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The Street of Crocodiles
and Other Stories

Forewoard by JOMATHAN SAFRAN FOER

Bruno Schulz's Street of Crocodiles is a literary masterpiece that has
captivated readers and critics alike since its publication. The collection of
short stories, originally titled "Sklepy Cynamonowe," was published in 1934
and is set in the early 20th-century Polish town of Drohobycz, where Schulz
grew up. Through his unique and surreal narrative style, Schulz explores
themes of memory, identity, and the complexities of human experience, all
while immersing the reader in a richly textured world that blends reality
with fantasy. This article delves into the significance of "Street of
Crocodiles," its themes, characters, and lasting impact on literature.



Context and Background

Historical and Cultural Setting

Bruno Schulz was born in 1892 in Drohobycz, which was then part of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and is now located in modern-day Ukraine. The town,
with its rich cultural and historical backdrop, serves as the primary setting
for "Street of Crocodiles." The early 20th century was a time of significant
change in Europe, characterized by the rise of modernism and shifts in
societal norms. Schulz's work reflects this environment, blending elements of
his Jewish heritage, the socio-political climate of his time, and the
surrealism that would later define much of 20th-century literature.

Bruno Schulz's Life

Schulz was not only a writer but also a visual artist and an influential
figure in the Jewish community of Drohobycz. His life was tragically cut
short when he was murdered by the Nazis during World War II. Despite his
limited output—he published only a few collections during his lifetime—his
work has had a profound impact on literature. "Street of Crocodiles" is
considered his most significant achievement, showcasing his poetic language
and imaginative storytelling.

Thematic Exploration

Memory and Nostalgia

One of the central themes of "Street of Crocodiles" is the exploration of
memory. Schulz's writing often blurs the lines between reality and
imagination, reflecting the fluid nature of recollection. The stories are
imbued with a sense of nostalgia, evoking a longing for a past that is both
personal and collective.

— Memory is portrayed as a malleable construct, influenced by emotions and
perceptions.

— The protagonist's memories are often tinged with a sense of loss,
highlighting the transient nature of time and experience.

Identity and Existence

Schulz's characters grapple with questions of identity and selfhood. The
stories often depict the struggle between individuality and societal
expectations, especially in the context of Jewish identity in a changing
Europe.

— Characters frequently experience existential crises, questioning their
place in the world.

— The tension between personal desires and external pressures 1s a recurring
motif.



Surrealism and Fantasy

The surreal quality of Schulz's writing is one of its most distinctive
features. His stories are filled with fantastical elements that challenge the
boundaries of reality.

— The use of dreamlike imagery and metaphors creates a rich, immersive
atmosphere.

— Surrealism serves as a means to explore deeper psychological truths and
human emotions.

Major Characters

The Narrator

The unnamed narrator serves as a lens through which readers experience the
world of "Street of Crocodiles." Often interpreted as a semi-autobiographical
representation of Schulz himself, the narrator’s perspective is both
introspective and observant.

— The narrator's relationship with his family, particularly his father, 1is
central to many stories.

— His observations of the world around him reveal the complexities of human
relationships and personal growth.

The Father Figure
Schulz's father is a prominent figure in many of the stories, embodying both

authority and wvulnerability.

— His father is depicted as a complex character, often oscillating between
wisdom and folly.

— The father-son dynamic reflects broader themes of generational conflict and
the search for understanding.

Other Characters

The stories feature a diverse cast of characters, each contributing to the
rich tapestry of Schulz's narrative.

— The eccentric townspeople reflect the idiosyncrasies of life in Drohobycz.
— Women in Schulz's stories often serve as symbols of desire, mystery, and
the unknown.

Literary Style and Techniques

Imagery and Symbolism

Schulz's use of vivid imagery and symbolism is one of the hallmarks of his
writing.



— His descriptions of the physical environment in Drohobycz are often lush
and evocative, creating a strong sense of place.

— Objects, animals, and scenes frequently carry deeper meanings, inviting
multiple interpretations.

Narrative Structure

"Street of Crocodiles" is structured as a collection of interconnected
stories rather than a linear narrative.

- This format allows for exploration of various themes and character arcs,
creating a mosaic of experiences.

— The non-linear progression mirrors the nature of memory, reinforcing the
idea that past and present are intertwined.

Poetic Language

Schulz's prose is characterized by its lyrical quality, often resembling
poetry in its rhythm and sound.

— The use of metaphor and simile enriches the text, adding layers of meaning
and emotional resonance.

- His language elevates ordinary experiences, transforming them into profound
reflections on life.

Legacy and Influence

Impact on Literature

Bruno Schulz's "Street of Crocodiles" has left an indelible mark on the
landscape of modern literature. It has inspired numerous writers and artists,
influencing the development of surrealism and postmodernism.

— Authors such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Italo Calvino have drawn upon
Schulz's blending of fantasy and reality.

— His work has been celebrated for its innovative approach to storytelling
and character development.

Adaptations and Interpretations

The stories from "Street of Crocodiles" have inspired various adaptations,
including theatrical productions, visual art, and film.

— The surreal quality of Schulz's writing lends itself well to visual
interpretation, with artists attempting to capture the essence of his world.
— Scholarly analysis of Schulz's work continues to evolve, with new
interpretations and insights emerging.



Conclusion

Bruno Schulz's "Street of Crocodiles" remains a significant work in the canon
of 20th-century literature, celebrated for its imaginative storytelling and
profound exploration of human experience. Through his evocative prose, Schulz
invites readers into a world where memory, identity, and fantasy intertwine,
reflecting the complexities of life and the enduring power of storytelling.
As we continue to uncover the layers of meaning within his work, Schulz's
legacy as a masterful writer endures, compelling us to explore the depths of
our own memories and identities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Bruno Schulz's 'Street of
Crocodiles'?

The main theme of 'Street of Crocodiles' revolves around the interplay
between reality and imagination, exploring the complexities of memory,
identity, and the surreal nature of everyday life.

How does Bruno Schulz use symbolism in 'Street of
Crocodiles'?

Schulz employs rich symbolism throughout 'Street of Crocodiles', using
objects and characters to represent deeper philosophical ideas, particularly
the nature of existence and the passage of time.

What narrative style does Bruno Schulz adopt in
'Street of Crocodiles'?

Schulz uses a lyrical and impressionistic narrative style in 'Street of
Crocodiles', blending vivid imagery with a dreamlike quality to evoke the
surreal experiences of the protagonist.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Street of
Crocodiles'?

The setting of 'Street of Crocodiles', specifically the town of Drohobycz,
serves as a microcosm of Schulz's world, reflecting the complexities of
Jewish life in pre-war Poland and the tension between reality and fantasy.

How do the characters in 'Street of Crocodiles'
reflect Schulz's personal experiences?

The characters in 'Street of Crocodiles' often mirror Schulz's own family
dynamics and personal experiences, particularly his relationships with his
father and mother, highlighting themes of love, conflict, and nostalgia.

In what ways is 'Street of Crocodiles' considered a
work of magical realism?

It is considered a work of magical realism because Schulz blends fantastical
elements with mundane reality, creating a world where the extraordinary



coexists with the ordinary, blurring the lines between the two.

What role does childhood play in 'Street of
Crocodiles'?

Childhood plays a central role in 'Street of Crocodiles', serving as a lens
through which Schulz examines themes of innocence, discovery, and the
inevitable loss that comes with growing up.

How does Schulz's writing style contribute to the
overall atmosphere of 'Street of Crocodiles'?

Schulz's writing style, characterized by rich, poetic language and detailed
descriptions, creates a haunting and immersive atmosphere that draws readers
into the dreamlike reality of the narrative.

What impact did 'Street of Crocodiles' have on modern
literature?

The impact of 'Street of Crocodiles' on modern literature is significant,
influencing writers with its innovative narrative techniques, exploration of
memory and identity, and its unique blend of realism and fantasy.

Why 1is 'Street of Crocodiles' considered a classic of
Polish literature?

It is considered a classic of Polish literature due to its profound themes,
innovative narrative style, and its ability to capture the essence of Jewish
life in Poland, as well as its lasting influence on literary movements.
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