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I think it can conclusively be stated that, apart from his Polish contacts, after
his work in Jamaica, Obrgbski remained totally isolated from the English-speaking
world as far as research and publication are concerned. Obviously this was a loss,
especially to Obrebski, but also to the wider scholarly community that would have
benefited from his potentially seminal contributions. Clearly his inability to publish
had drastic consequences. It is not at all surprising that in the very marginal corner
of academia in which he found himself there was no interest in or support for his
work. He was involved in a downward spiral. His pay was almost certainly limited
in consonance with the type of institution in which he was employed. This forced
him to do extra teaching of elementary courses in the City University system and he
clearly had no time to edit his massive accumulation of material for publication.

This was also the time in the early to mid sixties in which extensive support for
research was available from institutions such as the National Institutes of Health
and the National Sciences Foundation as well as private sources such as the Ford
Foundation. Such support would have provided him with full salary maintenance
for a year or several years. But to apply for such grants you needed an initial record
of substantial publication in English. In his sixties tired and despondent he was, in
effect, living the life of a graduate student and his son was already surpassing him.
If he had had some contact with the world of scholarship in anthropology and or
Slavic Studies I would certainly have encountered him. In the period 1963-1967
I was teaching at Brandeis University and then from 1965-1967 at the Russian Re-
search Center at Harvard University. It was a period of excellent funding of even
large and elaborate research projects in Eastern Europe, a time when there were
many opportunities for appointments at major universities with Slavic Centers. His
researches would have been of intense interest. It is indeed a sad story. There are no
villains here, he lacked basic political survival skills and the resulting traumas asso-
ciated with his downward mobility, without doubt, caused him untold misery and
doubtless shortened his life.

There is a final part of these events and that has to do with the miraculous
survival of the major part of his archives. As noted earlier I first met J6zef Obregbski’s
widow Tamara through Professor Sula Benet who was then teaching at Hunter Col-
lege (now part of the City University of New York). After initial phone conversa-
tions I invited her to Amherst and she was my houseguest and we then devised
aplan for a photo exhibit involving Obrgbski's dramatic photographs of Polesie.
The exhibit opened in one of the University of Massachusetts’s art galleries on
October 3, 1973 and I obtained money for a modest catalog Yesterday's People,
Peasants of Polesie, An Exhibit of Rural Eastern Poland in the 1930’s. (YESTER-
DAY’S 1973). The exhibit was a success and there was significant publicity in the
local papers, in part inspired by the fact that the area around the University was
settled in the early 20" century by immigrant Polish farmers who replaced the origi-
nal Yankees who had moved west.
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From the beginning it seemed logical to bring the archives to the University
where we then had a modest East European Studies program, a graduate depart-
ment of anthropology with several professor interested in Europe and a number
actively researching in Eastern Europe. We also had a Slavic Librarian of Polish
origin who was keen to build our library resources. However, Tamara Obrebski was
very hesitant to part with her treasures, especially the many photographs. There
was no comparable institution in the New York metropolitan area that was compet-
ing for the collection. After Tamara’s death her son was eager to arrange matters
and have the voluminous material removed from the house in Queens so he could
proceed with the sale. As a result I traveled to New York with a graduate student
Dennis Venencak, of Polish origin who later did his doctoral work in Poland. Un-
fortunately he died too early of a brain tumor at the beginning of his career. He was
most helpful. We rented and loaded a large truck and carted the extensive collection
to Amherst. Obrebski’s son generously provided an initial grant that was used to
catalog the Jamaican material. A local Slavicist, Galina Rothstein, cataloged the
Polish material. The Macedonia material is relatively well indexed but has not been
as well cataloged as the other collections.

One must, of necessity, be respectful of the complexities of his life experience.
But the essential point remains that, for whatever reason, J6zef Obrgbski did not
pursue a normal academic career at a University or research institute just prior to
World War II. Further, by implication, he was something of a perfectionist. Thus
the author’s publication of Obrgbski's Oxford lectures did not require a great deal
of editing as a comparison between the archival copy and final book publication
text will demonstrate. Further, as has been noted, he tragically lacked the necessary
skills to survive in the politics of the academic world as witness his Jamaican re-
search experience. Thus when he finally came to the U.S. he lacked the essential
formal credentials for an academic important at a major research university. His
failure to produce a timely research report on his Jamaican experience evidently
alienated his prestigious academic supporters in England. Thus the path was appar-
ently set for his marginalization from the then quite active world of anthropological
research. Apparently this marginalization had a very destructive effect on his health
and no doubt contributed to his relatively early death. Fortunately he has bequeathed
to us his very rich archive which documents the full extent of his talent and accom-
plishments.

transl. by the author



Reflections on Jozef Obrebski work in Macedonia 41

BIBLIOGRAPHY

BICANIC

1981  How the People Live: Life in the Passive Regions (Peasant Life in Southwestern Cro-
atia, Bosnia and Hercegovina; Yugoslavia in 1935), Joel M. Halpern, Elinor Murray
Despalatovie (eds.), Stephen Clissold translation (1941), University of Massachusetts,
Ambherst,

MOSELY Ph, E.

1976  Communal Families in the Balkans: The Zadruga, Esssays by Philip E. Mosely and
Essays in his Honor edited by Robert F, Byrnes, Introduction by Margaret Mead, Uni-
versity of Notre Dame Press, South Bend, Indiana.

NOTTINGHAM E. K.

1968  Joseph Obrebski 1905-1967, The American Sociologist, Vol. 3 no 3 (1968), pp. 256-257.

Cited in The Changing Peasantry of Eastern Europe, 1976.
OBREBSKI 1.

1931 Indeks do Lecznictwa ludu polskiego Henryka Biegeleisena (An index to The Polish
Folk Medecine of Henryk Biegeleisen), Krakow, pp. 31.

1936 Problem etniczny Polesia (Ethnic Question of Polesie), Sprawy Narodowosciowe, vol, 10,
no 1-2, pp. 1-21.

1976  The Changing Peasantry of Eastern Europe, Joel and Barbara Halpern (eds.), Schenk-
man Publishing Company, Cambridge, Massachussets.

1977 Ritual and Social Structure in a Macedonian Village, Barbara Kerewsky-Halpern and
Joel M. Halpern (eds.), Program in Soviet and East European Studies, Occasional Pa-
pers Series No. 1, International Area Studies Programs, University of Massachusetts at
Ambherst, 41 pp.

SANDERS L. T
1949 Balkan Village, University of Kentucky Press.

YESTERDAY'S...
1973 Yesterday s Peaple, Peasants of Polesie, An Exhibition of Photographs of Rural Eastern
Poland in the 1930s by Joseph Obrebski, October 3 to October 14, 1973, University
Art Gallery, Herter Hall, University of Massachusetts, Amherst,

Author’s Address
Joel Martin Halpern
Professor Emeritus of Anthropology

University of Massachusetts, Amherst USA



	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	page 9
	page 10
	page 11
	page 12
	page 13
	page 14
	page 15

