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Objectives: 

The aim of this workshop is to acquaint you with some of the most prominent Jewish writers in America.  We will read some representative short stories and analyze some of the main topics and themes in Jewish writing.  We will consider such topics as family relationships, high aspirations that often can't be fulfilled, problems of guilt (due to religious upbringing or omnipresent mothers) and, of course, the topic of the Jew who is always suffering (whether really necessary or not). The picture of Jewish literature and character would not be complete without looking at Jewish humor – I hope you'll find it as funny as me!

Workshop Tasks

How to Identify a Jew

1. Read the preface and chapter 1 of Albert Vorspan's humorous description of contemporary Jewish life in America. Note all the stereotypes he mentions. Jews are………. Collect as many stereotypes as you can.

2. Read chapter 8 of the book and memorize the typical Jewish characters Vorspan describes. Prepare a table or an annotated list of characters with short descriptions. You will later be asked to identify these characters in the sample stories.

3. Groupwork: More Jewish Stereotypes: Work in small groups. Each group will be given one additional chapter of Vorspan's humorous book. Read the short chapter and note additional stereotypical attributes and  behaviors described by the author. We will then crossgroup and share our findings. I hope you'll have a good laugh.

4. Read the epilogue and find its thesis statement. Write it under the text.

Short Historical Overview

Read and study the short historical overview of Jewish immigration in America. Can you relate any of the information to your history class?  Write a 100 word summary of the text. 

Main Themes in Jewish American Fiction

Study the main themes in Jewish American Fiction prior to reading the stories. Discuss them in your group and ask your teacher if you have any open questions.

Reading

Read the stories. You will be given some reading time in class (see timetable). Read the remaining texts at home. Always read with a pen in your hands and underline and note all references to any of the Jewish themes you have studied previously. Also note whenever you feel you come across any of the typical Jewish characters described by Vorspan.

Presentation and Writing Tasks

List of stereotypical characters: Prepare a list of the stereotypical Jewish characters (macher, kochleffel, nudnik, nebbish, shlemiel, shlimazel, young marrieds, ancient knight, potential leader, intellectual (often lost contact with his body), suffering Jew (often guilt-ridden).

Add all the characters representing these stereotypes and describe them/ their roles shortly.

Study of the Narrative Features in Your Favorite Story: Choose your favorite story and look at the use of the narrative features in detail.

Answer the questions asked in the chapter "Evaluating a Story" in your Short-Story Handout. (type, about 1-2 pages)

Short Paper or Oral Presentation

Choose one aspect of Jewish writing and prepare a clearly structured outline for an essay on this topic. Write a precise thesis statement and sketch the paragraphs necessary to support it.

Then either write your essay (about 2 pages, typed) or prepare a 5 minute talk about your topic. Tape the talk and hand in your tape. The resulting tape may be part of your portfolio. If you decide to do the talk you might want to ask a second student to help you and act as an interviewer in a radio program about your topic. You are the expert answering the questions in detail.

Timetable: 

Thursday, Feb. 11th: 
Workshop: How to Identify a Jew

Monday, Feb. 22nd: 
Workshop: Reading : History and Themes

Thursday, Feb. 25th: 
Workshop: Reading stories and working on tasks (read rest at home!)

Monday, Mar.1st:
Deadline for reading the stories. Discussion of stories and characters in class.




Deadline for list of stereotypical characters.
Thursday: Mar.4th:
3rd Test: Deadline for study of narrative features in your favorite story.

Monday, Mar. 8th:
Deadline for essays or talks on tape. Discussion and sharing of topics in class.


A Short Reader

Albert Vorspan, Start Worrying

Paul Goodman, "The Facts of Life"

Bernard Malamud, "The First Seven Years"

Woody Allen, "No Kaddish for Weinstein"

Delmore Schwartz, "America! America!"

Isaac Bashevis Singer, "Gimpel the Fool"

Philip Roth, Portnoy's Complaint

A Short History of Jewish Immigration:

The history of the first Jewish immigrants to America dates back as far as 1492, the same year that Columbus is said to have discovered America. In that year, the Jews of Spain were expelled from their country en masse for religious reasons. Shortly thereafter, the Jews of Portugal were also expelled from their country. Together these Sephardic Jews (Sephardic means Spaniard in Hebrew) traveled to the New World where they settled in Brazil. But when the Portugese regained possession of Brazil in 1654, the Jews were again driven from their homes. Many of these Jews returned to the Old World, although a small group traveled to North America and settled in what was then New Amsterdam. Their number was soon augmented by new Jewish emigrants from Spain, Portugal, and various Latin American colonies. 

Later, from the 1820s through the 1880s  a much larger group of Jews migrated to America from Western Europe, particularly from Germany. This wave of immigration reflected the chaos of Europe after the reign of Napoleon. These migrants came to America with many non-Jewish Germans who were also fleeing from hunger and oppression.

Members of these groups of immigrants were generally educated and comfortably off and thus moved smoothly into American life. Many of the great names of American business and philanthropy (donating big sums of money) trace their origins to the first two waves of Jewish immigration. (e.g. Guggenheim, Morgenthau…)

The next group of Jewish immigrants was very different, however. From about 1880 to 1924 a tidal wave of eastern European Jews, mostly from Poland and Russia moved to America. Most of these immigrants were ragged and poor. At least one quarter of them could not read or write. They were forced to take the only jobs they could find in America, those of pushcart peddler and sweatshop tailor.  To the "uptown Jews" who had come earlier, these new arrivals were something of an embarrassment. They referred to them as "barbarians" or "Asiatics", and regarded speaking Yiddish as a mark of poverty and ignorance

But it was these poor eastern Europeans who would more than any other group reshape America's concept of itself. They would help to create Hollywood and give us many of our most cherished creative talents, from the Marx Brothers to the composers George Gershwin and Irving Berlin.  Many of these immigrants settled on the Lower East Side of New York and established a ghetto which flourished for several decades.

This ghetto produced many poets and writers of fiction who wrote in Yiddish. In their writing they often contrast the old Eastern European ghetto life with mid-century American life or comment on mid-century problems of Jews.

Finally, World War II and the horrors of European anti-Semitism caused a huge wave of Jews to flee to the United States. The war also had a two-fold effect on the Jewish American writer. On the one hand, he rediscovered his identity as a Jew, even if he had long ago left the ghetto and the religion. Muriel Rukeyser expresses this insight eloquently in her poem "Letter to the Front
 ":


To be a Jew in the twentieth century


Is to be offered a gift. If you refuse,


Wishing to be invisible, you choose


Death of the spirit, the stone insanity.


Accepting, take full life. Full agonies . . .

On the other hand, and paradoxically, because the horror and tragedy of Hitler's policy put a virtual end to anti-Semitism in the United States, the Jewish American writer was free to deal with more inclusive, more universal themes. 

The contemporary Jewish writer has attempted to explain and interpret Jewishness – not especially the Jewishness concerned with religion or custom or social setting, but rather the Jewishness of spirit which involves a particular sensibility, and intensity, and a humor which is often ironic.  Most of the characters in the works of writers such as Bernard Malamud, Saul Bellow, and Philip Roth are Jewish, and yet they are not necessarily so. These writers use their Jewish characters to explore the universal themes of suffering and prevailing, of family relationships, of high, unreachable aspirations… Many of their characters are reminiscent of the old Yiddish tales of writers such as Isaac Bashevis Singer (see your reader). One of them is the schlemiel or shlamezl character, whose hopes and plans, despite his struggles and good intentions, usually come to no good. Many authors make use of the character of the Jewish intellectual and often use highly humorous language. Often the typical Jewish hero seeks his identity through very intellectual experiences whereas the American hero is described as a lusty adventurer who seeks his identity through outward pursuits.

In recent years Jewish American writers, unlike most other minority groups, have become an acknowledged part of the mainstream of American literature. Perhaps this is because the melting-pot theory has worked better for American Jews than it has for members of visible minority groups; or perhaps it is because, as Ralph Ellison has suggested, the Jewish writer has been permitted to see himself as American and has succeeded in projecting his Jewish experience as a larger experience unfolding within this pluralistic society.

Main Themes in Jewish American Fiction

When reading the following samples of modern and contemporary Jewish writing watch out for the following common themes, characters and styles:

Sense of Distinctiveness - What is Jewishness:

Jewish writers still feel a profound sense of distinctiveness. For better or worse, being Jewish remains something "special".  Even non-believing Jews feel they are the chosen ones and must live with a sense of distinctiveness. This sense of differentness enables them to take an outsider's point of view in moral matters. They look at society from a critical distance. The typical Jewish character is a witness, a judge and a transmitter of cultural values. He is a true antihero, an alienated, unassimilated and haunted Jew.

Very often these writers ask questions about Jewish identity. What is Jewishness, nowadays, when being Jewish can no longer be defined through religion alone? Is it defined by a shared history of pain and suffering, shared experiences of ghetto life? Even second generation Jews, who have never seen shtetl life or the N.Y. or Chicago slums seem to share a strong sense of a common past. 

Look at the following definitions of Jewishness collected by Irving Howe:

Watch out for some of the very humorous definitions and explanations of Jewishness in your reading and collect them in your response journal (see tasks).

Centrality of the Family in Jewish Life:

The Jewish family as an agency of discipline and coherence has given the children of immigrants enormous emotional resources but also a mess of psychological troubles. To have grown up in an immigrant Jewish milieu is to be persuaded that the family is an unbreakable institution, the one bulwark against the chaos in the world but also the one barrier to tasting its delights. To live in a Jewish family means to live within a world of prohibitions, guarded by overprotective mothers or overzealous fathers. In American Jewish fiction, the family becomes an overwhelming, indeed, obsessive presence. For many young Jewish characters breaking from the family seems to be a precondition of freedom, an escape from all that was suffocating and limiting in their youth. 

Pain and Suffering:

There is a lot of pain and suffering in Jewish history. The typical characters of the schlemiel and the shlimazel exemplify this trait sometimes in a very humorous way. Jewish characters are hardly ever happy, laughing and dancing! They tend to be the intellectuals who worry about life in general and their own lives in particular (e.g. Woody Allen) while the American hero of the story is enjoying  life. They often have very high aspirations which they cannot fulfill.

Jewish Humor:

There is hardly any other distinct group of writers that has seen the world with so much humor. Maybe Jewish humor (sometimes called black humor) is used as a survival strategy similar to the humor of African-American writers. As mentioned above, Jewish writers often feel at some distance from society and experience an ironic relationship to power. They assume a critical stance toward received dogmas of society and regard themselves as "not quite at home" in this society. This skepticism and criticism can be expressed seriously or ironically.

Language and Style:

Many Jewish texts share the following stylistic characteristics. They are fast, excitable, like fast pumping of blood, nervous, rapid, breathless to the point of loosening or breaking the syntax.  They often use Yiddish words and phrases such as:

schmaltz, schmaltzy: (literally chicken fat): a book or film is schmaltzy if it is too sentimental

schlemiel: a character whose hopes and plans, despite his struggles never come true

mashuggah : crazy

to shlep: to shlep heavy objects or to shlep oneself (It's too cold to shlepp around in town.)

chutzpah: If you say that someone has chutzpah, you mean that you admire the fact that they are not afraid or embarrassed to do or say things that shock, surpriese, or annoy other people. (Such was his chutypah that he even persuaded the general to pose in front of a rocket for a snapshot.)

shikse : a Christian female

goyim: non-Jews

bagel: breadroll with a hole in the center

…

� Quoted from: Lillian Faderman and Barbara Bradshaw, Speaking for Ourselves, Foresman, 1969, p. 413


� Irving Howe, Jewish American Stories, Mentor, 1977, pp.11-12.
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