Australian Jewish News, he is the compiler of A Bibliography of Australian Judaica. The winner of the Alan Marshall Award, and the New South Wales Premier's Literary Award for ethnic writing, he has published six volumes of stories: On Firmer Shores (1981), A Universe of Clowns (1983), The Life That I Have Led (1986), The Battered and the Redeemed  (1990), and Voices from the Corner (2000), and Where I Stand (2008).


Most of the stories are set in the Australian Jewish diaspora, a community which has undergone a massive shift in character since the Second World War. Prior to the war, long-settled Anglo-Jews were in the ascendency. They were generally anti-Zionist or uninterested in Zionism, seeing themselves first and foremost as citizens of the British Empire. Whilst most of these professed Judaism, either through religious observance or as an aspect of personal identity, they sought acculturation - though generally not assimilation - in a land that was comparatively free of anti-Semitism. The Holocaust transformed this community: it became almost universally Zionistic, and the large influx of survivors saw Eastern European Yiddishkeit Jews become the predominant group in the Australian Jewish community.


 With the publication of his first volume of stories in 1981 Serge Liberman emerged as one of the most powerful and accomplished chroniclers of this remote, traumatized, diverse yet resilient diaspora. A General Practitioner by profession, his worldview combines compassionate pessimism with gritty, sometimes visionary, intimations of human betterment. Liberman writes mainly about middle, lower middle and working class Australian Jews of Eastern European origin who survived or escaped the Holocaust, and who, ‘battered’ and traumatized, have tried to start a new life in, as one of his characters puts it, ‘this paradise that in your atlas is called Australia’. Whilst offering ‘firmer shores’ than Europe, the New World of these stories is often far short of paradisiacal: recently arrived Jewish children encounter anti-Semitism in neighbourhoods streets and school yards; parents, still shattered, poor, grieving and disoriented, suffer the angst of re-adjustment. Liberman’s account of Eastern European migrant experience in Australia is less rosy than the descriptions that tend to feature in, say, the autobiographical writings of Australian Jews. 


Gratitude is often the prevailing sentiment among the autobiographers‘ gratitude at having found a place, far from Europe, where one can live with dignity and free of persecution. Gratitude, whilst clearly warranted in such cases, can discourage frank critical assessment of the adoptive culture. Serge Liberman’s stories, which do not balk at such appraisal, remind us that it can be too simple to regard post-Holocaust migrant experience merely as deliverance from horror. Strictly speaking, many of his characters are refugees rather than migrants, their displacement a prolongation as well as a cessation of suffering.


 Identity is a central theme in Liberman’s work; in particular the conundrums caused by the pull between acculturation and assimilation. In effect, the stories probe the distinction between two cognate identities: the Australian Jew and the Jewish Australian. For many of his characters this distinction is by no means clear and it tends to become less so as the Old World of Europe recedes and generations born in the Antipodes seek a place in the sun, ‘a sun so brilliant that it may seem to expunge the shadows of the past.’ But to read Liberman is to know that there is no escape from such shadows. The past cannot be held at bay, and even children born in this relatively benign place far from the genocide know its fearful presence through the narratives of elders or, ‘perhaps worse still’, the silences in homes where the elders cannot bring themselves to speak of their harrowing histories. A piano teacher exclaims to a young pupil whom he is telling about his experiences in a concentration camp: ‘A curse upon our enemies that you should ever have to learn of it’; a son who wants to commiserate with the suffering of his survivor-father, but cannot, feels ‘enervated before the image of his wounded eyes’; a young woman (Liberman writes often and empathetically from the woman’s point of view), also the child of survivors, tells her father ‘I’m sorry, I can’t live in your past’; a son, driven by the ambition so familiar in the children of immigrants, vows that ‘I would be different from my mouse-like father’. The stories recall other familiar patterns: parental angst at the prospect of a child ‘marrying out’; the survivor’s loss of faith in a merciful God, or in some cases in any God at all. In the Old World, a character remarks, ‘life was life and you could believe in God.’ Or problems in being able to give, to trust, to connect present and past phases of one’s life, to forgive, to love.


Liberman’s narrative mode, unique in Australian letters, is a form of sociological realism that is rich in psychological complexity and given to flights of speculation, even vision. He owes more to Chekhov, Gogol, Dostoevsky and Kafka, than to any Australian literary forebear. His work also has close affinities with that of Sholom Aleichem, I.L. Peretz, Nachman of Bratzlav, Isaac Bashevis Singer and modern American Jewish writers like Bellow and Malamud. Liberman has succeeded brilliantly in adapting what is in many respects an alien style in the Antipodes, where a leaner literary realism has generally been favoured, to the Australian cultural constituency about which he writes. More versatile than he might at first seem, he also writes a type of allegory that is reminiscent of Hawthorne, though the American writer does not appear to have been a direct influence.


Serge Liberman is one of those gifted writers who are able to achieve universal resonance whilst chronicling a highly specific ethnic community. His commitment to a species of Jewish ethical universalism enables him to represent the suffering, the metaphysical bewilderment and the impingements of memory which afflict his characters in a manner that transcends the specificity of their Jewish lives. Some of the characters are too infirm, wounded or unsophisticated to be aware of the universal dimension of their experience; others, having lost their belief in God, espouse a secular humanism not unlike Liberman’s own. This latter group, which includes the restless and speculative doctors who narrate and figure in many of the stories, sees the local and the universal dimensions simultaneously. Liberman’s doctors respond not just to particular cases of suffering but also to the vastness of human pain. This creates complex effects, not least a poignant ironic gap between what certain characters can understand about their situations and what the doctors who must comfort and advise them can see. The stories often narrate a pitiful conjunction between Holocaust suffering and the ravages of illness later in life.


The best of these narratives - and many are very fine - possess the philosophical breadth and the emotional range of formidable literary art. Though his syntax can seem ornate and even at times as prolix, Liberman is an accomplished literary craftsman. His intense, sinewy prose style is particularly attuned to the expression of heightened, often anguished, emotional states and to flights of metaphysical speculation. The narratives constantly ponder philosophical issues: determinism, free will and chance; accident, structure and meaning; ‘the hard God called anonymity’ and the puzzles of human identity; the nature of good and evil. He is a fine creator both of depth characters and of opaque minor figures who flit in and out of the stories, or whose opacity sometimes constitutes a tale’s moral and affective core. The great majority of his characters are Jews who have come to an uneasy accommodation with their pasts and with their adoptive culture. Some are near relatives of Yiddish literary character types, through whom the intensities of the shtetl are transplanted to the suburbs of Melbourne. He has that rare capacity, in the words of the critic Victor Schklovsky, to ‘make it strange’, to find mystery where there was mere familiarity, to make unstoried places (white Australia is still young) resonate with spiritual meaning.


 Liberman’s mastery of dramatic tempo often tracks an anguished but ethically sentient protagonist through a moment of transformative crisis or recognition. Many of the endings are grim, but some are profoundly affirmative. In these a state variously described as ‘prayer’, ‘love’ or ‘understanding’ - a secular Jewish equivalent of Christian grace - suffuses the protagonist’s consciousness. This redemptive dimension figures in many of the stories. In ‘Messiah in Acland Street’, someone pays a writer this compliment: ‘What is constant in your work, though, what is constant is how man stands always at the centre of your world, how it is in man that you place your highest trust, and how it is his sanctity that you prize, and his genius, his innate goodness, his diversity and great potential.’ It is an apt encapsulation of Liberman’s own post-Holocaust Jewish humanism ‘a creed appalled by the undeniable existence of radical evil, rationalistic in its determination to understand and intervene in a bewilderingly complex and frightening world, wary of orthodox transcendental belief, yet passionately committed to the value and the virtue of the human individual, to the salving power of cultural tradition, and to a spiritual dimension in which the ordinary is transfigured, infused with heightened significance. The principal article of faith in this humanistic creed is the notion love. Not an other-worldly, ethereal love; rather, the tougher kind that comes through yearning, suffering, knowledge of the world, emotional receptivity, forgiveness, and the soul’s troubled ascension to a higher ethical plane. Many of his characters come to know ‘the grandeur and the helplessness, the ecstasy and the brutality, the exultation and the devastation of love’.


 Liberman’s ethical humanism constantly inquires how a life should be lived in the here and now, a question that runs deep in Jewish sensibility. As befits the genre, the more allegorical pieces can be schematic in their representation of moral life, but the great stories open out complex moral situations in a way that deeply engages the heuristic powers of art. In his magnificent tale, ‘The Promise’, an Australian Jew returns to Warsaw and meets his former fiancée from whom he was separated at the time of the Warsaw uprising. As promised fifty years ago, before their agreement was thwarted by the chaos of the uprising, they meet in the city square. Shimen would have his beloved, Hana, come to Australia with him now, after all of these years. She refuses, saying, among other things: ‘I have what I have and what I have I have’. In the aftermath of the Holocaust she has settled into a modest but meaningful life. The now distant promise is annulled by intervening events, commitments, and by the promises that structure her present existence. The story is a profound and profoundly moving inquiry into the nature of one of human kind’s most essential ethical practices ‘promising - in a delicately evoked empirical context. This is superb narrative art by any standard.


 In his most recent collection, Where I Stand, Liberman expands his narrative repertoire and modes of structural organization. The first story, ‘An Alchemy Splendid’, is a darkly zestful novella the significance of whose title does not fully emerge until the latter stages of the volume, where a doctor experiences a moment of vision in the presence of a painting by one of his patients, Hershey Light. With trademark vivacity Light signs his works ‘Henri Lumiere’. Beholding this exotic, atavistic painterly extravaganza, the doctor marvels at ‘what an exuberant human alchemy emerged from that dark primeval formlessness and dross that evolved and expanded over millennia of advance and regression into our own mixed, chaotic teeming age’. The story, which is entitled ‘Henri Lumiere, Illuminator of the Soul’, is told in the first-person, but ‘Africa’, the one that follows and which concludes the volume, switches to the third-person point of view, so that the doctor-protagonist now appears as a character in an omniscient narration. The shift in point of view reveals new resonances in the book’s title: for the most part the doctor has seemed to ‘stand’ in a strangely privileged place, where particular stories and the generality of human fate converge, and where the personal ego falteringly self-surpasses in acts of empathy and vision. But it is from the standpoint of this ego that most of the stories are told. Now, however, in the last tale, the doctor is subsumed in some larger and mysterious act of empathetic envisioning ‘even as he ponders many of the characters who have appeared earlier in the book; and his reflection on the strange ‘alchemy’ of human kind loops us back to the title of the first story. Here realism hovers at the edge of fabulation, yet Liberman’s unflinching acknowledgement of the chastening actualities of human life keeps us firmly grounded in the here and now.
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