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mous power 10 gel granls, 10 recommend scholars for prime university :lppoint­
menlS. They also had a plethora of contacts with publ ishers. Why rhen did Sula 
Benet wait unt il Obr«bski 's death to contaci me about the disposal of his archives? 
Now, of course, there is no one to ask. Did Obr«bsk i purposely avoid conlaclS that 
might ha ve reduced hi s isolat ion and opened up numerous opportunities? One can 
only speculat e. The on ly matter that stands out is his consistent fai lure to publish 
any of the resullS of his resea rch in Macedonia in English, or in any other language 
for Ihal mutter. 

It is also appropriate to mention two other scholars who were active in the 
Balkans in the 1930s. One was the American rural sociologist Irwin Sanders who 
arri ved in Sofia to teach at the American College Ihere, a mi ssionary related institu­
tion, the year I was born. in 1929. As of this wri ting Professor Sanders is still alive. 
While teaching at the American College he became interested in Bulgarian village 
life and began a study of a village near Sofia. This research subsequently beeame 
his doctoral in sociology at Cornell Uni versity where he enrolled aner 
his retu rn to the U.S. It was published under the title Balkan Village (SA NDERS 
1949). In addition to his leaching career Sanders spen t a period work ing for the 
Ford Foundation and was much involved with international education. He taught 
both at the University of Kentucky and at Boslon University. The final scholar that 
I Wish to mention is Rudoll' Bicanic who began his career as an agricultural econo­
mist and became associated with the Croat ian Peasant Party in the 19305. In this 
capacity he prepared a number of detailed reports on the difficulties of peasant life 
in Croatia in the 19305 especiall y as a result of the Great Depression. He, like 
Obr((bski , received an education in England and a number of his books and anicles 
appeared in both English and Croatian4

• Sanders was both in New York (at the Ford 
Fou ndation) and in Boston (at Boston Un iversi ty) during the en tire period of 
Obrebski's residence in the U. S. In terms of Obrebski's interest in M.lccdon ia and 
Sander's long-term interest in Bulg:lri a and the faetthat they had both done studies 
of village communities - this alone would have been ample reason ror them to 
meet. Like Mosely and Mead. Sanders was also at the heart of grant and research 
funding. He also was m that time employed by the Ford Foundation. But again they 
seem never to have met. Maybe Obrebski 's prideful sense of himself was a part of 
the problem . 

• M051 pcMincm 10 our imerc.<ls is his rnonosmph: /llIw Peoplcl.il·e: life ;11 lilt! /'ms;''t ReglOtls (Pet/salll Life 

it/ SOIJl/u.· ... s/t!m Cromill. Hrut/ill //m/ Uercl'go .... 'rn: Y,'8"s/{lI'i{, ;11 /9J5) (BICANIC 1981). II WlIS ediled by Joel 

M. lIalpcm :md Elmor Murr.l.Y [)espalnlovic. Stephen Clissold: tr:lnSlal ion (19-1 I) completed and 

hy M'rjan Despatalovk prerace by Elinor Mum)' [)esp.llmo,·k, arterword hy Joel Iblpem. Research 

Rqx>n No 2 1. Dep;&nmc:nl of Anthropology. Universily or Massochusens. Amllcrst. Sqxembcr 1981 . II "<IS finil 

pubhshcd III 1936 in Zagreb under the tille: Kllk/I ZM Narod. Zi.'Ol 'I (lllSiI'nim krojtv'mll. 



I think it can conclusively be stated that, apart from his Polish contacts. after 
hi s work in Jamaica. ObrC(bski remained totally isolated from the Engl ish-speaking 
world as far as research and publication are concerned. Obviously this was a loss, 
especially to Obri(bski. but also to the wider scholarly community that would have 
benefited from his potentially seminal contributions. Cle,trly his inability to publish 
had drastic consequences. It is not 31 all surpri sing that in the very marginal comer 
of academia in which he found himself there was no interest in or support for hi s 
work. He was involved in a downwtlrd 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 Heahh 
and the National Sciences Foundation as well as private sources such as the Ford 
Foundation. Such SUppoll 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 substanlial 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 encoun tered him. In the period 1963-\967 
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 excellenl funding of even 
large and elaborate research projects in Eastern Europe. a time when there were 
many opportunities fo r appointments at major universi ties 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 miracu lous 
survival of the major part of his archives. As noted earlier I first met J6zefObr((bski'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 in itial phone conversa­
tions I inv ited her to Amherst and she was my houseguest and we then devised 
a plan for a photo exhibit involving Obr~bski 's drrunalic photographs of Polesie. 
The exhibit opened in one of the Universi ty of Massachusetts's art galleries on 
October 3. 1973 and I obtained money for a modest catalog Yesterday :~. People. 
Peasallls of Polesie, All Exhibit of Rural Eastern Polalld ill 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 20m 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 researchi ng in Eastern Europe. We also had a Slavic Librarian of Polish 
origin wbo was keen 10 bu ild our librmy resources. However, Tamara Obr<;:bski 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. Arter Tamara's death her son was eager to arrange mailers 
llnd 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. Ohn'cbski's son generously provided an initial grant that was used to 
catalog the J<unaican 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 Obr~bski 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 Obr{(.bski 's Oxford lectures did not require a great deal 
of editing as a comparison between the archi val copy and final book publication 
text will demonstrate. Further. as has been noted, he tragically lacked the necessary 
skills to survive in the poli tics of the academic world as witness his Jamaican re· 
search experience. Thus when he finally came to the U.S. he lacked the essential 
fonnnl credentials for an academic important at a major research university. His 
failure 10 produce a timely research report on his Jamaican experience evidently 
alienated his prc.."tigious 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 bequealhed 
to us his very rich archive which documents the full extent of his talent and accom­
plishments. 

transl. by the author 



BII3UOGRAPHY 

BlCANIC 
1981 How the People Lil'f!: Life in ,'re PlIssil-e Regiolls (Peflsalll U!e ill Somhweslem CTfJo 

alia. Bosnia /illd Hercego~'i"lI; Yrlgosl/nria ill 1935). Joel M. Halpern. Elinor MUITUy 
Dcspalmovic (cds.). Stephen Clissold translation (1941). University uf M!ls~aehusctcs. 
Amherst. 

MOSELY I'h. E. 
1976 COlIIl/lwwl F/mrilie,v ill lire Balkans: Tire Zadrllga, csssays by Phili]) E. Mosely and 

Essays in his Honor edited by Roben F. Byrnes. Introduction by M:rrgnrct Mead. Uni­
versity of Notre Damc Press. South Bend. Indiana. 

NOTIINGIIAM E. K. 
1968 Joseph ~bski 1905· 1%7, Tire Amcrietlll Sociologist. Vol. 3 no 3 (1968). !lp. 256-257. 

Cited in The ChUlIgillg Peasantry olElIslem £rlrope. 1976. 
OI3RI;BSKI 1. 

1931 Indeks do Leczllictwo llirill po/skiego IIcnryka Diegelciscna (An index 10 The Polislr 
Folk Medecine of Henryk Bicgclcisen), KrakOW, pp. 31. 

1936 

1976 

1977 

Problem etnicmy Polesia (Ethnic Question of Polesic). Spl'IIlI'Y Narolioll'o.fciol"c. vol. 1 0, 
no 1·2, 1'1'.1-21. 
The Clwnging Peasanlry ol£ostem Europe, Joel and Barbara Halpern (cds.), Schenk· 
man Publishing Coml'any, Cambridge. MaS5.1chusscts. 
Rilual and Social SlntClllre ill a M/lcedonian Village. Barbara Kercwsky-I-Ialpem and 
Joel M. Halpern (cds.), Program in Soviet and East European Studies. Occasional Pa-
peTS Series No, I, International Area Sludies Programs. University of Massachusetts at 
Amhcn;t. 41 pp, 

SANDERS I. T, 
1949 B(llk(ln Village. University of Kentucky Press. 

YESTERDAY·S ... 
1973 )'e:iI€lrfay,~ People. Pe//salllS of Poles;e. An £Xhibilioll olPholo};lYlllhs of Rill 'a I Eastem 

POltlllri hI the 1930s by Joseph Obrebski. October 3 to October [4. 197:1, University 
An Gullery. Ikner Hall. University of Massachuse11S. Amherst. 

Author's Address 

Joel Manin 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

