
ESTHER SINGER KREITMAN. 
The trammeled talent of 
Isaac Bashevis Singer's 
neglected sister. 

I n 1938, Faber & Faber, the prestigious 
British publishers, brought out an an­
thology entitled Jewish Short Stories. 

Its editor later called the anthology 
"something of a disguised family affair!' 
Four of the writers were intimately related, 
though you would never know it from their 
altered names: I.J. Singer, Isaac Bashevis, 
Esther Kreitman and Martin Lea. 

What we have here are three siblings and 
a nephew/son. Martin Lea is the nom de 
plume of the editor, Morris Kreitman; he is 
also the son of author Esther Kreitman who 
is, in turn, the sister of authors I.J. and 
Isaac Bashevis (who dropped the family 
name, Singer, for his English-language 
debut). 

Even when she was alive, Esther Kreit­
man's novels, short stories and translations 
received far less attention than the work of 
her famous brothers. In death, she's been 
wholly forgotten. Yet she clearly has the 
same deep, haunting literary storyteller's 
gifts as her siblings. Why do so few of us 
even know her name? Why is her work 
either lost or out-of-print? Why are people 
surprised to find out that the Singer broth­
ers had a literary sister whose fiction 
appeared in English as well as Yiddish? 

Hinde Esther Singer was born on March 
31, 1881, the daughter of Bathsheva and 
Pinchos Mendel Singer. Bathsheva was an 
intellectual, but both Bathsheva's father 
and her husband disapproved of erudite 
women. Bathsheva's greatest failing, said 
her father, was that she had been born a 
woman. Both LB. and I. J. Singer charac­
terize Pinchos and Bathsheva's marriage as 
a grave mismatch. 

That they should then have a daughter 
who, like Bathsheva, turned out to crave 
an intellectual life was a tragedy to both 
parents. There was no place in the shtetl 

for a scholarly woman. Pinchos Mendel 
was determined not to repeat his father-in-
law's mistake of educating a daughter. As 
the child grew, Bathsheva became jealous 
of Hinde's ambition, which filled 
Bathsheva with despair about her own 
unarticulated life. From the start, both 
husband and wife were determined to keep 
their daughter ignorant. 

Indeed, Hinde Esther wasn't only ne­
glected; it seems she was ill-treated. At 
birth she was handed over to a wet nurse 
who lived "in a wretched hut!' She was 
"placed in a cot under a tabled' says her 
son, Morris Kreitman (now known as 
Maurice Carr). "She was never touched, 
let alone fondled by her mother. Not until 
the age of three, when [she had become] 
blinded by cobwebs from under the table, 
was the child at last taken home, where she 
but partially recovered her sight, doomed 
to remain physically and psychically sick 
the rest of her life!' 

H inde Esther remained scorned by 
her parents through the remainder 
of her life, her role in the family, 

says Carr, that of "household drudge!' 
Still, despite their most zealous efforts, 
she turned out to be, as Isaac Bashevis 
Singer later remarked, a "chassid in skirts" 
— perceived by the family as irrelevantly 
bookish and clever, too smart for a girl's 
own good. 

Her tragically strangled intellectual life 
made a lifelong impression on her brother, 
younger by thirteen years, Isaac Bashevis. 
His famous story, Yentl the Yeshiva Boy 
(which became Barbra Streisand's movie 
Yentl) — about a girl who disguises herself 
as a boy so that she might receive an 
education — was inspired by Hinde Es­
ther's life. Indeed, much of I.B.'s fiction — 
for example, Satan in Goray and The 

Manor — takes Esther's story even further, 
transmuting it into Singer's own obsession 
with transsexuality. In Satan in Goray, a 
woman's body is possessed by a dybbuk, 
so that she is simultaneously both man and 
woman. 

"When my sister asked Mother what she 
should be when she grew up',' I.J. Singer 
wrote in his memoirs, "Mother answered 
her question with another: 'What can a girl 
be?'" For girls from religious homes dur­
ing these years, there was only one answer: 
to bring "happiness into the home by 
ministering to her husband and bearing 
him children!' Bathsheva, wanting to spare 
her daughter her own frustrations and 
unattainable dreams, believed that it was 
"better to be content as a dairy cow than to 
be a lost spirit!' 

In [Hinde] Esther Kreitman's semi-
autobiographical novel, Deborah, a 
female character asks her father, "What am 
I going to be one day?" He replies, "What 
are you going to be one day? Nothing, of 
course!' 

W hat little we know from Hinde 
Esther's point of view must be 
culled from her fiction. In Debo­

rah, Kreitman describes the protagonist's 
spirit of revenge and determination: 

Almost every night, in bed, she firmly 
resolved to give up her duties of keep­
ing house and to become a student 
instead. Ever since childhood she had 
longed to receive an education, to cease 
being the nonentity of the family. She 
would learn things, gain understanding 
. . . she, Deborah — the girl who, as her 
father had once said, was to be a mere 
nobody when she grew up — would be a 
person of real consequence. She would 
make her own life. 

In true life, Kreitman's resolve to "be a 
person of real consequence" and to "make 
her own life" was more crippled and 
crippling than Deborah's steely bedtime 
resolutions. Kreitman's life turned out to 
be full of conflict, sacrifice and anguish. 
Unable to shuck convention completely, 
and not "the kind of girl who could be 
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