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      Bruno Schulz was born on July 12, 1892, in Drohobycz, in Galicia, a crownland of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  Drohobycz, with a population of around ten thousand, eventually became part of Poland, and, today is to be found in western Ukraine.  From his birth, to his grotesque death a scant fifty years later, Schulz spent almost all his life in Drohobycz.

      Schulz’s parents were Polish speaking Jews.  His father, Jacob Schulz, was a small-bore dry goods merchant and haberdasher.  Although Bruno had relatively little day-to-day contact with his father, he was later to make Jacob a central figure in his stories, mythologizing the man, and his shop in The Street of Crocodiles.  

       A weak, sickly child, Schulz nevertheless showed talent early on in his studies in language, mathematics, natural sciences, and, particularly, in drawing.  Frail, thin, often unwell, Schulz developed an inferiority complex, and began to exhibit masochistic tendencies.  A recurrent image in his later drawings is a beautiful, powerful woman, sometimes with a whip, with weak men, some with a curious resemblance to Schulz, cowering at her feet.

      Despite his problems, Schulz did well in school, and in 1910 he was “passed with distinction to studies at the University.”  At this time, his family was having financial problems, as a result of Jacob Schulz’s declining health, and, although his real interest was in art, his brother convinced him that architecture was a more pragmatic choice of fields, and he went off to the provincial capital of Lwow to study.  However, his studies were interrupted for several years because of ill health—apparently a cardiac problem of some kind.  His father died in 1915, and his father’s shop, and his former home above the shop were burned to the ground by the Russian army in World War I.  Schulz continued, sporadically, to study architecture in Vienna in 1917 and 1918.  He came to the decision that he wanted to be a painter rather than an architect, but, without means, and with family responsibilities, he was forced to return to Drohobycz.  Life looked grim.  As he wrote, “A new era had begun, empty, sober, joyless—white as paper.”   
 
      Schulz was unemployed and impoverished for several years.  Finally, in 1924, he became a teacher of drawing and handicrafts at his old school, the King Wladyslaw Jagiello State Gymnasium.  He continued to teach almost till the end of his life.  Teaching was his sole source of income, and although the drudgery of his job greatly interfered with his creative efforts, he desperately needed his teaching income to survive.  His meager wages supported a strange household, with Bruno, his widowed mother, his sister Hanna and her two children Ludwig and Zygmunt Hoffman, and another female cousin, to boot.

      In 1928, Schulz arranged, through an acquaintance, an exhibition of his paintings and drawings at a local health resort, Truskawiec.  Unhappily for our hero, the exhibition was attended by a local bigwig, one Maximillan Thullie.  This gentleman, who was pushing eighty, was head of the Polish Christian Democratic Party, and a Professor at the Lwow Polytechnic.  He demanded that the exhibit, which he characterized as “hideous pornography,” be closed immediately.  Fortunately, the local authorities were not intimidated, and the show went on.  Schulz even made a few zlotys—a great rarity for him.

      Returning to school, almost all his time was consumed with his onerous teaching duties, which left him little time for his creative work.  This was a major problem throughout his life.  He wrote, “so much mechanical, soulless work for someone who could do other things—that is, after all, a great injustice.”  But  Schulz did manage to write in the time he could spare from his academic duties, and, in 1934, The Street of Crocodiles was published.  This event caused Schulz’s prestige to increase at his school. in 1936, he was elevated to the esteemed title of “Professor”. In 1938 he became, even more grandiosely, “Schulz, Bruno, Professor, honored with the golden academic laurel of the Polish Academy of Literature.”

      But while his status may have increased, his income did not.  He was still poor, as he was throughout his life.  And almost all his time was still absorbed by his teaching duties.  His hope for a leave, to allow himself more time for his writing, was unfulfilled, and he wrote in 1939, with some pathos, “For some time I was bolstered by the thought that I would take my retirement next year (at 40% of salary).  Now I have moved away from that idea because I would be unable to support my family.”  An incident from 1938 illustrates the narrowness and constraint of Schulz’s life.  Schulz visited Paris for three weeks that year, after agonizing over the choice between the trip and a new couch.  He finally decided  on the trip, but he never managed to get that couch.  Nor did he get the girl.  He became engaged in 1935 to the exotically named Jozefina Szelinska, but in 1937 the engagement was broken off.  The details of this affair are obscure.

      In any case, by 1939 Schulz was clinically depressed.  It is hard to imagine, but his life, already marked by poverty, overwork, ill health and personal failure, was about to get worse—much worse.

     On September 1st, 1939, Hitler invaded Poland.  On September 11th, the Germans arrived in Drohobycz, where they immediately began committing atrocities against the local Jewish population.  On September 24th, the Germans handed over control of Drohobycz to the Soviet Union, and the town was annexed to the Ukrainian Soviet Republic.  Schulz continued to teach, now in a Soviet school.

      In 1940, Schulz was teaching, and also employed by the local Soviet administration.  He painted, at the behest of the local government, a picture depicting “the liberation of the people of Western Ukraine.”  The painting featured the national colors of Ukraine, and, for this Schulz was arrested by the NKVD, on the charge of “Ukrainian nationalism.” The charges didn’t stick, and he was eventually released.

      On July 1st, the German army returned, took over Drohobycz once again, and resumed the persecution of Polish Jews.  Jews were executed outside of Drohobycz in groups of one hundred.  Some were sent to forced labor, others to death camps.  One of the local Gestapo officers was a former cabinetmaker from Vienna named Felix Landau, described as “one of the most zealous murderers of Drohobycz’s Jews,” by Jerzy Ficowski, the Polish poet, whose biographical and critical study of Schulz, entitled Regions of the Great Heresy, is well worth reading.  Landau became interested in Schulz because of his painting.  He became Schulz’s so-called protector, and, in exchange for bread and soup, not to mention for not being murdered just yet, Schulz performed various tasks for Landau.  He painted frescoes in Landau’s son’s bedroom, as well as in the local administration buildings, and in the Gestapo casino.

      By 1942, Schulz, along with his family, was living in a single room in the Drohobycz ghetto.  He gave his papers, drawings, and manuscripts to various friends for safekeeping, but none of this material has ever been recovered.  Schulz planned to escape, and obtained false papers from friends in Warsaw to do so.  But on November 19, the local Gestapo began a so-called “wild action,” shooting people on the street, murdering 230 people that day.  SS Scharfuhrer Karl Gunther, a personal enemy of Landau’s, sought out Schulz, and shot him twice in the head.  That night, a friend of Schulz’s buried his body in the local Jewish cemetery.  The grave has never been located.
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